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the author.
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psychologists is included in this work. This was not done to lend
credence to the sagacity of Torah or to validate insights from rabbinic commentators. No stamp of approval is necessary. Rather,
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intensely appreciate the depth and beauty of Torah wisdom.
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introduction

Personal transformation is not only the cornerstone of our faith
but lies at the core of our purpose. Beginning with our forefather
Abraham, who at seventy-five set out to remake himself and the
world, the Torah is filled with accounts of those who rose above
their nature to succeed in transforming their character and fulfilling their Divine service.
Whether slicing through obstacles or trudging through discomfort and difficulties, great people throughout history have
possessed the ability to minimize temptations and galvanize their
resolve. They move through life with clarity and confidence—a
knowing invincibility.
Most of us, though, become stuck along the way, barely
scratching the surface of our lives. Encased in a cocoon of negative
habits and fears, we are alive, but there’s no freshness or vitality. Our personalities have become stifled and suffocate under
the weight of our insecurities. We wade through life, but we are
not living it; and thanks to twenty-first-century advances, instant
shrink-wrapped entertainment offers escape into other worlds, a
vast labyrinth of toys, tools, and distractions from which to concoct elaborate avoidances.
Yet there is no escape. Our fruitless attempts to hide from
life only bring us greater pain and despair. Depression is aptly
-V-

described in Torah sources as a taste of death. When we die, our
soul—the real us—separates from the body. A person who is not
growing and moving forward in life will force a rift between the
body and soul—the very experience of death itself.
Our soul is rigged to revolt against negligence and indifference, and the system will faithfully keep dishing out new
symptoms—both emotional and physical—to remind us that we
are in this world for a reason. Every soul has a distinct mission,
infused with its own spiritual DNA. It longs to rise above the
masses and to light up creation by unleashing its unique spark
of the Infinite. The purpose of this book is to help rekindle our
passion for life by tapping into this deep, fervent yearning for
self-expression.
Once we recognize the power and process of free will, we will
understand unquestionably what is to be gained and what is to
be lost; and then we would not—could not—behave irresponsibly,
much less contradictory to our long-term interests and objectives.
This enhanced mindset brings us to the point where we are no
longer eager to deny the truth—the pain of forfeiting our destiny
is too great, and the genuine pleasure missed, too palpable. We
are then propelled forward with a renewed desire to actualize our
free will and to extract the greatest potential from our God-given
talents and opportunities.
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SECTION ONE

the structure
of free will
Free will operates within a framework of clearly defined rules
and parameters: laws. As with all laws, there are cause and effect.
In this section we discover that our decisions do not always carry
immediate and clear consequences and affect us in ways we
might never have imagined—ranging from the imperceptible to
the unmistakable, and extending from this world into the next.
As our knowledge of free will crystallizes, we move in a world
that offers us a different experience, and it will become increasingly
difficult—if not inconceivable—for us to ignore the one truth that
will become so patently obvious: we control the quality of our
lives—and our afterlife.

part 1

the mechanics
of choice
We begin by exploring the drives that come together
in the decision-making process and then connect the
dots to discover how and why our choices—even
small and seemingly inconsequential ones—ripple
predictably into the entirety of our emotional,
spiritual, and physical lives.

1

the clash
and the
consequences

An endless stream of decisions flows through our lives from the
beginning until the end, but not all choices are created equal.
Whether we wiggle our right finger or left finger or pick a red
blanket over a blue one is a matter of preference. It is a choice, yes,
but without moral significance. Regardless of the outcome, we will
neither beam with pride nor experience pangs of shame.
Of course, life is filled with hard choices that have real consequences, and as we know, making the right choice is not always easy
or comfortable. Self-esteem helps.1 It stimulates the desire to invest
in ourselves and provides the energy for self-discipline, pushing us
toward responsible behavior. Moreover, each and every time we rise
above our nature, we bolster this key ingredient to psychological
and spiritual health. To the extent that we do not love ourselves,
though, our willingness to endure short-term pain for a long-term
gain wanes. Who wants to put in effort—enduring heartache and
hardship—for someone whom they do not even like?
The mindset is understandable but quite problematic. If we
notes

1. Confidence is often mistaken for self-esteem, but the two are quite
different. Confidence is how effective we feel within a specific area or
situation, while self-esteem is defined as how much we recognize our inherent
worth, feel deserving of happiness and good fortune, and know that we are
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frequently shirk our obligations and shun new opportunities, we
lose more than we might expect.
Findings show that the tendency to avoid the pain inherent in
taking responsibility for our lives is the primary basis of all mental
illness and is central to nearly every emotional issue, including
anxiety, depression, and addiction.2 This is how it happens:
LIVE OR LET DIE

Within all of us exist three inner forces that are often at odds
with one another: the soul, the ego, and the body.3 In short, the soul
seeks to do what is right; the ego wants to be right and see itself in
the optimal light; and the body just wants to escape from it all.
Doing what is comfortable or enjoyable is a body drive.
Examples of indulgences of this force are overeating or oversleeping—in effect, doing something merely because of how it feels.
An ego drive can run the gamut from making a joke at someone else’s expense to making a lavish purchase that’s beyond
one’s means. When the ego reigns, we are not drawn to what is
good, but to what makes us look good—in our own eyes and in
the eyes of others.4 Over time, these choices erode our self-esteem
notes

precious in the eyes of God. As we will discuss at great length, our feelings
of self-esteem are shaped by our free will behavior, rather than by the assets
at our disposal. One who attempts to fortify his self-image by taking pride
in a specific trait may exhibit signs of high self-esteem to the untrained eye,
but in fact, such a person often suffers from low self-esteem because all he
has is an inflated ego.
2. See M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled: A New Psychology of Love,
Traditional Values and Spiritual Growth (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1978), 17-19. See Roy F. Baumeister, Todd F. Heatherton, and Dianne M.
Tice, Losing Control: How and Why People Fail at Self-Regulation (California:
Academic Press, 1994). Also see Christopher Peterson and Martin E. P.
Seligman, Character Strengths and Virtues (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 2004).
3. The soul’s influence is called the yetzer tov, “good inclination,” or “conscience.”
The ego is the false self and is referred to as the yetzer hara, “evil inclination.”
4. See Dovid Lieberman, Real Power (New Jersey: Viter Press, 2008), 76.
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because when we routinely succumb to immediate gratification
or live to protect and project an image, we become angry with
ourselves and ultimately feel empty inside.5
When we do not like who we are, we punish ourselves with activities that are disguised as pleasurable: excessive eating, alcohol
or drug abuse as well as meaningless diversions and excursions.
We long to love ourselves, but instead we lose ourselves. Unable
to invest in our own well-being, we substitute illusions for love.
These ethereal delights mask our self-contempt, and since the
comfort sought is rewarded instead by greater pain, we descend
further into despair.
As our behavior becomes increasingly reckless and irresponsible, the ego swells to compensate for feelings of guilt
and shame. Our perspective narrows, and we see more of the
self and less of the world; this makes us even more sensitive
and unstable.
PERSPECTIVE = MENTAL HEALTH

The clearer our perspective, the more reality we allow in, and
the more objective and rational are our attitudes, thoughts, and
behaviors. As the ego grows, the seedlings of emotional instability
take root because any distortion of our true self produces a misrepresentation of the world;6 and if our grasp of reality is flawed,
then our adjustment to life will suffer.7
notes

5. Both the quality and quantity of our choices factor into the equation.
This means that a single egregious act can infect our belief system and
the unwillingness to face the resultant guilt or shame may stain our entire
worldview.
6. To the degree that we cannot accept our imperfections and limitations, we
are forced to shift fault elsewhere. In other words: If there is nothing wrong
with me then there must be something wrong with you. In order for us to remain
unblemished, we distort the world around us. The ego has a variety of these
defense mechanisms which are detailed in the following chapter.
7. Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “People do not seem to realize that their
opinion of the world is also a confession of character.” “…we were like

- 13 -

chapter one

When a person loses his sanity—the ability to see, accept, and
respond to his world—it means that he has lost all perspective.
The Talmud states that Adam HaRishon (“Adam, the first
man”) could see from one end of the world to the other.8 Before
eating of the Eitz HaDaas (“Tree of Knowledge”), Adam had no
yetzer hara (“ego”). This entity was represented by the serpent and
was external to Adam. So his perception was unfettered.9
The yetzer hara entered only when Adam ate of the tree and became alert to the difference between good and evil, which shifted
his perspective.10 Man’s awareness was reduced from the objective
world of “truth and falsehood” to the subjective world of “good
and bad.”11 After the sin, human beings would forever see their
world through the cloudy lens of “I.”

Emotional instability is, fundamentally, a lack of clarity—the
degree to which the ego infects us. To this extent, we are all
somewhat sick.12 At whatever point we have clarity that a given
behavior is wrong, bechirah (“free will”) emerges, and it becomes

notes

grasshoppers in our eyes, and so we were like in their eyes!” (Numbers 13:33).
The spies believed that the current inhabitants in the Land of Israel viewed
them as people who could easily be conquered. Because the spies felt like
grasshoppers in their own eyes, they were convinced that others also perceived
them in this way (Sfas Emes, ibid.).
8. Chagigah 12a.
9. A fetus is also able to see from one end of the world to the other (Niddah 30b).
This is because the yetzer hara does not enter a person until the moment of birth,
as it is written, “Sin crouches at the door” (Genesis 4:7, cf. Sanhedrin 91b).
10. See Rashi on Genesis 2:25.
11. See Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed 1:2.
12. The Rambam writes that in any instance, the only reason we come to sin
is that we do not know fully what we are doing (Hilchos Geirushin 2:20).
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a genuine choice. That is, to choose good over evil. To the degree
that we fall short, we are all somewhat evil.13

notes

13. This is an oversimplification of the decision-making process because a lack
of clarity is not always self-induced and intellectual awareness—distinguishing
right from wrong—is not enough to put a behavior within the scope of free
will. A person must have the equal capacity to act. This will be explained in
the upcoming chapters.
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2

roots
of
unhappiness

On a conscious level we cannot easily admit to ourselves that we
are selfish or lazy, much less a failure or flawed.14 The ego is thus
equipped with an elaborate array of defense mechanisms to thwart
the harshness of reality. As these defenses emerge, instability,
which can be seen as the chasm between the truth and our ability
to accept it, develops. Defense mechanisms are categorized based
on how they affect an individual’s functioning:15
Level III—Neurotic defenses (i.e., intellectualization,
reaction formation, dissociation, displacement, repression, rationalizing). These neurotic mechanisms are
fairly common and cause greater challenges for those
who default to them regularly.
Level II—Immature defenses (i.e., fantasy, projection,
notes

14. It is not uncommon for a person to declare himself worthless—so damaged,
bad, and broken that he is beyond repair or reproach. This unconsciously
motivated, ego-driven tactic cleverly absolves him of responsibility because
he doesn’t “deserve” to be happy. He thereby avoids the pain of accountability
and the burden of obligation. He may also choose to lay blame outside of his
control: a victim of inexorable desire or of a callous society. See Chapter 35,
“The Force of Habit” for further discussion.
15. Based on George E. Vaillant, Ego Mechanisms of Defense: A Guide for
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passive aggression, acting out). These mechanisms temporarily lessen distress and anxiety provoked by an
uncomfortable situation and, with constant engagement,
lead to serious problems in a person’s ability to develop
genuine coping strategies with minimal distortion of the
facts.
Level I—Pathological defenses (i.e., psychotic denial, delusional projection). The mechanisms on this
level are severely pathological and effectively recreate
external experiences to do away with the need to cope
with reality.
Our ego colors the world, so that we are not tarnished. Before
we airbrush reality, however, a collision occurs in the unaccessed
caverns of the unconscious, between truth and falsehood—producing the psychological phenomenon cognitive dissonance: the feeling
of uncomfortable tension and stress that comes from holding two
contradictory ideas simultaneously. From a Torah standpoint, cognitive dissonance is the by-product of tension between the yetzer
tov (“soul”) and yetzer hara (“ego”)—a choice to either accept reality
or reduce dissonance by any of the above-mentioned mechanisms.
The most common of these are (a) avoidance, (b) denial, or (c)
justification.16
Smoking offers a classic illustration of cognitive dissonance.
The smoker may acknowledge that cigarettes cause a wide range
of negative health effects, but he probably also desires to be healthy.
The tension produced by these inconsistent ideas can be reduced by
(a) not thinking about it; (b) disputing or denying the evidence; (c)
notes

Clinicians and Researchers (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Publishing,
1992), 327–238.
16. Denial is a defense mechanism where one is faced with a truth that is too
uncomfortable or threatening to accept and therefore rejects it. The person
may refuse to accept the reality of the unpleasant fact completely (plain denial),
admit the fact but deny its seriousness (minimizing), or admit both the reality
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justifying one’s smoking (“A bus could come and hit me tomorrow,”
“I need to smoke, or I’d gain too much weight”); or (d) accepting the
truth, and taking steps to quit.17
Physiologically speaking, research shows that “reasoning areas of the brain virtually shut down when we are confronted with
dissonant information; and the emotion circuits of the brain light
up unreservedly when consonance is restored.”18 Similarly, our
Sages say, “There is no happiness like the resolution of doubt,”
which is why the ego seizes any opportunity to reconcile the
internal conflict.19 The following anecdote typifies this process,
particularly when our self-image is on the line.
There was a man who woke one day convinced that he was a
zombie. When he told his wife he was a zombie, she tried to talk
him out of this outrageous opinion.
“You are not a zombie!” she said.
“I am a zombie,” he answered.
“What makes you think you are a zombie?” she asked
rhetorically.
“Don’t you think zombies know they are zombies?” he answered with great sincerity.
His wife realized she was not getting anywhere, so she called
his mother and told her what was going on.
His mother tried to help.
notes

and the gravity but totally deny responsibility (transference). (Definition based
on Wikipedia.)
17. In 1969, celebrated psychologist Eliot Aronson refined the theory to reveal
a deeper, universal (and Torah-aligned) conflict. He posits that all people want
to see themselves as good individuals and in control of their behavior. Hence,
all attempts to reduce dissonance are really a desire to preserve this selfconcept.
18. Drew Westen, et al., “The Neural Basis of Motivated Reasoning: An fMRI
Study of Emotional Constraints on Partisan Political Judgment in the 2004
U.S. Presidential Election,” Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience 18, no. 11 (2006):
1947–1958.
19. See Metzudas David on Proverbs 15:30.
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“I’m your mother. Wouldn’t I know if I gave birth to a
zombie?”
“You didn’t,” he explained. “I became a zombie later.”
“I didn’t raise my son to be a zombie, or even to think he is a
zombie,” his mother pleaded.
“Nonetheless, I am a zombie,” he said, unmoved by his
mother’s appeal to his identity and sense of guilt.
Later that day his wife called [a psychiatrist].
The wife was given an emergency appointment, and within
the hour the husband was in the psychiatrist’s office.
“So, you think you are a zombie?” the psychiatrist asked.
“I know I am a zombie,” the man said.
“Tell me, do zombies bleed?” the psychiatrist asked.
“Of course not,” said the man. “Zombies are the living dead.
They don’t bleed.” The man was a little annoyed at the psychiatrist’s patronizing question.
“Well, watch this,” said the psychiatrist as he picked up a
pin. He took the man’s finger and made a tiny pinprick. The man
looked at his finger with great amazement and said nothing for
three or four minutes.
“What do you know,” the man finally said, “zombies do
bleed!”20
FROM SHIELD TO SHELL

Denying reality does not come without a price. Exhausted and
on edge, our ego edits our world to ensure that we leave in nothing that will hurt us or reveal us, either to ourselves or to others.
Preoccupied with potential threats to our self-image, we are on
guard 24/7.
We hide behind a carefully crafted façade, and the identity that
notes

20. Robert Fritz, The Path of Least Resistance: Learning to Become the Creative
Force in Your Own Life (New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1989). (Passage edited.)
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we build to shield ourselves soon becomes a shell that encases us.
Over time, we fall into a hellish gap of unrealized potential, our
true self weakens, and our inside grows hollow. We no longer live
for ourselves. We exist only to protect our image. This includes all
of the games we play and the masks we wear to provide the rest
of the world with what we believe is the right persona.
We may not even realize how much of our attitude and
behavior—indeed, our very identity—is self-styled to avoid selfreflection, to compensate for self-hatred, and to project an image
that betrays neither.
In the exchange, we lose ourselves, contorting to the images
demanded by others to win their praise.21 The great mussar leader
Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv writes, “If you observe people carefully
you will see that someone who loves the approval of others will, as
it were, sell himself as a slave to those who flatter him. He will not
even realize what is happening to him, however obvious it may be
to an outside observer.”22
Unsurprisingly, we are never truly satiated. When we do not
love ourselves, we cannot give love and we cannot feel loved. Even
when the supply is plentiful, with adulation beyond measure, we
experience a different reality. Ultimately, we remain empty inside.
Imagine pouring water into a cup that has no bottom. As someone pours in the water, the cup feels and looks full. As long as
the cup is constantly being filled, we are content. But the minute
notes

21. Certainly, there is a positive side. Ethics of the Fathers 1:12 states, “Be
among the disciples of Aaron … loving people and bringing them close to
Torah.” The Rambam, in his commentary on this Mishnah, quotes from Avos
d’Rabbi Nassan (12:3), which describes how Aaron would make an effort to
befriend a person who behaved wrongly, knowing that the offender’s shame
would encourage him to mend his ways, so as not to disappoint his honorable
new friend.
22. Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv Broida, Chochmah u’Mussar, Vol. 1, 219. Mussar is
the practice of personality development (through exercising moral discipline),
moving toward perfection of character, cultivation of morality, and emulation
of Divine qualities.
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someone stops filling it (with undivided attention, respect, or
adoration), the cup quickly becomes empty, and we are left as
thirsty as ever.23 A shattered cup will never be full, and our thirst
can never be quenched, no matter how much we receive.24

Herein lies the basis for many failed relationships. When we lack
self-esteem, we push away the very people we so desperately
want in our lives because we cannot fathom why anyone would
love someone who is so unlovable. And whatever affection or
kindness forces its way through to us is hardly embraced. Such
overtures do not serve to comfort, but to confuse. To compound
matters, the less self-control we have the more desperate we
are to manipulate the events and people around us, especially
those closest to us—either overtly or passive-aggressively.25
Since self-control leads to self-respect, we need to feel as if
we are in control of someone, something, anything, to gain a
sense of traction. Low self-esteem can thus trigger a powerful unconscious desire to usurp authority, to overstep bounds,
and to mistreat those who care about us. When we do not like
ourselves, we suffer. Our relationships suffer. Everyone suffers.
notes

23. This hunger compels us to become braggarts so that others will hear of our
greatness. “A sign of complete ignorance is self-praise” (Zohar 193b). “One coin
in a pitcher makes a great deal of noise” (Bava Metzia 85b).
24. Much unhappiness in life stems from failing or failed relationships, with
our emotional health feasting on, and fueling, the quality of our relationships.
Dr. William Glaser writes, “From the perspective of forty years of psychiatric
practice, it has become apparent to me that all unhappy people have the same
problem: they are unable to get along with the people they want to get along
well with.” Reality Therapy, 5.
25. A passive-aggressive person is generally described as one who retreats
to avoid a confrontation. He is unable to face the situation head-on, so he
chooses to back down, only to get back at the person in another way, at another
time—whether it is by being late, “forgetting” to do something important for
the person, or just generally inconveniencing him. This behavior is rarely
consciously examined.
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part 2

the shape
of reality
As self-esteem fades and the ego’s noose tightens,
our entire decision-making system becomes
corrupt, and our lives are reduced to a network
of conditioned responses. The following chapters
explain how seemingly smart people fall victim to
irrationality and become vulnerable to the whims
and the will of the world around them.

Truth
or
3
Consequences
Irrationality lies at the root of the classic proclamation “If God
showed Himself to me just once or performed a miracle right in
front of my eyes, then I would be a believer and do everything
that He says.” First, such unearned clarity removes the possibility
of free will. Man would then believe in God because he had no
choice. We would, in effect, be no different from angels—for who
could act against God when in His undeniable presence?1
Yet our quest for absolute proof is utterly illogical. It is an
emotional argument offered up to grant ourselves permission
to do whatever we want.2 We require little proof to do what we
feel like doing; and we often go against flawless logic when it is
convenient or comfortable.3 It’s not about reason and rationale.
It’s about emotion and desire.
notes

1. A direct, known, and immediate consequence also removes the opportunity
for free will. If the impact of our choices—positive or negative—were always
observable and obvious, then our ability to choose would be compromised.
2. Lot made a decision to leave his uncle, Abraham, to settle in the spiritually
depraved city of Sodom (Genesis 13:10–11), because he saw that land to be
the most fertile. Rashi, citing Chazal (“our Sages”) (Nazir 23a), explains that
the underlying reason Lot went to Sodom was because he was drawn to the
immorality of that place but was unaware of his own motivations.
3. The clear and evident problems with evolutionary theory are a prime
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With cigarette warnings of severe consequences in plain view,
tens of millions of people still smoke. An avalanche of literature on
the hazards of obesity and the importance of exercise is ignored
by 67 percent of the population who remain overweight or obese.
With hundreds of studies bringing us to near-universal agreement
that money doesn’t buy happiness, 55 percent of the adult population are in debt. What does proof have to do with it?
Open miracle after open miracle were performed on behalf of
the Jewish people in Egypt. And then they all stood as a Nation
and heard the voice of God at Har Sinai (“Mount Sinai”), where
each and every Jew experienced mass prophecy in the form of a
direct revelation from God. They even received the first two of
the Ten Commandments directly from Him, but a mere forty days
later they permitted the worshiping of an idol, the Golden Calf.4
Nature is designed to reveal God’s Presence to those who
learn to see it. At the same time, nature is designed to mask God’s
Presence from those who cannot see beyond themselves. This is
precisely why He only shows us reality but does not give us unearned clarity—it simply does not stick.5 We do not need a new
landscape. We need to open our eyes.
The Torah states that everyone was aware that a Hebrew
slave had risen to great prominence in Egypt, and, in spite of an
notes

example. People cling tightly to this inane theory because it absolves them of
accountability. Indeed, atheists have no fewer questions than do people who
believe in God and follow His commandments, yet they contend that they are
not convinced enough to believe. In truth, however, it really is a lack of will to
change their behavior and a desire to avoid the pain of dissonance that drives
their thinking—or lack thereof.
4. The Torah (Exodus 32:38) states that three thousand out of three million
people (a mere .1 percent) were actively involved. Yet the entire Jewish nation
was held responsible because of their failure to intervene in its construction
and its worship. (To be clear, the Golden Calf was not created as a deity to
replace God, but as an intermediary to replace Moses whom they thought to
have died.)
5. The Ramban, Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Toras Hashem Temimah) writes,

- 26 -

truth or consequences

uncanny sequence of events and hints, “they did not recognize
him.”6 A stunning series of clues as to the viceroy’s true identity
was overlooked by the brothers, even though they had it in mind to
look for Joseph when they entered Egypt. Against what must have
seemed like astronomical odds, Joseph seated his eleven brothers in
age-order, calling them each by name. Undoubtedly, the occasion
itself should have been suspect, in that the leader of Egypt invited
these “spies” to a lavish meal and even showed that the meat had
been slaughtered in strict accordance with halachah (“Jewish law”).7
Furthermore, the Midrash relates that when the viceroy was about
to reveal his true identity, he said, “Your brother whom you sold
is in the house,” and the brothers began looking around the room
but never thought to look in front of them.8 We read in the Midrash:
Their eyes darted to every corner of the house.
Said Joseph, “Why are you looking from side-to-side—
you are looking at him! I am Joseph.”
His brothers were stunned and speechless.9
Joseph’s brothers were just feet away from him, but they
simply could not fathom that they had been wrong for all of
those years. They stared at reality, and reality stared back, yet
they could not see.10
notes

“The great public miracles which can confound the weak in faith are not
performed for every generation, for the generations are not worthy … or
because there is no need for them to be performed.”
6. Cf. Genesis 43:32; ibid., 42:8.
7. Genesis 43:33.
8. Bereishis Rabbah 93:8.
9. Tanchumah, Vayigash 5.
10. “A wise man was asked: ‘What is the easiest thing for a man to do?’ He
replied, ‘The easiest thing a man can do is to fool himself.’ It takes a lot of
forethought and planning to fool others, but he can fool himself in a moment
and at any moment.” Ya’aros Dvash (Vol. I, No. 3), Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschutz
(1690–1764).
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A STUBBORN STREAK

When our ego rules, we become stuck in a perpetual cycle of
bad decisions, such that we feel further compelled to justify our
previous actions, regardless of the consequences. We will eat food
that we don’t want because we ordered it. We will read a book
that we really don’t want to read because we went all the way to
the library in the rain to get it. Our primary concern is with being
right, even if it means compromising our present judgment in order to justify past behaviors. The folly of this mindset is poetically
condensed by Ralph Waldo Emerson: “A foolish consistency is the
hobgoblin of little minds.”11
A revealing application of this mentality is the process of
cult recruiting. We may wonder how an intelligent and aware
person could ever become involved in a cult—where the member
gives up his family, friends, possessions, and, in some very tragic
instances, his life. The method employed in cult recruitment is to
involve the person slowly over a period of time, so that each new
step of involvement lulls the person into justifying his previous
behavior. Then, once the person is past the point of indoctrination, a period of harsh rebuke and magnification of personal
flaws and failings is instituted to chip away at the follower’s
self-esteem.
The higher a person’s self-esteem, the less likely he will be
to subject himself to the prey of a cult (once he becomes aware
of its true agenda)—primarily because a person with a positive
self-concept can admit to himself, and to others, that he has done
something foolishly dangerous. Those whose egos reign cannot
afford to question their judgment, worth, or intelligence.
Our commitment to staying the course tends to become
stronger once we have invested time, money, or energy into
notes

11. “Self-Reliance,” Essays: First Series, 1841. Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–
1882) was an American essayist, lecturer, and poet.
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something—whether it’s a tumbling stock, a doomed relationship,
or a dead-end job. If we make a bleak investment, it’s easy to succumb to the sunk-cost fallacy: I can’t stop now because everything I’ve
invested so far will be lost. This is true, of course, but it’s irrelevant
to whether we should continue down a wasteful path.
The Torah speaks of God changing His mind in the days of
Noah. “God saw the great evil of Man on the earth and that all the
designs of the thoughts of his heart were only evil the entire day.
God regretted that He had made Man on the earth and it caused
mourning in His heart.”12 This cannot be taken literally. After
all, we know that “God is no man that He should reconsider.”13
Instead, “The Torah speaks in the language of men.”14 It is meant
to teach us the lesson of responsible decisions.
God saw mankind’s corruption for what it was and then acted
accordingly. God did not refrain from wiping away every living
creature simply because He had “invested so much time and
energy.” Even the suggestion of it is ludicrous. The same logic,
though, applies to us. Justification binds us to the past and drags
mistakes into the future.15
Irrational commitment was the opening salvo of the yetzer hara.
Chava (“Eve”) said to the serpent, “Of the fruit of the tree which
is in the center of the garden God has said: ‘You shall neither eat
of it nor touch it, lest you die.’ ”16 (God had commanded that she
not eat from the tree, but she herself added the prohibition against
touching it.) The serpent pushed her against the tree and said,
“Just as you did not die from touching it, so you will not die from
notes

12. Genesis 6:5–6.
13. I Samuel 15:29.
14. Ibn Ezra, ad loc.
15. The impact of our choice carries forward. Once we commit to something,
we use adaptive self-serving biases to support our decision. For example, after
we buy a certain product, we are more likely to notice evidence that confirms
that we made the right choice.
16. Genesis 2:17.
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eating it.”17 The serpent (“ego incarnate”) injected itself into her
thinking, and because she did not want to retreat from her previous statement, she relented, accepting the logic put forth, even
though she knew it was tainted by her own lie.
RIGHT TO THE END

Even after the facts become obvious, an intelligent but egocentric person may not only stay the course of a bad decision,
but persist in engaging in outright self-destructive behavior. The
ego wants us to see ourselves as victims of fate, circumstance, or
others’ cruel behavior in order to avoid taking responsibility for
our actions and our lives. We become locked into these patterns in
order to manipulate reality and to cause it to unfold in accordance
with our expectations. It’s how we need the world to be.
Being right becomes more of an emotional priority than doing what is right. We act against our own best interest because,
unconsciously, we need to prove to ourselves and to others that
we have been damaged, and so we perpetuate our own misery.
Renowned psychologist Dr. Nathaniel Branden writes,
I am thinking of a woman I once treated who grew up thinking she was “bad” and undeserving of kindness, respect, or
happiness. Predictably, she married a man who “knew” he
was unlovable and felt consumed by self-hatred. He protected himself by being cruel to others before they could be
cruel to him. She did not complain about his abuse since she
knew that abuse was her destiny. He was not surprised by
her increasing withdrawal and remoteness from him since
notes

17. Midrash, Rashi on Genesis 3:3. According to another tradition, it was
Adam who expanded God’s prohibition to include touching the tree, but he
neglected to clarify this point with Eve. We see from this interpretation that
falsehood is the opening to the yetzer hara.
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he “knew” no one could ever love him. They spent 20 years
of torture together proving how right they were about themselves and about life.18

When we suffer from low self-esteem, we often feel that something
bad will happen to us after something good happens. When unexpected fortune comes our way, there is an anxiety brought on
by this feeling of unworthiness. In order to reduce the emotional
tension, we may even sabotage our success to fulfill our personal
prophecy, which gives us a contrived sense of security. The world
is as we predicted. Our beliefs—no matter how damaging and distorted—have been reaffirmed. We will be right, even if it kills us.

notes

18. Nathaniel Branden, The Power of Self Esteem (Florida: HCI, 1992), 14–15.
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of
Conformity
In nonphysical space, closeness is measured in terms of similarities. Conceptually, the space between low self-esteem (an
egocentric mentality) and the yetzer hara is shorter—because it’s
more similar—than between high self-esteem (elevated presence
of the soul) and the yetzer hara.
For what really is the difference between a self-centered person
and his yetzer hara? This is why such a person can abruptly shift
from being reasonable one moment to grossly reckless the next.
He lives on the cusp of these intermingled forces.19
To illustrate with a real-world metaphor, all objects are
attracted to each other by the force of gravity. The strength of
the attraction depends on the size of the objects (mass) and the
distance between them. The more we identify with the yetzer hara,
the greater our attraction or susceptibility to unhealthy influences,
because it is “heavier” and closer in proximity to the world of
falsehood.20
Simply, the less control we exert over ourselves, the more sway
notes

19. Mood is the shadow of self-esteem. The higher our self-esteem, the more
consistently positive and stable is our mood. We all have our bad days and good
days, but true emotional stability remains fairly consistent, regardless of our
daily ups and downs.
20. The Sages say, “The greater the person, the greater [the lure of] the
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our surroundings hold over us. We must all, however, be vigilant.
Because we are a mélange of body, ego, and soul, no one is impervious to the hidden force of social influence that imperceptibly
recalibrates one’s moral compass to accommodate the need for
acceptance and recognition (and to sanction self-indulgence).
REALITY BY CONSENSUS

In this classic experiment, subjects were asked to find the
best match for the line in the box on the left from the lines in
the box on the right. When asked privately, almost every person
judged line C as the correct match. When the subject, however,
first listened to several other people who were in on the experiment and who unanimously gave a wrong answer, 76 percent of
the subjects responded,
at least once, in accord
with the group, rather
than trust their own
eyes and judgment.
There was no pressure
to conform, only the
subtle influence of the
others.21
A philosopher once
mused, “Insanity in individuals is something rare, but in groups,
parties, nations, and epochs, it is the rule.” An illustration of this
notes

yetzer hara” (Kiddushin 52b). Regardless of our spiritual standing, none of us
are exempt from trials tailored to our own specific level (Succah 52a). The
difference lies not in the metaphorical size of the competing negative force,
but in our ability to fight off its influences. An egocentric person has a
lower resistance to the outside world because his spiritual immune system
is compromised. Minimal exposure to any germ—in other words, negative
stimuli—can contaminate his entire belief system.
21. “If the conduct of a man is in constant change, he is a stranger to the right
way: but one of inner purity, his doings are straightforward” (Proverbs 21:8).
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idea is the mob mentality, the phenomenon in which people in
groups tend to support more extreme ideas than they would individually. The events surrounding the actions of Pinchas serve
as a poignant example. Many Jews, particularly from the Tribe of
Shimon defied God’s will in support of the sinful and adulterous
behavior of their prince, Zimri ben Salu.22 Embers of shame were
all but extinguished, and much of the Jewish nation was caught
in the wave of madness.23
A weakened core-self collapses altogether under the weight
of social influence, but we can withstand only so much external
pressure before it begins to wear us down.24 King Solomon warns,
“Withdraw yourself from a fool,” because to some degree, we
all become a product of our environment.25 According to Rabbi
Bachya ibn Pakudah,
Many people think that the environment exerts a significant
influence only on children and the weak-minded. This is not
true. The environment has important effects even on the greatest… . It is irrationality and poverty of spirit [to] patiently
endure injuries which might be averted. This sort of humility
is found among foolish and ignorant people [and is not really
humility], but rather spiritual poverty and blindness.26
notes

22. Some of the Shevet (“Tribe”) actually sinned first, and they then pleaded
with their head who joined them. See Rashi on Numbers 25:6.
23. Numbers 25:1–9.
24. Alice M. Tybout and Richard F. Yalch, “The Effect of Experience: A
Matter of Salience?” Journal of Consumer Research 6, no. 4 (1980), 406–413.6.
“In general, a person who is being particular about his mitzvah observance, the
main challenge is in standing alone, and he needs courage not to be swayed by
his environment” (Chazon Ish, Emunah U’Bitachon, Ch. 4).
25. Proverbs 14:7. A person who kills another accidentally is exiled to an Ir
Miklat (“a city of refuge”). Here, such a person did not dwell among crooks
and thieves. On the contrary, the city was inhabited by the spiritually refined
Levites, who played an integral role in the rehabilitation of its inhabitants.
26. Bachya ibn Pakudah, Chovos HaLevavos, Vol. 2, 75.
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The Ramchal is forthright: “If someone says to you, ‘A man’s
mind should always be associated with his fellow men,’ tell him,
‘This refers to people who conduct themselves as human beings
and not to people who conduct themselves as animals.’ ”27 Our
identity is very much tied in with where we live, and the Torah
alerts us to the hazards of being around those who will negatively
impact our spiritual well-being.28 This is the lesson of the wellknown excerpt from Ethics of the Fathers:
Rabbi Yossi ben Kisma said: One time I was walking along the
way and a certain man met me. He greeted me and I returned
the greeting. He said to me, “Rabbi, where are you from?” I
responded, “I am from a great city of scholars and scribes.”
He said, “Rabbi, would you be willing to dwell among us
in our place, and I will give you thousands of thousands of
gold coins, precious stones, and pearls?” I replied: “Even if
you would give me all the silver, gold, precious stones, and
pearls in the world, I would not dwell anywhere other than
in a place of Torah.”29
This explains why a person may act totally out of character
while on vacation or visiting another city. We are, in part, a product of our surroundings, and the pull from our environment—both
positive and negative—is strong. Naturally, it’s not always a bad
thing.30
Referring to the mitzvah (“commandment”) of hakhel for all of the
notes

27. Ramchal, Mesillas Yesharim, Ch. 5, 71.
28. “A person is drawn after the society he lives in” (Rambam, Hilchos De’os
6:1). “Fortunate is he who does not walk in the council of the wicked or sit in
a place of scoffers” (Psalms 1:1). “Do not associate with the man of temper and
do not come near a man of wrath, lest you learn from his ways and endanger
your soul” (Proverbs 22:24–25).
29. Ethics of the Fathers 6:9.
30. The Sages warn us that we should not separate ourselves from the
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Jewish people to gather together every seven years on the festival of
Succos, the Rambam writes, “Such a gathering results in a renewal
of the Torah, this being a result of the people being affected by it and
the fraternity that comes about because of it.”31 The environment
is indeed a double-edged sword. The word hakhel is also used in
reference to the sin of the Golden Calf. It came about because the
people gathered—va-yikahel.32
WRONG BECOMES RELATIVE

Even something that we know to be wrong becomes more
alluring when we discover that others are engaged in this very
behavior. For this reason, municipalities are aware, for instance,
that graffiti must be removed as quickly as possible, because as
soon as it appears, it creates a breeding ground for vandalism
perpetrated by others who previously thought it unacceptable. A
sign at Arizona’s Petrified Forest National Park reads:
Your heritage is being vandalized every day by theft
losses of petrified wood of 14 tons a year, mostly a
small piece at a time.
Researchers marked pieces of petrified wood along the trails to
see how many of them the visitors would steal. When the aboveworded sign was taken down, 2.92 percent of the pieces were
notes

community (Ethics of the Fathers 2:5); those weaker, in particular, need the
framework of society to ensure that they act appropriately, even if it is out of
fear. “Pray for the welfare of the government, for without fear of governmental
authorities people would swallow each other alive” (ibid., 3:2).
31. Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed.
32. In parallel, the parashah (Leviticus 25:9) reveals that on Yom Kippur of the
Yovel year, a shofar is to be blown throughout the land, even on Shabbos (Rashi
25:9). The Sefer HaChinuch states that this is to publicize the edict that all
Jewish slaves must be released. He explains that it is not easy for most people
to free their slaves and that the shofar blast reminds the people that others, too,
are faced with the same difficulty; it offers solace and makes it easier to part
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stolen. When the sign was up and in plain sight, 7.92 percent of
the pieces were stolen.33 The National Park management did not
realize that the sign would promote stealing (in fact, doubling
it), because it revealed that theft was socially acceptable—even
though it is obviously wrong.
The impact of social influence is even more concerning and
disturbing in an age when technology streams the world to our fingertips. The media calls it the “copycat effect,” but to psychologists
it’s the “Werther effect.” It is based on the principle that human
beings use others’ actions to decide on what is proper behavior
for themselves (again, the lower our self-esteem, the greater our
dependency).34
For example, when people learn of another’s suicide, a
number of them decide that suicide may make sense for themselves—even some who were not actively planning to end their
lives! (Some will commit suicide without caring that people
know they killed themselves, but others do not want their deaths
to appear to be suicides.) Thus, research shows that three days
following a report in the media about a suicide, the rate of automobile fatalities increased by 31 percent.35
notes

with one’s slave when one recognizes that everyone is in the same proverbial
boat. He writes, “There is nothing that provides comfort and strength to the
hearts of man like the fact that many people are in the same situation as him”
(Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 331).
33. Noah J. Goldstein, Steve J. Martin, and Robert B. Cialdini, Yes! 50
Scientifically Proven Ways to Be Convincing (New York: Free Press, 2008).
34. Biologically speaking, our vulnerability is partly due to specialized
brain cells called mirror neurons, which seek out signals that serve as cues
for what is considered proper behavior given the situation. Mirror neurons
are responsible for mass psychogenic illness (also called conversation disorder and
previously named mass hysteria). A person with this disorder has neurological
symptoms—ranging from uncontrolled outbursts to paralysis—that are not
related to any known neurological condition and that spread throughout a
cohesive group (such as a class in a school or an office) with no root cause, other
than the subconscious influence of those around them.
35. The “Werther Effect” was coined by Dr. David P. Phillips. He writes, “The
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The chilling effect extends beyond numbers, in that fatalities
are most frequent in the region where the suicide story is publicized, and the more similar we are to the victim, the more likely we
are to be influenced (due to ego-identification). Hence, when the
media reports that a young person committed suicide, the number
of crashes by young people increases. When news about an older
person committing suicide is reported, the number of crashes by
older individuals increases.
This insidious phenomenon invades all areas of our lives,
with research at Harvard University revealing that obesity, smoking, and drinking—among a range of unhealthy behaviors—can
spread, as they put it, “from person-to-person, through social networks, much like a virus during an epidemic,” and compare these
behaviors to “emotional stampedes” or “a social chain reaction.”36
We must keep in mind that even the greatest among us are
vulnerable to these hidden pitfalls. The only weapon we have—in
addition to increasing self-esteem to reduce the ego—is to sensitize ourselves by constantly, consciously reminding ourselves
of the truth.37 In this way we are alert, rather than oblivious, to
notes

increase in the suicide rate was not due to the effect of weekday or monthly
fluctuations in motor vehicle fatalities, to holiday weekends, or to yearly linear
trends, because the effects were corrected for in the selection and treatment
of the control periods, with which the experimental periods are compared.” D.
P. Phillips, “Suicide, Motor Vehicle Fatalities, and the Mass Media: Evidence
toward a Theory of Suggestion,” American Journal of Sociology 84, no. 5 (1979).
36. Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler, “The Spread of Obesity in a
Large Social Network Over 32 Years,” New England Journal of Medicine 357,
no. 4 (2007): 370–379. See also Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler,
“The Collective Dynamics of Smoking in a Large Social Network,” New England
Journal of Medicine 358, no. 21 (2008): 2249–2258; and James N. Rosenquist,
Joanne Murabito, James H. Fowler, and Nicholas A. Christakis, “The Spread of
Alcohol Consumption Behavior in a Large Social Network,” Annals of Internal
Medicine 152, no. 7 (2010): 426–433. See Chapter 33, “Mental Reserves” for
details on these studies.
37. We also become more attuned to whatever will help us foster our objectives;
“… a tailor who sees a person will look in particular at his clothes. A cobbler—
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contradictory stimuli, which helps insulate us from blindly absorbing the attitudes and values of others.38 The Ramchal writes,
We must constantly—at all times, and particularly during a
regularly appointed time of solitude—reflect upon the true
path [according to the ordinance of the Torah] that we must
walk upon. After engaging in such reflection we will come
to consider whether or not our deeds travel along this path.39
Naturally, the ego, does not want us to consider such matters,
and the deeper it pulls us into the darkness, the more vested we
become in closing our eyes to the remaining light.
When we become desperate for an anchor to orient our lives—
because we no longer believe in ourselves—we attach ourselves
to inane ideals and beliefs. Our ego seeks to identify with something secure and permanent because the soul’s connection to the
Infinite—true security—is frayed. We are then forced to rely on the
ever-shifting sands of ethics, rather than on the bedrock of morality.

notes

at so-and-so’s shoes. A hat maker—at so-and-so’s hat. Similarly, a shopkeeper
in the market will be very alert to speech or action that will bring him some
gain in his sales. Unlike another person, who wouldn’t hear or see these things,
for his heart isn’t given over to ask and look into these things, for he has no
desire for them.” Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv, Chochmah U’Mussar (Vol. 2, 113). The
Reticular Activating System (RAS) is the brain’s filtering mechanism and keeps
us from becoming overwhelmed by unnecessary stimuli. Our objectives (and in
some instances, our fears) dictate what we deem as necessary and whether or not
something is unconsciously dismissed or consciously accepted.
38. Cf. Maimonides, Eight Chapters (Introduction to Pirkei Avot); cf. Rabbi
Simcha Zissel Ziv, Chochmah U’Mussar, Vol. 1, 452. See also Chapter 28,
“Freedom from Fear,” and our discussion on terror management theory and the
necessity of having a definitive purpose.
39. Mesillas Yesharim, (The Path of the Just), Ch. 3.
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As we noted, right and wrong are value concepts that are not
always aligned with the world of absolute truths.40 This is the difference between morality and ethics. Morality is unchanging—it
is from God. Ethics exists within the context of a social or professional framework: soft clay, kneaded and molded to suit our
sensibilities.41
In Roman times, infanticide was a common and acceptable
practice, as, indeed, it remains today in certain parts of the world.
Any person of conscience would consider this practice abhorrent,
but when it becomes the norm—and is endorsed by those in authority—our indignation and guilt are assuaged.
As trust in ourselves slips away, we look to the world because
we dare not look to ourselves. The involvement of an expert or
an authority figure further ratchets up the social pressure, and it
notes

40. See Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed 1:2. He explains, “Right and wrong
are value concepts that are applicable to the mundane world, not to the world
of absolute truths. For example, you cannot say that the statement ‘the heavens
are spherical’ or the contention that ‘the earth is flat’ is bad. But you can say
that one is true and the other is false” (ibid., 2:2).
41. “A system of morality which is based on relative emotional values is a mere
illusion, a thoroughly vulgar conception which has nothing sound in it and
nothing true” (Socrates).
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requires great vigilance for us to hold our intellectual ground and
to think for ourselves.
We are all to some degree susceptible to our conditioning regarding authority because, as children, we are taught—and rightly
so—that obedience to authority is good and necessary. Yet the
abuses of our vulnerability are flagrant and rampant because we
will tend to obey authority figures even when it flies in the face of
reason, much less common sense. Leading social psychologist Dr.
Robert Cialdini explains that symbols of authority—titles, clothes,
and trappings—influence our behavior and lead to mechanical
obedience. He cites one such experiment involving a “doctor”
prescribing an unusually high and dangerous dose of medication
over the phone that resulted in a 95 percent compliance rate. The
nurses disregarded hospital policy (which forbade orders from
doctors by phone) and their own judgment (that the dose was
clearly unsafe). The researchers concluded that the intelligence of
the nurses following the orders was “nonfunctioning.”42
DO AS YOU ARE TOLD

Probably no study pulls back the curtain on the darker side of
social influence more than the mesmerizing experiment called the
Milgram Obedience Study. Dr. Stanley Milgram writes,
After watching the learner being strapped into place, he is
notes

42. Robert Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (New York:
HarperBusiness, 2006), 225. A person who questions authority does not
necessarily have high self-esteem. There are those who challenge it at every
turn because they have no respect for authority, let alone social norms. They
are not honestly bothered by any self-proclaimed injustice, nor do they
seek the truth. They are only interested in advancing their own agendas.
Rashi (Parshas Korach) notes that Korach was extremely intelligent, astute,
and even worthy of prophecy. But envy took hold, and he led a rebellion
against Moses and Aaron’s leadership under the guise of truth seeking. As
the commentators point out, Korach was motivated only by self-interest. He
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seated before an impressive shock generator. The instrument
panel consists of thirty lever switches set in a horizontal line.
Each switch is clearly labeled with a voltage designation
ranging from 15 to 450 volts. The following designations
are clearly indicated for groups of four switches, going from
left to right: Slight Shock, Moderate Shock, Strong Shock,
Very Strong Shock, Intense Shock, Extreme Intensity Shock,
Danger: Severe Shock… .When a switch is depressed, a pilot
light corresponding to each switch is illuminated in bright
red; an electric buzzing is heard; a blue light, labeled “voltage
energizer,” flashes; the dial on the voltage meter swings to the
right; and various relay clicks sound off.43
Each willing but unwitting participant took the role of a
teacher who would deliver a sequence of shocks to another socalled participant (termed the “learner”) every time an incorrect
answer was given (from a simple word-pairing game). In actuality,
the learner was really an actor who was only pretending to be
shocked, but the participant fully believed that he was delivering real shocks, because they were in separate rooms and a tape
recorder was integrated with the “electro-shock generator,” which
played prerecorded, increasingly escalating cries of pain at each
shock level. Dr. Milgram continues,
Conflict arises when the man receiving the shock begins
to show that he is experiencing discomfort. At 75 volts, he
grunts; at 120 volts, he complains loudly; at 150, he demands
to be released from the experiment. As the voltage increases,
notes

was willing to send all of his supporters to certain death because he believed
(as it turns out, wrongly) that he alone would survive. When our perspective
is a reflection of our own desires, we cannot see the truth, much less consider
another person’s point of view.
43. Stanley Milgram, “The Perils of Obedience,” Harper’s, 1974. Abridged and
adapted from Obedience to Authority.
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his protests become more vehement and emotional. At 285
volts, his response can be described only as an agonized
scream. Soon thereafter, he makes no sound at all.
Past this point, the learner would refuse to answer any
further questions, and the participant was directed to treat this
silence as an incorrect response and to continue to issue shocks
accordingly.
Whenever a participant questioned whether or not he/she
should continue, the experimenter issued a series of commands
to prod the participant along:44
“Please continue.”
“The experiment requires that you continue.”
“It is absolutely essential that you continue.”
“You have no other choice, you must go on.”
The results were disturbing. Of the 40 participants in the
study, 26 (two-thirds) delivered the maximum shock level of 450
volts. While the other 14 participants stopped before reaching the
highest level, all of them—without a single exception—continued
to 300 volts.
Many of the subjects became agitated and even angry with
the e xperimenter. A few participants began to laugh nervously or
exhibit other signs of stress once they heard the learner crying out
in pain—yet they all continued to follow instructions.
Interestingly, two factors changed compliance rates. First, if
the subjects saw other subjects refusing, they would start to resist
as well. They were not strong enough to say “No” on their own,
but with an ally felt more confident in voicing their objection—
once again revealing the sheer power of social influence. Second,
if the subjects did not directly administer the shock but supervised
those who did, they were far more inclined to continue.
Dr. Milgram elaborated on two theories in explaining the
notes

44. Stanley Milgram, “Behavioral Study of Obedience,” Journal of Abnormal and
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results. Note that the first is a function of a lack of faith in one’s
judgment, and the second, an abdication of personal responsibility.
• A subject who has neither ability nor expertise to make
decisions, particularly in a crisis, will leave decision
making to the group and its leaders. The group then
becomes a model for this person’s own behavior.
• The fuel of obedience is ignited when a person comes to
view himself as the instrument for carrying out another
person’s wishes, and he therefore no longer sees himself
as responsible for his actions. Once this critical shift in
mindset occurs, all the essential features of obedience
will follow.45
Milgram summarized the experiment in his 1974 article “The
Perils of Obedience”:
Stark authority was pitted against the subjects’ [participants’]
strongest moral imperatives against hurting others, and, with
the subjects’ [participants’] ears ringing with the screams of the
victims, authority won more often than not. The extreme willingness of adults to go to almost any lengths on the command
of an authority constitutes the chief finding of the study and
the fact most urgently demanding explanation… . Ordinary
people, simply doing their jobs, and without any particular
hostility on their part, can become agents in a terrible destructive process. Moreover, even when the destructive effects
of their work become patently clear, and they are asked to
carry out actions incompatible with fundamental standards
notes

Social Psychology 67, no. 4 (1963): 371–378. Text adapted from http://psychology.
about.com/od/historyofpsychology/a/milgram.htm
45. Ibid.
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of morality, relatively few people have the resources needed
to resist authority.46
The resource he speaks of is the emotional strength that comes
with moral clarity—producing the capacity to choose responsibly
and to hold tight to our convictions, regardless of the perceived
cost or consequence.
Attempts to put our virtue into practice are made evermore
difficult as the truth becomes a moving target. A distinguished
psychiatrist observes how so-called experts are increasingly quick
to relieve our overburdened conscience by blurring the line between truth and falsehood. She writes about the murky waters of
moral relativity that exist today and that use “deceptive rhetoric,
combined with a simply amazing and mind-boggling talent of
being able to ignore objective reality under any circumstance.“
She continues,
If you can convince children that objective reality is an illusion; that A does not equal A; that black is white; and that
good is bad; if you can make them accept that everything is
subjective and relative; then you own them. They will believe
any drivel.47
As a person moves away from doing what is right, he moves
away from God and toward moral relativism.
When we come to believe that there are no absolute truths,
then we will believe almost anything. For who is to say what is
good and what is evil, if we deny that there is a God Who says
this is truth and this is falsehood?
notes

46. Stanley Milgram, “The Perils of Obedience,” Harper’s, 1974. Abridged and
adapted from Obedience to Authority.
47. Dr. Pat Sanity. Retrieved: http://drsanity.blogspot.com/2007/05/childrenof-postmodern-nihilism.html.
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THE OTHER HALF

While a weaker yetzer tov increases a person’s subconscious
susceptibility to outside influences, the egocentric person is certainly not without his own beliefs—they are just shackled around
the need for acceptance (and self-indulgence). Some people
become quintessential people-pleasers, perpetual doormats,
trying to please the world in a fruitless attempt to gain love and
approval.48
The other main personality type presents an attitude of defiance and self-righteousness, but this surface behavior does not
reveal the ego’s true fragility: namely, the need for recognition
and respect. If this person wishes to amass a great fortune, for
example, he may certainly run roughshod over others, with obvious disregard for making a favorable impression. Nonetheless,
his ego-based drive is ultimately a societal-based pursuit—one
that will leave him perpetually lacking—because he is dependent
on others to tell him when he has achieved success. He thinks
that he lives life on his own terms, yet this iconoclastic freethinker becomes a strange mix of confidence and dependency:
so brazen on the outside, and so brittle on the inside.
Since our perspective generates our reality, the more egotistical a person is, the more his worldview becomes the right
view. His opinions become facts, and his preferences, truths,
but unlike his people-pleasing counterpart, this person thirsts
for power and control. And, when extreme arrogance meets talent and drive, more alarming than blindly following authority
is that we become that authority.
notes

48. Much goes into the psychological mix, because even as the ego is compelled
to satisfy its needs, the body seeks comfort and ease. Therefore, one who does
not pursue ego-oriented goals cannot be assumed to be spiritually elevated,
for, in actuality, he may be losing the battle to his body, rather than to his ego.
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Human beings are intrinsically driven to change the world, and
those who are capable of great devastation and destruction are
endowed with an equal ability to put forth goodness and to effect positive change.49 As we quoted, “The greater the person,
the greater his yetzer hara.”50 In the next chapter we will see that
without wisdom it is impossible to operate with moral clarity—
the ability to see clearly and respond appropriately. Without
the faculty for both, we cannot stand up for the truth when it
is uncomfortable or unpopular, and we will either speak out in
ignorance or remain silent in shame.

notes

49. “Great ambition is central to great potential. Those endowed with it may
perform very good or very bad acts. All depends on the principles which direct
them” (Napoleon Bonaparte).
50. Kiddushin 52b.

- 48 -

6

Wisdom
Springs
Eternal

The Hebrew word for melech (“king”) is understood as an acronym
for mo’ach (“brain”), lev (“heart”), and kaveid (“liver”). A king must
exercise great wisdom and self-discipline and should be in complete
control of these three organs. The order of the words in the acronym
also alludes to a hierarchy of priorities. The brain or intellect must
rule the heart, which represents emotions, and the liver, which represents a person’s base desires, must be subservient to his thoughts
and feelings.51
The Torah elucidates what life experience confirms: The
decision-making process should be intellectual, with our emotions
reinforcing our choices and infusing them with passion, inspiring
us to take action and to follow through.52
INTELLECT WITHOUT EMOTION

He was known in medical literature as Elliot and became a
famous figure in brain research on suffering damage to the frontal
notes

51. “Don’t be misled by your heart and your eyes” (Numbers 15:39). “The
wicked are ruled by their heart, the righteous rule their heart” (Bereishis
Rabbah 34:10).
52. We are not stating that a visibly passionate person is less morally sound
than one who prides himself on his cool and detached demeanor. Whether or
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lobes of his brain as the result of a tumor. Although he enjoyed a
superior IQ, he would become lost in triviality and foolish pursuits. After a battery of tests, his physician, leading scientist Dr.
Antonio Damasio, realized that Elliot was incapable of emotional
expression. While intellectually he could weigh the pros and cons
of any decision, when it came time to actually make a decision he
found himself completely lost. Dr. Damasio states, “His decisionmaking landscape was hopelessly flat.”53 In his book Descartes’
Error, Damasio describes trying to set up an appointment with
Elliot:
I suggested two alternative dates, both in the coming month
and just a few days apart from each other. The patient pulled
out his appointment book and began consulting the calendar.
The behavior that ensued, which was witnessed by several
investigators, was remarkable. For the better part of a half
hour, the patient enumerated reasons for and against each
of the two dates: previous engagements, proximity to other
engagements, possible meteorological conditions, virtually
anything that one could think about concerning a simple date.
[He was] walking us through a tiresome cost-benefit analysis,
an endless outlining and fruitless comparison of options and
possible consequences. It took enormous discipline to listen
to all of this without pounding on the table and telling him
to stop.54
Indeed, it did stop. All it took was for Damasio to interrupt
the man’s deliberations and assign him a date and time to return.
notes

not a person presents himself as emotional is more a function of personality,
not perspective, and is thus immaterial.
53. Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain
(New York: Avon, 1994), 193.
54. Ibid.
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Without hesitating, the patient said, “That’s fine,” and went on
his way.
When there is no drive that mobilizes our passion, we have
nothing to reinforce the intellectual process that moves us in one
direction or the other—this is one of the primary functions that
emotions serve.
We need emotions, but when we lead with our feelings, our
intellect then fortifies a distorted conclusion.55 This truism is expressed in the Aleinu prayer: “You are to know this day, and take
to your heart that Hashem [God] is the only God.”56 First, we are to
understand intellectually and, afterward, align our emotions to
our intellect.57
INTELLIGENCE VERSUS WISDOM

Many of us have had the experience of trying to explain an
objectively obvious point to someone who firmly disagrees with
us. We persist in the belief that if we just present a rational argument and explain the facts clearly and logically, he will arrive at
the only natural conclusion and see things as we do.58
notes

55. The Torah does not view the act of making a neder (“vow”) lightly.
However, it is possible to annul a vow through reconsideration and unforeseen
circumstances (cf. Nedarim 27a). If it can be determined that a person made
the vow without thinking through the consequences, this may offer the Sage
an opening through which to annul it. After all, the vow was fueled by an
emotional reaction to a set of circumstances and does not reflect the person’s
true will. Conversely, if a person makes a vow when in full control of his
intellect and is not under stress or duress, then the vow is seen as a conscious
free will declaration of intent.
56. Aleinu is a prayer that concludes all three daily prayer services.
57. This concept is also expressed in the arrangement of the holy emanations
known as the Sefiros. According to Kabbalah, Keser (or Da’as), Chochmah, and
Binah form the first triad of mind or intellect. Then Chesed, Gevurah, and
Tifferes form the second triad of heart or emotion, and Netzach, Hod, and Yesod
form the third triad of behavior or physicality.
58. This thinking is reminiscent of the person who, when in conversation
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We must cease believing that we are only one perfectly crafted
sentence away from helping this person realize the error of his ways.
Attempting to reason with such a person is often futile, if he cannot
see past his own emotionally charged point of view. We are looking
for reason in an infrastructure devoid of wisdom.
What causes a person to deviate from sound evaluation and
judgment? Again, to the degree that the ego is engaged, we unconsciously distort (or consciously ignore) reality and are pulled
toward the less responsible choice. Therefore, in any given situation,
it’s quite possible for a smart person to make an astonishingly poor
decision, while his less-intelligent counterpart will make the wiser,
more prudent choice.
Intelligence does not make a person rational. Findings show
that a person with a high IQ is no more inclined to be open-minded
or able to weigh both sides of an issue than is someone of average
intelligence. Intelligence can only put us in the driver’s seat with
a map in hand.59
Wisdom—the ability to see clearly and respond appropriately—is one of the most powerful by-products of emotional health
and gives us the capacity and fortitude to steer our lives in the
right direction.
In fact, not only is wisdom distinct from intelligence, but,
ironically, intelligent people are particularly prone to four
notes

with someone who does not know his language, speaks slower and louder,
enunciating each word with animated facial expressions. On one level, he
recognizes that the other person does not understand a single word that he
utters, but his emotional self cannot fathom how this can be when the words
seem so clear to him.
59. It is significant to note that self-control is a better predictor of academic
success than an IQ test is. B. J. Casey, L. H. Somerville, I. H. Gotlib, et al.,
“Behavioral and Neural Correlates of Delay of Gratification 40 Years Later,”
Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 108, no. 36 (September 6, 2011): 14998–15003. Epub
August 29, 2011.
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fallacies that actually inhibit wise action.60 These four fallacies
are all ego-driven.61
• The Egocentrism Fallacy: Thinking that the world revolves, or at least should revolve, around us. Acting in
ways that benefit only us, regardless of how that behavior affects others.
• The Omniscience Fallacy: Believing that we know all
there is to know, and therefore we do not have to listen
to the advice and counsel of others.
• The Omnipotence Fallacy: Believing that our intelligence and education somehow make us all-powerful.
• The Invulnerability Fallacy: Believing that we can do
whatever we want and that others will never be able to
hurt or expose us.
Case in point: When awarded the Nobel Prize for discovering
DNA, Dr. James Watson declared, “Let us redefine birth. Birth
shall no longer be regarded as taking place at the moment of parturition but as occurring seventy-two hours after the emergence
notes

60. The Mishnah provides an evaluation: “Who is wise? One who learns
from all people” (Ethics of the Fathers 4:1). We further learn that there are
seven characteristics of an uncultured person and seven of a wise man. Not
surprisingly, all of these qualities are related to the ego and its effacement.
A wise man (a) does not speak before one who is superior to him in wisdom;
(b) does not interrupt the words of his fellow; (c) is not hasty to answer; (d)
asks pertinent questions and answers to the point; (e) speaks about the first
thing first and the last thing last; (f) regarding what he has not heard, he
says, “I have not heard it”; and (g) admits the truth. The opposite of these is
characteristic of an uncultured man (Ethics of the Fathers 5:7).
61. Robert J. Sternberg, ed., “Intelligence and Wisdom,” in Handbook of
Intelligence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 631–649. We all
have the capacity for such erroneous thoughts, but the intellectual—though
emotionally stifled—person is more adept at rationalizations that solidify
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of the infant from the birth canal. Since the baby is not yet born,
in the event that it is found to be physically or mentally defective
it could be destroyed with impunity up to the moment of ‘birth.’ ”
His genius-level IQ, stripped of wisdom, teeters on insanity
and presumes that if he changed the meaning of life, then reality
would simply fall in line with his definition. Not to be outdone, his
partner, England’s celebrated biologist and Nobel Prize laureate
Dr. Francis Crick, advocated compulsory death for all who reach
the age of eighty as part of a “new ethical system based on modern
science.”62 Such is the blindfold of arrogance.63
THE BIBLICAL PROTOTYPE

Of course, the more objective and obvious a truth is, the larger
the ego needs to be, and the sicker the person must be, in order to
be unaware of what is in plain sight. But clarity itself, we recall,
does not guarantee the direction of choice, only the possibility for
choice. It also means that a person may fight to the bitter end to
defend his decision, whether for good or evil.64

notes

this way of thinking. Hence, some of the smartest people can do the most
foolish things.
62. Quoted in Fred Rosner and Rabbi Dr. J. David Bleich, eds., Jewish Bioethics
(New York: Hebrew Publishing Co., 1979), 268–269.
63. “Man is wise only while in search of wisdom; when he imagines he has
attained it, he is a fool” (Ibn Gavirol, Mivchar HaPeninim, c. 1050, no. 21).
Emotional illness is borne out of a limited perspective, which stems from
arrogance. “He whose da’as [knowledge] is full of pride and takes honors unto
himself and thereby feels respected, sins, and is a shoteh [foolish or crazy]”
(Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Lulav, 8:15).
64. “Moses and Aaron came to Pharaoh and they said to him, this is what God,
the Lord of the Hebrews said: How long will you refuse to humble yourself
before Me?” (Exodus 10:3). Because of Pharaoh’s arrogance, he could not see
the truth, let alone accede to God’s will (Rabbi Bachya, ad loc.). “When pride
comes, disgrace comes; but with humility comes wisdom” (Proverbs 11:2).
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Let us organize what we have discussed as additional intricacies to the free will schematic are
introduced. All of the following will be explained further in the upcoming chapters, particularly
in the companion chapter, Chapter 24, “The Battlefield.”
A. The aggregate of our free will choices orients our
perspective:
• Responsible choice➝self-esteem increases➝ego
shrinks➝perspective widens➝we become healthier
and wiser
• Irresponsible choice➝self-esteem decreases➝ego
expands➝perspective narrows➝we become more
sick and foolish
		 Although the ego encrusts our clarity, our perspective can become compromised by three main
factors outside of our control (which will be explained).
B. A free will choice exists only where there is an objective truth—a moral component in the decisionmaking process.

REALITY
A.

PERSPECTIVE
b.

yes

Is there a
moral component?

Is there a
objective clarity?

no

no

Not a free
will choice

Free will
not actuated

Is there
moral clarity?

no

Free will
not actuated

yes

Free will
not actuated

e.

f.

Is moral clarity
absolute?

C. In order for a particular decision to meet the free
will threshold, we must have (a) objective clarity—
a recognition of right from wrong, meaning an
awareness of the truth, and (b) moral clarity—an
attraction to and appreciation for the truth.
D. When a decision falls short of the free will threshold, we are not necessarily exempt from accountability because we are responsible for previous free
will conduct that pushes a current behavior outside
of the free will arena.

d.

SICK

c.

*

no

Free will
battlefront

G.

WRONG

evil

RIGHT

wise

h.

emotional

rational
i.

distort
intellectual
justification

K.

accept
passion

E. If we are completely drawn to what is right and we
J.
are not tempted to deviate from the truth, then free
l.
evil
foolish
wise
will is not actuated. This is, in essence, wisdom. The
aggregate
choice
choice
choice
rare contrast—pure evil—may have total clarity, but
it is attracted not to truth, but to falsehood.
F. Once again, the absence of free will does not automatically exempt us from accountability—for better or worse.
G. If we felt 100 percent confident that we could face anything and everything with complete success and total ease, we
would meet life head-on—boldly seeking out the truth no matter where it takes us. But our unwillingness to accept our
faults and failings engages one of two primary emotions: fear. Fear and the ego go hand in hand, with each fortifying the
other. The greater one’s ego is, the greater his fear of exposure to himself, to others, and to the truth; and the greater this
fear, the more the ego expands. As a result, investment in our real selves is minimized while the pull of the ego and body
intensifies.
H. The other primary emotion is love, which is soul-based. This is not a selfish love in that “we want something because
it makes us happy.” This type of “love” distorts our thinking because it is “I” based and more accurately called lust. A
soul-based love is pure and undistorted.
I. An emotionally warped thought process—through the lens of fear—is intellectually justified and often leads to a
foolish choice. As we observed, intelligence and talent legitimize our worldview, and for the egocentric person, this
means greater confidence in his ideas and thinking no matter how bizarre.
J. When we choose foolishly, we rationalize our behavior because we know that it is wrong. But when we act without
regard for anything other than our own desires—but could nonetheless justify ourselves or, more so, choose differently—the act (certainly not the person) is appropriately labeled as evil.
K. An objective evaluation with a passion to connect to the truth—to do what is right—often leads to the wise choice.
L. The choice itself—wise, foolish, or evil—then feeds back into the aggregate, widening or narrowing our perspective.
*See Chapter 24 for a magnified view of this battlefront.
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Our Sages are swift to warn, however, “Do not judge your
fellow until you are in his place.”65 Since each person is at his
own level, it is impossible to ever judge another person, as we
can never really stand in his place. Thus, we do not know at what
point a person has free will in a given situation. Intriguingly, the
Torah provides an example of one person, who despite perfect
clarity—via prophecy—sought to contravene the will of God.
The wicked Bilaam’s obsession with cursing the Jewish people
is the classic example of how the ego can cause one to blithely
rebuff reality.66 Balak, king of Moab, sent for Bilaam to come and
curse the Israelites and thwart their plans to conquer the Land
of Israel. That night, God came to Bilaam in a dream and told
him, “Do not go with them; do not curse the people, for they are
blessed.” In the morning, Bilaam told the messengers, “Go back
to your country, for God does not permit me to go with you.”
Balak sent Bilaam a new set of messengers, “more numerous and
prestigious” than the first, and although God had already refused
his request, Bilaam once more pushed for Divine permission to
curse the Jewish people.67
God did not want him to curse the people and would not allow him to do so—and yet Bilaam did everything he could to
bring a curse upon them.68 It was not his intellect or even his
notes

65. Ethics of the Fathers 2:4.
66. Cf. Numbers 22:1–24:13.
67. God then allowed Bilaam to go to Balak but issued a stern warning: “Only
that which I tell you may you say!” This was followed by Bilaam’s miraculous
speaking donkey that saw the angel blocking their way to Balak, but Bilaam
did not heed. Only once he admitted that he had unjustly hit his donkey did
God uncover Bilaam’s eyes, and he saw the angel holding a drawn sword. “I
oppose you because you have taken the path against me,” said the angel. Still,
Bilaam could not grasp what was happening. He said, “I have sinned, for I did
not know that you stood in my way.”
68. The Gemara (Sanhedrin 105a) relates that Bilaam was blind in one eye, and
without both eyes a person is unable to see his physical world in perspective,
because two eyes are needed to provide depth perception.
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emotions that caused him to sin.69 Bilaam was perfectly aware.
In spite of his egocentricity, his prophetic abilities allowed him a
near-unprecedented degree of clarity.70 In speaking of the Jewish
people, he says, “Let my soul die the death of the righteous and
let my end be like theirs.”71 Yet unearned clarity does nothing to
change a person’s basic nature. The Midrash explains that he was
so ensconced in decadence and depravity that spiritually, he was
stunted, misshapen. He saw the truth and cursed it.72 He was not
sick. He was not foolish. He was evil.
A fool averts his eyes from truth to avoid the sting of conscience, but evil stares lovingly, longingly at falsehood and
lunges toward it with eyes wide open.73 In comparison, a wise
person seeks out truth and acts in accordance with what he finds
because chochmah (“wisdom”) penetrates the outer layer of reality
to reveal the hidden beauty of truth—awakening the desire to
attach to what is good and true.
The Chazon Ish writes that “seemingly the difference in character traits should have no connection with the degree of wisdom
of each individual, and being morally corrupt should not interfere
with wisdom.” But, he explains, “this is not so.”
A flaw on the nobility of the soul and a lack of good character
traits interfere with the acquisition of wisdom… . Even if he is
notes

69. “God said to Bilaam, ‘Do not go with them …’ ” (Numbers 22:12). “Bilaam
thought, because I am so righteous He does not wish to inconvenience me …”
(Midrash Shochar Tov 1:22).
70. Bilaam’s level of prophecy was equal to that of Moses (Bamidbar Rabbah 20).
71. Numbers 23:10.
72. “These words [of Torah] are not empty. If they appear empty, the
emptiness is in you” (Yerushalmi Peah 1:1).
73. The Malbim explains that, “a fool knows chochmah [wisdom]; he is
not deficient in his ability to understand it, but he rejects it because it
demands that he not indulge his every desire.” Quoted in Mishlei, Vol. 1,
(New York: Artscroll, 1998), 27.
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granted the talent for wisdom as part of his soul, and even if a
double portion of understanding has been delegated to him,
he cannot prosper in his studies, because bad habits, a closed
heart, and a closed mind shut the doors of wisdom from him
and lock the gates of understanding. The secret of wisdom
lies in the fine points, in delicate sensibilities that cannot be
sensed by an ordinary eye—only a refined eye, behind which
there is a refined heart.74

Arrogance, the hallmark of a swollen ego, destroys our relationship
with God.75 Even a Biblical paradox—a prophetic egotist—who
heard the voice of God, could not bring himself to actually listen.76
In stark contrast, King Solomon asked of God, “Grant Your servant
notes

74. Emunah U’Bitachon, Ch. 1.
75. The Torah demonstrates that the equation of humility = wisdom is not
self-contained. Humility is the path to maximize our potential for wisdom,
within the confines of our allotted capacity. Shlomo Hamelech (“King
Solomon”) was the wisest of men, while Moses was the greatest prophet and
the most humble of men. King Solomon understood the whole Torah, except
the chok (“Biblical law for which there is no apparent logic”) of the Red Heifer,
while Moses understood this as well (Vayikra Rabbah, Chukas 19:3).
76. If Divine inspiration extends from humility, why does the Torah have
examples of non-righteous, even evil men who prophesize? “And God came
to Abimelech in a dream by night and said to him, ‘Behold you are to die
because of the woman you have taken; moreover she is a married woman’ ”
(Genesis 20:3). Even though prophecy is usually reserved for those on a
refined spiritual level, God appeared to Abimelech to warn him not to touch
Sarah, in order to protect the honor of His righteous ones. For this reason,
God will sometimes appear even to heathens, provided that they are people
of some stature (Radak, ad loc.). In the days of Joseph, Pharaoh received
prophetic dreams. This, too, was not due to his merit but only as the catalyst
for Joseph’s release and ascent. This also explains God’s revelations to
Bilaam. To protect His nation and to elevate them in the eyes of the nations,
God gave prophecy to Bilaam. The Torah therefore uses a word insinuating
God’s reluctance, as it were, to speak with Bilaam: “God happened [vayikar]
upon him” (Numbers 23:4). Whenever God spoke to Moses, however, the
Torah uses a term of endearment, vayikra, “and He called to him.”
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a listening heart to govern Your people and to distinguish between
right and wrong.” 77 The essence of his request was for the ability
to see a situation with such clarity that no other path, other than
the right one, would be appealing. This is wisdom.

notes

77. II Kings 3:9. The greater a person’s wisdom, the closer the perceptional
gap between “right and wrong” and “truth and falsehood.” King Solomon
speaks of this clarity; and when we use the term “right and wrong” throughout
this work, we mean to imply a similarly truth-based clarity.
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Emotional Laws
of Free Will
All roads out of reality lead to the Land of Escapism.
Yet mask it, conceal it, dilute it—the pain doesn’t go
away. Avoidance is not coping. It’s crashing in slow
motion. In this part, we will see how moving away
from truth and morality not only injures our selfesteem, but leads to anxiety and depression. We will
then shift to explore the inverse: how our emotional
equilibrium is automatically reestablished through
positive, productive choice.

7

the
great
escape

The Torah describes the Jewish labor in Egypt as avodas parech—
work that has no purpose and is meant just to keep the slave busy.1
Pharaoh understood how painful futility is, and thus, cites the
Midrash, he had the Jewish slaves build entire structures on a foundation of sand—structures that promptly collapsed.2
The more meaning something has, the greater the inherent
pleasure.3 No matter how much effort we expend, the satisfaction
dissipates if the end objective is not meaningful. Being comfortable
and having fun are not enough. Our soul gnaws at us not just to
do more, but to become something more.
Lying on the couch and leafing through a stack of magazines
is undoubtedly comfortable, but it is not meaningful, and so, by
definition, it offers no lasting pleasure. The pursuit of comfort is
notes

1. See Rambam, Hilchos Avadim 116.
2. See Even Shleimah 1:2.
3. The axis of psychology has long consisted of the following theories
regarding our motivation: Freud (human beings are motivated by pleasure),
Adler (we are motivated by power), and Meaning Theory (we strive primarily
to find meaning). From a Torah perspective, we can see how these three
paradigms synthesize into a single model. The pursuit of meaning gives us
maximum pleasure, the prerequisite of which is self-regulation, which is the
highest form of power: the ability to maintain control over oneself.
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basically the avoidance of life and not only denies us of pleasure,
it moves us into the waiting arms of emotional disease.
CHASING COMFORT = PAIN

Pursuing comfort at all costs becomes expensive, because
making good choices—which is the gateway to self-esteem—often
requires effort. In an attempt to bypass pain, we short-circuit our
emotional health.4 Let us examine the deeper connection.
Our Sages say that idleness leads to mental illness, and accordingly, research shows that the more modern a society, the higher
its rate of depression.5 Technology leaves idle hands and the prospect of either time well spent or of time misused and abused.6
From the time that Adam sinned, if a person planted wheat,
thorns and thistles also sprouted.7 This kept Adam and his descendants perpetually occupied. “Through the sweat of your brow
shall you eat bread….”8 The curse became necessary because once
the yetzer hara became internal, man needed to engage in the world
in order to maintain his emotional solvency.9
notes

4. The celebrated anthem that life should be comfortable leads to despair
and dysfunction, and sprouts the king of all negative traits after arrogance:
laziness.
5. Kesubos 59b. Cited by Stephen S. Ilardi, The Depression Cure: The 6-Step
Program to Beat Depression without Drugs (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Lifelong,
2009).
6. People without work are more likely to suffer psychological trouble and
stress-related illnesses, such as diabetes, heart disease, and stroke. They also
have diminished life expectancy. Michael Argyle, “Causes and Correlates
of Happiness,” Well-Being: The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, ed. Daniel
Kahneman, Ed Diener, and Norbert Schwartz (New York: Russell Sage
Foundation, 2000), 353–373.
7. Rashi, Genesis 3:18.
8. Genesis 3:19.
9. Torah scholars may not need to toil physically, for their learning provides
sustenance for their emotional fitness. The Talmud (Yoma 75a) teaches that
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In Noah’s generation, this curse was mitigated with the invention of farm tools, offering more time to pursue other activities
because less time was needed for farming. The people, however,
chose ease and indulgence over Torah, and so began the decay of
morality and then of civilization itself. “The earth became corrupt
before God and was filled with robbery.”10
A PREMATURE DEATH

Hamlet: Act 3, Scene 1
To be or not to be, that is the question.
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing, end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heartache and the thousand natural shocks… .
Hamlet speaks of the pain and distress that fill human existence. He contemplated his choices: either I endure the trials
of life or I end it with suicide. And by suicide, we do not mean
one tormented action to end it all, but rather the discreet death of
escapism.11 That is the challenge we are confronted with each day.
Will we rise to meet life head-on or turn away and sink into the
deceptive comfort of a counterfeit existence?
We observed earlier that free will is the moral essence of a
choice. Peeling back another layer, we find that morality is more
notes

the more righteous a person was, the closer to his home the manna fell. For the
true tzaddikim, the manna fell on their doorsteps. In light of our discussion, we
see that physical exertion is necessary to maintain our emotional health to the
degree that one does not occupy his mind with Torah thoughts and concepts.
10. Genesis 6:11.
11. The pursuit of ego-oriented objectives—those that bring money, power, or
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than just choosing between “right and wrong.” In a larger sense,
it is a choice between life and death. God says, “I have put before
you life and death … choose life so that you may live.”12 Choosing
responsibly means engaging life, rather than choosing evil, which
is leaving life and dying, ever so slowly.13
As noted in the Introduction, a person who is not truly living
in this world forces a chasm between the body and the soul—the
very experience of death itself.14 This lack of harmony is felt as
depression. Our soul aches to grow, and stagnation feels like
death—because it is, a spiritual death.15
For this reason, we are more distraught to learn of the injury, or
death, God forbid, of a young person than we are of an elderly person. Loss of life is unequivocally sad, but it is the loss of assumed
potential that we find particularly heartbreaking.16 The wider the
gap between potential and (opportunity for) actualization, the
notes

fame as a means unto themselves—takes us out of reality as completely and as
quickly as the pursuit of amusement and recreation as goals unto themselves.
12. Deuteronomy 30:19. God continues to lay out the unambiguous
consequences: “But if your heart will stray and you will not listen … I tell you
today that you will surely be lost” (ibid.).
13. Who more than Esau rejoiced over ephemeral delights? “Pour me some of
that red stuff, because I’m tired of it all” (Midrash, Genesis 25:31).
14. “The task of the soul is the refinement of the body. When the soul is able
to fulfill this duty [the soul] becomes perfected … [and] fulfills the purpose
for which it was created” (Ramchal, Way of God, Derech Hashem 1:3:12).
15. A person can literally be bored to death. As evidence of this, 7,500
London civil servants ages thirty-five to fifty-five were asked to fill out a
simple questionnaire. They were asked if they had felt bored at work during
the previous month. The researchers followed up to determine how many
of the participants had died after approximately ten years. Workers who
reported they had been “very bored” were two and a half times more likely to
die of a heart-related ailment than were those who had reported “not bored.”
Annie Britton and Martin J. Shipley, “Bored To Death,” International Journal
of Epidemiology 39, no. 2 (2010): 323–326.
16. We say “assume” because we cannot presume to know whose mission in life
was fulfilled and whose was not.
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sadder it seems. Likewise, the extent to which we fall short of
our own potential, the greater the waste and the more distress we
experience.17
NO ESCAPE FROM TRUTH

God looked into the Torah and created the world.18 We find
that there is no word for entertainment in Lashon HaKodesh (ancient Hebrew—lit., “the Holy Tongue”).19 The concept itself does
not exist. Entertainment is a diversion from reality, and extracting
genuine pleasure from something that is not real is not possible.
Authentic, sustainable happiness—let alone emotional health—is
found in our connection to reality, not in our escape from it.20
Mental health requires an allegiance to reality regardless of
the pain or effort involved.21 Any time we move from the swift
current of life, we become less stable because we are disconnecting
from truth. Should we move too far into our “own world” even an
notes

17. We are speaking of potential, not productivity. To identify worthiness
based on productivity is to devalue one as he grows older or becomes
incapacitated—an idea antithetical to Torah ideals and values. Moreover, the
Shulchan Aruch (“Code of Jewish Law”) explains the halachah that “One person’s
life does not take precedence over another’s.” This comes to teach us that even
potential is not a benchmark of worth, and that a person lying in a vegetative
state has the same “value” and rights as does a person who is endowed with
extraordinary potential.
18. Zohar 2:161b.
19. Modern Hebrew concocted the word bilui, “recreation,” but it is not rooted
in Biblical Hebrew. The word is derived from the verb bidur (“to scatter” or “to
disperse”) and carries the connotation “to waste.”
20. Likewise, some people engage in high-risk behavior in order to shaking
themselves from their lifelessness. They risk death for the jolt—the adrenaline
rush—so that they can, at least in the moment, feel alive. There is no word in
Biblical Hebrew for “adventure,” either, since it is an artificial experience meant
to simulate a zest for life itself.
21. Living in the world of truth brings genuine pleasure with a side effect of
temporary pain or discomfort. Escapism brings permanent, persistent pain
punctuated by brief periods of comfort.
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insignificant event puts our fertile imagination into overdrive, consuming us with mushrooming fear and anxiety.22 Our lives become
filled with “never-ending tragedies” that never actually happen.
Paradoxically, the more neurotic a person is, the more he believes in his ability to see, know, and predict the world around
him. In actuality, he is less able to recognize cause-and-effect relationships. To compensate for his impairment, to feel some sense of
control, he creates his own associations between action and consequence. Naturally, this compounds his neurosis because when the
inevitable breach occurs, he retreats deeper into his assumptions.23
Superstition is nothing but a diluted form of paranoia—the
desire to make connections where none exist.
All of reality is an undifferentiated facet of the whole, so
patterns and connections are everywhere, but when a person
cannot see beyond himself, the soul’s desire to make connections is supplanted by the ego’s own self-oriented correlations.
Since he cannot find meaning, he invents it. (In fact, psychosis—
and, to a lesser degree, neurosis—and prophecy lie at opposite
ends of the spectrum. The latter is an all-encompassing perspective, while the former is exceedingly myopic.)24
Often compounding the emotional strain is the confusion between affliction and accomplishment—when we make distress the
notes

22. Emotionally unstable people often have an ongoing internal dialogue,
always analyzing how they are feeling and their feelings about those feelings.
The rumination is endless, and this very policing of their emotions stimulates
neuroses. They are continually labeling their feelings in response to questions
such as Am I happy? Is this okay? Why do I feel this way? and What does this mean?
Unable to move through the day without a complete emotional inventory, they
have no energy left with which to lift themselves up from the couch.
23. Stress and anxiety increase neurosis and false beliefs. “If your brain is
distracted or under pressure, you will tend to believe statements that you would
normally find rather dubious … even if you were told they were untrue.” John
A. Bargh, Mark Chen, and Lara Burrows, “Automaticity of Social Behavior:
Direct Effects of Trait Construct and Stereotype Activation on Action,” Journal
of Personality & Social Psychology 71 (1996): 230–244.
24. Multiple Personality Disorder is a serious emotional illness. A patient with
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objective, rather than success, and where pain equals progress.25
While it is true that “According to the effort is the reward,” a person cannot heap challenges on himself.26 We are rewarded for the
effort put forth and the pain endured, but we are not compensated
for self-inflicted wounds.
Yet all too often, we unconsciously create obstacles to give
ourselves the feeling of growth without movement. An example
of a common tactic: the file that we absolutely cannot afford to
lose, our cellular phone, vehicle registration—just about everything and anything that we can misplace, we will misplace.
Essentially, we manufacture a challenge in a controlled environment that, once overcome, gives us a sense of excitement and
accomplishment.27 It is a sorry attempt to feel the rush of life,
without the effort of living.

Some people are miserable even though by all accounts they are
making good choices. This is because we each stand on a neverending ladder whose starting point is irrelevant. We might be
capable of climbing easily but choose to be complacent and climb
only a few rungs at our leisure. Genuine progress—and therefore self-esteem and emotional health—is assessed only through
notes

MPD develops additional personalities as a way of coping with a traumatic
event. Later chapters expand on this theme: how wholeness corresponds to
reality and multiplicity with falsehood.
25. It is too easy to become lost in our thoughts and somehow feel that if we
spent the day feeling guilty or worried, then we have put in a full day’s work.
Actual contemplation is good, but ruminations of the ego—fear, guilt, worry,
and the like—are neither thought nor progress. They are self-flagellation
disguised as thinking.
26. Ethics of the Fathers 5:22.
27. In some instances, we create these little challenges because, unconsciously,
we want to inconvenience ourselves. Feelings of guilt and self-recrimination
cause us to inflict harm upon ourselves. Note that this is the very epitome of
self-destruction.
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looking at our effort in relation to our ability. Pioneering psychologist Abraham Maslow succinctly summarizes this point: “If you
plan on being anything less than you are capable of being, you will
probably be unhappy all of the days of your life.”28

notes

28. Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper, 1954), 46.
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Living a life with meaning not only brings pleasure and bolsters
our emotional, spiritual, and physical health, but it also means that
we experience less suffering. That is not to say that difficulties do
not come to a person who always seeks to do what is right. Rather,
life’s painful challenges are not felt as intensely.
We certainly are not saying that people who endure great
misfortune in any way bring it upon themselves. On the contrary,
the Sages tell us that God gives challenges to those whom He
loves.29 These painful circumstances are often beyond our finite
understanding and are not necessarily the result of our actions,
but, as our Sages explain, “Suffering is caused only by some transgression.”30 We all experience pain, but suffering is the emotional
consequence of our choices.
How we feel about ourselves determines how long pain lingers
and whether it will morph into suffering. The equation is simple:
self-centered = suffering. This explains why an overly immature
person, one with low self-esteem (or a child, perhaps), becomes
agitated over every little thing that goes wrong.31
notes

29. Proverbs 3:12.
30. Shabbos 55a. In the words of the Prophet Yirmeyahu, “Your evil will cause
you suffering” (Yirmeyahu 2:19).
31. The attributes of a narrowed perspective can be characterized as childlike.
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Lacking the emotional shock absorber of perspective, we feel
only pain—that persists. This is because it is perspective that
gives context, and context allows for us to more easily extract and
attach significance. We can see how seemingly disparate facets
are integrated in a larger whole, and each new piece of the puzzle
that is identified helps clarify and define what is already known.
Without context there is no recognition, much less appreciation
for our experiences. Everything God does is for the good.32 How
much of that good we are able to recognize is partly up to us.
Imagine the wings of a butterfly magnified a thousand times.
Being so close, we can’t tell what it is, what it does, or why it
exists. We must take a step back to see what it really is. Then its
design, details, and meaning become clear. The wings are part of
a larger organism. Everything begins to make sense when we have
perspective. The Gemara recounts the following:
While traveling, the great Rabbi Akiva came to a town to
look for lodging, but to no avail. He said: “Everything that
God does, He does for the best.” He went and slept in a field,
and he had with him a rooster, a donkey, and a candle. A
gust of wind came and extinguished the candle; a cat came
and ate the rooster; and a lion came and ate the donkey.
He said: “Everything that God does, He does for the best.”
The same night an army came and took the city into captivity. Had the rooster crowed or the donkey brayed or the
candle been lit, he would have been discovered and been
notes

Small children, by virtue of the fact that they lack a yetzer tov, are egocentric
beings. They react to their environment with sudden tantrums, mindless
exuberance, wild mood swings, and an absolute black-white view of events.
They are quick to misread or misinterpret the behavior of others and overreact
to perceived insults, slights, and criticism.
32. A person should accustom himself to saying, “Everything that God does
is for the good” (Berachos 60b).
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captured along with them. He said to them: Didn’t I tell
you? Everything that God does, He does for the best.33
CONTEXT IS KING

The pinnacle of perspective even insulates one from physical pain. A person can crawl across broken glass to escape from
a burning room, experiencing little or no pain. His focus is on
the larger, more important picture.34a The Romans arrested Rabbi
Akiva and executed him by brutally tearing the skin from his body
with hot iron forks. As he was being tortured, Rabbi Akiva joyously recited the Shema blessing: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God,
the Lord is One.” He smiled to his students in the moment just
prior to his death and said that he was overjoyed to have finally
achieved serving God with all of his being. The Gemara relates
that Rabbi Akiva stretched out the word echad (“one”) until his soul
departed with complete recognition of God’s total unity.
In a word, he had context.34b When a person recognizes that
his pain has meaning—and perhaps discerns the message God is
showing him—the pain does not metastasize into suffering, the
experience becomes more bearable and, for those on the highest
of levels, even joyous. (This is the true meaning of mesirus nefesh,
discussed in Chapter 23, “Anatomy of a Choice.”)
Research in physical pain management also shows us that pain
severity depends on the context in which the pain occurs. The pain
threshold increases as the patient better understands the body’s
healing process and the role of pain in the healing. This explains
notes

33. Berachos 60b.
34a. Perspective—which is locked into time and space—exists only in the
physical world. Rabbi Akiva’s nullified ego brought him perfect perspective,
which freed him from the grip of physicality.
34b. This shift in perspective allowed a horrific, tortuous experience to be
transformed into something glorious and celebrated. The circumstances did
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why major depression is associated with a decreased pain threshold.35 As a person becomes increasingly focused on himself, he
loses perspective, then context, and then meaning. We are left with
only pain, and much of life—even living itself—becomes hard.
WHAT DOESN’T BREAK US

We are all aware of people who have led charmed upbringings,
but a succession of stunningly irresponsible choices dragged them
down a path of misery. We are equally mindful of those who have
been dealt one challenge after another, yet soared above even the
most daunting heartaches, embracing their futures with steadfast
courage and trust in God. This very lesson is woven throughout
the text of the Torah, beginning with our forefathers.
Abraham faced ten trials, including the enigmatic command to
offer up his son, Isaac, who himself was ready to be slaughtered by
his father, and later contended with the jealousy of the Philistines
and was deceived on his deathbed by his wife and his son. Who
can count the troubles faced by Jacob? He had a wicked brother
who sought to kill him, a dreadful father-in-law, and mourned his
beloved son Joseph for twenty-two years.
A range of rotating heartaches and anguish—imprisonment,
betrayal, treachery, and murder—awaited every great figure in
the Torah without exception: Adam, Noah, Sarah, Rachel, Leah,
Joseph, Moses, Aaron, King David, King Solomon, and the list
goes on. Who could argue that the lives of these Torah giants were
notes

not change, but his expanded awareness transformed it into something else
entirely. This is true for all of us. As we have noted: responsible behavior
decreases the ego and increases perspective; in turn, perspective changes
context, and context changes meaning. A different meaning gives rise to a
different experience, and the experience itself is a different reality.
35. Bruno Silvestrini, “Trazodone: From the Mental Pain to the ‘Dys-stress’
Hypothesis of Depression,” Clinical Neuropharmacology 12 (Suppl. 1) (1989):
S4–10. PMID 2568177.
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not difficult? Yet who would say that their lives were not the paradigm of meaning and fulfillment?
King David writes, “Had I not been preoccupied with Your
Torah, I would have perished in my suffering.”36 Despite a life full
of trials and tribulations, his Psalms exude joy and gratitude because when one lives a meaningful life, pain and pleasure coexist.37
It is essential to understand that pain does not make a person unhappy—suffering does, and suffering is, as we said, a
consequence of an egocentric lifestyle. Meaning fills our lives
with pleasure and douses the flames of suffering. Struggles and
setbacks are a part of life, but without perspective, they become
our lives.
Psychologist Boris Cyrulnik, who is a Holocaust survivor and
world-recognized expert in the study of emotional resilience,
explains that we have to give meaning to tragedy as soon as
possible in order not to remain stuck. Otherwise, he writes, “we
bring ourselves back to life by inflicting pain on ourselves …
repeating the same story.”38 Perspective gives us the natural ability to frame a trauma in a meaningful context before it becomes
fused with our identity and becomes part of a self-sustaining
story that defines us.
HAPPINESS IS IN OUR HANDS

Findings confirm that those who place a high priority on
money and fame are significantly less happy and emotionally
solvent than are those who strive to bring meaning into their lives
notes

36. Psalms 119:92. “You have turned my grief into dance. You have loosened
my sackcloth and girded me with joy. So that my soul might make music to You
and not be stilled, Hashem my God, forever will I thank you” (ibid., 30:11–12).
37. “Happy is the man whom You afflict and teach him Your Torah” (Psalms
94:12).
38. Boris Cyrulnik, The Whispering of Ghosts: Trauma and Resilience (New York:
Other Press, 2005), 38.
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by pursuing healthy relationships, developing their potential, and
becoming involved in social causes.39 God sets forth the choice:
See, I present before you today a blessing and a curse. The
blessing: that you hearken to the commandments of Hashem,
your God, that I command you today. And the curse: If you
do not hearken to the commandments of Hashem your God.40
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein explains that for those who keep the
Torah, life is a blessing, because they enjoy all of the blessings
God gives them. But those who ignore their purpose in this
world can never fully appreciate the good in their lives.41 Life
becomes a curse because as much good fortune as they receive,
they are never fulfilled; they cannot enjoy what they have, and
they always want more.42
Our Sages define happiness as the ability to find pleasure in
what we have and not pain in what we don’t. “Who is wealthy?
He who is happy with what he has.”43 The Talmud affirms, “Who
sets his eyes on what is not his, loses also what is his.”44
Without perspective, all of the good in our lives remains out
notes

39. Peter Schmuck, Tim Kasser, and Richard M. Ryan, “Intrinsic and
Extrinsic Goals: Their Structure and Relationship to Wellbeing in German
and US College Students,” Social Indicators Research 50, no. 2 (2000): 225–241.
40. Deuteronomy 11:26–28.
41. “No one leaves this world with even half his desires fulfilled” (Koheles
Rabbah 1:13). “One who has one, wants two” (ibid., 1:34).
42. See Drash Moshe (Artscroll, 1994), 296–297. The brain is not even deterred
by an irrational or useless gain. So insidious is our desire for more, that even
when it comes to the score of a video game, where the goal is the mere accrual
of points, the expectation mechanism is just as active. The ego doesn’t care
how useful something is—where there is something to be had, it wants it. M. J.
Koepp, et al., “Evidence for Striatal Dopamine Release during a Video Game,”
Nature 393 (1998): 266–268.
43. Ethics of the Fathers 4:1.
44. Sotah 9a.
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of focus. We are left in a state of restless desire, goaded on by a
sense of entitlement, with an inescapable finale: disappointment
and despair.45 By comparison, a healthy perspective advances an
attitude of gratitude, which itself changes the quality of our lives.46
A summary of research:
In an experimental comparison, those who kept gratitude
journals on a weekly basis exercised more regularly, reported fewer physical symptoms, felt better about their lives
as a whole, and were more optimistic about the upcoming
week compared to those who recorded hassles or neutral life
events. A related benefit was observed in the realm of personal goal attainment: Participants who kept gratitude lists
were more likely to have made progress toward important
personal goals (academic, interpersonal and health-based)
over a two-month period compared to subjects in the other
experimental conditions. In a sample of adults with neuromuscular disease, a 21-day gratitude intervention resulted
in greater amounts of high energy positive moods, a greater
notes

45. The word Yehuda comes from the Hebrew word lehodot, which means
“to thank.” Yehuda is the source of the name of the Jewish people (Yehudim),
revealing the intimate link between Judaism and gratitude. We are required to
serve God with joy, with simchah. Gratitude, which is the gateway to simchah,
requires humility, and for this we need perspective.
The Hebrew word for humble—anav—means “undistorted,” which denotes
an objective perspective void of personal bias. Humility does not spring from
inferiority but bubbles forth from the fountain of reality. Proper perspective
yields the ability to see our greatness and potential but, at the same time, to
appreciate that all that we have, all that we are, exists as a gift of kindness from
our Creator (perspective➝context➝meaning➝humility➝gratitude➝joy).
46. The power that positive thinking wields over our emotional and physical
health is well established in scientific literature. As such, we should always try
to be positive. However, a person whose perspective does not allow for him
to see, much less appreciate, all of the good in his life, will have a hard time
maintaining this way of thinking.
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sense of feeling connected to others, more optimistic ratings
of one’s life, and better sleep duration and sleep quality,
relative to a control group.47
The Rabbis say that before a person is born, God decrees
whether that person will be clever or foolish, strong or weak,
healthy or diseased, rich or poor.48 The only thing that is not preordained is whether the person will be a tzaddik (“righteous person”)
or a rasha (“wicked person”).49 That depends on free will—how we
choose to live our lives.
Findings show what our Sages taught long ago: circumstances
do not relate to life satisfaction, but subjective feelings do—and
subjective feelings are a direct reflection of our choices, not conditions.50 The following is research out of Harvard University:
Only 10 percent of our long-term happiness is predicted by
the external world; 90 percent of our long-term happiness is
dependent on how our brain processes the external world… .
The external world does not predict your happiness, which
notes

47. See Emmons, R. A., McCullough, M. E., & Tsang, J. (2003). “The
Measurement of Gratitude,” S. Lopez and C.R. Snyder (Eds.), Handbook
of positive psychology assessment (pp. 327-341). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association. Retrieved: http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/Labs/
emmons/PWT/index.cfm?Secon=4.
48. Chapter 17, “Reconfiguring Mazal ” discusses how even these decrees may
be alterable.
49. Niddah 16b.
50. While psychological or emotional problems may be classified under
the broad umbrella of mental health disorders, they can take a tremendous
toll on our physical health. Yet the converse is not necessarily true: physical
ailments need not affect our emotional status. A person who is physically ill
can (though not always) still lead a successful life and move toward actualizing
his potential. A person who is emotionally unwell, however, cannot easily enjoy
any of the good in his life, even though he may be in peak physical condition.
For this reason, praying for our emotional health takes precedence over our
physical health.
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is a freeing scientific realization about how much control you
actually have over your happiness.51

In the upcoming chapters, we will discuss God’s providence
and the means to rise above a heavenly decree. Should we fail,
however, in our sincerest efforts to alter life’s difficult terrain,
we must know that more important than the road we travel is
who we become along the way. The yetzer hara too easily tricks
us into accepting that what happens to us is the yardstick of
significance. Yet it is not the circumstances we face, but how
we face our circumstances that determines the true nature of
the experience, and this is something we always have complete
providence over.

notes

51. Shawn Achor, The Happiness Advantage: The Seven Principles of Positive
Psychology That Fuel Success and Performance at Work (New York: Crown
Business, 2010).
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When a person experiences physical pain, it is difficult for the
mind to drift; one cannot help but become absorbed in the moment. Emotional pain has the same capacity to bring us into the
present.52 Pain, however, is only a fulcrum. It does not move us but
gives us the opportunity to respond in one of three ways: (1) we
can choose to avoid or dull the pain with endless distractions and
excessive indulgence; (2) we can fortify our false self and become
indignant to compensate for feelings of weakness and vulnerability; or (3) we can act responsibly, accept the outcome and seek
meaning in the experience.
If we see God during difficult times—and get the message—
then the pain pierces our shell, the ego. Instead of merely denting
our image, the hurt penetrates straight through to our soul. The
experience is productive because through it we are inclined to
ask questions, instead of demanding answers, thereby fostering
humility and a relationship with our Creator.
If we ignore what we know we must do, then God reminds
us. First, God whispers to get our attention. If we do not listen,
notes

52. “I can feel guilty about the past, apprehensive about the future, but only in the
present can I act. The ability to be in the present moment is a major component of
mental wellness” (Abraham Maslow).

- 81 -

chapter nine

then He shouts. As a last resort, He knocks down the door. Then
we ask why.
The Midrash teaches us that the three manifestations of tzora’as
(typically translated as “leprosy” but more akin to a spiritual
form of vitiligo) are to be perceived as stages of warnings. First,
God places tzora’as on our home, and if we don’t mend our ways,
we get tzora’as on our clothing, and if we still fail to heed the
message, then finally our bodies are directly afflicted.53
God does not punish for wrongdoing as much as He creates
natural consequences out of love, for our ultimate good. A parent
would prefer his child to do the right thing without being asked.
Short of that, the parent would hope that the child listens after
being told. At some point, a scolding or discipline may become the
only recourse. Again, this is not punitive. On the contrary, it is an
act of love, to educate the child or to protect him from harm, and
it is always for the child’s own benefit.
Analogously, a person who has gangrene in his finger may
have the finger amputated or risk having the infection spread
throughout his body, killing him. The finger is a part of a larger
organism, and while it serves an important function, there is
more that needs to be considered. This is the message that God
tries to communicate to us: we cannot ignore the pain. If we
fail to heed this warning, our real selves, our souls, will pay the
greater, more devastating price.54

notes

53. Vayikra Rabbah 17:4. The Gemara speaks of a similar pattern of
repercussions if one does business with shemittah (“fallow-year”) fruits: first,
we lose our money, then we must sell our fields, and finally we sell ourselves
into slavery, first to a Jew, and then to a non-Jew (Kiddushin 20a).
54. Rejecting the Torah is forfeiting life. We see this from the Gemara in
Shabbos (88a): “HaKadosh Baruch Hu [The Holy One, Blessed be He] held the
mountain over the Jewish people like a great overturned barrel and said: ‘If
you accept the Torah, fine; but if not, here you shall be buried!’ ” This teaches
us that one who is overcome by his nature succumbs to a spiritual death that
renders his physical life not just pointless but hazardous.
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PAIN = DISTANCE FROM GOD

Is a person lying in a vegetative state, oblivious to pain, better
off than one who endures life’s daily struggles? We feel pain and
label it as bad, but something that causes us emotional hurt is not
necessarily a bad thing.
Pain equals distance from God. If our greatest pleasure is to
cleave to God by being like God (see Chapter 11, “The Purpose
of Free Will”), then anything that moves us away from God is
truly bad, and anything that moves us closer to God—to ultimate
meaning—is good.55
Pain is absolutely necessary, because it is the catalyst for
growth. And growth is non-negotiable—it is why we are in
the world. The question is on whose terms. Life’s lessons need
not always be earned or learned through personal hardships.
Growth—the acquisition of necessary traits—is equally accessible
to us through the capacity to empathize.
The Torah states, “Moses grew up and he went out to his
brethren and he saw their misery.”56 According to Rashi, that is
why Moses went out—to see their woe. “He devoted his eyes and
his heart to feel pain over them.”57 The Midrash teaches us that
Moses saw how the enslaved people were suffering, and he wept
for them, saying, “I feel so bad for you. If only I could help you,
I would be willing to give my life in order to do so.”58 The Sages,
likewise, advise us to keep our eyes wide open and to look on the
less fortunate with all of the compassion we can muster.59
Herein lies the marked distinction between sympathy and
notes

55. “Everything [except closeness to God] that people believe is good is
nothing but emptiness” (Mesillas Yesharim, Ch. 1).
56. Exodus 2:11.
57. See Shemos Rabbah 1:27.
58. Ibid., 1:20.
59. See Tomer Devorah 2.
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empathy. The former means that we feel pity for a person’s
situation, but we are disinclined to exert ourselves to alleviate his
plight.
A person may be very sensitive to the suffering of others, but
if he merely sympathizes, he is consumed with his own pain and
is therefore motivated primarily to reduce his own suffering—usually by means of escapism and indulgence—rather than help the
person who is actually in pain. He often wishes he was unaware
of the sorrow around him so that he would not suffer as a result.
The typical notion of the egocentric mentality is one of arrogance and bravado, but even a highly sensitive person who is
seemingly void of ego can also be self-centered and selfish—(this
is the previously referenced doormat personality in Chapter 5). He
is absorbed in his own pain, making him literally self-absorbed,
and he cannot feel anyone else’s pain when he is drowning in his
own.60 There is no real connection to anyone outside of himself, in
spite of his seemingly noble nature. Without genuine humility, he
will not—cannot—burden himself, unless there is a larger payout
in the form of acceptance or approval.61
Empathy, by comparison, is the capacity to share another’s
emotions, to feel his pain, rather than to merely feel sorry for
him. The person who has empathy is grateful for the knowledge
of others’ troubles because he genuinely wants to alleviate their
notes

60. Even though a person may be overly consumed with the welfare of
another—one’s own child, perhaps—we cannot say that this person exhibits
empathy. It is “my child,” who is in pain, and while it causes distress, it is borne
out of an ego-identification. The Torah recounts, “Hagar became lost in the
desert …” (Genesis 21:19). She placed Ishmael under a dried-up shrub and then
sat in the distance and wept, “Let me not see the child die” (ibid., 21:16). Her
focus was not on comforting her dying son, but on her own pain from having
to watch him suffer. When push came to shove, easing her own pain trumped
comforting her child and easing his pain.
61. He may also be motivated by the need to assuage feelings of guilt or
inadequacy, but still, his aim is to reduce his own suffering, not someone else’s.
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suffering. Moral development, rather than just moral thinking,
is what moves a person to altruistic behavior. In fact, sociopaths
have been shown to possess excellent moral reasoning but feel no
need to act morally—this requires empathy.62
Parenthetically, the ease to which we rise above our own
problems and shift attention to the welfare of another is a reliable marker of emotional health. While we all are, to some extent,
self-absorbed—particularly when we are struggling with personal
challenges—the intensity and duration are revealing.63 Almost
anyone can be warm, kind, and generous when he is in a positive
mood. However, a true indicator of emotional health is when a
person can respond to negative situations with patience and tolerance even when he is in a low emotional state or under physical
distress.
DIVIDE AND BE CONQUERED

The self-absorbed person is trapped in the tomb of his own
suffering, because he is incapable of empathizing with others. In
contrast, where there is no ego, there is humility; a connection to
others is born, and the barrier of “I am me and he is he” is broken
down. Empathy awakens, and the trait of chesed (“lovingkindness”) emerges.
As our ego recoils, we behold the suffering of the world
around us, we concede the finite, temporary nature of the world
notes

62. See Martin L. Hoffman, “Toward a Comprehensive Empathy-Based
Theory of Prosocial Moral Development” (2001), in Arthur C. Bohart and
D. J. Stipek, eds., Constructive and Destructive Behavior: Implications for Family,
School, and Society.
63. Why is it so easy to dislike those who are “full of themselves”? Intense
self-focus inhibits close relationships by precluding empathy, caring, and
commitment. W. Keith Campbell, Eric A. Rudich, and Constantine Sedikides,
“Narcissism, Self-Esteem, and the Positivity of Self-Views: Two Portraits of
Self-Love,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 28 (2002): 358–368.
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and want to attach ourselves to something more, something real:
God. This fosters growth but without the same growing pains.64
It should come as no surprise that both empathy and pain
activate the same regions of the brain—the anterior insula and
anterior cingulate. Knowing our loved one is in pain, for instance,
automatically triggers the subjective pain-processing regions of
our brain, which leads to empathy.65 When someone whom we
love is in pain, we are in pain as well.66 But again, to the degree
that we do not love ourselves, we cannot love another, and our
faculty to feel empathy becomes polluted. Prospects for growth,
then, are confined to a narrow range of our own increasingly painful experiences.
The unambiguous outcome: The more self-consumed we are,
the more we will suffer subjectively with whatever challenges we
objectively face. This is certain. In some instances, greater difficulties—tangibly speaking—may be heaped on us, as well.67

The more responsible our choices, the greater our self-esteem; the
ego shrinks and perspective widens. We then gain context and
meaning, which in turn give us pleasure (and reduces suffering),
notes

64. The Mishnah instructs us to “bear the yoke of others” (Ethics of the
Fathers 6:6) for several reasons, including what we will discuss: A person who
has mercy on another receives mercy from Above. The reason is that the pain
that empathy causes us provides a measure of atonement for our sins and may
thus prevent previously pending hardships. (See Chapter 40, footnote #114 for
insight into how this works.)
65. Suzanne Keen, “A Theory of Narrative Empathy,” Narrative 14, no. 3
(2006): 207–236.
66. An oft-quoted anecdote is told about Reb Aryeh Levin (A Tzaddik in Our
Time). He is said to have accompanied his wife to the doctor for a problem with
her foot. When the doctor asked what they had come for, the Rabbi answered,
“My wife’s foot hurts us.” The pain was as much his as it was hers. If she was
in pain, so was he.
67. See Chapter 22, “Mazal: The Fine Print” and Chapter 29, “Extinguishing
the Flames” for further discussion.
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as well as the ability to feel empathy for others. Alas, even with
intense emotional pain, we still have the choice to deny it and
distract ourselves, but our efforts will be in vain. If we fail to act responsibly, all pain swells into suffering. We sink lower and destroy
ourselves from the inside out until we allow for the self-correcting
mechanism of pain to penetrate our shell and steer us in a healthier
and more responsible direction.
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10 foundation
of faith
When we make a poor choice, we are not acknowledging God, and
to the degree that He is not “let into” our lives, we cannot have a
relationship with Him, let alone trust in Him. The rift widens afterward when we justify our actions, thereby continuing to engage
the ego and pushing God still further away.68
This distance is felt as a lack of faith. Yet we do not lose faith
in God without first losing faith in ourselves. It is we who have
changed. When we turn away from what is right, it is inevitable
that all of our relationships suffer.
FAITH AND TRUST

The ability to exercise self-control eliminates anxiety because
it moves us beyond emunah (“faith in God”) and into bitachon
(“trust in God”).69 The difference is profound. We can have faith
notes

68. “If you neglect the Torah, you will face many excuses to neglect it“ (Ethics
of the Fathers 4:12).
69. The word faith is a watered-down translation. Emunah should not be
construed as blind faith or an abandonment of reason. True emunah is steeped
in logic and flows from a true, unshakable knowledge of God and belief in His
Divine providence.
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that things will work out, but we may still be plagued by worry
and moments of doubt. When we have trust, however, negative
thoughts do not fill our mind. We do not dwell on, or worry about,
the outcome. Trust is an intellectual process, a natural outgrowth
of our positive choices, and exists independent of our mood or
emotional state.70
The Chazon Ish details that bitachon is borne out of emunah.71
Emunah necessitates that one believe in the fundamental tenets
about God, whereas bitachon is actively applying these beliefs to
our lives—and making choices that reflect our conviction.72
Productive living is the heartiest expression of our trust in
the future, in God, and in ourselves.73 A person who is too afraid
to make long-range plans and to invest in his life is sending a
message to his subconscious that he does not have bitachon. Then
imperceptibly, unintentionally, he seeks to validate his fears and
becomes attuned to whatever in his world can offer him proof that
he is right. Because his decision to avoid stress—and opt out of
life—was ego-based, his ego must now prove him right.
In short, action is what converts faith into trust.74 It is
notes

70. “Cast your burden upon the Lord and He will sustain you” (Psalms 55:23).
“Blessed is the man who made God his trust and did not turn to the arrogant
or those who stray after falsehood” (ibid., 40:5).
71. The Chazon Ish writes (Emunah U’Bitachon, Ch. 2:1) that bitachon means
knowing in one’s heart that there is no such thing as chance, and that all of
our life experiences are under complete and total Divine supervision. Unlike
emunah, bitachon is a direct reflection of our relationship with God. The closer
we are to Him, the stronger is our trust in Him, and the greater our recognition
that everything He does is directed towards our good, out of His love for us.
72. Chazon Ish, Emunah U’Bitachon, Chapter 2.
73. Whenever we demonstrate our belief in God (by choosing responsibly) we
reinforce our belief in ourselves (increasing self-esteem) and in our knowledge
that God believes in us, and loves us.
74. The Nesivos Shalom states there are two tracks of bitachon: inactive and
proactive. Inactive bitachon comes into play when a person is in a situation
where there is nothing for him to do. In such circumstances, his avodah
(“spiritual task”) is to trust that everything that happens is for our ultimate
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impossible to establish trust in God if we do not live our lives in
a way that demonstrates our belief in God.75 Abraham’s ten trials
nourished his relationship with God, each adding a strand of trust
in a bond that culminated in complete and total submission to His
will, without question or compunction.
With the first test, God sought to assure Abraham: “I will make
of you a great nation; I will bless you, and make your name great
and you shall be a blessing.”76 By the last test, such reassurance
had become unnecessary, even though the command itself was
exceedingly more difficult and overtly contradicted God’s initial
assurance. Such is the bond of trust.
One who lives life as he wishes, ignoring his God-given obligations and responsibilities, cannot simply bring God into his
life—and trust in Him at the moment of his choosing—to soothe
an anxious thought or to calm a troubled mind. The more we live
in accord with the will of God, every moment of every day, the
nearer He is at all times. For this reason, we cannot jump levels
in bitachon.
Symbolically speaking, if our belief in God is at a “three” out of
ten, then how we live—our thoughts, feelings, and behavior—will
oscillate at a “three.” The equation of the real self (our soul) to the
false self (ego) is established at a ratio of three (soul) to seven (ego).
We then have a trust vs. fear level of 3:7 and we will not feel
calm and reassured (absent the presence of severe mental illness),
notes

good. Krias Yam Suf (“Splitting of the Red Sea”) is an example of proactive
bitachon, where a person actively exercises his free will and demonstrates his
trust in God (Nesivos Shalom, Parshas Beshalach). Noted by Rabbi Yehonasan
Gefen, Insights on the Weekly Torah Portion and Festivals. Retrieved: http://
rabbiygefen.blogspot.com.
75. This is true on all levels. God does not do anything without a purposeful,
positive reason. Senseless movement, talk, and even extraneous thought create
a distance between a person and his Creator.
76. Genesis 12:2–3. While God offered such assurances, at no point did
Abraham ever doubt God or hesitate in carrying out His will.
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beyond the point of a “three,” because the ego is precisely what
blocks bitachon. Bitachon is a natural by-product of humility, not
of arrogance.77
SELF-CONTROL = PEACE OF MIND

Individuals with high life-change scores (that is, they are experiencing multiple life changes at one time) are more likely to fall
ill. Yet most surprisingly, studies reveal that the illness correlates
with any type of change.78 Whether the event is positive or negative
bears no consequence on the stress experienced; the circumstances
are largely irrelevant, but the ability to feel in control is fundamental. This is exactly why we may find ourselves engaging in
self-destructive behavior, even when things in our lives are going
particularly well. It is not the situation that we find unsettling, it is
we who feel unsettled because we are not in control of ourselves.79
The psychological mechanics are as follows: A lack of selfcontrol reduces our self-esteem, which automatically inflates the
ego; this leads to arrogance and the inability to trust in God. As a
consequence, we mistakenly believe that we are in control of our
circumstances and thus become anxious when our lives are in flux
and angry when things do not go our way.80
notes

77. Fear breeds in the waters of disconnect, between awareness (of the truth)
and our behavior; and the greater the disparity, the greater the fear. While we
cannot jump levels, we can move instantaneously to a higher level by taking
swift action at any moment of inspiration, which instantly bridges the gap.
Hence, the Talmudic proclamation “There are those who acquire their World
(to Come) only after years (of Divine Service) and there are those who acquire
their World (to Come) in an instant” (See Avodah Zarah 17a).
78. Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe, “Social Readjustment Rating Scale,”
Journal of Psychosomatic Research 11, no. 2 (1967): 213–221.
79. “The desire to control everything is a major manifestation of arrogance”
(Chovos HaLevavos, Shaar HaK’niah, Introduction).
80. “Behold! God is my salvation. I shall trust and not fear, for God is my
might” (Yeshayah 12:2).

- 92 -

the foundation of faith

In direct proportion to the quality of our choices is our ability to
free ourselves from worry and to trust in the outcome. The path to
peace of mind is paved not by circumstance but by choice.81 Below
is a commentary on the Ramban’s famous letter:
Peace of mind is the key to spiritual growth; serenity is the
trademark of the person who is truly Godly. The person who
has trust in the Almighty is calm and composed… . On the
other hand, one who feels that he alone carries all his burdens
on his own shoulders can be overwhelmed by the weight of
those responsibilities; such an attitude leads to severe anxiety
and tension.82
The words of Chazal, illuminate hidden strands within this
model: “The beginning of wisdom is the fear of God… .”83 When
we fear God, we stop fearing man, because we recognize that
human beings are not in control of the Universe—only God is.84
As a result, our behavior is more responsible, which broadens
our perspective and opens our eyes to God in our lives. In fact,
the word yirah, “fear,” and the word ro’eh, “see,” share the same
root.85 This brings us to a higher level of fear, or awe of God,
which is derived from being aware of Him—seeing His providence in this world; and we come full circle: “Those who fear
God will trust in God.”86

notes

81. See Lieberman, Real Power.
82. Rabbi Avrohom Chaim Feuer, A Letter for the Ages (New York: Mesorah
Publications, 1989), 28–29.
83. Proverbs 1:7.
84. In the Introduction to the Zohar, R. Shimon bar Yochai writes, “Yiras
Shamayim [fear of God] is the portal to emunah.”
85. “If there is no wisdom, there is no fear of God; if there is no fear of God
there is no wisdom” (Ethics of the Fathers 3:21).
86. Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Praise My Soul, para. 502; Psalms 115:11.
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Whatever the middah (“character trait”), if we do not possess it, we
cannot see it in others or feel it in ourselves. As discussed earlier, a
person who does not love himself cannot fully love others or feel
their love, and a person who does not trust himself is distrusting of others and is often not trusted by others. Those who lack
self-control have no concept of trust. How can they trust in God
when in their world “trust” is a theoretical concept and not part
of their inner reality? God is Infinite and nonchanging. If we want
to see His hand in our lives, if we want to trust in Him, it is we
who must change. We must make different choices. There is no
alternate truth.
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The Glory
of God
Here we assess the multifaceted role of free will and
why it was ultimately designed by God to prepare
us for a world that is beyond our own. Indeed, the
quality of our choices forges not only our character
but our eternity, and our innate search for selfexpression finds its roots not only in our soul, but
in the purpose of creation itself.

11

The Purpose
of
Free Will

The Talmud relates the dialogue between Moses and the malachim
(“angels”) when he ascended to heaven to receive the Torah. The
angels turned to God and said, “The Torah is a Divine treasure,
too precious to be given to man. Let it remain with us and we
will honor and cherish it.” God told Moses to refute the angels’
argument. Moses replied with a series of rhetorical questions: “The
Torah commands, ‘Honor your parents.’ Do you have a father and
mother? The Torah commands, ‘You shall not steal.’ Are angels
capable of stealing? The Torah commands, ‘You shall not murder.’
Do angels kill one another?” With this reasoning, Moses was triumphant, and the Jewish nation received the Torah.1
Angels do not have free will, nor are they tempted to sin. Yet we,
too, could have been created like angels, where we would perform
God’s will automatically, without question or reservation.2 But God
created man for a different, higher purpose.3
notes

1. Shabbos 88b–89a.
2. Rabbi Isaiah HaLevi Horovitz (a sixteenth-century rabbi and mystic
known as the Shelah HaKadosh) writes (Shnei Luchot HaBrit) that angels do
not have a yetzer hara and thus cannot deliberately contravene the will of God.
Nevertheless, angels are not perfect—they, like human beings, have their own
perception of holiness and reality and, even with the purest intentions, are still
capable of erring.
3. See Zechariah 3:7; Vayikra 26:3.
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In order to fully grasp why free will exists, we must look at
the purpose of creation itself and the reason that God created two
worlds—this world and the next. First things first. The Ramchal
explains that “[M]an was created for the sole purpose of rejoicing
with God and getting the pleasure of being in His presence.” He
calls this a “bestowal of good” and continues:
Since God desired to bestow good, a partial good would not
be sufficient. The good that He bestows would have to be the
ultimate good that His handiwork could accept. God alone,
however, is the only true good, and therefore His beneficent
desire would not be satisfied unless it could bestow that very
good, namely the true perfect good that exists in His intrinsic
essence. True good exists only in God. His wisdom therefore
decreed that the nature of this true benefaction be His giving
things the opportunity to attach themselves to Him to the
greatest degree possible for them.4
How does a person attach himself to God? The Talmud states,
“We bind ourselves to God by imitating His attributes.”5 As we
mentioned, in the physical world, when we want to be closer
to someone or something, we move toward it through space. In
the nonphysical world, closeness is not measured in terms of
physical space, but rather through similarities that manifest in
levels of awareness.6
The more we resemble our Creator, the closer we are to him
notes

4. Ramchal, The Way of God, Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, trans. (New York: Feldheim
Publishers, 1981), 37.
5. Sotah 14a. Resonating with God-like qualities gives us “knowledge” of God
(or, more precisely, knowledge of the manifestation of His will) that moves us
closer to Him. “Knowing” or having knowledge of, is also a term for “closeness”
(Rashi to Genesis 18:19).
6. To some extent, this is true in the physical world as well. Cross-race effect
is a neural phenomenon whereby people are more able to recognize faces and
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and the greater is our awareness and recognition of Him.7 As a
consequence, our love for Him grows, because the beginning of
love is knowledge. In the words of the Rambam: “A person can
only love God to the degree of a person’s knowledge that he has
of Him. According to the person’s knowledge so will be his love.”8
BECOMING LIKE GOD

Emulating the attributes of God is no easy task. God and
man are conceptual opposites. “God is the Giver and man is the
receiver.”9 This is true for two reasons. First, at the moment of
Creation, God created man and gave him life and sustenance.
Second, at the end of time, God will grant man His ultimate
goodness.10 In this chapter we will deal with the former reason,
and in the following two chapters, the latter.
The Sages declare, “God created the world with chesed.”11
Chesed is translated as “kindness” or “lovingkindness” and
denotes an act of giving that has no prior cause. While human
beings cannot know God, we do know that He operates without
constraint.12 To distend our finite minds with clumsy language, we
can say that God chooses to be good.13 The Ramchal thus qualifies
notes

emotional expressions of people of their own race, in comparison to other races.
The greater the similarity, the greater is one’s ability to discern features that
look the same to others.
7. “The secret of God goes to those who fear Him” (Psalms 25:14).
8. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Teshuvah, Ch. 10.
9. Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, If You Were God (New York: NCSY/Orthodox Union,
1983), 59.
10. Ibid., 72–73.
11. Psalms 89:3.
12. According to many commentators, this is one meaning of man having been
created in the “image of God.” Cf. Rambam, Yad Teshuvah 5:1.
13. “The way one follows in the path of God is by following in His ways
…” (Shabbos 133b. See also Rambam, Hilchos De’os 1:6, and Path of the Just,
Introduction).
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that free will is a prerequisite to attain the “true perfect good that
exists in God’s intrinsic essence.” He writes, “In [God’s] sublime
wisdom He knew that for His bestowal of good to be perfect, those
who receive it, must earn it. Only then will they be masters of that
good.”14 In other words, if we were compelled to choose goodness, then our similarity to God’s goodness would be incomplete
and God’s purpose—to bestow ultimate good—would not be
fulfilled.15 The culmination of character development, the essence
of what it means to be God-like, is to be a giver by choice.16 Rabbi
Dessler writes,
While there is a limit to our intellectual understanding of God,
there are no limits as to how refined our character traits can
become. In this way, we can achieve more of an understanding
of God’s perfection than through our intellect … especially in
the trait of lovingkindness, through which we resemble God.17
Essentially, only by applying free will, through which we
choose to be givers instead of takers, do we move closer to our
Creator and enjoy the greatest good.18 In the previous chapter, we
notes

14. Derech Hashem 1:3:1.
15. “Why did God create the world in such a way that it deludes man into
thinking that things exist in and of themselves? It was so that man could
overcome this illusion through the power of his free will, and thereby become
master of his own reward” (Teferet HaChinukhi, Parshas Vayeira).
16. Having children is intended, in part, to help us to become givers. A child’s
nature is to take. He comes into the world and does nothing but cry, eat, and
create waste, yet, as parents, we give, and the more we give, the more we love
our children, and so we catch a glimpse of our relationship with God.
17. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav Mei’Eliyahu, Vol. IV, 49–50.
18. Numerous studies show that acts of kindness can result in significant
health benefits and are even capable of lifting depression. This is because
giving and gratitude (which is itself giving—giving thanks) redirect our
attention away from ourselves and fill us with a sense of purpose. In the words
of Ralph Waldo Emerson, “It is one of the most beautiful compensations of this
life that no man can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.”
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learned that fear of God brings us to trust in Him. Fear is also the
path to loving God, because if we do not fear Him and instead
become preoccupied with impressing the world and indulging our
desires, then we move away from Him. Then love, which is a product of giving, becomes impossible because we are only taking.19

As we will discuss in the next chapter, being a giver like God
allows for the deeper purpose of emulation and the ultimate in
giving—that is, to create ourselves, which is the quintessential act
of chesed. Indeed, it is the union of body and soul and the ensuing
conflict that activate the gift of free will and make our potential
greater than that of angels. And using our potential to create ourselves not only reveals our essence, but goes to the purpose of
creation itself: to reveal the glory of God.

notes

19. As our love grows, feelings of joy emerge, which is why the Sages proclaim,
“Happy is the one who is always fearful” (Proverbs 28:14).
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