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Easy Spirituality
The French poet Baudelaire once 

remarked that the devil’s greatest success is 
his ability to convince us that he does not 
exist. 

Whereas Judaism does not believe in the 
devil quite as Baudelaire does, it does believe 
that there is a “devilish” force called the 
yetzer hara within each of us, and that that 
force works in very subtle ways. At the same 
time, with ambivalence, we definitely do 
tend to believe that this yetzer does not exist. 

Jewish writings through the ages have 
debated the nature of this force. All these 
writings ultimately trace back to a verse in 
this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Noach: 
“The devising of man’s mind is evil from his 
youth.” (Genesis 8:21)

And to a similar verse in last week’s Torah 
portion: “The Lord saw how great was 
man’s wickedness on earth, and how every 
plan devised by his mind was nothing but 

evil all the time.” (Genesis 6:5)
Thus, there most assuredly is an inclina-

tion for evil in each of us. He or she who 
wishes to live the life of a good person is well 
advised to guard against this natural incli-
nation. This yetzer-force rarely commands 
us directly to do what is wrong. Instead, it 
tries to craftily delude us into thinking that 
what is wrong and evil is right and good. 

A favorite strategy for the yetzer is to per-
suade us that it seeks the same ends and 
objectives as God does, but that alternate 
ways of achieving those ends are also legit-
imate. Take spirituality, for example. How 
does one achieve a sense of spirituality? 

For Judaism, spirituality and the emotions 
which accompany it can only be achieved 
through hard work: prayer, study, sacrifice, 
and above all, charity and compassion. No 
easy “grace!” The yetzer, while not deny-
ing the value of spirituality, tempts us with 
short cuts, and cheap and ersatz methods to 
achieve the same results as the more ardu-
ous methods prescribed by the Torah. 

A wonderful illustration of this dynamic 
is found in this week’s Torah portion, just 
after the story of the great Flood. Noah and 
his family are beginning anew, rebuilding 
their lives, rebuilding the world. What is the 
first thing Noah does? He plants a vineyard. 
His grapes grow and ripen, he makes wine 
and drinks it and gets drunk. 

What prompted Noah to make wine his 
first priority? Let me suggest the following 
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imaginary scenario to answer that ques-
tion. Noah walked with God. He enjoyed 
the sense of spirituality for which many of 
us yearn. He experienced a spiritual “high.” 
In the past, he achieved that level of spiri-
tuality by virtue of hard work: obedience, 
construction of the Ark, gathering the ani-
mals of the world, tending to them, offering 
sacrifices. Along came Noah’s yetzer-force, 
and said, “Noah! There must be an easier 
way! You can achieve the same spiritual 
high, the same sense of wholeness and holi-
ness without all that work. All it will take is a 
few drinks of one of God’s own juices. Plant 
a vineyard, make some wine and drink it 
and you will feel all the good feelings you 
felt before, and then some.”

For, you see, the yetzer, or if you wish the 
devil, knows of the connection between 
addiction and spirituality. 

How well I remember the 1960s, and the 
many gifted spiritual seekers who resorted 
to alcohol and more potent substances to 
generate moods of spirituality.

Judaism cautions us not to be seduced 
by facile techniques, even in the service 
of achieving higher and holier states of 
conscientiousness. That is why the Torah 
shifts next week into the story of Abraham, 
whose spirituality was based on service, 
on the courageous search for social justice, 
and on compassionate concern for others in 
need. In short, Abraham was dedicated to 
the very arduous methods that Noah sought 
to circumvent by drink.   
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more about patient self-control than phys-
ical might. It is found in the Talmudic trac-
tate Kiddushin 40a, where the tale is told 
about a certain Rabbi Zadok, who resists 
the attempts of a particularly powerful 
noblewoman to lead him astray. He exerts 
moral strength, and to him the Talmud ap-
plies the following biblical verse: "Bless the 
Lord, O His angels, mighty creatures who 
do His bidding, ever obedient to His bid-
ding. Bless the Lord, all His hosts, His ser-
vants who do His will." (Psalms 103:20-21)

Isaac's way recognizes the necessity for 
great patience and forbearance. If we 
adopt Isaac's way, we must be prepared 
for a lengthy process before our challeng-
es are resolved. In the words of Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook, words which have 
been memorialized in a popular song, "An 
eternal people does not fear the long and 
arduous path."

Patience is necessary for those who fol-
low Isaac's way. But a wise woman taught 
us that patience is but another name for 
hope. That woman was Jane Austen, who 
put these words into the mouth of one of 
the characters in her great novel, Sense and 
Sensibility: "Know your own happiness. 
You want nothing but patience—or give it a 
more fascinating name: call it hope." 
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Rehavia-Talbieh on quiet Radak

May the Torah learned from this issue of TT 
be in loving memory and לע"נ our dear 
parents whose yahrtzeits are in Kislev

Doris Weinberger a"h
דבורה לאה בת יחזקאל שלמה ע"ה- ד' כסלו

Max Weinberger z”l
אלימלך בן דב ז"ל- כ"ז כסלו

Greatly missed by their children, 
grandchildren and great grandchildren

Rav Aryeh and Dvora Weinberger
Bernie and Leah Weinberger

Menachem and Hannah Katten

In observance of the Shloshim of our friend
Yehuda Leib Berren z"l

Rav Menachem Weinberg will give a shiur 
in his memory "Heroic Joy"

Monday evening, 23 November/ 8 Kislev 
7:30pm

Zoom Meeting: 853 8980 1519
Password: Yehuda
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