Parshas Nasso

In the parsha, we find two concepts placed next to each other that at first do not seem to have a connection. The first is the concept of the Sotah, the wayward wife. She has been accused of adultery, and has been caught spending time in private with a man besides for her husband. She is brought to the Beis Hamikdash and goes through a rigorous process that demonstrates that she has been behaving in a manner similar to an animal. She ultimately is given a special drink, into which the name of Hashem has been melted, and if she has been unfaithful, she dies a miraculous and gruesome death. 

Following this, the Torah speaks of the Nazir. This is someone who has decided to take upon himself an extra measure of holiness, and, like a Cohen, distances himself from the dead, and is also careful to avoid any connection to wine and grape products. At the end of his period of Nezirus he brings a special offering.

In commenting on the connection between these two seemingly unrelated topics, the Gemara tells us that there is actually a deeper theme that connects the two. The Gemara says that whoever is in the Beis Hamikdash and witnesses the Sotah in a state of destruction should proceed to make a vow of Nezirus. What is the deeper meaning of this statement of our sages?

It is remarkable that we have two different contrasting concepts here. Each stands on the opposite extreme of the spectrum that spans from sin to holiness. The Nazir represents someone who has completely removed himself from the physical, while the Sotah represents someone who has fallen into the great abyss of physicality, ignoring her responsibility toward her husband and her own dedication to spirituality, choosing instead to follow her lusts and desires.

And yet, both experience a certain tikkun-rectification through their respective ordeals, either that they have chosen to take upon themselves, or that is forced upon them by the Torah.

To illustrate this, let us return to the Gemara in Succah that we have quoted a number of times. The Gemara speaks of the time directly preceeding Moshiach ben Dovid's advent - the climax of the war of Gog u'Magog, when Moshiach ben Yosef accomplishes his mission of removal of the yetzer hara (evil inclination) from mankind's psyche. At this juncture in history, there is a great mourning that goes on. According to one opinion, the mourning is over the death of MBY himself. According to the other opinion, it is a sadness for the slaughtering of the evil inclination.

Based on the second opinion, the Gemara questions why there is such mourning for the slaughtering of the yetzer hara. If anything, there should be a festival as man is released from the age old bond of his desires! The Gemara does not directly address this question, but instead tells us that both the tzadikim (righteous individuals) and the resha'im (evil individuals) are crying at this juncture. The evil ones are crying because the evil inclination appears to them as a hair, and they say, "How were we unable to overcome this hair?" The righteous ones envision the evil inclination as a great mountain, and they say, "How were we able to overcome this great mountain?"

I believe that the symbolism and message of this Gemara go much deeper than what is being revealed on the surface. There is a secret here in the proper approach to overcoming our baser nature, that when understood properly, it actually contains the key to a much greater level of happiness in our lives, as we begin to remove the ego that so totally encompasses our thoughts and desires.

The Gemara there in Succah has a discussion of the concept of the Yetzer hara, the evil inclination, and tells us that the yetzer hara attempts to destroy us every single day, and if it were not for Hakadosh Baruch Hu's Divine assistance, we would not be able to succeed. The Maharsha there asks an essential question. We know that ur sages tell us that everything is in the hands of Heaven except for the fear of Heaven. This essentially seems to mean that Hashem can help me with everything in reality except for the most fundamental point that involves my free will. The choice to overcome my evil inclination is the very point of free will, so what does the Gemara mean when it says that I can not defeat my evil inclination without Hashem's help?

The Maharsha explains that we have another concept that our sages teach us, which is that 'הבא לטהר מסייעין אותו" - one who comes to purify himself receives Divine assistance. Thus, while it is true that Hashem has arranged the universe in such a way that we have absolute and true free will, nevertheless, He can aid us in our battle with the evil inclination. We must first have the desire to overcome the ego, at which point we are considered "בא לטהר" - one who is coming to purify himself. Even once we have this true will, however, it is impossible to overcome the ego. Only Hashem Himself, who is completely egoless, can help us climb out of the ego.

Ultimately, the necessary prerequisite for Hashem's help in this area is a deep desire to move beyond the ego, to move out of a selfish view of reality, into a place of complete focus outwards. This is an emulation of Hashem, whose sole purpose in creation was completely altruistic, with no need for any remuneration. The key is developing a strong desire, at which point one is called 'one who is coming to purify himself.' Only Hashem can pull us out, because if we maintain the belief that we can do it by ourselves, we are still stuck in ego! One can not use ego to remove himself from ego! One has to completely nullify himself, first with a burning desire to exhume the evil inclination from within him, and then turn to Hashem in recognition that only He can remove that from us.

The question is, How does one create this burning desire inside of himself? How does one get to the point where he is considered 'one who is coming to purify himself?'

I believe that the answer is hinted to in the first Gemara that we quoted in Succah. The scene that the Gemara paints is one where everyone has a vision of their unique yetzer hara, as its power is being stripped away from it. I believe that the very vision itself and the crying that is going on is what is actually taking away the power of the yetzer hara. For the righteous individual, he perceives all that the evil inclination has done in his life as a great mountain. The effect of the ego is all-encompassing, creating a situation that is overwhelming. The tzaddik maintains a standard for himself that is very high, and thus, when he discovers the overarching impact of his ego in all areas of his life, he perceives that as a mountain. The tears he sheds are tears of sorrow over all of the places he had originally thought he was 'egoless,' when in truth, even his righteousness was tainted with ego. He sadly realizes that even his 'egolessness' was a tool he would use to look down on others and feed his yetzer hara.

But this realization is only the first stage, because there is no escape route from the ego as long as one believes he can fix himself. As we said, this mistaken belief also stems from the ego. This is the deeper reason why Moshiach ben Yosef must die according to some opinions. Moshiach ben Yosef comes to relieve man of his evil inclination, to bridge the gap between the Jewish people and Hashem. There is an inherent danger in his job, however. As long as the Jewish people perceive him as their savior, they do not realize that they can have direct access to Hashem. They continue to hold onto the ego, now in the guise of the tzaddik, in the person of Moshiach ben Yosef. In order for his job to be properly accomplished, he must die.

This is the deeper understanding of what occurred on the fortieth day after the Jews received the Torah. The midrash says that the evil inclination showed the Jewish people that Moshe had died on Mount Sinai. When they saw this, they created the Golden Calf. As the Ramban explains, they believed that they needed a vehicle through which they would access Hashem. When Moshe was no longer there, they created a new vehicle, which was the עגל.

On the surface, it seems that the yetzer hara was up to his wily tricks again. But the deeper truth is that the yetzer hara's job is to destroy himself (as brought down by R' Shimon Schwab in Mayan Beis Hashoeva). The way he destroys himself ultimately is by creating a situation that is so untenable that mankind wakes up to the reality of the utter destruction the ego has created. In the story of the Golden Calf, the yetzer hara was trying to destroy himself in a different way. He wanted the Jewish people to let go of Moshe, because as long as they held on to him, they would not completely eradicate the ego, and they would not directly access Hashem! Ultimately, the times of Moshiach are about every individual's full access to Hashem in a completely unaided fashion (כי ביתי בית תפילה יקרא לכל העמים).

In a similar way, the yetzer hara, the ego, must be completely removed from mankind. This is only possible when there are no barriers between the Jew and his Creator. Even the tzaddik must be removed as each individual realizes that he has direct access to Hashem. This is the death of Moshiach ben Yosef, through which he accomplishes his very mission! This is also the death of the yetzer hara himself, through which he also accomplishes his mission.

Let us now return to the Sotah and the Nazir, as we will have a new understanding of the statement of Chazal.

"כל הרואה סוטה בקלקולה יזיר עצמו מן היין" 

"Whoever sees a Sotah in her state of destruction should make himself a Nazir from wine."

The Sotah is the ultimate destroyed state of man, where the ego has completely taken over and removed her from her responsibilities and sense of humanity. The very offering she brings is animal food, and the rites she goes through represent the deprave level she has brought herself to.

When someone witnesses how low a person can reach when they are led astray by their ego, it is a wake up call for a person - even someone who is not on that depraved level - to realize that he also has ego at every turn in his own reality. "והסר שטן מלפננו ומאחרינו"

Thus, this person accepts upon himself that he will connect more directly to Hashem and remove the stumbling blocks that could cause one to fall into the traps of the ego. And yet, when he completes his time, he still must bring an offering to atone for himself, because even within the very act of removing ego, there is still ego! Even the nazir who works on his relationship with Hashem has the potential to fall into the trap of thinking himself greater than others. This is what our sages mean when they refer to the Nazir as a sinner for not having enjoyed the world Hashem created. The ego is at every turn, even in the egolessness!

The only solution is to keep returning to Hashem, the ultimate example of a true lack of ego, and ask Him to pour out His humility upon us. The Nazir returns with an offering, representing this idea. The Sotah, as well, brings her offering, representing the idea of her having fallen into ego, and a request from Hashem to remove her from ego. Only through this type of ego will she merit the true representative of egolessness, the Shechina, which can potentially return to her home if she has understood the message. For this, Hashem is willing to erase His own name - the ultimate show of egolessness - in order to restore Shalom Bayis - peace in the home, which is a result of a removal of ego.
