
Channeling our Impulses
Jonah Pesner 
 
The eighteenth-century scholar Moshe 
Chaim Luzzatto explains the classical 
Jewish notion of yetzer hatov (the inclina-
tion toward goodness) and the yetzer ha’ra 
(the inclination toward evil) succinctly in 
his book Derech Hashem (The Way of God). 
He affirms several key Jewish understand-
ings of human beings. First, we are neither 
inherently good nor inherently evil (despite 
what other religious traditions or ideolo-
gies might posit); second, we operate by our 
own free will; and, finally, our very pur-
pose — the reason for our existence — is to 
move closer toward perfection, that is, God 
(which, I would argue, can be taken literally 
or metaphorically, depending on the theol-
ogy of the reader).

Luzzatto’s brilliant articulation cuts to the 
core of why I am a Jew. I believe I have power; 
I have agency. I exist to strive for the good. 
My life is meaningful because of the work I do 
to create a more just world — having control 
over my own evil inclinations, and, by exten-
sion, working to combat the consequences of 
others giving in to theirs.

While we can read Luzzatto’s vision as a 
universal theology, the talmudic rabbis give 
it a particularly Jewish expression, explain-
ing that the Torah, the covenantal docu-
ment between God and the children of Isra-
el, explicates specific commandments, laws, 
and instructions to guide a Jew toward a life 
of goodness. Countless generations have 
interpreted the teachings of our tradition, 
learned from those who came before them, 
and applied them as a guide for contem-
porary life. Sad to say, too many Jews have 
failed to control their evil impulses — such 

as predatory sexual misconduct or unethical 
business practices — despite their adherence 
to Jewish observance.

The sages trace the “yetzer” to the very cre-
ation of the world in order to make the claim 
that free will is essential to human nature, 
as are both inclinations. For example, one 
of the most important commentaries on the 
subject grapples with how humans are “very 
good” even while they are capable of evil: 
In Breishit Rabbah 9:7, we find this: “Nah-
man said in Rabbi Samuel’s name: ‘Behold, it 
was very good refers to the good desire; And 
behold, it was very good, to the evil desire. 
Can then the evil desire be very good? That 
would be extraordinary! But for the evil de-
sire, however, no man would build a house, 
take a wife, and beget children.’” 

This well-known text reminds us that the 
same passions animated by yetzer ha’ra (such 
as sexuality, ambition, appetite, and greed) 
can be also drivers for good — for produc-
tivity and even success when they are well 
channeled. It is not only normal to have evil 
impulses, but also essential to our humanity. 
 
Rashi extends the point in his commentary 
on the biblical story about Cain murdering 
his brother Abel (an extreme example of the 
uncontrolled yetzer ha’ra). In Genesis 4:7, 
God says to Cain: “Isn’t it so that if you do 
good, you shall be forgiven? However, if you 
will not do good, it is because sin crouches 
at the entrance [of your heart], and to you 
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Our commentators consider the relationship between our impulses and our satisfaction with what we have. 
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Raysh Weiss and Jonah 
Rank: Convincing people 
to want what they don’t need 
was the marketing strategy of 
the advertising pioneer and 

genius Edward Bernays.  Drawing on 
the group psychology theories of his 
uncle Sigmund Freud, his work built a 
strategy using the power of suggestion 
— that desire and perceived need can 
be created in the human psyche. When 
we speak of the “evil inclination” in 
Hebrew, we use the term “yetzer ha’ra.” 
How fitting that the Hebrew word for inclination, yetzer, shares a “root” (yud, tzedey, resh) with the word 
“yotzer,” Creator, or something made by the One who created the universe.

The question arises: How are we to understand the “ra,” the “bad,” in the phrase “yetzer ha’ra”? Exactly how 
bad is that bad? Is it merely undesired but acceptable (such as the materialistic urge to attain the kind of 
unnecessary commodity Bernays might try to peddle) or does the term denote pure evil and destructive-
ness? Or, is the Jewish understanding of this concept something altogether different?

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Ephraim of Sadilkov, a Hasidic commentator known by the name of his major work, 
Degel Machane Ephraim, shares a helpful teaching on the purpose of the yetzer ha’ra. He draws a likeness 
between the boards of the mishkan (the desert tabernacle) and humans: both are grounded in the earth 
yet reach above, and both are material but contain spiritual potential in their functions and purpose. Just 
as the most earthly and common materials were used to create a holy abode for the divine presence, so, 
too, are humans summoned to use their base nature — the nature that pushes toward the material (as 
opposed to the spiritual) — to create holiness out of the mundane. Jews are called upon to temper their 
drive toward materialism and physicality, the yetzer ha’ra, by using its counterpart, the yetzer hatov, the 
good inclination. We are called upon to direct those urges toward the creation of goodness and holiness 
— toward tikkun, radical transformative repair. As the early sage Ben Zoma taught, “Who is valiant? One 
who masters his yetzer.”

Robert J. Saferstein: Every now and then, I drift off into fond, childhood memories. 
Then I remember Shabbos mornings, and all traces of gladness vanish as quickly as they 
arrived.

My objections to attending services went beyond the stiff, wooden chairs and sad, Ashke-
nazic dirges. If the synagogue experience was supposed to be a vehicle for spiritual and 

communal connection, this clearly wasn’t working. There had to be a better way, and I was going to find it.

I’ve spent my life questioning the “fixed” nature of things to discover how they can be made better. We all 
want and need more; this is to be human. To be Jewish is to try to awaken the divine in everything.

The yetzer/yotzer relationship is the link between inclination and creation, intention and action. This is where 
innovation and revolution are born. Neither “good” nor “bad,” the yetzer/yotzer simply is: pure consciousness 
and the oneness of all things. It is the catalyst forward.

As a social entrepreneur, I’m always seeking to augment experience through form, style, and substance. 
It is our responsibility to elevate the mundane to the sacred and never settle for what is. We must reach 
higher, dig deeper, and go further so that we can step into what can be.

Condemning capitalism is a tired trope. While I may not need everything I want — a $6.50 fair-trade, mocha-
frappe latte — if something provides value by making me feel good, should it really matter whether the desire 
is manufactured by a marketing firm or born from within?

Ben Zoma isn’t wrong — I’m quite grateful for what I have — but if we never yearn for more, we will never 
grow as a people or strive to better the world. And there is nothing rich or valiant about that.

Sheila Peltz Weinberg: The wisdom of these simple lines 
speaks to how we balance the relationship between aspiration and 
acceptance, effort and relaxation, compassion and mindfulness. 

The first phrase affirms our aspirations: growth in character, 
wholesome connecting, and life-affirming qualities. We also 
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engage in an active process of culti-
vating the qualities that soften our 
unwholesome inclinations (yetzar 
ha’ra) such as greed, hatred, and other 
forms of selfishness and reactivity. It 
takes strength to practice lovingkind-
ness, generosity, and compassion. It 
takes courage to be responsive rather 
than reactive.

In the second phrase, rejoicing in 
one’s lot is the practice of gratitude 
— being accepting of what we have 
received. This is akin to mindful-
ness. We see what is true in our lives 
without pushing it away or clamoring 
for something else. We are curious and 
open, soft and receptive. This stance 
is more conducive to happiness. We 
have what we need. We are rich. This 
acknowledgement frees us from certain 
tensions, conflicts, and an excess of 
ambition — major causes of unhappi-
ness. Even in the case of tragedy and 
loss, the willingness to open ourselves 
up to our grief with compassion and 
acceptance eventually allows wisdom 
and healing to emerge.

Both aspiration and acceptance 
depend on seeing clearly as we claim 
our freedom and our power. They are 
the foundation of training the mind 
and heart.I do find in our often judg-
mental, self-help culture that I person-
ally need more support to settle into 
gratitude and acceptance than I do to 
wrestle with my inclinations. Maybe 
the heroic effort is to be kinder toward 
this frail and flawed human being. 

“Ben Zoma said: ‘Who is valiant? One who 
masters his yetzer (inclination) … Who is 

rich? One who rejoices in what he has.’”
Proverbs 28:23



The Pull of our 
Inclinations 
Arthur Green

How nice to write about a subject I 
know so well — and from experience, 
not just from books.

When it comes to Jewish traditional 
text, we first hear about the evil urge 
in Genesis 6:5: “God saw how much 
human evil there was on earth, that 
their thoughts were inclined only 
toward evil, all day long.” We learn 
that God sent the flood to destroy 
that evil behavior. 

Right after the flood, the Torah 
speaks again about the yetzer, but 
this time, God says: “I will not again 
curse the land because of humans, 
since the human heart is inclined to-
ward evil mi-ne’urav.” (Genesis 8:21) 
This last word is usually translated 
“from youth,” but I take it to mean 
“because of immaturity.” God, real-
izing that He can never again permit 
Himself such a great big burst of 
anger, determines to understand us 
humans better and treat us with more 
patience. He comes to recognize that 
we are ruled so much by our aggres-
sion, viciousness, greed, and moral 
indifference because we have refused 
to grow up.

Our rabbinic sages were unhappy 
with the Torah’s pessimism on this 
question. With no biblical basis, they 
invented a yetzer hatov, a “good  
inclination,” to give us an even 
chance. Yetzer hatov enters us at the 
age of bar or bat mitzvah. The mature 
human soul is a tabula rasa, the rab-
bis said, where the two urges fight it 
out. But God is on our side in that 
battle, and He gives us the Torah to 
help us in our struggle against that 
childish pull toward evil.

Later generations of commentators 
and liturgists were not satisfied with 
even that leveling of the playing 
field. “My Lord, the soul You placed 
within me is pure,” we read in the 
prayer book’s early morning service. 
But our tradition never quite clarified 
the relationship between the pure 
soul, the divine image, and the evil 

yetzer. Is the yetzer part of the soul 
or a challenge to it? The mystics, 
as early as the leading medieval 
scholar and kabbalist Nahmanides 
(1194–1270), claimed that when God 
blew the breath of life into Adam, 
an act repeated each time a baby is 
born, that breath comes from within 
God’s own self, a spark of divine light 
within each person. That is what 
makes for the sacredness of each 
human life. The spark is covered by 
qelipot, “shells,” which I understand 
to be walls of defensiveness and 
self-protectiveness brought about by 
fear and inner weakness. The battle 
against evil is then the soul’s struggle 
to break through those walls, to be 
strong and free enough to love and 
to live generously. This view of the 
human self veers away from the 
binary view of endless moral struggle; 
it depicts a true self that has the ca-
pacity to live a life that fulfills God’s 
purpose in creating it.

We see here a twin process, the 
maturation of the individual mapped 
onto the maturation of our tradition. 
As the God of Genesis learns to deal 
more patiently with His creatures, so 
do we learn to judge both ourselves 
and others more generously. If we do 
not grow in that way, we will simply 
destroy the world around us, as God 
did in the flood. We, along with God 
and with the tradition that nurtures 
us, must strive toward becoming 
more loving and more understanding 
of human frailty. The person, along 
with the tradition (personified by the 
God of Genesis), moves from seeing 
the self as evil to seeing both good 
and evil in the person, and thence to 
discovering the trace of divinity with-
in each human being. In the course 
of this, we need to figure out when 
we have to stand up and fight against 
evil and when we can unmask it, dis-
arming it by seeing the hidden sparks 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and learning that 
permeate Jewish culture. The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors 
they express — emanating from Jewish history, stories, and sources — 
provide inspiration and guidance that help us to respond creatively 
and thoughtfully to life’s challenges and opportunities. Sensibilities are 
culturally informed senses or memes. In the aftermath of a presidential 
campaign laden with mean-spirited name calling, deception, and vitriol, 
we examine yetzer ha’ra, acknowledging, accepting, and channeling our 
evil inclinations. Next month, we will address the topic of machlochet 
l’shemshamayim, argument for the sake of heaven — the art of 
constructive argumentation.

“…Can then the yetzer ha’ra 
(evil inclination) be very 
good? That would be ex-
traordinary! But without 
yetzer ha’ra, no man would 
build a house, take a wife, 
beget children or conduct 
business…”               

 – Breishit Rabba 9:10



of soul-light that lie trapped within 
it, waiting for their redemption. 
The Ba’al Shem Tov quoted the words 
of Pharaoh’s soldiers as they chased 
Israel into the sea: “Amar oyev erdof 
asig ahaleq shallal.” “The enemy said. 
‘I’ll pursue them, catch them, plun-
der and divide their booty.’” (Exodus 
15:9) Pharaoh uttered five wicked 
words. But each of them begins with 
the letter alef, which also stands for 
the number one. The Ba’al Shem 
Tov saw this as hinting at the cosmic 
silent alef, the presence of the One — 
even within the words of the wicked 
Pharaoh. This is the hidden oneness 
of God, found everywhere, even in 
what we think of as the most terrible 
parts of ourselves. 

The yetzer ha’ra waits, even longs, to 
be unmasked.

Sex and the Spirit
Jessica Minnen

A young man in his early 20s raised 
his hand. “The thing is,” he said, “I 
want to have sex pretty much all the 
time.” The comment came at the end 
of a workshop organized by Seven 
Wells — a space for participants, par-
ticularly emerging adults, to use Jew-
ish texts and values as the framework 
for an open discussion about sexual-
ity. We try to make a connection  
between who we are as sexual and 
spiritual beings in order to empower 
participants to approach intimate rela-
tionships with a sense of sacredness.

Sexual content runs through numer-
ous narratives in the Torah. Our  

heroes and heroines don’t seem to 
have sex as much as wield it: For ex-
ample, Abraham claims Sarah as his 
sister to protect her from the advanc-
es of Pharaoh and Avimelech (Gen-
esis, 12 and 20), and King David, after 
having sex with Bat Sheva, sends her 
husband, Uriah, to die in battle. The 
complexity of these biblical characters 
can be a source of strength as we try 
to consider our own sexuality. We are 
not perfect, nor were our matriarchs 
or patriarchs, our judges or kings. 
We are created in God’s image with 
free will; when that manifests well, 
we call it yetzer hatov, the inclination 
to be right on target. When it mani-
fests poorly, we call it the yetzer ha’ra, 
our propensity to miss the mark. 
Of course, our actions — and their 
consequences — are rarely completely 
good or bad. From Abraham to David, 
from the daily Amidah to the annual 
confessions of Yom Kippur, we are 
not only sinners seeking to be saints, 
but also human beings who have the 
potential to be holy. 

Creating a positive sexual ethic 
depends on two key elements: health 
and consent. Facing grim statis-
tics — the National Sexual Violence 
Resource Center reports that reports 
that one in five women will be raped 
in her lifetime, and one in five wom-
en will be sexually assaulted while in 
college — the questions we need to 
be asking are clear: Is our behavior 
healthy, both physically and emo-
tionally? Is our behavior consensual, 
and is/are our partner(s) physically 
and emotionally capable of consent? 
These questions are not intuitive, as 
much as we might wish they were. 
Communication is challenging, even 
more so in the midst of sexual con-
nection. Sexuality education works 
when we practice these conversations 
before we need them — not when we 
need them.

Communicating with our partners 
only works when we are reflective 
and honest with ourselves. What do 
I want? How will I articulate with 
enthusiasm both my desires and my 
boundaries? Healthy, consensual 
sexual intimacy may be holy regard-
less of whether or not it takes place 
in the context of a heteronormative 
monogamous relationship. While 
this view is at odds with some of the 
more traditional aspects of halakhah, 
in general, Jewish law views sexuality 
positively, as a powerful force to be 
carefully directed. From this desire to 
protect and control come the laws of 
tznuit, the practice of modest dress 
and the laws of shomer negiah, the 
practice of not being alone with or 
touching someone of the opposite 
sex (other than one’s spouse). 

We are in the midst of an unprece-
dented moment in terms of confront-
ing unhealthy sexual behavior, a mo-
ment when the power dynamics that 
make our sexuality such a potentially 
damaging force are front page news. 
How do we address unhealthy sexual 
behavior when some of our national 
political leaders and even spiritual 
leaders are called out for these very 
misdeeds? 

The sixth rebbe of the Ger Hasidic 
dynasty, Rabbi Simcha Bunim Alter 
(1898-1992), argued in his book Lev 
Simcha, that the secret to understand-
ing our yetzer hatov and yetzer ha’ra 
can be found in the words of the 
Sh’ma: “You will love the Lord your 
God with all your heart.” “All your 
heart,” he teaches, “means both your 
yetzer hatov and your yetzer ha’ra.” In 
other words, the  yetzer ha’ra isn’t evil; 
it’s human.

Holiness in sexual relationships begins 
with health and consent, and extends 
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to the building blocks of intimacy: 
caring, sharing, liking/loving, trust, 
vulnerability, self-disclosure, and 
emotional risk-taking. Not all sexual 
experiences need to be holy in this 
way in order to be expressions of our 
yetzer hatov, nor is holiness a neces-
sary goal in every successful sexual 
relationship. What we find in Judaism 
is a compass to help us explore who 
we are as sexual beings. 

The Dangers of  
that Little Lie
Yael Melamede

The 2016 Trump campaign plunged 
our civil discourse to an all-time low 
with a candidate who made lying a 
form of entertainment — a tactic that 
gave him widespread coverage in the 
media and tragically awarded him the 
honor of becoming president. In the 
immediate aftermath of the election, 
the cries for mediation of untruth-
ful information have grown more 
forceful. As Nicholas Kristof warned 
in The New York Times, “...fake news 
is gaining ground, empowering nuts 
and undermining our democracy.” 
The upswing of dishonest speech 
and behavior is deeply concerning, 
and we will want to hold the Trump 
administration accountable to the 
truth. At the same time, we should 
take the opportunity to examine the 
dishonesty that percolates in our 
more quotidian lives because lying — 
in ways small and large — are  

ultimately connected. Dishonesty 
erodes our faith in our leaders, our 
institutions, and in each other.

For the past few years, I’ve been  
working with Dan Ariely, professor 
of psychology and behavioral eco-
nomics at Duke University. In order 
to study and measure dishonesty, 
Ariely and colleagues designed simple 
experiments involving math problems 
with a strict time limit, where it was 
easy for participants to be dishon-
est. Participants were paid per correct 
answer but could easily lie about the 
number of problems they solved cor-
rectly. Over 40,000 people participated 
in these experiments. Out of that 
sizeable group, 20 individuals were 
big cheaters — the outliers; they said 
they solved all the problems correctly 
and their lies drove up the cost of the 
experiment by about $400. But over 
28,000 people — 70 percent of partici-
pants — cheated just a little, and that 
volume of cheaters cost the experi-
ment over $50,000! While big liars 
consume much of our attention, we 
need to be more conscious of “little 
lies” on things like taxes and insur-
ance claims that are cumulatively very 
damaging and costly to society.

Yetzer ha’ra (the inclination toward 
evil) and yetzer hatov (the inclination 
toward good) provide a useful lens 
through which to understand our 
individual conflicts of interest — one 
of the more pervasive contributing 
factors to dishonest behavior. We 
have both dark and good sides that 
drive our behaviors. If we are not 
alert, yetzer hatov may fall asleep at 
the wheel. This fatigue occurs for 
many reasons. Social norms and 
conflicts of interest allow our yetzer 
ha’ra to become more dominant and 
convince us that what we are doing is 
appropriate.

Ariely’s lab conducted another 

experiment using a lie detector — a 
device that measures internal emo-
tional conflicts. When people were 
asked to lie for themselves, the lie 
detector reacted, but when people 
were asked to lie for a charity, the lie 
detector remained silent. Lying for a 
good cause removed the emotional 
struggle for participants. In a recent 
study co-authored by Ariely, research-
ers took brain scans during the course 
of an experiment in which people 
lied repeatedly and they found that 
the brain reacts less severely to lies 
over time. 

Ariely and I have been interview-
ing and filming people whose lives 
have unraveled because of their 
misbehaviors. Speaking with people 
from all walks of life — including 
business executives, lawyers, teach-
ers, and athletes — we heard vastly 
different stories that shared a similar 
trajectory. What started out as a 
small transgression grew over time, 
ultimately spiraling out of control. 
For example, Marilee Jones worked 
her way up the ladder in the admis-
sions office at MIT until she became 
its dean of admissions. She coun-
seled students, co-wrote a best-sell-
ing book, and lectured around the 
country about being true to oneself. 
After two decades at MIT, it was 
discovered that she had lied on her 
resume — an error she never correct-
ed. Nor did she correct other falsified 
achievements, including her asser-
tion that she had earned a doctorate.
When she was finally called out on 
her credentials, her life fell apart and 
she resigned in disgrace. 

The yetzer ha’ra privileges our short-term 
goals over what might be sounder 
long-term goals. This inclination uses 
our powers of rationalization to sneak 
or smuggle things right under our 
yetzer hatov. The yetzer ha’ra acknowl-
edges that dishonesty is universal, 

Rabbi Jessica Minnen  is the resident rabbi 
and cities director at OneTable (onetable.
org), an online and in-person hub that 
inspires emerging adults to host and share 
Shabbat dinner. She is also the founder 
of Seven Wells and Ecstatic Mincha 
(sevenwells.org). Originally from Paducah, 
Ky., she is an alumna of the Pardes 
Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, 
Paideia: The European Institute for Jewish 
Studies in Sweden, and the Jewish 
Theological Seminary.



SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now
DECEMBER 2016 | KISLEV 5777

6

Editor-in-Chief
Susan Berrin

Founding Editor 
Rabbi Eugene Borowitz, z”l

Design
Emily Rich

Contact
info@shma.com 

For editorial inquiries, 
contact 
sberrin@shma.com

Advisory Board
Rachel Brodie
Richard Hirsh
Jill Jacobs
Ari Y. Kelman
Shaul Magid
Lee Moore
Danya Ruttenberg
Robert J. Saferstein
Jon Woocher

Sh’ma and Sh’ma Now  
are trademarks of the 
Sh’ma Institute, an  
independent nonprofit  
supported by Lippman 
Kanfer Foundation for  
Living Torah.

Yael Melamede  is the founder of SALTY Features, 
an independent production company that creates 
provocative, entertaining, and socially minded 
media, including the recently released film “(Dis)
Honesty: The Truth About Lies,” a film she worked 
on with Dan Ariely, author of The (Honest) Truth 
About Dishonesty. Her other films include Inocente, 
winner of the 2013 Academy Award for Best 
Documentary (Short Subject) and When I Walk, 
winner of a 2015 News & Documentary Emmy. 

shall be its longing, although you have 
the ability to subdue it.”

And Rashi comments: “And to you shall 
be its longing,” means the longing of sin 
— i.e., the evil inclination. This inclina-
tion constantly longs and lusts to cause us 
to stumble. “Although we have the ability 
to subdue it,” suggests that if we wish to 
overpower it, we will.

When I was a congregational rabbi, I 
counselled many seekers who were strug-
gling with their evil inclinations. And as 
an advocate for social justice, I challenge 
the Jewish community and the American 
people to confront the consequences of 
people’s failure to control their impulses. 
Racism and bigotry endure because of our 
inclination to demonize the “other”; rape 
culture festers in the face of unbridled 
misogyny; economic gaps widen and the 
climate warms in relationship to greed 
and consumption. The presidential elec-
tion has given unprecedented permission 
to those who either cannot, or choose not 
to, control their impulses. The spike in 
blatant antisemitic and racist incidents is 
a call to action for all of us.

continued from covernot the act of an evil few. 

Ariely’s research shows that being re-
minded of our better selves can actually 
help people to behave better. He and his 
colleagues designed several variations on 
the original experiment in which they 
asked participants to sign an honor code, 
to recall the Ten Commandments, or to 
swear on a Bible. When these steps were 
added, nobody lied. The research shows, 
however, that such reminders wear off. 
Ariely and I are hoping to establish new 
ethics programs in schools and organiza-
tions. Understanding the fallibility of our 
moral compass is a key to strengthening it.



Introduction

Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition 
and the contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is 
the theme of Yetzer Ha’ra — the Evil Inclination. The perspectives shared in 
these pages are meant to be expansive — to inspire reflections on Judaism and 
possibility in ways you may not have considered before. They aim to hold 
discord. We hope that the richness and diversity of these essays will show you 
new perspectives that are personally meaningful and edifying.

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely 
an individual activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which 
is specifically designed to help you to consider the idea of going forth 
independently or with others, formally and informally.

How to Begin

This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and conversation 
prompts for individual contemplation and informal or more structured 
conversations. We suggest that you use this guide to share reflections and 
thoughts over a Shabbat meal, or, for those who are more adventurous, to 
lead a planned, structured conversation, inviting a small group of friends and 
family to your home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information 
about ways in which this journal might be used, please contact Susan Berrin, 
Sh’ma Now editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a 
PDF file of the entire issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion

If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines may 
help you to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration through 
sharing:

•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal 
reflection that happens through group conversation. 

•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: 
Avoid commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make 
room for everyone to speak. Step into or away from the conversation 
appropriately. No one participant should dominate the conversation. Let 
silence sit, allowing participants to gather their thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the 
article in question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a 
moment to read it in print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a 
second time, before moving into the discussion.
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Rabbi Jonah Pesner [page 1] introduces readers to the idea of yetzer ha’ra 
and examines “how humans are ‘very good’ even while they are capable of 
evil.” What do we learn about Judaism from a text that asserts we are each 
both good and capable of evil? We also learn that were it not for the evil 
inclination, “no man would build a house, take a wife, and beget children.” 
(Bereishit Rabbah 9:7) Digging deeply into this concept, what does Jewish 
wisdom teach us about accepting our inclinations and also channeling them?

•  Rabbi Arthur Green [page 3] reflects on the non-dual nature of the “yetzer,” 
exploring whether a binary approach to yetzer hatov and yetzer ha’ra is 
Judaism’s intention. He writes that God’s spark of divine light is within 
each person. “That is what makes for the sacredness of each human life. 
The spark is covered by qelipot, ‘shells,’ which I understand to be walls 
of defensiveness and self-protectiveness brought about by fear and inner 
weakness. The battle against evil is then the soul’s struggle to break through 
those walls, to be strong and free enough to love and to live generously. 
This view of the human self veers away from the binary view of endless 
moral struggle; it depicts a true self that has the capacity to live a life that 
fulfills God’s purpose in creating it.” How does a binary approach to moral 
struggle, and to the yetzer, limit or enrich Jewish thought? How does God’s 
maturation map onto the maturation of humankind?

•  Rabbi Jessica Minnen [page 4] writes about sexuality and sexual behavior. 
She writes that we are at a moment in American social history “when the 
power dynamics that make our sexuality such a potentially damaging 
force are front page news.” How do we address this behavior on a societal 
level and how do we address it personally in our own relationships? 
How do we approach sexuality and acknowledge our own yetzer ha’ra? 
How do we mediate this life-force and our ethical and moral compass? 
What role does yetzer ha’ra play in our sexual exploration? How does our 
inclination for good or for evil — our yetzer — work for good?” What are the 
complications?

Reflective Questions  
can help integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own sense of self. 

•  Yael Melamede [page 5] writes about lying and about the darkness and 
dangers of the proliferation of small lies and fake news. She writes that the 
“yetzer ha’ra privileges our short-term goals over what might be sounder 
long-term goals.” Do you ever lie? In what circumstances? Are some lies 
okay? How do you feel about other people lying to you? Is dishonest 
behavior an act of the yetzer ha’ra?  Given the acrimonious election cycle of 
2016, are social norms about lying changing?

•   In NiSh’ma, [page 2] three writers explore the verse from Pirkei Avot that 
examines the nature of strength and wealth: “Ben Zoma said: ‘Who is 
valiant? One who masters his yetzer (inclination) ... Who is rich? One who 
rejoices in what he has.’” (4:1) Robert J. Saferstein writes about the yetzer/
yotzer as the place where “innovation and revolution are born. Neither 
‘good’ nor ‘bad,’ the yetzer/yotzer …is the catalyst forward.” How do you 
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understand the connection between one’s inclination — yetzer — and 
creativity? And how important is “yearning” to the work of social justice, 
innovation, and building robust communities?

Additional Resources on Yetzer Ha’ra 
•  A source sheet on references to the yetzer ha’ra in the Talmud can be found 

on the Sefaria: A Living Library of Jewish Texts website:  
http://www.sefaria.org/sheets/2517
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