Darkness and Light
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And Lot, who went with Abraham, also had sheep
and cattle and tents, so that the earth could not bear
them to live together, for their property was vast and
they could not live together. And_there was a quarrel
between the shepherds of Abraham’s_cattle-herds . and
those of Lot (thi ile th naanites and the Peri-
zites were inhabiting the land). And Abraham said to Lot,
Please let there not_be a quarrel between me and you, or
my shepherds and yours, for we are brothers: look, all the

land is before you. please separate from me—if you go to
the left. I shall go to the right, and if you go to the right, I

shall go to the left.
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In this incident, it is the timing of the decision to part that is_
puzzling. What was there in the quarrel of the shepherds_that
finally convinced Abraham that they could no longer co-exist in
peace, as they had done previously? The answer cannot be the
simple one, that Abraham was reluctant to associate with Lot, his

moral inferior. The qualities of tolerance and hospitality are
basic to Abraham’s very nature, to the extent that when messengers
‘of God came to him in the guise of wandering idolatrous Arabs

2(@mban pIRY oMNNwRw YATY oaw M3Iva — wgm), he enter-
tained' them with a warmth and lavishness that took no account of

their primitive religious standing. And Lot was morally advanced
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far beyond this stage. Together with Abraham, he had undergone
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Lot was the personification of tohu vavohu. On the one hand, he

appeared to be righteous like Avraham: he baked matzos and invited

in guests, even at risk to himself. But, in fact, the jumble of darkness
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pervaded his life: he chose to live among the wicked people of Sodom,
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1[!!‘(2\::! by the wealth he saw there. Lot's admixture of good and evil
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repre_seﬁted the antithesis of Avraham’s mission in this world.
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awesome power to loose evil into the world.

A striking question which must be asked is: why is the tree
referred to as “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil? Surely

it should be named “the tree of the knowledge of evil”; it is the
source of evil in the Creation, why good and evil? But that is the
point exactly. If the tree were of evil only, that evil would be so
easily identifiable, so odious and hideous that no-one would
_ever engage it! It would be the most obvious thing in the world
to avoid — it would never present a temptation, an ordeal. Itis
the knowledge of good and evil combined, confused, which is
the problem! “Knowledge” (da'as) always means intimate
association, intrinsic bonding: the tree combines good and evil
so thoroughly that after its fruit is ingested the human becomes
a tangled knot of both elements. No situation is entirely clear
thereafter. Never can we completely separate our lower selvés,
our vested interests, from our pure core dimension. And that is
the problem.

' £&52,53.
B  the “tree of the knowledgé of good and evil” or to disobey. The

world he experienced was perfect; the tree however, held the
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When Adam confronted “hat tree, he was pure and the
world was pure. Evil existed only as an objective, dispassionate
possibility external to himself. But when he ate that fruit evil
became internalized within himself and within the goodness of

the world and now the human mind can never resolve its

doubts entirely, never read the world plainly as the open book

it once was. No wonder the mystics refer to the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil as “ilana d'sfeika’ — the tree of
doubt!
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What happens after man eats from the tree? He hides in the

garden. Hides from Hashem, Who is everywhere! How go;:ld

Adam imagine that he could hide — he knew Hashem as no
human has ever since, knew deeply that Hashem is all-seein
and all-knowing? How could he hope to escape by hiding? The
answer is that he no longer sees reality clearly — on the one
hand he knows Hashem exists, that is why he is hiding! But on
the other hand, he somehow thinks, incredibly, that he can hide!
#What a most deeply pathetic figure he has become, hiding from
that which he knows is inescapable and yet fooling himself

anyway. [s that not the déscription of our lives?
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The two thousand year period preceding the era of Torah is
described as tohu vavohu — an erg, of confusion, of light and dark
mixed together and not easily delineated one from the other. With the
sin of Adam, the relative terms good and evil, replaced the absolutes
of truth and falsehood. The various shades of good and evil became
a confusing admixture.

The Torah, by contrast, distinguishes absolutely between pure
and impure, light and darkness, life and death: “Behold I have
placed before you today life and good, and death and evil” (De-
varim 30:15). Only the Torah allows us to separate the light from
darkness, to perceive good as absolute truth and evil as absolute
falsehood. N

23,2%

The confusion introduced by Adam’s sin became the principal tool
of the yetzer hara (evil inclination). As the Baal Shem Tov explains,

the Satan will be held culpable in the future not for attempting to

+ 7 ¥
seduce man into sin — that is his function — but rather for mak-

ing the sin appear as a_mitzvah. Thus we tell ourselves when we
sleep late and miss davening with a minyan that our sleep is a
mitzvah and our intention is only to learn Torah with a clearer
head that day. This is the tohu vavohu of the yetzer hara. Torah is

the remedy.
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Qur inner connection to an infinity which reaches beyond our
individuality is not an incidental attribute or anicon of a particular
culture. This connection defines our humanity; it is the only
characteristic which distinguishes us from the rest of creation.

ake tools and can be trained to recognize and exchange

symbols. Dolphins play, and machines can be programmed to give
sophisticated responses to questions. But no animal will ever s
contemplate the divine root of its own being and consciously
develop and integrate itself with that divinity; no computer will
ever pray. To lose this inner connection is to lose our humanity. It
is no accident that as we forget that which makes us human, we
come to view ourselves as inteiligent animals or machines. We
have lost any sense of our radical uniqueness because we have
become blind to that which defines us—our connection to the
transcendent realm of Spirit.
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We are motivated to press against this limitation by the faint
echo of a deeper self which cries out from below the surface. When

we gaze inward we catch a fleeting glimpse of something not
confined by the finitude of our world. We have all had times when
we experienced a self far deeper than the one we are familiar with
day to day. Whether through a profound closeness to another
_person, meditating on the beauty and power of a natural scene, or
in a moment of quiet inner peace, we have achieved a passing
clarity that there is much more to our selves and reality than we
are normally aware—that a more unified and expansive realm of
being lies just beyond our conscious reach.
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it. For the evil inclination litérally blinds his eyes and he
becomes as one who walks in the darkness, where there are

stumbling blocks before him which his eyes do not see. As
our Sages of blessed memory said (Bava Merzia 83b),
* " Youlaid down darkness and it was night’ (Psalms 104:20).
This refers to this world which is similar 1o night.” How
wondrous is this truthful commentary to him who con-
centrates upon understanding it. ~
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I+ For the d of night

£an cause two tvpes of errors in relation to a man’s eve:
N i i 50 that he does not see what is @
ngfq_&hm_._at all, or it may deceive him sd that a pillar
a t? hi i In like manner,
the earthiness and materialism of this world js the darkness

. of night to the mind’s eve and causes 3 _man to err in two
ways. First it does not permit him to see the stumbling

o that the fools walk
securely, fall, and are lost without having experienced any
prior fear. As Scripture states (Proverbs 4:19), “The path of
thé wicked is like pitch darkness; they do not know upon
what they stumble,” and (Proverbs 22:3), “The wise man sees




18 , The second error, which is even worse than
the first, stems istortion of their sight, so that th
see_evil as though jt we: odness | d good as if it

were evil, and, because of this, strengthen themselves in
clinging to their evil ways. For it is not enough that they
lack the ability to see the truth, the evil staring them in the
face, but they also see fit to find powerful substantiations and
empirical evidence supporting their cvil theories and false
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caught in a dilemma ing hi
mdmumd@gthnhﬁnmmdmmdaﬁghkmdemtho&m.
It was Yaakov who sclved his problem by advising Elifaz to take all
he had, thereby impoverishing him. This would be considered as
carrying out his father Esav’s instructions, for Mpg IWg 1Y, & poor
man is considered as dead (see Nedarim 7b).

Emnhadmhoknﬂifu'smmiﬂhuﬁuﬁmthnh:
mtqnvithYnkw.Onth:mhmd.hhs:dhdpdekﬂuk.
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could fot bring himself to kill Yaskov. On the other hand, his
father's exhortation to kill Yaakov had to be fulfilled in order to
*honor his father. Here then. is an example of 2 person in wham hath.

2b Fo#rdo we understand this duality of forces brought to bear on

man? Ddes not TYg | MIFT AGT WG T8 ¥R, a bit of light
dissipate a lot of darkness?” , o epoza:

of light. This is similar to the darkness of the macro-world, s the
prophet declared: g T i g1, Who forms light and creates
darkness (Yeshayahu 457); darkness is described as a positive entity,

2} This incident involving Elifaz contains an even more profound
. oample of the intermingling of ‘light and dackness.’ The basis for his
ntended act . Hme: t itzpah of -
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children. who was the progenitor of the wicked nation of Amalek.

For the other children had only the wicked nature of Esav to
propagate, which in itself could not produce the absolute evil of
Amalek nnﬂ'mh‘lﬂ E-E I I I i. i i.l-.]u i I i

az &y 32l
understand the prophet Eliyahu’s exhortation to Israel, nn g 7y
e 189 byan oy g 10 DEYg T oK DRYTD DY 2Y TIeE,
How much longer will you hesitate between two doorsteps? If
Hashem is the true God then follow Him, and if the Baal is, then
follow him (I Melachim 18:21). i
“Indeed, if you believe it is the Baal,” Eliyahu told them, “then
serve him alone but do not combine it with the Divine.” The worship
of Baal alone is not nearly as bad as combining it with the worship of
God. The ‘light’ of Torah, when combined with Baal, does not

a ‘creation’ Ramban also uses this concept to explain the darkness of-- ey : il . =
Egypt as being not the al R et bk mthher. iy ety ‘mitigate its evil but rather feeds and fans its flames.
darkness which descended upon Egypt and extinguished all light {see
Ramban, Shemos 10:21). -
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The_will to repent can be frustrated in two ways, according
to ‘Sefer Ha-lkkarim.”® One is if the sinner is oblivious to his
wrongdoing, impregnable, therefore, to remorse and repentance.

e other is if he persists in justifyin his sin, rationalising it into
a_virtue, removing it ffom the category of sin, and himself from

the possibility of repentance.

33

The tendency to rationalise on the one hand nullifies any
benefit that might be gained from the concern and guidance of
others, who see more clearly the wrong that has been committed
No rebuke is of avail, if it only sets in motion a reflex of self-
justification. On the other hand, it _has an equally pernicious
effiect on others: those who hear such rationalisations are only
too likely to find them plausible, a welcome release from irksome
restrictions. T :
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These two effects of the tendency to rationalise forced
Abraham to part from Lot, his nephew. Rashi shows how this
tendency marked the character of Lot, in his account of the
shepherds’ quarrel.
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Abraham’s shepherds were rebuking those of Lot for allowing
their sheep to graze in fields not belonging to them, in fact for
committing robbery. In response, Lot’s shepherds fabricated a
chain_of reasoning to deny any injustice in what they were doing:
claiming_that in reality the land belonged to Abraham (this in
spite of the fact, of which the passage reminds us, that at that time
the Canaanites and the Perizites had possession of the land, and
Abraham had as yet no right to it), that he had no heir, and that
as Lot would be his heir, there was no robbery involved in their
deeds. At all costs, they were determined to justify their
behaviour: the neat structure of logic served only to this end.

o

Abraham knew this tendencv and feared its effects on his
own, household, that it might corrupt them, and distort their
clarity of moral vision. He also realised that this characteristic
would make futile his own efforts to point out any wrongdoing on
L_ot‘s part. Let had a closed mind and sealed conscience: in these
circumstances, there could be no communication between himself
and Abraham . . . ‘If you go to the left, I shall go to the right."**

This is also the way in which Rashi explains the phrase —
pnB Tnobpa YT DR owar.!? Abraham and Lot were brothers,
they resembled each other, but the resemblance was superficial,
ew.re:? in the moral sense. In those actions where good is clearly
desl.lnguishable from evil. they were alike. But in the depths of >\i
their_hearts, the difference between them appeared: the one still

tor{l b.y c_lesircs distorting his perception, the other pure in soul and
lucid in intellect.
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36
o those of Lot's stamp, in all ages. n thing_is sacrosanct
Even the Torah itself can be perverted into a Sam ha-Mavet, a
robbery. There is no limit to the ingenuity of the force of evil In
the world and in_the individual. Only through a kind of inner
purity, can man’s faculties function as they were destined:.mn
the eyes see clearly, the mind guide truly. And the Torah itself
can then yield up its healing properties, as a Sam ha-Chayim, an
. elixir of life. .
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— The idol worshipers of Avraham's generation did not hide their
idolatry physically, but spiritually. They masked it as righteousness
and honor to God. They created ideologies to cloak their sins in light
and virtue.! Prior to Avraham no one was able to expose the sham, to
delineate the light and darkness. This failure prevented them from
exercising any lasting influence on those they admonished. They
could not break the idols.

Only Avraham saw the light and darkness in their true perspective
and conveved this to the masses. He exposed evil for what it was and
thereby transformed the idol worshipers into believers in God.
Avraham's life work, then, was the beginning of the era of Torah, the
delineation of light and darkness.

Since Avraham’s unique ability was to distinguish between light
and darkness, he could welcome into his house wanderers who
bowed to the dust of their feet, yet found it necessary to distance
himself_from his nephew Lot. His very resemblance to Lot made it
imperative that he separate himself so as not to confuse his true
righteousness with Lot's apparent righteousness. “"Separate yourself
from me,” Avraham told Lot, “'for we are brothers.” Rashi explains
the term “brothers” — "“They looked alike.”
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v As descendants of Avraham, who introduced the era of Torah, it is
our task to toil in Torah to discern truth from falsehood, light from

darkness, the holy from the profane.
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After his expulsion from the garden, Adam cannot go back.
Placed as guards outside the garden are Beings wielding swords.
The swords are unusual — they flash blades tuming
continually: “es lahav ha’ cherev ha'mis’hapeches —the blade of the
turning sword”. There are commentaries who explain this
symbolism: the turning sword is the lethal weapon of doubt.
Today one’s reality appears thus and tomorrow different.
Always. And man cannot find the road back to the garden —
the garden keeps eluding him, the road keeps changing. Not
only is he confused about where he is, but the road back to
clarity is in doubt too.

<
I Thid- 145 S5, 56
Qur condition requires a lifetime of separating good from
bad, extracting the pure, the spiritual, the good, and ejecting the
evil, exposed for what it is. Our life’s work is to strive for this

clarity. Everything needs to be examined for its element of

kedusha, holiness, and that holiness extracted. The verse states
“va’ani esbol va’amalet” — Hashem Himself says “And I shall
bear, and I shall expel” — forcibly eject the evil eventually.
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So our ordeals are confusing. That is their essence. Our task
is to develop the tenacity to hold onto the truth even when
tempted to see it change. Our goal is to break through into

clarity — that is transcendence! And that is the meaning of “Ein
simcha K'hataros ha'sfeikos — There is no happiness like the
resolution of doubts”. The greatest happiness is simply
knowing one’s direction. Even if one has not yet started along
the road; simbly Iknowing which road to follow in life is & great

elation. Torah is that directidn, and one’s chelek, one’s personal
portion in Torah is that road. S
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tential gain is the acquisition of self, and a sense for its meaning,
significance, and place in the world. If our own anxious doubts in
this area are not motivation enough, let us remember that the only
truly valuable gift that we can give our children is our self. What
are we to give them if we have none?



	127-Lech Lecha Darkness and Light 001.tif
	127-Lech Lecha Darkness and Light 002.tif
	127-Lech Lecha Darkness and Light 003.tif
	127-Lech Lecha Darkness and Light 004.tif
	127-Lech Lecha Darkness and Light 005.tif

