Nation’s Nemesis
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18 ’ I.HASHEM spoke to Moses; saying: 2vSpeak‘fté the Children: ofmlérael and say to them: | am
F;Zl’;iiff HASHEM, your God. 3 Do not perform the practice of the land of Egypt in which you

- ships dwelled; and do not perform the practice of the land of Canaan to which I bring you, and do not
4 Cany out My laws .and safeguard My decrees to follow: them; | am

follow their traditions.
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3.3, . .ovaym — Equpt . . . Canaan. These two lands, the
one where Israel had dwelt for 210 years and the one to which

ey were ‘going, were the most morally: decadent in the
world: Bystressing the partsof those lands in which the Jews: -
dwelled-and to which they would be brought; the verse im-
plies that those areas were the worst sections/of the respec-
tive ‘countries’(Rashi; Sifra). God specifically warned the
Jews to be alert:to the ‘challenge of their past and future
homes because people must be especially alert to the lures
of ‘theirenvironment. It is- témpting  t& ‘justify - sin‘ on"'the
grounds-that “everyone” does it. ;

The deeds of the Canaanites and Egyptians were the most -
abominable of all the nations. The apparent implication is
that there is'no harm‘in imitating the:foul deeds of nations -
that’are not evil — but this cannot be so: By singling-out
these two nations, the Torah teaches Jews never to think
complacently that'as long as they do not' commit the vulgar
and obscene sins epitomized by Canaanand Egypt, they will
notbe corfupted by lessersins. By focusing on the worst na-
tions, the Torah indicates that sin is a progressive process:
“Ordinary” transgressions inevitably lead to more serious
ones; until the sinnerdescends tothe morass of Canaanand
Egypt. Thus;'a:Jew must scrupulously -avoid even-the first
step.on the road to.corruption (R’ Moshe Feinstein).
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y repeating 1710 X m’n“m:i not to follow their statutes, after already

\ warning us notto act as the Egyptiansand Canaanites did (x5 . .oYE3

#.1wpn), the Torah is implying that even their positive practices (e.g. their

iore advanced Jaw codes) should not be “adopted by Klal Yisrael. While the

orah certainly recognizes the need for the Gentile world to adopt legal systems,
 tieir own — to the extent that developing a law-abiding societysis ope. oiglhe

swen Noachide Commandments — their laws solely exist for the purpose of *
ahancing life in This World. If Klal Yisrael were to adopt (171 the legal principles:
f their non-Jewish neighbors they might do well in This World, but at the risk of
sfeiting Olam Haba. Itis only through Torah and mitzvos — uniquely designed
y HaKadosh Baruch Hu to ensure Klal Yisrael Olam Haba as well as Olam
lazeh — that-we can attan&Sur r'potential.

This distinction is corroborated by the shift betwegn the expression D»F78 "1,
am Hashem, your God, used.in the first pasuk and 1R,  am Hashem (without
xpressing Hashem’s unique bond. with Klal Yisrael), in the second pasuk. If we
re motivated to observe Torah and mitzvos, T3 ny%y — to go with them to the
ltimate reward of Olam Haba, then n1Z2% 'n g, Iam Hagshem, your God — you
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.up blood on the altar, just as he must offeg his 11fe to his Creator, dedi- \OND NS BIXI N9 B At T8RY DING 19 YA DA

cating it entirely to God. A2) PR 9305
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Not LIKE THE EGYPTIANS, NOR LIKE THE CANAANITES

God sent Moshe to the Jewish people with the following injunction: = TN

I am God your Lord. Do not follow:the ways of Egypt, where you YONN R ,NT NN NN NN PINDRN?_ AP WRN NOWN —
once lived, nor of Canaan, where I wilL.be brmglng you. Do not fol- N3N ASIN N PINTI N NN 19D TYTY 91997 DN ,IPYNT 189N NN
low [any] of their statutes [chukim]. ¥ = .72 INON ‘10195'1‘1 LD} pra -

(Vaylkra 18:2-3) : : NG DU T

The Talmud (Avodah Zarah 11a) teaches that this verse presents the
specific commandinent not to emulate the gentiles. If the Torah’s purpose
here is to distance us from the influences of all non-Jewish philosophies,

Ty ,MVNN YYD YN SOPON N IR O ,NINN YD OONI —
PN DWW 0D

why does it single out these two nations? It cannot be that these were the s an‘-ngg i Jmnsu ’p?uﬂ’n’fp
only nations that the Jews might ever wish to emulate; the Jewish people JOTRE W, NP NN YD

had long since departed Egypt and had no intention of returning there, -
5
muchless of following their ways.
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Rashi explains: The Torah mentions only the Egyptians and the ‘ B \ QARSI
Canaarfites because they were the most corrupt and depraved of all the 1N99)
nations. These were the two nations whose ideologies and values con- o
flicted most with the way of life God requires of His chosen people. ) * ok Kk, ‘

Considering the extreme decadence of these nations, why didGod  »nx 85345 sann 1905 NDY M3 sy bob m% Q\l
choose to enslave the Jews in Egypt, of all places, and why did God al- (V5 0 71272 ”uﬂ"mx n’m DAN YIUN- :mm. .
low the Canaanites, of all peoples, to settle the land that He Hlmself IS YO 3 K NasS” . N
had ordained to be the territory of the Jewish people? (on, an M MUY
,NThe world i§ a conglomerate of antithetical forces. As Shlomo -

HaMelech expressed the concept, “Zeh le’umas zeh asah Elokim — God ) o 9 9 MmN

made one to contrast the other” (Koh 7:14). God created a balanc W

! r” (Koheles 7:14) are < ﬁ NoWIPI DY BN DWNSN ,0™NN NRN MATY AN

in the world, such that the greater the potential for any given force, the - R

greater the potential for its opposite. Thus, the stronger the powers of - DAYNNN NN NI RO —

g_ood,';ﬂthe greater the Q‘ otefnnal for evil; tl?e greater the capacity for  ymawnn ,myy TN DTN 9 NP T 8N AN AN —

peace,‘the greater the likelihood of war. It is not at ail uncommon to

; . e : ‘ X - PIPINN PN

find contradictory forces and events occurring in the same pldce. 8, .

It is no coincidence, then, that more wars have been fought over ¥ ) ' . ”77’33’ NN —

——— . — — ~ T NN W 7\7’77’1 TR NN IRDY — s

Yerushalayim, the city whose very name signifies shalom, peace, than A ] N y %ﬁ’ '

over any other location in the world. Since it is from Yerushalayim that , ‘(1!‘\'1 »m 73’197 »n *IS’“I

eternal peace and tranquility will ultimately spring forth (Yeshayahu

2), Yerushalayim has been the site of a tremendous amount of blood-
shed and destruction, the greatest object of envy and machmatmn in TDDPAN X DNV DVAN WK MY DN 77N MDD HN
the history of mankind. : Kapabl
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It is likewise no ‘coincidence 'that"Eiv}ﬁt‘ — where there existed
more impurity and defilement than anywhere else in the world — was
the nation that ensiaved the Jewish people. The Jews, who were chosen
by God to symboli ze the consummate expression of holiness in this
wgrld;“had to emerge from bondage in‘the very core'of depravity — zeh

le‘'umas zeh. The d:eper the impurity - that surrounded their enslave-
ment, the deeper would be the holiness that accompanied their eman-
gipation. v : o ‘ %

{ Likewise the Land of Israel, the locale destined for the greatest holi-
ness and the highe:t spiritual values, attracts the most impure-and de-
praved elements, of which the Canaanites were the primary example —
teh le'umas zeh. Thus it was the Canaanites who inhabited the Holy
-and, which was preordained for the holy people: When ”Ehey were ex-
»elled in favor of the rightful inhabitants, the contrast was striking.
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Qpposition sharpens one’s Spiritual strength.%
A person is streng' thened through the challenge of an opposing

force. As mentioned in previous essays, the reaction against some-
thing is much s ituation arises. An

er th i
example of this can be observed quite frequently in everyday life.
When a child misbehaves, his mother may threaten to punish him,
and at that time, the intense love she has for her child is temporarily
forgotten. However, upon witnessing a stranger attack her child, the
mother will furiously defend her child. The opposition which her
child faces arouses the mother’s love.

'2(’ { This principle has both positive and negative rr{gnifestations.
This is seen clearly in the folloiifing Midrash:
H
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Said the Almighty, “The destruction of the Temple produced
righteous individuals for Me, whereas its construction gen-
erated evildoers. After the Temple’s destruction, there arose
such persona{ities as Daniel, Mordechai, Ezra, and their con-
temporaries. When the Temple was standing, however, we find
wicked people such as Achaz, Menashe, Ammon, and their

contemporaries.” R. Abba said, “For the ch;ldren of the deso-
late [Jerusalem] outnumber those of the inhabited [city].”s

“JThe destruction of the Beith HaMikdash generated a terrible and
potent force of impurity in the world. It was precisely this factor, the
reaction against evil, that caused the development of so many righ-

'~ teous people, individuals of such lofty standing.
Understanding this principle, we can now return to answer the
question we previously presented, as to why God chose to exile the
Jewish People to Egypt and Canaan, places of intense immorality

As the Omniscient Creator of all, God knows the particular
strengths%nd weaknesses, talents and deficiencies, of each indi-
vidual. It is'only God Who can place His people in a situation of
danger, for it is only He Who knows that they will emerge hot only
unscathed, but positively strengthened through the experie}:ce. No
human-being may deliberately place, himself in a situation Jeopar-
dous to his spirituality, for he cannot guarantee himself that he pos-

sesses the fortitude to withstand the«éhallénges he will face. How-
ever, when God places His nation in Egypt, it draws out their hidden

potential, allowing latent spirituality and strength to surface and be
made manifest. It was ultimately for the benefit of His people that
the Almighty exiled the Children of Yisrael to that dangerous terri-
toi/, the “refinery’™of Egypt. ]

Writing about this very subject, Rabbi Dessler explains the fol-

kﬁﬁing dictum:
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Let Ovadiah, who livéd Emong two wicked people [Achav and
15evel], without learning from their deeds, prophesy against
Esav, who ;giwelled with two righteous people [Yitzchak and
Rivkah], without learning from their deeds.5 '

Q.E Ya’akov’s brother, Esav, sank so deeply into evil that Satan

himself became his guardian angel, as seen in the famous wrestling
match with Ya’akov. The very essence of his being was falsehood
and wickedness. His offspring, Amalek, adopting his characteris-
tics, initiated war against the Jewish People for no apparent reason.
Amalek fought a spiritual battle, opposing the truth, the purpose,
that the Jewish People represent. Amalek yearned to counteract and
ultimately suppress and vanquish the sublime purpose of the cosmos.
This burning hatred, directed against “God and His anointed,” could
only develop in a descendant of Esav — Esav who had experienced
goodness and yet rejected it. The great and awesome deeds he had
‘witnessed, the holy teachings the righteous ones tried to instill in

* him, only further hardened his obstinate resolve. He garbed himself

in the spirit of defilement, a spirit Which“ﬁe then transmitted to his
-descendants. They in turn were infused with such a'love of false-

~ hood that they were driven to fight a suicidal battle to wipe out the

Nation of Truth. -

{ _ Itis thus that we can understand the words of the Sifra quoted
carlier. It was indeed the presence of the Jewish People in Egypt and
Canaan that caused, and even necessitated, the cor}’iiﬁtion of these
two nations.; “Opposition sharp%ns one’s spirituabstreggths.” For the
Jewish People to devglop and grow in the manner desired, they had
to be faced with perversity and corruption.

&LFurther, let us propose an answer to that question which we ask
ourselves upon our recitation of the Shema. Do we indeed possess
the strength to sacrifice our lives in sanctification of God’s Name?
True, in a normal situation, it might be a question left unanswered
However, gere the opportunity to arise, each person would surely
discover within himself the courage to forfeit his life for a higher
ideal. The awesome trial with which he is faced serves to bring out
the courage and determination latent within. .
,-\[Applying this‘idea to contemporary society, one must be wary
on two accounts. One who lives in an upright society, surrounded
by moral and righteous individuals, is paradoxically in a_situation of

danger. As Rabbi Dessler writes, “Someone living in an environment
\.

inhabited by righteous individuals, who has chosen to follow the op-

and perversion. -
2.9

posite path, will ‘develop an overwhelming hatred for the ideals of

the righteous, to a degree greater than one whose wickedness does

net result from an exposure to true good.” Those of us who are forty-

nate enough to reside in a place pulsating with Torah, with righteous

~ examples to emulate, must indeed acknowledge and guard ourselves

against this possible danger.
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Conversely, with the steep moral decline of our age, we are in a
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