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ELUL ANXIETY!?

Therapists who work in the frum community often report a dramatic increase in patients’ anxiety
symptoms during the month of Elul. Patients who are, in general, prone to anxiety will often
experience a sense of impending doom especially after failed attempts at dramatically improving
their level of learning, davening etc., and similar failed attempts at abruptly eliminating bad
habits. These suffering patients usually justify their extreme anxiety reactions by quoting from
seforim that strongly emphasize the negative consequences of aveiros and the admiring
comments in seforim regarding those who exhibit high levels of 77 n°r (fear of divine justice)
during Elul. At the same time, they are aware that many of the people whom they look up to as
role models in avodas Hashem - and who approach Elul with all the seriousness it demands - do
not react with this type of emotionally paralyzing anxiety. They are at a loss to explain their own
paralyzing, panic-stricken mode of fear.?

This article will attempt to analyze the source of this paralyzing anxiety - which, of
course, can be a problem in all the rest of the months of the year too - and to explore what our
gedolim have said on this topic.

Isn’t 757 noR (fear of divine retribution) a good thing?

I imagine that many readers may be wondering: So what’s the problem? Isn’t “Elul
anxiety” a good thing? Do we not see in the seforim of many gedolim where they recall with
nostalgia the “good old days” where the fear of Elul was palpable even among the simplest of
Yidden and they lament the fact that this is no longer the case?® So perhaps we should celebrate
the fact that, at least among some, this fear still exists.

11 was recently introduced to two seforim published in Eretz Yisroel that address many of the issues discussed in
this article. 1 would highly recommend them to anyone fluent in Hebrew: p92 >332 ,w*50° 11%p 2777 ,"nwy n22" 190
A"ywn 2"m ,2"ywn K" ,OP02IP'12 12X 2py° 277, Imn Tnxya” 1001 A" vwn.
2 A mashgiach in a well-known yeshiva lamented the fact that too many of his talmidim wish that they could go into
a coma on Rosh Chodesh Elul and not wake up until Succos, in order to escape the overwhelming anxiety they
experience during this period of the year ('np 'y ,ow: °377 0w 190).
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It is certainly true that 1771 n°k plays a significant role in avodas Hashem.! At the same
time, it is also clear from chazal that — like most things in yiddishkeit — it is possible to take
something positive and distort it into something destructive.

A total lack of anxiety in regard to Elul would indicate that the person is not taking the
necessity of working on teshuvah and getting closer to Hashem with any degree of seriousness.
This is certainly a grave flaw. Yet, when Moshe Rabbeinu saw that Klal Yisroel became
overwhelmed with fear after hearing the k’lolos (in Parshas Ki Sovo), he hurried to reassure
them by pointing out (in the beginning of Parshas Nitzovim) that although they had sinned they
were still standing there alive and well. The meforshim ask, what was the point of the k’lolos if
not to raise their anxiety level regarding their negative behaviors?! The meforshim explain that
while some anxiety is certainly necessary in order to motivate the person to do the hard work of
teshuvah, becoming paralyzed with fear is counterproductive and therefore Moshe Rabbeinu
tried to strike a balance.?

Rav Henoch Lebowitz in his sefer Chidushei Halev discusses the spiritual danger of
reacting to transgressions with feelings of hopelessness and he emphasizes that this is especially
a danger during Elul.®

The 2777 n»R of previous generations

When we read about the intense ix~ (fear) that the gedolim experienced during Elul, we
assume that it was similar to the anxiety we experience in other circumstances. This is a critical
misunderstanding. Rav Wolbe emphasizes that the nx2> of someone whose driving force is the
desire to serve a benevolent Creator (a 20> 7% 210)* does not paralyze him, rather it energizes
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him. Someone who suffers from unhealthy anxieties, in contrast, will, in fact, transform the
healthy n%2* demanded of us into paralyzing anxiety. In Rav Wolbe’s words:

Since this is an area of common misunderstanding, it is worth clarifying ... that
scrupulousness in mitzvos shouldn’t be a cause for anxiety; wwa NX7’ isn’t “neurotic
fear”; regret over misdeeds shouldn’t be a cause for an inferiority complex and learning
mussar shouldn’t be depressing .... Someone who is emotionally unhealthy who gets
involved in these endeavors will incorporate them into his anxiety, depression,
inhibitions, and inferiority complex (free translation).

Specifically, in regards to the proper preparation for Rosh Hashana, Rav Wolbe states:

During Elul we should prepare for Rosh Hashana: Without despair, without

sadness and without nervousness. Let us reject the panic and confusion that often

overwhelms people on Erev Rosh Hashana. Instead, let us strengthen ourselves  with
the joy of moving towards Hashem (free translation).?

Rav Dessler goes so far as to assert that it is the intense anxiety itself that undermines
true 171 nn°R. When a person feels that he has no possibility of escaping a feared punishment, or
other negative event, emotionally disconnecting from the whole issue is a common defense
mechanism.® Someone who sees himself as “unredeemable” will feel compelled to throw in the
towel and try to put Elul out of his mind. We often assume that this is caused by a lack of nx=
omw when it is often — paradoxically - caused by unhealthy, overwhelming nx=.4

This distinction between the x> that is admirable and unhealthy anxiety is brought into
sharp focus in the Sefer nx=°n mapya, where healthy and productive nx7 emanating from an
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emotionally healthy person with adequate self-esteem is contrasted with the paralyzing anxiety
experienced by someone who is self-doubting and insecure. He gives lie to our purported 182 as
meekness and attributes much of our spiritual mediocrity to our reluctance to act with
confidence.!

It would seem from the above quote from Rav Wolbe that people who have a
significantly distorted concept of nx7> did not necessarily arrive at their misunderstanding by
way of intellectual error. Often there are underlying emotional issues that color their views as
they learn about o»w n&. Let us now explore some of these issues and their causes.

Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety, in its many manifestations, is one of the most common issues that bring patients
to see psychotherapists. Patients who suffer from panic attacks, obsessive-compulsive disorders
(OCD), or from Generalized Anxiety Disorder are the most obvious examples. Less obvious is
the role anxiety plays in other disorders, such as depression or perfectionism.?

The approach popular today in the mental health community is to see psychiatric
disorders as purely biological diseases, but as | have demonstrated elsewhere (see my article
“Chemical Imbalance, or Problems in Living”) this approach is not supported by scientific
research. All psychological symptoms have a meaning, resulting from the interaction between
people’s inborn personality and vulnerabilities and their personal experiences, especially in their
early years. Treatment is most effective if the life experiences that brought about the problem
are uncovered and understood.

Causes of Excessive Anxiety

Many people suffering from anxiety are unaware of any specific issue that they are
concerned with (“free-floating anxiety”). Others are aware of specific fears, but they concede

9902 WX MARDT AW DY RIP1 1907] ,'TIp-"Tap v ,2"own P e L1907 YR 000K 277 DR, AR mapya’ 100 !
A DR INT MDA KA :["...a"A907 199p KRNI IRTT N12pYa’ K991 nRnan” N 'y RN, 0y 9902 200 vhvw
9172 2w Mvava ,ona T3 A9IPT AnIPa BWONAY DNIR NINI AR IR DY nNNRT A0 00T 200 :[ApT2%0 navws snbnn]
MIPYIT oNIR 07 — AR NAn237 "A9I3A" RDITPR D9 TAR PIT AMARY DIONIA MR NI22YAY IPMYIIR DY MIPOYnT 11720 0T
TR 93 QY UWADTA ...RD TTR? MOY NMY 02 WANWwa Nk MR 7197 0930 ,"0m" T 10 wnaw AT 0w nvhan 1Y o0Tan
1% w7 7 1990 11an7 vhan DR AROWIa 1381 0°01) ,RVIRT XIDYD T MR 20903 1R 1T 09w YW IR MEYn oy o0 b
"R ROR PR DR OPHRY 1UNTIAY 93 ...2952 0°1910 IR NEPR 12 1MIR 270 DRRA ORY NN R VAN a0 210y navh
P22 MR 27w KT NARIY LPINTIPRY 027211 DWWl 19 202XYA-1100 YW Rwwnn (L. I0RYTD DW 321740 ROnT DR RD) Awhn
RWWM XX 1172 PR 1R — WNI2 1p27 ,179909 , 108V YAIA-NR NIRI? N0 2910 19 PR XY 2R ,TIRD 2130 a1PRY 22027 10
QORI IR 1Y ... "2 IR R 1D 19,19 L..T0 20 RY RAW LRAW XA 1000 HW 01l 7P DOWWaan 0°I0-°12 YW AR N0
19w NPTINONT AR YW ARI2T MART PR 2TMNA-200 YW a70ART NIRRT R 1001 Awia ARG R .20nw-RTY InIR
0°215° AR 72 DIWN W1 DY DNYAT RTA D2IPHREY L°1101-20W T WHNh 2w 1R 70 2wnY --- 123" nR "7 napun
2N ,7I7 M7 222 77N A0 MIWYL 10T WRI ,NIEPY N9 229H2 1NITAT DR 1I9Y 12991 7720 ,R0T7-1R% oY w2 01970
X7 12 9V ,0°°07 7122 ONR 22V ,AMN5 72 ONR 2P IR0 DR P 1I9EY DWW R 2wnnm 297 MM YW 27 0110 R
WY DR O3 922 190W WK 798 Y2 03 2RI 2°90 72 W AMINT L0 3P0 WK 1w 209K A 57N 22K anIR an

[AR7 Mapya Rk 222w 170010wY 19N CNn 7Y 0010w Oy L, L. TR
2 See my articles on “Perfectionism.”



ELUL ANXIETY

that these fears are irrational. “I realize that this fear makes no sense,” they will admit, “but I still
can’t help feeling anxious.”

Since these are people who are usually considered quite rational, we need to understand
why they would be irrational in certain areas of their lives.

The Impact of Religion

The world view of a frum person emphasizes the contrast of good and evil and the
concept of reward and punishment. Frum people, of course, have an intellectual awareness that
bad things at times happen to good people for reasons known only to Hashem and that reward is
sometimes limited to the world to come. Still, there is a general feeling that if you do what’s
right you are less likely to suffer from misfortune.

As we shall elaborate below, certain emotionally unhealthy home and school
environments can distort the religious teachings children acquire to the point of convincing them
(unjustly) that they are particularly unworthy and perhaps even evil. Therefore, they reason, they
are deserving of every kind of misfortune.!

Image of Hashem

| have found that those who react to their own imperfections with paralyzing fear and
anxiety usually have a very fearful internalized image of Hashem. I have previously touched on
this issue in my article “The Pursuit of Perfection: Vice or Virtue in Judaism?” where I relate the
following clinical example:

“Eli,” a 20-year-old yeshiva bachur, was referred with symptoms of Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (OCD). Among other things, shacharis was taking him over four
hours. He related that his Rebbi convinced him that indeed Hashem does not want him to
take so long to daven or to be so anxious about his davening. But, in spite of these
realizations, he was unable to daven any quicker.

Further analysis revealed that, although he accepted that Hashem wants him to daven
quicker, he could not imagine that Hashem would forego a perfectly correct
pronunciation of his davening. So, even though Hashem wants him to speed up his
davening, if he mispronounced any of the words, there would be hell to pay (literally).
Thus, the Rebbi’s well-intentioned efforts to help Eli - by telling him that Hashem wants
him to daven faster - only added to Eli’s pressure, since he was incapable of perceiving
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this as a dispensation. Rather, he experienced it as an additional requirement. As is often
the case with perfectionistic/OCD patients, Eli perceived Hashem as a bully /»”I] just
waiting for his slightest misstep in order to severely punish him. He could only escape
this fate by being so perfect that Hashem would not have a “pretext” to punish him.

Eli initially insisted that his image of a vengeful G-d was a normative belief in
Yiddishkeit. I challenged the religious validity of his image. | suggested that his image
of G-d as a vicious bully fit more with the understanding of the ancient idol-worshipers,
who felt they had to appease their despotic gods, than that of our traditional
understanding of serving our benevolent Creator.

This projection of an image of a despotic god onto Hashem is often inadvertently
reinforced by mechanchim who use unfortunate (and inaccurate) examples in order to make a
point.

In my article on “Honoring Abusive Parents” I relate the following:

| have decried the tendency to present the mitzvah of kibbud av va’eim to children with the
implication that they are required to submit passively to abusive parents. Lest someone think
that | am overstating the problem, allow me to quote from a recent issue of a newsletter put out
by a popular program run in many frum schools that promotes the observance of the mitzvah of
respecting parents and teachers. The newsletter first relates the incident described in Kiddushin
(31a) where a Roman officer (Dommah Ben Nesinah) is praised for maintaining his composure
even after his mother tore his clothes off and spit in his face in public. The comment of the
Tosafos there that according to the Midrash, the mother in the story was meturefes b’daata (e.g.,
insane or suffering from Alzheimer’s disease — see also the Yam Shel Shlomo there) is not cited.
The newsletter then continues:

The key to such awesome self-control [i.e., not responding angrily to an abusive parent]
is developing the proper attitude. We are instructed: “One should not respond negatively
to his parents, but should remain silent and fear the Melech Malchei HaMelachim who
has instructed him so” (Yoreh Deah 240:3). For, were a mortal king to instruct us to
fulfill a difficult request, would we question his instructions? e.g., If Saddam Hussein
told you the sky is purple, would you dare to argue [emphasis added]?*

This is the message our children are getting! Even if your parents tell you something that
is obviously wrong pretend that it is right because an evil and powerful bully (Hashem as
Saddam Hussein »”/!!) will torture you if you dare show any sign of disbelief or
displeasure. Is this the understanding of kibbud av va’eim we want our children to have?
Is this the image of Hashem we want them to have?

In a similar vein, a number of years ago an American bochur learning in Eretz Yisroel
related to me the following from his Rebbi who was speaking to the shiur about the significance
of wearing a yarmulke. Among other thoughts, he suggested that a yarmulke is a symbol of our
servitude to Hashem, similar to the yellow star the Nazis forced the Yidden to wear [!!].

! This was written before the American invasion of Iraq and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein.

6



ELUL ANXIETY

These mechanchim have taken our mesorah of a benevolent Creator who is a 7x1m1 210
2°vn? and turned it on its head. Rather than explaining that Hashem needs nothing from us and
that He gives us mitzvos for our benefit and not for His needs,! they inadvertently compare
Hashem to tyrannical despots who only care about their own needs! Rather than explaining that
we should do the mitzvos even when it’s difficult or when we can’t understand why we should do
it, because we can trust Hashem that He knows what’s best for us, instead the message is
[inadvertently] given that we have to do what we are told because otherwise a despotic, furious
god who is personally insulted and whose egotistical appetite has been thwarted, will take
revenge from us! Is it surprising when someone who thinks this way is struck with a paralyzing
terror in his heart!?

“Fearful” chazals

A vulnerable youngster’s terrifying image of G-d is exacerbated by fearful chazals
simplistically understood. Children who grow up with punitive and vindictive parents are
especially vulnerable to believing the most frightening explanations. For example, chazal tell us
that someone who embarrasses his friend in public has no share in the world to come. Some
youngsters find it believable that this applies to anyone who did this even once. Children who
grew up in a loving and forgiving environment will intuitively figure that this probably isn’t the
case. Perhaps they will assume it means someone who does this habitually — as in fact the
Rambam states.?

The Steipler Gaon related that after every Yom Kippur he was approached by terrified
teens who had experienced a nocturnal emission on Yom Kippur. They recalled the Mishna in
Yoma that states that the person this happens to should fear that they won’t finish out the year.
(Here too, youngsters who grew up in a more rigid and punitive environment would be more
vulnerable to panic in this situation). The Steipler had to reassure them that the Mishna is only
discussing a married Torah scholar over the age of 40 for whom such an event is very unnatural.
Such a person has to worry that perhaps this is a “heavenly sign.” For a single teen, in contrast,
this is a very natural phenomenon and not a cause for worry.®

A common cause of extreme anxiety among religious youngsters is guilt over shfichas
zerah ['vatolah. They often “justify” their anxiety by citing the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch that
masturbation is equivalent to murder. They are unaware that the Bais Shmuel brings evidence
that this cannot be taken literally.*

1 More on this point later.
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Rav Chaim Volozhin highlights the spiritual danger of excessive sexual guilt in a
remarkable statement in the Keser Rosh. He quotes the Vilna Gaon who criticized those who
quote from the Zohar regarding the severity of the transgression of shfichas zerah [’vatolah; yet
neglect to quote the end of this same Zohar, which says that Torah study corrects this
transgression.*

In an extraordinary footnote, the o>n >>mK quotes the n>an mm» w:

Those stringent ones who are stringent and state that there is no correcting this
transgression... they are the ones who induce an increase of sinning among us, and cause
people to distance themselves from Hashem, since the sinner, when he hears that there is
no repentance for this sin will abandon all attempts to improve himself. These stringent
ones cause the Shechinah to go into golus and rather than be called chasidim (stringent
ones) should more properly be called “chaseirim” (lacking ones) and their punishment
will be very severe.?

What Creates Vulnerability?

While the ill-advised examples cited above have a general negative influence on all
talmidim, not every bochur who hears such examples will develop paralyzing anxieties. We will
discuss below what makes some people more vulnerable than others.

Family Factors

David Barlow (2002), in his authoritative text on Anxiety Disorders speaks of the family
factors which research has found to be associated with anxiety. For example, children who grow
up with very critical parents are more prone to suffer from anxiety.

What is the connection between being criticized and suffering from anxiety? One
possible explanation is that children who are made to see themselves in a very negative light are
likely to feel that they deserve to have bad things happen to them. In fact, there is a line of
research (“Terror management theory”: Greenberg et al., 1992) that has postulated that one
reason that people go to great lengths to try and preserve their self-esteem, is because if they see
themselves in a positive light they can feel more optimistic that good things will happen to them.
As Greenberg et al., (1992) explain:
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From the perspective of terror management theory, people need self-esteem because it is
the central psychological mechanism for protecting individuals from the anxiety that
awareness of their vulnerability and mortality would otherwise create.... The roots of this
connection between self-esteem and protection from anxiety reside in the individual's
early interactions with his or her parents and other socializing agents of the culture....
[I]n early childhood, the need-fulfillment, love, and protection afforded by the parents
comprise the virtually helpless child's primary basis of security... Over the course of
childhood, these commodities become increasingly contingent on meeting parental
standards of goodness and value. As these standards become internalized, this
contingency leads to an association between the perception that one is meeting
internalized standards of value (self-esteem) and feelings of safety and security. [pp. 913-
914]

Most people entering an elevator are well aware that serious mishaps are possible, but
they are also aware that these incidents are quite rare. This knowledge is sufficient to keep them
feeling optimistic and reassured. People who view themselves as morally inadequate are also
aware of the statistics, but they are convinced that they are especially deserving of punishment,
SO - in their mind - the usual statistics doesn’t apply to them.

There are certain underlying distorted beliefs regarding yiddishkeit that many who suffer
from excessive and counterproductive “Elul anxiety” share. Among them:

Excessive self-criticism or “snatching defeat from the jaws of victory”

Those who grew up in a critical environment find it very difficult to give themselves
credit for anything they do right. For example, when they succeeded in resisting a strong
temptation, rather than feeling good about themselves, they criticize themselves for having had
the temptation. This is an example of “snatching defeat from the jaws of victory.” It’s important
to remember that Yosef HaTzadik merited this exalted title because he resisted temptation and not
because he had no temptation.! Of course, those who have the fearful internalized image of
Hashem discussed above will find it very difficult to believe that Hashem would reward us for
resisting temptation!

In order for a person to grow in his avodas Hashem he certainly needs to introspect and
to be capable of self-scrutiny and self-criticism. Yet many gedolim have warned of the spiritual
damage that can result from excessive self-criticism.>2 How can one tell if the self-criticism is
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excessive? Rav Michel Yehuda Lefkowitz provides us with a very clear and concise barometer
with which to ascertain if our aspirations and self-criticism is excessive or not. If these feelings
in fact help us grow then it’s a sign that they emanate from an emotionally and spiritually healthy
source. But if they result in excessive pressure and frustration then it’s a clear sign that it’s the
work of the yetzer harah.!

When there is a will is there always a way?

Along the same lines, is the mistaken belief that Hashem expects us to withstand all
challenges that we face. This seems to be based on the comment of the Midrash that Hashem
only tests a person to the degree that he can tolerate.? This is taken to mean not only that we are
expected to survive the challenge, but that we are also expected to function as if the challenge
didn’t exist. According to this belief even someone who experiences unusual challenges in his
life (e.g., severe childhood abuse) cannot expect Hashem to “cut him slack” for any
indiscretions. Since Hashem gave him this nisayon it means — according to this line of thinking —
that he can handle this nisayon and function at the same level, as if he didn’t experience the
nisayon!

Taking this approach to its illogical conclusion would mean that someone who has the
nisayon of a splitting headache would be expected to learn at the same level as he learns when he
isn’t suffering from a headache. This point of view is backed up by what is commonly
considered to be a saying of chazal that “ein lecha davar haomed bifnei haratzon” (the
equivalent of “when there is a will there is a way”). This is also taken to be meant literally.
Therefore, if someone failed to achieve an important goal, we can safely assume that this was
due to insufficient will, regardless of whatever excellent excuses he may have. This doesn’t
seem logical.

Rav Matisyahu Salomon?® has an extensive discussion of nisyonos based on the Rambam
and Ramban that shows that many people’s understanding of this topic is imprecise. Rav
Salomon emphasizes that it is contrary to normative hashkafah to state that there is nothing that
can stop a person from exercising his will. After all, do we have the power to force Hashem's
hand if he has different plans for us?! Rather, says Rav Salomon, we can say that there is
nothing that can stop us from willing something. Even if there are obstacles that prevent us from
exercising our will, we will be rewarded for having the will. [It is only in this sense that it
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makes sense to say “ein lecha davar haomed bifnei haratzon.” We can say “when there is a will,
there is a will, but not necessarily a way.]

Likewise, Rav Tzodok HaCohen states clearly that it can happen that a person is
presented with a nisoyon that he can’t possibly overcome.! Rav Yisroel Reisman stated in one of
his Navi shiurim? that from this Rav Tzodok we see not like what many mechanchim tell their
talmidim that any nisoyon that they face they certainly are able to overcome.

Do the same rules apply to everyone?

This belief that we are required to deal with nisyonos as if they didn’t happen is a source
of much of the alienation many struggling people feel toward the Ribono Shel Olam. Imagine
children who were indisputably abused. There is considerable scientific evidence that being
abused makes children significantly more vulnerable to various emotional and behavioral
difficulties.® It is also the consensus of knowledgeable mechanchim that parental maltreatment is
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a major risk factor for going off the derech.® Since abusive parents almost always deny that they
are abusive and teachers are most often unaware of the abuse and/or are unaware of the
detrimental impact of abuse on normal functioning, they induce in these youngsters the belief
that Hashem expects of them to function at the same level as any non-abused person.?

As a result these abused youngsters suffer on many levels. Because they have often been
exposed to more criticism than most youngsters, they tend to be more self-critical. They are
likely to feel intense shame and guilt over their indiscretions and become convinced that Hashem
wants nothing to do with them anymore.® In addition, they often experience intense,
subconscious resentment because of their mistaken belief that Hashem doesn’t “cut any slack”
even for someone who was brutally abused. It isn’t surprising that they believe this because it is
a common belief among many frum adults.

Are all excuses created equal?

When | try to point out to parents or to mechanchim regarding a specific youngster that
his inappropriate behavior is most likely the result of indisputable abuse, they will dismiss this
reason as merely an “excuse.” The father of a young patient once related that he had just found
out that his son had been molested over a period of a few months beginning a year ago, when his
son’s functioning began its steep decline. This father - who happened to also be a mechanech —
told me that his major concern was that his son would use this reason as an “excuse” to not learn
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well. The impact of the molestation on his son’s emotional health clearly wasn’t as much of a
concern to the father.

It is shocking that some respected mechanchim have stated publicly that attributing
difficulties in mitzvah observance to - even documented incidences of — abuse is nothing but
“excuses.” This is shocking both because it flies in the face of common sense and because it
contradicts what gedolei Yisroel have said on the subject (see Appendix).

A mesivta menahel was consulting with me on a bochur who was significantly
underachieving for a number of years. It happened to be that this menahel was also the
family rov and he mentioned in passing that the parents’ shalom bayis has always been
“beyond terrible.” I asked the menahel what was his understanding of why this bochur
was underachieving, and he responded with; “I guess he must be lazy.” When I asked
him if he didn’t think that the anxiety and stress caused by serious marital disharmony
between parents may impact on a child’s achievement level,! he responded with: “I
hadn’t considered that.” 1 found it disheartening that even though this mechanech was
well aware that this bochur grew up in, and was still being exposed to a house with
terrible sholom bayis, he still felt that “laziness” was a more likely explanation for his
underachieving!!

For some reason many people relate to “excuses” as a unitary concept when, if fact, not
all excuses are created equal. A policeman stopping speeding drivers would hopefully not react
equally to the excuse of rushing a seriously injured child to the emergency room and the excuse
of being late to a party.

Every Erev Yom Kippur I note that the “excuses” that we offer in 751 n%°on are exactly
the type of excuses that are dismissed by the aforementioned mechanchim - n771 ... 701797 HH3)
(yarm. Perhaps they believe that only adults merit the privilege of excusing their behavior with
extenuating circumstances.

The truth is that Hashem always takes extenuating circumstances into consideration.?
This is made abundantly clear in Rav Dessler’s extensive discussions regarding n9°m27 n7p1 in
the Michtav Me Eliyahu.®

It is sad that many bochurim reject the validity of even the most legitimate excuse to
mitigate the severity of their misdeeds while embracing any and every excuse to minimize the
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3 See also my article on nekudas habechira/free will.
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value of their positive behaviors. This is particularly sad because chazal tell us that the exact
opposite is true, that the reward for good is 500 times greater than the punishment for bad.!

Likewise, many bochurim cannot accept that there is a reward for abstaining from a
misdeed. Even when they are shown Torah sources for this idea? they find it difficult to
reconcile it with their internalized negative image of Hashem.

Happiness does not undermine motivation

Part and parcel of being excessively self-critical (and thus overly anxious) is not giving
yourself credit for your accomplishments. This is often related to perfectionism.® As one bochur
told me; “How can I be happy with my learning if I could have learned better?” It is this type of
thinking that leads many people to assume that when the Mishna in Avos includes being sameach
bechelko (happy with your lot) as one of the prerequisites to acquiring Torah, it must be referring
to worldly acquisitions. The Mishna certainly couldn’t be encouraging us to be happy with our
spiritual accomplishments! After all, if we are happy with our achievements what will motivate
us to do more?!

Many people are quite surprised and even perplexed when | inform them that many
meforshim state clearly that the importance of being satisfied with one’s lot applies to being
satisfied with one’s ruchnius achievements as well.* As Rav Matisyahu Salomon points out, it
doesn’t say to be satiated with one’s accomplishments, rather to be happy and pleased.
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| have found that people who are never happy with their learning (because they could
have learned better etc.) eventually lose their motivation to learn. Why put in the serious effort
necessary to learn seriously if at the end you’ll anyways be dissatisfied?!

We are also not all created equal

Another crucial aspect of avodas Hashem is the realization that we are not all created
equal and Hashem expects different forms and levels of achievement from each of us.! Most
people accept this somewhat obvious truth when it comes to intellectual ability. They intuitively
understand that a benevolent creator is not going to expect the same level of intellectual
achievement from someone who is intellectually limited as from a gifted individual. When it
comes to emotional factors, however, this logic mysteriously disappears. No matter what
emotional trials and tribulations someone endured, suggesting that perhaps less can be expected
of him at any given time evokes an uncomfortable reaction at best. After all, this is the nisoyon
Hashem gave him and suggesting that that could result in any sort of dispensation is
disparagingly rejected as an “excuse.” If I push the point to the extreme e.g., a youngster who
was beaten mercilessly on a daily bases and frequently molested etc. they become somewhat
uncomfortable declaring that even that is “only an excuse” so they change the subject.?

Prevention

As is true with all problems, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” What
can parents (and teachers) do to minimize the likelihood that their children’s avodas Hashem will
be defined by unbearable tension and anxiety?

The gedolim of recent times say that parents and teachers of young children should stress
reward more than punishment.® It seems to me that when we do discuss punishment we should

RO WY AnHwY AmIn WL AP 0N 1WA RO DY 2¥YNn 1R D002 7w 0 L1971 Y] anY aRw Riwd ax ewnw
(T0-T 'Y, ,2"0Wn ,37292907 TPRR 52X 9291 MPINT AR 0I0NPA AR) LTI
STV NI W TR 235 KOW 2190 KT — MINWD amKR AR 937 103 8D A"3paw o ... 'hy 202001 M) matm wtan L

2 See my article “Psychological factors in sexual acting out.”
7Y2 DITAT DY N2TY 000X XY" D MK RITL,P02 122 1own 110 D ara LR"uhw peaipsd g7iTe Dok san 1n av awoana B
R L (TR Y RT PIRIEER AT Bov 92N)  avmT 0NT N2t LITINa Tk LYY nn¥nn arp by anik ovan ,may
DN DY oY A e Bw phrm By ane o, enn e B phan by [Miup 720w 00Tnbn] any naTe TR PR
D — N2 WA L,A"N T AL TNYa onam Yy 127e NERY LwURIY 72°002) TP 2 oYL oa PPw MR 102
"N 9129 775777" 790% NNIDAR 2% PRI 92 20T 1T 7AW NRAAW ,TIND2 PRAWS O
LW KDY MIPINAT NWATT T Y 2vved" and
Rav Matisyahu Salomon writes the following in With Hearts Full of Love, pages 141-143: [T]here is really nothing
wrong with telling a child with gentleness and sincerity that there is a punishment for doing an aveirah. You
shouldn’t play it up or project vivid images of burning fires. Perhaps it is even better to emphasize the reward for
compliance and then to say that obviously you cannot expect the Ribono Shel Olam to reward you if you disobey
Him. You should make clear to the child that reward and punishment applies to adults, but that it is important
that children understand the seriousness of doing an aveirah and that they become accustomed to doing mitzvos
rather than aveiros. [This advice of the mashgiach has to be seen in the context of what he writes later on p. 258]:
Some parents tell the child about the Ribono Shel Olam to frighten them into doing what they don’t want to do.
This, of course, is a horrific mistake. I’ve heard of a child who was afraid to walk into a room because he thought
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emphasize how it's a natural consequence of our behavior (e.g., becoming distant from Hashem)
rather than a punishment “from the outside.” Likewise, the punishment functions as a cure for
the spiritual illness rather than to take revenge for the misdeed.?

A good analogy is smoking. If one smokes, a hacking cough is a natural consequence of
the smoking and not an external “punishment.” Hopefully, it will also motivate the smoker to
stop smoking.

The Torah contains many passages that, according to their simple meaning do imply that
Hashem “gets angry” at us and “takes revenge” if we transgress. The meforshim make it clear,
however, that this is not meant to be understood literally and also explain why the Torah uses
these potentially misleading expressions.®

Another important point is that if parents want their children not to see Hashem as a "big
bully" r"l, they need to be the example of a benevolent authority figure, one that is kind,
compassionate and fair and one who only has the child's best interest in mind. If the parents are
vindictive, make unreasonable demands and react to the child's according to the whims of their
own egos, it will make it extremely difficult for the child to believe that Hashem is any
different.

Does Hashem need our mitzvos?

A significant portion of the Torah revolves around boundaries and restrictions. Many
frum youngsters’ mental image of Hashem and His rules can be described thus: A very powerful
god, who for some mysterious reason, needs us to provide him with nachas by doing positive
deeds, and who needs us to avoid transgressing his rules. If we break the rules we will incur his

that “Hashem was in there.” How is this child ever going to have a loving relationship with the Ribono Shel
Olam if he thinks of Him as some kind of bogeyman? The child has to be told that the Ribono Shel Olam is the
source of all good things, that everything he enjoys in life comes to him from the Ribono Shel Olam. Only when he
has come to know the Ribono Shel Olam in this way for a number of years can you tell him about reward and
punishment [emphasis added].
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4 See footnote above from Rav Matisyahu Salomon’s With Hearts Full of Love, p. 258.

16



ELUL ANXIETY

wrath upon us. In the worst case scenario - especially common among those who grew up in an
abusive environment - the mental image of Hashem will most closely resemble the gods of the
ancient pagans [» /] who had no interest in morality or the welfare of people and were basically
very powerful bullies whom one needed to appease in order to avoid getting “beaten up,” or
worse.

A more accurate Torah-true image is of a G-d who is concerned with our welfare and
therefore wants us to do the things that are beneficial for us and to avoid certain acts that will be
harmful to us (not unlike a doctor who tells us not to smoke because of the harm it would do to
us).

This perspective is reflected in the following posuk in lyov (35:6-7) - )2 %van n nRyn ox
..2.300 7 PPTE aR % awyn an yws 127 - Were you to have transgressed how would you have
affected Him? ... Were you to have been righteous how would you have benefitted Him? This
verse makes clear that our transgression cannot hurt Hashem and our good deeds do nothing for
Him. The rules of the Torah are strictly for our own benefit, as the Ramban makes clear in
Parshas Ki Seitzei.

Nonetheless, those inclined to the first perspective will be able to find many Torah and
Talmud statements that seem to back them up (e.g., korbonos bringing nachas ruach to Hashem,
our misdeeds causing Hashem pain, etc.).?

It is clear from chazal that expressions such as “an aveira causing G-d pain” are not to be
understood literally. Rather these expressions are meant as metaphors that we can more easily
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2 |t seems to me that one of the reasons that many people are more eager to be involved in Mo than in performing
mitzvos is because they perceive mitzvos as something they do for Hashem'’s sake while m?1o are done for one’s
own sake.
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relate to. In fact, Rav Dessler emphasizes that when we use such expression we must be
cognizant that understanding it literally is actually sacrilegious!*

There are many negative repercussions that result from the distorted perspective that
Hashem needs our mitzvos and is hurt by our aveiros.

First and foremost is the perversion of one of the basic tenets of Yiddishkeit that the
creation of the world was due to Hashem s attribute of loving-kindness and desire, so to speak, to
bestow kindness on us. Those who had the misfortune of growing up in an abusive environment
are especially prone to projecting on the Ultimate Authority Figure the negative attributes they
witnessed in the authority figures they grew up with.

Since there is no person who never transgresses,® an important component of chinuch is
developing a healthy and productive approach to dealing with guilt and teshuvah. Those who
grew up with parents and teachers who were kind, reasonable and forgiving find it easier to
believe that Hashem gave us mitzvos for our well-being. If they transgress, they realize that they
hurt no one other than themselves and that they will do themselves a favor if they do teshuvah.
In contrast, someone who grew up with angry, unreasonable and unforgiving parents or teachers
will likely react to their own transgressions with overwhelming feelings of guilt and shame and a
paralyzing sense of being doomed. They believe that they hurt Hashem in some way and that
His anger is similar to the unreasonable and vindictive anger they experienced at home.

Many gedolim have emphasized the spiritual danger of overwhelming guilt where the
person feels that there is no hope that he will ever redeem himself and therefore he gives up on
improvement.®

Helping children develop a true appreciation of Hashem’s chesed toward us, combined with a
Torah-true understanding of the purpose of the mitzvos He has given us, is a necessary
prerequisite for their emotionally healthy and sustainable spiritual growth.

Appendix

12/07/08
Yated
Dear Editor:

As a psychologist practicing in the frum community, T have followed the discussions in the “Chinuch
Roundtable” with great interest.... Last week’s (18 Shevat 5768) column ... left me very perturbed.
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A reader asked for advice dealing with a husband who is very lax with his ruchniyus as a result, she
says, of his growing up “in a very dysfunctional home.” Most of the responding mechanchim accepted
that comment at face value. Two of the mechanchim, however, questioned this assumption. One said, “It
is my personal opinion that [his] not getting up on time for shul on Shabbos morning... is pure laziness
and/or lack of interest....” The other mechanech proclaimed that “His background [of growing up in a
very dysfunctional home] has no relevance to his alleged shortcomings in ruchniyusdike areas.”

I find it very surprising that a mechanech could doubt that a dysfunctional home can negatively
impact on a child’s future ruchniyus! Many gedolim (e.g., Rav Pam) have stated that hatzlocho in chinuch
is very much dependent on sholom bayis. A dysfunctional home is not likely to have sholom bayis! In
sefer Binas HaMiddos, Rav Shlomo Zalmen Auerbach zt”1 is quoted as saying that “children are often the
direct victims of marital disharmony, emotionally and spiritually [Introduction, p. 9].” See there also on
page 10 where an incredible story is related where Rav Shach zt”l got very angry at a group of
mechanchim who wanted to expel a bochur for being mechallel Sahbbos in the dormitory without first
checking if there was sholom bayis in his home. In fact, Rav Shach called these mechanchim “rodfim”
and threw them out of his house!! Rav Shach did not assume that the bochur’s laxness in his ruchniyus
was a result of laziness or lack of interest. (It turned out, in fact, that that bochur’s parents had just gotten
divorced!).

Likewise, in the sefer Orchos HaBayis Rav Shach zt”l is quoted as saying that parents who don’t
provide their children with a warm and loving home [as is most likely the case in a dysfunctional home]
are guilty of directly undermining their children’s neshomos, if not immediately then in the long term [p.
213].

Rav Shlomo Wolbe zt”1 also emphasizes (Alei Shur, Vol. 1, p. 260) how only the warm and loving
connection between parents and children connect the children to the mesorah. If this is lacking [as is
surely the case in a dysfunctional home], writes Rav Wolbe, the child is likely to rebel when he gets older.

It seems pretty clear that these gedolim would not attribute the difficulties in ruchniyus exhibited by
someone who grew up in a dysfunctional home to laziness or lack of interest!

Benzion Sorotzkin
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