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When Actions Become Character

In a teshuvah in Igros Moshe on the topic of tza'ar ba'alei
chaim, Rav Moshe Feinstein discusses when one is permitted
to killan animal or insect that is causing him distress. After
delineating the halachic parameters, Rav Moshe expresses
an idea that, he says, he did not find in any of the Rishonim
or Acharonim. He writes that even when it is permitted to
kill a bothersome insect or animal, one should avoid killing
it with his own hands. Rather, it is preferable to set a trap
and allow the animal to die there.

Rav Moshe bases this ruling on an insight of the Ohr
HaChaim HaKadosh in this week’s parshah, regarding
the concept of an ir hanidachas, a city whose inhabitants
were enticed into worshipping avodah zarah. The Torah
commands that the entire city be annihilated and all its
contents burned.

After stating this halachah, the Torah says: 001 77 100
qnn1 — Hashem will grant you compassion and show
compassion toward you.

The Ohr HaChaim asks: What is the significance of this
promise following the mitzvah of ir hanidachas?

He explains that the physical act of killing all the inhabitants
is inherently an act of cruelty, even though destroying the
city is a mitzvah and in accordance with the will of the
Torah — and since OU13 31T n'J17, whatever the Torah
commands is automatically good and proper. When a
person performs an act of cruelty, even for the noblest of
reasons, there is a concern that the middah of achzariyus
will become ingrained within him.

Therefore, there was a danger that those carrying out the
mitzvah of ir hanidachas would be negatively affected by
their own behavior, and act cruelly in other arenas as well.

HaKadosh Baruch Hu says, therefore, “Do not worry. | will
grant you a special gift of rachamim that will counteract and
uproot the tendency toward cruelty that might otherwise
develop as a result of carrying out this mitzvah.”

The Ohr HaChaim relates that he spoke to the Arab
executioners who carried out the king's death sentences, and
he heard from them that initially, they were uncomfortable
killing people. Over time, however, they began to do their
work with great enthusiasm. The middah of cruelty became
so deeply ingrained in them that they started to actually
enjoy killing.

That same danger existed, chas v'shalom, for those fulfilling
the mitzvah of ir hanidachas. Therefore, the Torah promises
that Hashem will grant them compassion.

The Ohr HaChaim adds that once Hashem grants a
person the middah of rachamim, then He Himself can
have rachmanus on that person: nn11. HaKadosh Baruch
Hu can show mercy only to those whose own nature is
compassionate.

Cruelty is not merely a negative character trait; it also prevents
a person from receiving Hashem'’s compassion, since
Hashem shows mercy only to those who are rachamanim.

Accordingly, Hashem promises, “I will grant you the trait of
compassion, so that the middah of achzariyus that might
result from carrying out the mitzvah of ir hanidachas will
not take hold within you, so that | can have compassion
on you as well.”

Rav Moshe applies this same principle to killing an insect
or animal. Even when there is no prohibition of tzaar baalei
chaim because the animal is causing harm or distress,
killing it with one's own hands could cultivate a tendency
toward cruelty. Therefore, he writes, it is preferable to trap
the animal rather than kill it directly.

This idea reflects the famous principle of the Mesillas
Yesharim: N'n390 N1N1YN NJIXTNN NYIINN — an outer action
awakens the inner self. The Mesillas Yesharim discusses
this principle in the context of zerizus, doing mitzvos with
cheishek and alacrity. He explains that the ability to do a
mitzvah with zerizus comes from an inner desire and drive
to do the right thing. Someone who lacks this motivation
will tend to procrastinate, and the middah of zerizus will
be absent.

But what should a person do if he lacks that inner desire?

The Mesillas Yesharim offers an eitzah: Go through the
motions of acting with zerizus, as if you have cheishek. Then,
the external, physical action will awaken your pnimiyus and
the middah of zerizus will take root in your heart.

The reverse is equally true. A person may possess genuine
inner enthusiasm and motivation, but if he habitually
procrastinates and performs mitzvos slowly and lethargically,
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his inner enthusiasm will eventually extinguish.

Rav Moshe Feinstein discusses this idea in Darash Moshe
on Parshas Mattos as well.

Following the war against Midian that Klal Yisrael fought
because of the aveirah that Midian caused Klal Yisrael
to commit, the Torah states: 7x 1x'21 ...77Wn 73 X INPY
nwn — they brought all the spoils of war to Moshe. Why
does the Torah emphasize that they brought all the spoils?

Rashicomments: 710 7V 1TWNI X71 O'PTX1I OWI W TN
NIWN X7W N1 T NI7w7.

In times of war, soldiers often help themselves to some of
the spoils they find. Here, however, the Torah emphasizes
the righteousness of Klal Yisrael's army: They brought
everything to Moshe Rabbeinu, and did not violate the
prohibition of taking from the spoils, which were to be
distributed according to Hashem'’s instructions.

Rav Moshe asks: Isn't it obvious that they didn't steal? This
was a milchemes mitzvah, and only tzaddikim fought in
such a war. The Torah says, 21 777 1270 701 X710 WKDQ N
in"17. Chazal explain that this refers to someone who is
afraid because of even a minor aveirah he committed. Such
a person returns from the battlefield and may not participate
in the war. Only those who are righteous and free even of
an aveirah kalah go out to fight. Clearly, such people would
not violate the prohibition of taking from the spoails!

Rav Moshe answers that before they went to war they were
indeed tzaddikim. But war involves killing. It involves taking
spoils, which is permitted during wartime. Nevertheless,
the very act of taking another person’s possessions could
dull a person’s sensitivity to gezeilah.

Before the war they were great tzaddikim. But the Torah had
to inform us that even after the war, after having performed
acts of war, they still remained righteous; neither the killing
nor the taking of spoils had a negative impact on them.
They managed to remain spiritually pure, with their good
middos intact, and brought everything to Moshe Rabbeinu.

While the Mesillas Yesharim teaches that a person’s external
actions awaken his inner character, whether positively or
negatively, an important caveat must be noted.

Based on this principle, we understand that if a person
spends most of his day engaged in positive actions —
learning Torah, performing mitzvos, and doing chessed —
his inner self should be refined and purified as well, even
if he has not yet fully reached that level internally. And that
is indeed what happens, for the most part.

Sometimes, however, we encounter a person whose days are
filled with positive external actions, yet his inner character
does not reflect his outer behavior. At times, his true pnimiyus
emerges, revealing an inner world that is at odds with his
outer behavior.

If external actions awaken the inner self, how can a person’s
good deeds fail to produce a corresponding positive inner
core?

The answer can be understood through the following
analogy. If you have a tiny glowing ember and you fan
it, it will burst into flame. But if all you have is a piece of
wood, then you can fan it all day and nothing will happen.
There's no spark.

When the Mesillas Yesharim says that external actions
awaken the inner self, he is referring to a person who already
possesses an inner spark. It may not yet be burning brightly,
or affecting him as it should, but it is there. Such a person’s
external actions function like a fan, igniting that spark until
it becomes a blazing fire.

If, however, a person performs external actions mechanically,
without even a minimal inner desire for genuine growth,
then there is little for those actions to ignite. Like a fan
blowing on wood without a glowing ember, the external
actions alone will not produce an inner transformation.

So yes, we do have to place great emphasis on our external
actions, even if our pnimiyus is not fully holding there. The
external actions are extremely important — but they cannot
come at the expense of developing at least the spark of
pnimiyus.

We must reconnect with that spark within ourselves, and then
our external actions will be able to awaken and strengthen
that inner reality.

This week's
Bishvilei Haparsha
is sponsored by:
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