With which of your basic desires must you struggle?
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I am going to ask you to think to yourselves what comes to your mind first when you hear the following words. You have to promise to be honest!:   Money, sex, food, physical look and appearance. 

Most of us want more of each one of them! More money, more sex, more food, enjoyment, a better physical look. Having a measure of each certainly would not be destructive. But desires have a double edge. On the one hand, desire is good. It motivates us to achieve. Achievement ought to satisfy us. But the other side of desires is that they never end. We constantly want more. “Just do it”, as the ad goes. We need a bigger salary, a bigger home, a bigger bank account to satisfy ourselves. And the thirst for more never ends. Another pint of ice cream? Ultimately, we remain thirsty, we eternally desire more and remain constantly anxious. I need more money, more food, more sex, better looks. 

Psychologists teach us that human beings who have excessive and un-ending desires do so to manage their anxieties. Obviously, we do not do a good job with it. If I can put a title to our human condition, would be “The age of anxiety”. We live excessively anxious lives. It hurts us. We do not know how to manage desires and anxiety.

The Torah portion of this week gives us important clues on this. I would say that all the major themes of our Torah portion, Matot, deal with the theme of how to manage our desires so that we can live a more fulfilling life.

In our Torah portion we learn that one way of managing our desires is to take some kind of vow so that we can be motivated to change. 

Maimonides commenting on vows wrote in Hilchot Nedarim 13:23:

“A person who has taken vows in order to “lechonen deotav u letaken maasav”, to correct his outlook and improve his ways is praiseworthy…For example, a person who used to be a gourmand took a vow not to eat meat for a year or two, or a person who used to drink in excess, forbade himself wine for an extended time…Also a person who used to seek bribes and was swayed by riches now forbade himself to accept gifts or receive benefits…Likewise a person who used to pride himself on his good looks and took a vow to be a Nazir… All such vows, Maimonides continues, “are directed towards worshipping God.” 

That is, the Torah’s guidance in overcoming our cravings is developing a spiritual content to our lives. It is no accident that 12 step programs do have a religious-spiritual content. We can have a better chance to not act on our urges if we have a relationship with God. We take a vow to better behave under the belief that God is part of this deal. 

Another theme of parashat Matot is the war against the Midianites. The Israelites wanted more sex. And they could not control it. The men brought back to their homes Midianite women after they triumphed in war. It was never enough for them. Idolatry and excess could not be stopped alone, Moses had to intervene and help them.

The last theme of our Torah portion is significant. Two tribes, Gad and Reuben, asked Moses to stay on the eastern side of the river Jordan because it was cattle country. The pursuit of wealth was experienced by these tribes as unending. They were ready to not enter the promised land for the pursuit of money. They were ready to lose their basic values. Here, too, Moses compromised with them and retained these two tribes within the fold. 

We learn that in antiquity people had the same urges and desires we have now. Among them: the wish for more money, food, sex and appearances. 

We also can learn that we can control our desires. Maimonides put it excellently: There ought to be two goals:

Lechonen deotav: We must improve our thinking. We must take time to look inside ourselves. 

And we must “letaken maasav”, we must improve our ways, our actions as a consequence of first having looked inside and having healed a measure of our anxieties and desires. 

So my question to all of us tonight is:

Another pint of ice-cream? Or dealing with the difficult question: With which of our basic desires must we struggle?

I hope and pray for a measure of healing regarding our anxieties and desires for each one of us.

Shabbat Shalom.
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