Is free will a gift worth having for its own sake, or rather for the sake of
overcoming it? Is the truly virtuous person the one who has eliminated his/her yetzer
hora, or rather the one who reconquers it continually?

As with most issues of philosophic consequence, traditional texts can be
mustered on both sides, rarely dispositively. But it is also true that most such issues have
halakhic resonances, and there decisions often must be made. This week’s base text, the
commentary of Ritva to Talmud Yebamot 63b’, that may reflect such a resonance. But
first some background.

Mishnah Yebamot 61b? records first a dispute as to whether all people, or rather
all men, are obligated to procreate. Following that, the anonymous Mishnah states that
“A man® must not idle himself from procreation until he has children; Beit Shammai and
Beit Hillel then dispute the genders of the necessary children.

The Talmud comments that the Mishnah is in conflict with Rabbi Yehoshua, who
opposed any cessation of procreation®. Somewhat later, the Talmud cite two beraitot
comprised of a series of Tannaitic statements condemning those who fail to engage in
procreation as bloodshedders, diminishers of the Divine demut, or both; these statements
apparently derive from the context of the prohibition against bloodshedding in Bereishit
9:6, although the exact exegetical mechanics remain mysterious to me.

These beraitot seem conceptually more in accord with Rabbi Yehoshua than with
the Mishnah; if failing to actualize potential life is tantamount to bloodshedding, or to
diminishing the Divine demut, why should it be permitted simply because one has in the
past actualized potential life?

The first beraita, however, ends with a remarkable dialogue between the rabbis
and Ben Azzal, author of the position that not engaging in procreation is both
bloodshedding and diminishing the demut. Ben Azzai, it seems has no intention of
procreating!® Accused of blatant hypocrisy, his response is that his attachment to Torah
is too great, and that the world can be built by others.

But why should either of these arguments matter? The first, perhaps, represents a
claim of internal coercion®, but the second? May other people can hear a shofar, or wave
a lulav, or keep Shabbat — does that excuse me from fulfilling my own obligations? If not
procreating is really equivalent to bloodshedding, how does the existence of the healing
professions excuse murder?

Here two close-reading observations should be made.

1) The initial Mishnah is rather oddly phrased; rather than saying “A man must have
two children”, it says “A man must not idle himself from procreation until he has
two children”. This implies, as the Talmud correctly notes, that a person may so
idle himself afterward. But why use language that so invites the negative?

! Attached and translated

2 Attached and translated, with the relevant accompanying sections of Talmud

¥ Assuming this line is in the vein of the immediately preceding anonymous statement, which limits the
obligation to males

* Rabbi Akiva offers an alternate interpretation of Rabbi Yehoshua’s prooftext; plausibly he disagrees with
Rabbi Yehoshua’s substantive position as well.

® Whether or not he already has children is not discussed in this passage. Sotah 4b raises the possibility that
he was married earlier in life.

® | explore this claim in my shiur on Crimes of Passion — the audiolink is currently down but will iyH be
back up very soon.



2) Rabbi Yehoshua himself uses moral rather than halakhic rhetoric in urging
continued procreation, and the verse he cites offers a pragmatic rationale — maybe
some of the earlier children will turn out badly” — rather than suggesting that
quantity is per se a value.

My sense of both these peculiarities is that they express a subtle but profound
ambivalence; procreation is a great value, but the activity that leads to procreation can be
profoundly distracting from an even greater value, Torah. More precisely — thinking
about the activity that leads to procreation can be profoundly distracting from Torah, and
thinking about sex is an inevitable concomitant of having sex be part of one’s physical
life.

So Ben Azzai reasonably understands even R. Yehoshua as saying that one should
not allow laziness or greed to prevent one from procreating. But Torah? Well, the
primacy of Torah study threatens to swallow up the time and energy available for any
other mitzvah, so of course, everyone must do their share to procreate, and make the time
and energy spent on procreation come out of potential leisure time rather than out of
potential Torah time. But for those whose time is undifferentiated potential Torah time,
an exception can be made.®

Few people can make such a claim about themselves; as per Berakhot 35b, many
tried to live the life of uninterrupted Torah study advocated by R. Shimon bar Yochai, but
they did not succeed. Nonetheless, Ben Azzai can be a dangerous precedent, as the claim
that one shares his devotion is not easily falsified by others, and thus his example leaves
room for much fraud and self-delusion, as seems to have happened in our day.

But what if one could make oneself like Ben Azzai? What if one could remove
the temptations of eroticism, and thus leave oneself free to romance only Torah?

Ritva to Yebamot 63b begins by praising those who psychologically seek to
remove sexual desire from their psychological makeup®. He then records with approval
that in both theory and practice great rabbis supported chemical self-castration® for the
sake of devotion to Torah study after siring the Biblically required number of children.
This in spite of seeing Rabbi Yehoshua as stating a halakhic imperative: “since Rabbi
Yehoshua is only speaking of a Rabbinic obligation, and the rabbis permitted in such a
case”.

This position of Ritva seems to reflect attitudes toward both sexuality and free
will that disquiet me. First, Talmud Yoma 69b*! indicates that eros is the necessary root
of all creativity, not merely of procreativity, and | have always taken this as expressing
the mainstream rabbinic position. Second, “the Torah was not given to angels”, but
rather to human beings, precisely because we are subject to the temptations of flesh and

" The last phrase of the verse is mysterious to me.

# Rambam’s language suggests that even such a person must “have in mind” that he will eventually
procreate; if he dies before that time comes, however, no fault attaches to him. R. Aharon Lichtenstein
argues beautifully that the issue here is not the value of practice, but rather that a Torah consciously and
willfully divorced from practice is flawed.

° Itis not clear in context whether his praise applies only to those who already have children and/or have no
wife and concomitant conjugal obligation.

19 Birkei Yosef and others note that Ritva appears to be in direct contradiction to Shabbat 110b, which
apparently bans even a castrato from drinking a castrating potion, and offer technical solutions; space and
time prevent my addressing that issue here.

1| discuss this sugya at length in the audio shiur Why was Cupid Blind, available here



blood — we are supposed to act angelic, not be angelic. And yet — removing one
stumbling block does not banish free will, and some, perhaps many of us, would do better
if we faced less stern tests and less attractive temptations.

On the halakhic level, we need to ask: what are the implications of Ritva’s
position for teenagers who are not yet “tachlis dating”, in other words for whom sexual
thoughts have no legitimate physical outlet? For those who understand themselves to be
exclusively homosexual? Chemical libido-suppressants are now prescribed by American
courts to convicted sex offenders; but likely only because they are viewed as anusim, as
otherwise lacking the capacity to choose virtue.

My general instinct is that the Torah does not require us to alter normal
physiology™ so as to fulfill mitzvoth. Thus, for example, I think that one need not go on
IV fluids to avoid breaking one’s fast on Yom Kippur, or take Prozac so as to feel happy
on Sukkot. More strongly, | tend to think that the above two examples are not even
lifnim mishurat hadin, going beyond the letter of the law; rather, they leave the Law at
best indifferent. But these are undeveloped positions, and I think it would be well for us
to think more deeply about these issues now, as it seems likely that far more precise and
reliable neurochemical personality engineering will become practical in the near term.

Shabbat shalom!

12| recognize that the term “normal physiology” is imprecise, subject at the least to challenges analogous to
the food vs. medicine distinction made by some poskim in end-of-life situations.
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Talmud Yebamot 61b-63b
Mishnah
A man must not idle himself from procreation unless he has children:
Beit Shammai say: Two males;
But Beit Hillel say: One male and one female,
as Scripture says: “Male and female He created them”.*®

Talmud

The Mishnah does not accord with the opinion of Rabbi Yehoshua,
as recorded in the following beraita:

Rabbi Yehoshua says:
If a man married in his youth — he should marry in his old age;
If he had children in his youth — let him have children in his old age,
as Scripture says: “In the morning sow your seed, and in the evening do
not stay your hand, because you do not know which will turn out well,
this or that, or if both are equally good.”

Rabbi Akiva says:
If he learned Torah in his youth — he should learn Torah in his old age;
If he had student in his youth — let him have students in his old age,

as Scripture says: “In the morning sow your seed etc.”

A beraita:
Rabbi Eliezer says:
Any one who does not engage in procreation —it is as if he sheds blood,
as Scripture says: “The shedder of human blood shall have his “blood
shed by a human”,
and it writes immediately afterward “But you be fruitful and multiply.”
Rabbi Yaakov says:
Itis as if he diminishes the Likeness,
as Scripture says: “Because in a tzelem Elo?im” He made the human,
and it writes immediately afterward “But you be fruitful and multiply.”
Ben Azzai says:
Itis as if he sheds blood and diminishes the Likeness,
as Scripture says “But you be fruitful etc.”
They said to Ben Azzai: “There are those who expound well and fulfill well; who fulfill well
and do not expound well; But you expound well and do not fulfill well!'?
Ben Azzai said to them: What should | do, when my soul yearns for Torah? It is possible
for the world to be upheld by others.
Another beraita:
Rabbi Eliezer says:
Any one who does not engage in procreation —it is as if he sheds blood,
as Scripture says: “The shedder of human blood”,
and it writes immediately afterward “But you be fruitful and multiply.”;
Ben Azzai says etc.
They said to Ben Azzai:
“There are those who expound well etc.”

3 The relevance of the prooftext is not obvious to me; why is the obligation to procreate necessarily in
imitation dei?
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Rambam, Laws of Being a Husband 15:2-3

The male is commanded with regard to procreation, but not the woman.

When does a man become obligated in this commandment?

From age seventeen,

and once twenty years have passed without his marrying — he is a transgressor and
devaluing a positive commandment.

But if he was engaged in Torah and involved with it, and he was afraid to marry so that
he not be bothered with making a living and thus being idle from Torah — he is permitted
to delay, as one who is engaged with one mitzvah is exempt from other mitzvoth, all the
more so with regard to Talmud Torah.

One whose soul constantly years for Torah and intensely studies it like Ben Azzai, and he
is adhered to it all his days and never marries — there is no sin to his hand, so long as his
libido is not overcoming him,

but if his libido is overcoming him — he is obligated to marry, even if he has children, lest
he become subject to sexual fantasies.
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Ritva (R. Yom Tov ben Ashbili) to Yebamot 63b

“What can | do? My soul yearns for Torah” —

Rambam rules that the same holds true, that he is exempt from procreation, for anyone
whose soul yearns for Torah like Ben Azzai, and there is no aspersion cast on him**.

But Tosafot® rule that in our generations there is no one who can be like Ben Azzai even
in this regard.

It is forbidden for a person to drink anything that will castrate him so that he may engage
intensely with Torah, but it is permitted and proper to cause all one’s lust and fantasy to
be nullified

I heard similarly in the name of our great teacher (Ramban) that if he has fulfilled the
command of procreation, and his soul yearns unqualifiedly for Torah, so that he wishes to
drink or eat a castrating potion so as not to be distracted from Torah, that this is
permitted,

as R. Yehoshua’s statement (that one must always go on having children) is rabbinic, and
in such a case they permitted.

This is a reasonable rationale.

I have heard of greats who acted thus in this pattern on ?his? own”.

4 An alternate translation would be “and who is not at all subject to sexual fantasies”. The text as is fits
better with the translation above, but I am very open to the possibility that the text is faulty.
1> See if can find
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