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Is There a Devil in Judaism?

by Rabbi Shmuel Boteach

One of the most distinctive features of Oxford that strikes the new

student or visitor is its overwhelmingly Christian influence. The

most well known colleges of course have names like 'Christ Church',

'Jesus', 'Magdalen' and 'All Souls', not to mention the large number

of Colleges that are named after Christian saints and that only a

third of the thirty five colleges have names that are not immediately

recognisable as Christian. It can be a bit overwhelming for the new

Jewish student to arrive in a city so thoroughly saturated with a

religious influence foreign to their upbringing.

The joke goes that of all the Oxford and Cambridge colleges, there

are only two names that are found in both places, and both these are

named after Jews. What are they? Wolfson College, established by Lord

Wolfson's charitable Trust (one of Anglo-Jewry's leading Jewish

philanthropists) and Jesus. Unfortunately, this is not true as there

is of course a Magdalen and a Trinity at 'the other place' as well as

in Oxford, but that does not spoil the point of the joke, which is

usually told by Jews and is designed to make the Jews feel slightly

more at home and comfortable about their place at Oxford.

Bearing in mind the links as well as the vast gulfs between the

Christian tradition and Judaism, it is worthwhile exploring what some

of the differences really mean. The following explores  one

fundamental aspect of the contrast between Christian and Jewish

doctrine, and its major ramifications for everyday living.

The Power of One Good Deed

If there can be said to be just one devastating social ill which is

wreaking havoc in today's world it is that we have lost an

appreciation for a single good deed. Every time we are about to

undertake a new deed of goodness, we look at the state of the world

and it seem quite futile indeed. But  there are other reasons as to

why the  value of a single act of kindness or goodness has been

undermined, one of  which being the infusion of Christian thought

into society at large and the Jewish community in particular.

One of the major points of departure between Christianity and Judaism

is the belief in the devil. In the Christian scheme of things, there

is G-d, but opposing Him is Lucifer, a rebellious and fallen angel,

a.k.a. the devil. He has set up for himself an alternative kingdom.

In the same way that G-d promises rewards for good deeds, the devil

promises material plenty for invoking his will instead of the divine.

The two powers compete against each other, and although ultimately it

is G-d who will prevail, and the devil and those who basked in his

glory will be punished on Judgement Day, until that time comes he

operates an autonomous kingdom in which evil is allowed to flourish

unhindered.

There Can only be One Kingdom and One Ruler

Of course, this type of thinking is anathema to Judaism, which can

accept no all-powerful existence save that of the A-mighty. Although

Judaism also speaks of a 'satan' which lurks in the heart of each

individual, the Zohar explains that this satan or evil inclination

should be seen as a hired agent of the A-mighty who, while attempting

to lead a human away from the path of righteousness, secretly prays

that the individual will not follow. The Zohar gives the analogy of a

king who, in an effort to test the character of his son, the Crown

Prince, hires a prostitute to seduce him. Although she uses all her

charms to cause the Prince to stumble, her inner desire is that he

will not succumb to her temptation.

The ramifications of these contradictory Jewish and Christian beliefs

transcend by far the mere understanding of whether G-d is

all-powerful or has any competition. It is from these divergent

beliefs that the Christian and Jewish understanding of good, evil,

sin, and repentance part ways as well.

In the Christian scheme of things, but most markedly in Catholicism,

sin is taken very seriously indeed. If one has sinned, it is not

sufficient just to turn one's head from the lapse and continue on the

path of righteousness. One must first obliterate the sin, through

various means, among which are confession, deep remorse, and perhaps

even denial of the body and self-flagellation.

Continuing After a Terrible Fall

In Judaism, however, the opposite is true. The Jewish attitude

towards the person who sins can be summed up in a telling story of

what took place between the Belzer Rebbe and one of his Chassidim.

The man came to the Rebbe and told him that he had had sexual

relations with a non-Jewish woman who was not his wife. The Rebbe

looked him in the eye, raised his eyebrows as if to say, 'Why are you

wasting your time and making a big deal out of this?' and said just

two words, "Gey Veiter - Go further." Of course, the Rebbe was not

condoning the man's adultery or the hurt it would cause both himself

and his wife: he was not saying the man had done the right thing.

Rather, he had indeed stumbled. But what was most important was that

he should get on with his life.

Judaism deals with sin by drowning it in a sea of good deeds. The sin

is not given the status of being an independent entity. Rather, it is

seen as a void of goodness, a darkness that must be filled with

light.

Evil as an Entity

The divergent approaches of two of the world's leading religions is

predicated on the way in which they view good and evil. In the

Christian conception, the devil has his own domain. He has almost

unlimited power in the kingdom of evil. As such, anything connected

with him, any sin or evil act, is also an independent creation. He

who sins, in the Christian view, has brought into being a grotesque,

rebellious act which, if not dealt with and eradicated, will stand on

its own merit and haunt the evil-doer for aeons to come. It is not

enough to drown it in light, because its blackness is an independent

entity which actively opposes goodness, just as the devil himself

does.

Evil as the Absence of Goodness...

However, in the Jewish scheme of things, evil is defined, not as an

independent domain, but as a lack of G-dliness. Only in those places

where G-dly light does not shine, or where the individual creates an

obstruction to G-dly light by sinning, can evil exist. It is not a

real or independent entity, but simply a void. There is no devil in

Judaism, and consequently there is no independent arena in which evil

can thrive or stand on its own. Rather, evil is the lack of G-dly

illumination.

In Psalms, King David says (ref 34) "Turn away from evil and do

good..." It is important to note that King David does not say that in

order to turn away from evil, one must first destroy, or wage a

pitched battle against, one's sin. He does not treat evil like a

fiery dragon which one has brought into being through one's unG-dly

activities, that must be slain before one can re-embark on a path of

goodness. Such an approach would give sin far more credit than it

deserves. Because evil is an absence of goodness, one counters it by

an abundance of goodness. Evil is nothing, and one destroys a

'nothing' by replacing it with something.  Evil is a mirage whose

illusion is dispelled through a deluge of light. In the words of the

Zohar, "A little bit of light has the power to dispel much darkness."

... and Darkness as the Absence of Light

To better illustrate this concept, imagine walking into a room which

is pitch black. One cannot see anything, but one needs to see. There

are two ways of going about generating illumination. The first is to

attack the darkness. You reach for your sword to slay the blackness

which dominates the room. Of course, this would just prove a futile

battle against a non-existent enemy. It is far easier and productive

to simply switch on the light: all the darkness is automatically

dispelled. What is in fact even easier is to light a small candle.

The quality of light is such that, in even the tiniest quantities, it

still dispels an amazing amount of darkness.

The same is true of goodness. To destroy even the gravest sin, one

must simply do a mitzvah. By doing so one achieves two ends at once.

The performance of a good and righteous act, and the instantaneous

cancellation of those previous deeds which stand in contradiction to

G-dliness and goodness.

As it applies to the story related above about the adulterous

husband, the path forward for him was not to face terrible internal

recrimination for his evil act, but rather to begin to be an

extraordinary husband, treating and loving his wife far better than

he had ever done previously.

This is a profound lesson for those who are intent on undertaking a

religious life at an advanced stage in their career. The clearest and

greatest obstacle for Oxford students becoming seriously involved in

the study and observance of Judaism is that they say to themselves,

"I've missed the boat. It is too late for me to begin. How can I

start as an adult? And what of all the things which I have done in my

life time which contradict Jewish observance?"

What one must recognise in answering these questions is the power and

transcendence of even one good deed 'which dispels much darkness'.

Twenty-five years of not living a Jewish life pales into

non-existence when one performs even one mitzvah and allows the light

of the human soul to illuminate one's life.

