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Bad Vision and Good Vision — The Power of Ayin Tova

In what seems to be a continuing pattern of the last few of parashiyot, at the end of this week’s parasha we find a group of
people who once again approach Moshe with complaints about the food. “And the people spoke against G-d and Moshe
saying ‘why have you taken us up from Egypt to die in the desert, for there is no bread and there is no water and we are
disgusted with this indigestible bread.”” (Shemot 21:5) This people, who the Ohr HaChayim HaKadosh explains (based on
the Midrash Bamidbar Rabbah) were originally part of the group who had complained throughout their desert sojourn and
were destined to perish before the nation would enter the Land of Israel. However, in great mercy, Hashem annulled this
decree and determined that the remnants of this group who were still alive at this point would not die, but would rather
merit to enter the land. Yet, this would not occur for many of them, who once again failed to appreciate Hashem’s
nurturing care and complained about their accommodations in the desert.

What exactly was their complaint? Quoting the Talmud (Yoma 75b), Rashi explains that the people observed an interesting
fact about the heavenly food called the mon, which they then turned into a grievance against Hashem. Unlike regular food,
the mon, which miraculously could satisfy any taste that one desired, was purely nutritional and produced no waste.
Therefore, it was unnecessary for anyone to use the restroom during all of the decades that the Jewish people traveled
through the desert. Although this was an obvious miracle within a miracle (the heavenly food appearing every day except
for Shabbat and the complete absorption of the food into one’s body), the people who complained focused on the
unnatural nature of the food and declared “how is it possible for a creation to ingest food and not have a need to rid
himself from its waste?” They then accused Hashem of giving them food that would actually be harmful to their health and
cause them to die.

The result of this complaint was that a plague of venomous snakes overtook those who complained and began to attack the
slanderers. Rashi explains that this consequence was doubly measure for measure. The snakes that attacked the people
were symbolic of the primordial snake in the Garden of Eden, called the nachash. The very first sin performed in history
was not that Adam and Eve ate from the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. It was actually the evil speech of
the nachash, who deceitfully convinced Eve that the reason why Hashem didn’t want her and Adam to eat from the fruit
was because doing so would enlighten them with divine knowledge and enable them to be equals with Hashem. This
untrue claim was a form of lashon hara against G-d. (It should be noted that evil speech is prohibited even when it is true
as well.) Since the nachash was guilty of evil speech, it was a pack of snakes who brought about the demise of those in the
desert who were also guilty of evil speech against G-d. Furthermore, part of the curse that the snake received after
enticing Eve to eat from the fruit was that it would eat the dust of the earth, which always has the same taste. It is,
therefore, appropriate that the snake should attack those who complained about the mon, which had the taste of any food
that one desired!




Several lessons emerge from these explanations. First and foremost, the attribute of ingratitude is not only poor etiquette
and unpleasant, but it can bring about harmful outcomes. When one looks at the world with an ayin ra (literally an evil
eye), meaning that he sees the bad in every scenario, he is transformed into a negative person and will inevitably fail to see
the blessings in his life as he focuses on what is wrong and complains. His failure to see G-d’s kindnesses not only makes
him bitter, but can inhibit him from receiving future divine compassion and chessed. Furthermore, it is such a shame that
this type of person will never find genuine happiness! The late dean of Yeshivat Torah Vodaath, Rav Avrohom Pam, of
blessed memory, once sharply remarked that “the city of happiness lives in the state of mind.” How true this statement
is!

The next lesson is that our thoughts not only influence our attitude, but also bring us to act. The people focused on what
was wrong and were moved to complain again about Hashem’s gifts to them, even though they witnessed the sad outcome
of those who did the same previously. Their negativity literally blinded their ability to think clearly and gave them poor
judgement. One must think very carefully before he speaks and should not allow his emotions to determine his words and
actions.

Finally, one must always be very careful with the words that leave his or her mouth. Lashon hara is a very destructive force
that awakens heavenly judgement against the speaker and listener. It goes without saying that the subject is harmed as a
result of the lashon hara was well. Evil speech is not only when one shares derogatory information about someone with
others, but it is also when the speech is not inherently negative information about the person, but can cause monetary or
social harm to the subject. Our sages tell us that one of the greatest things that we can do to foster Jewish unity, increase
love among our people, protect ourselves from strict judgement, and merit Hashem’s blessings is to carefully monitor and
guard our mouth from lashon hara. As a result of our ayin tova (good eye) and positive speech, may we merit to always live
in the “city of happiness” and be the recipients of Hashem’s abundant berachot.
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