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If there is anxiety in a man's mind let him quash it, 
and turn it into joy with a good word 
(Proverbs 12:25)
Between therapy and learning
This is an example of a verse from the ketuvim – the biblical Writings – that is commonly known. Familiarity, however, distracts us from close study and examination of the passage, and, in this case, from the prevalent, mistaken pronunciation applied to it. In this verse, the biblical sage offers advice to the individual suffering from da'aga (translated in the title as "anxiety") which can be broadly understood to mean anxiety, emotional distress, a disturbing problem, stress or depression.
 The suggested cure is yash'hena (translated as "quash it"). Five different interpretations have been offered for this recommendation, all of which connect to the field of psychotherapy.
 I will list these five approaches together with the principles of psychotherapy that they contain. 
~~~
1. According to the plain meaning of the text, the word yash'hena is the causative conjugation 
of the root sh-h-h
, which is the approach taken by Malbim who writes: 
This is from the root shahah – conjugated like the word yaglena – meaning  that he should lower [the anxiety]… and submerge this thought [i.e., his internal musings and imaginings] to the very depths of his soul. 

By overpowering one's concern and subduing it, the submission will allow the person to control it, similar to God's command to Cain: "Yet you can be its master" (Genesis 4:7).

Two principles of psychotherapy can be found in this interpretation. The first is "flooding" – a powerful emotional turbulence that shakes a person and threatens to engulf and drown him. The process of treatment begins with an attempt to calm and soothe the emotional turmoil in which the individual finds himself by restoring the experience to its true proportions and ultimately to his control. In the words of Malbim: "that he should lower [the anxiety]," and as the author of the Metzudot David writes: "He should lessen and bring it down from where it is."
The other principle is "repression," which means "a process whose role is to protect the individual from ideas, impulses and memories that may create anxiety, fear or guilt were they to reach conscious awareness."
 This is a defense mechanism – a mental process whose role is to protect the self from unpleasantness, pain and excessive anxiety – which prevents these psychological attributes from reaching the conscious mind, relegating them to the subconscious. In the words of Malbim: "…to submerge this thought [his anxiety] to the very depths of his soul."
2. The sages of the Talmud offered two homiletic interpretations for the advice contained in this verse.
 R. Ammi taught: yesihena mi-da'ato – reading the shin as a sin, which can then be understood as a samekh, creating the causative conjugation of the root n-s-h – meaning "put it out of mind," that is, to act with restraint and ignore concerns. This approach also appears to relate to the principle of repression mentioned above.  

3. The alternative interpretation that appears in the Talmud is that of R. Assi who taught: Yesihena la-aherim, the passive conjugation of the root s-y-h. This approach suggests that the individual can relieve his own anxiety by sharing his concerns with others. We find this idea in the statement of Job to his friends when he says to them: "Let me speak, then, and get relief," (Job 32:20) meaning "Once my breath comes out in speech, I will be relieved of my distress, which is constrained within me."
 This interpretation suggests the principle known as "verbalization," meaning the oral expression of mental processes and emotions. Verbalization can help play a role in undoing tensions and releasing the individual from the internal pressures of his emotions. Moreover, expressing these thoughts and feelings in words not only relieves and purifies, it also helps a person clarify his deepest, innermost thoughts. "For man does not know for sure what is in his own heart until his feelings and thoughts become crystallized and are given shape and form in the usual modes of expression…Feelings, emotions, thoughts, and ideas become clear only after they are expressed."
 This is the essence of therapy that centers on dialogue – conversation between therapist and patient. R. Ammi's intention in reading the verse as yesihena la-aherim appears to relate to this method, and this is the most common understanding of the statement. 

4. Rashi explains R. Ammi's statement as: "Yesihena la-aherim – perhaps they will offer him advice." The suggestion is that he should share his concerns with others so that they can advise him. Others can help him move beyond his subjective perspective by offering him an alternative viewpoint that will illustrate a different angle regarding his situation. This has the potential to return him to a state of equilibrium, and, perhaps, even to joy, as is indicated in the second half of the verse: "…and turn it into joy with a good word" – "A good word will turn his anxiety to joy."
 This interpretation, which further develops the advice offered by R. Ammi, indicates that it is not sufficient to speak with others simply in order to have a sympathetic ear; the speaker requires a reaction from the listener, as well. The reaction cannot simply echo the statement of the speaker, as that may simply intensify the unpleasant emotion, rather it must be a helpful reaction – words of advice. When a person believes that someone truly listens and understands him, it allows him to view his own internal and external reality from a new perspective that differs from his subjective viewpoint. Thanks to the objective perspective offered by the other, the reality appears to him to be different than before. External enlightenment can bring him to a point of internal enlightenment and insight. This idea appears in the thought of Rabbi Hirsch who writes: "The thing that is disturbing to the soul appears in a different light by the insight of intelligence. Your feelings are justified, but your mind should temper this by teaching you to look at the deed 'with different eyes'."

Up to this point we have discussed the commentaries on the verse making use of principles in the realm of the therapies. Now we will turn our attention to approaches using principles of teaching and learning.

~~~

I will open with a few well-known facts about the psychology of learning. Learning is an activity that involves all aspects of the personality – emotion, motivation, attitudes, values, and behavior – and cannot be limited to the cognitive dimension. Learning without personal involvement – with no link to the learner's own experience and feelings – is of limited value. In contrast, the ability of the student to identify and internalize will be enhanced by experiencing learning that provides opportunities to relate to ideas, beliefs, and opinions as learning objects connected to events, personal experiences, and feelings.
Nevertheless, the value of the learning experience, like all emotional experiences, is measured by the extent to which it realizes a deep and thorough clarification of profound, fundamental concepts derived from it. Without this, it is doubtful whether the learning experience – powerful as it might be – will create any long-term impression. Unless the emotional experience is connected to conceptual, fundamental ideas, there is real danger that its influence and impact will weaken and decay over time. If it does not contain a fundamental, conceptual, or spiritual message, we can assume that it will soon be forgotten. By raising the experience to the conceptual-fundamental level, it is more likely to have long-lasting effect, and will more likely be remembered. This is the message of Rabbi Soloveitchik: "The emotional experience can only take shape in its full array of colors if it is based on an intellectual palette. The heart clarifies portrayals of emotions 
for the creative mind."
 
This is the role of learning, whose purpose is: "for the emotions [to become] cerebral and for the cerebral to naturally become spiritual."
 

As I described above, the reciprocal link between emotional factors and cognitive components in learning activities, makes learning into a therapeutic activity in three ways that are described below:

1. In the course of study, an individual can draw from the learning activity itself and from its components "Godly consolations, confidence, strength, patience and the power to bear any toil, bending his shoulder to the burden…"
 Thus, in the course of study itself, the learner may find inner strength and fortitude to bear difficulties and to grapple with them. Similarly, his studies may introduce him to answers to questions thrust upon him at the most difficult moments of his life, answers that give meaning and significance to his reality and allow him to bear it. 
2. The principle of repression that was mentioned above obtains additional meaning in the context of learning: "The inner tension created by repression is considered essential to the formation of processes that lead to the internalization of concepts, imagery, and values."
 Thus, learning has a reciprocal relationship with repression; it assists in internalization, which is the ultimate goal of learning, while the act of learning assists in the processes of repression. This relationship is clarified by Malbim: "By means of the principles of wisdom, a person can learn to suppress disturbing concepts so that he no longer pays attention to them, rather they remain hidden in the very depths of his soul."
 It is worthwhile to note that Malbim also points to the need for repression for a person's emotional and spiritual well-being. We can conclude from this that searching the depths of the soul for negative emotions that have successfully been repressed is a skill that one should not aspire to perfect.   
3. The psychic energy that nourishes emotional storms during periods of "anxiety" can be mobilized towards learning, which is also an activity that requires significant investment of emotional strength. This process is also a type of defense mechanism – known as displacement – meaning "the transfer of emotions or desires from the original object to a different object."
 This is the approach taken by Maharsha who interprets our verse: "When there is anxiety in a man's heart that disturbs him from the study of Torah, he should put it out of his mind so that his thoughts become clear."
 Troubling concerns plague the mind and blur one's thoughts. Turning one's thoughts towards study will fill the individual with joy, it will save him from worry, and his thinking will become clear.
 This interpretation alludes to the entire purpose of the process of treatment – to assist the individual in returning to rational thought.
Psychological treatment ranges on a continuum between the cognitive and the emotional. The process begins with emotional conflict, but ultimately concludes with intellectual give-and-take. The goal of every treatment is to strengthen the self – the aware, intelligent, rational being, who thinks and views reality from a critical perspective. In Frankenstein's words: "To strengthen the integrative powers of the individual and to solidify the functions of the self."
 The experiential-emotional factor is only a stage leading to this objective. Rotenberg refers to this as: "spiritual transformation," meaning: "Directing the foreign thoughts to new channels ... to provide them with norms, sources of integration and appropriate belief systems."
 Thus, a person's mental health is not achieved by releasing the terrified feelings of the soul, rather by raising those feeling from the realm of the soul to the realm of the spirit, while crystallizing those feelings in a spiritual world of concepts and values without subjugating the spirit to the soul
.

The sages teach: "One whose head is pained should engage in Torah study."
 This psychological advice that appears in the Talmud, is also well known to all. Maharsha connects it to the advice of the biblical sage in our verse, arguing that it does not refer to physical pain, but to "headaches" – anxieties, concerns and fears. The suggestion is that study has the power to heal the soul. 
~~~

Ralbag refers to our verse in his commentary on the prayer of Hannah, which was viewed by the sages of the Talmud as the archetype of all prayer. This is the fifth approach to interpreting the word yesihena.
"I have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and distress" (I Samuel 1:16) – It is not out of drunkenness that I have spoken, rather I spoke because of my intense need to pray to God, and because of the distress of the anger that my fellow-wife has brought upon me. I have spoken in order to attain my desire from God and to quiet the anger that is in my heart from this story and the conversation that it has engendered, as the sages taught: "If there is anxiety in a man's mind let him discuss it with others." By doing this she was calmed from her anger and sadness.
  
Ralbag chose to follow the interpretation suggested by R. Assi: "Yesihena la-aherim – Let him discuss it with others," but he reinterprets the concept of "others." It does not refer to friends or acquaintances as was suggested above, rather to God – to the ultimate Other. 
Thus, the sage advice "If there is anxiety in a man's mind – yesihena" presents the individual who is in a state of anxiety with three realities: 

1. The social reality. The relationship between him and others – "yesihena la-aherim – let him discuss it with others." 
2. The individualistic reality. The relationship between him and himself – "yash'hena" – subdue it."

3. The transcendental reality. The relationship between him and his Creator, which is expressed in prayer, as we find in the verse: "A prayer of the lowly man when he is faint [ki ya'atof] and pours forth his plea [yishpokh siho] before the Lord" (Psalms 102:1). Ki ya'atof means that he is heartbroken and in pain from his travails,
 and "the term siha always refers to prayer."
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�  Based on Raday and Rabin, 1989, p. 95. 


� Treatment of emotional crises, disorders and mental distress by means of dialogue – conversation between therapist and patient.


� Reber, 1985, p. 182


�  TB Yoma 75a.


�  Commentary of Da'at Mikra, Job 32:20.


� Soloveitchik, 1974, p. 62. This is the advice given by Zorba the Greek to his patron: "You, too, have a demon within you, but you do not know its name, and since you do not know its name you cannot breathe. Give it a name and you will feel much better." (Kazantzakis, 2006, p. 117).


�  Ibid.


�  From his commentary to Genesis 45:5. Abravanel offers a similar psychological interpretation to Jacob's fears when he is about to meet his brother, Esau. "Jacob's essential force was overwhelmed by what he saw and became fearful. Nevertheless, his intelligence, which directed the power within him – as is appropriate for all higher beings – rebuked him for being afraid and he gathered strength and went to greet his brother…" (Commentary to Genesis 32:8).
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� Koubovi, 1970, p. 17.


�  Malbim, commentary to Proverbs 29:11.


�  Reber, 1985, p. 261.


�  Maharsha, Hiddushei Aggada, TB Sota 42b.


� Rashi on our verse also understands it in a similar fashion.


�  Frankenstein, 1962, p. 261.


� Rotenberg 1990, p. 219.


�  TB Eiruvin 54a.


�  Ralbag, commentary to I Samuel 1:16.


�  Based on Rashi's commentary to TB Avoda Zara 7b.


� TB Avoda Zara 7b. 





�Is there a better translation for בניין הפעיל? 


�We need to find a way to distinguish between het and heh


�I am not sure that I did justice to this teaching of the Rav.


�I am not certain that I captured Rav Kook's idea.


�I translated this, but I have no idea what it means.


�I reordered the bibliography according to the English alphabet


�I couldn't find an English title for this. I asked my neighbor, Ronnie Ziegler, who is something of an expert in the Rav's writings, and he said that it is generally transliterated.





