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Is it OK to be Scared? Bittachon and
Anxiety in Times of War

Anxiety is defined as “apprehensive uneasiness or nervousness usually over an impending or
anticipated ill.” Accordingly, in a time of danger and uncertainty, it is natural to feel a rise in our
anxiety.

As Torah Jews, though, we are called to analyze every emotional reaction through the lens of the
Torah. What does the Torah say about anxiety during a war? Should we be giving ourselves
space to feel this emotion? Or is it a feeling that we are supposed to combat and transcend?

trait of Bittachon:

a2 (1
| TP % 3 7 A=) NN 1Y °D TOOX X\ MOIX NI 9-X 37 |

12-579:3 Shwn(2
TP 23 YA 2023 MM PIP) °2 N2 P YY) DR ORND TOPN KA 9K

Be not afraid of sudden terror, or of the darkness of the wicked when it will come. For the
Lord shall be your trust, and He shall keep your foot from being caught.

Points to Ponder:
e What is the relationship between Bittachon and fear in these pesukim?

Yet, we also find that several tzadikim were scared in troubled times.

SAAN SAA! SAA) SAA! SAA) SAA SAA) SAA SAA! SAA SAA SAA! SAA SAA! SAA SRAI SAA SAA) SAA SAA! SAA SAA SAA! SAA SAA! SAA SAA) SAA SAA SAA)

§
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
%} Let us begin by looking at a series of pesukim about the interaction between fear/anxiety and the
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Points to Ponder:
e Why were these tzadikim afraid? What happened to their bittachon?

One approach to the relationship between bittachon and anxiety is outlined by the Abarbennel in
his commentary to the above pasuk about Yaakov’s fear:
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Points to Ponder:
e According to the Abarbennel, is a soldier going into battle allowed to feel fear?
e What role does bittachon play?

A similar approach is developed by the Chazon Ish in his book “Emunah U-Bittachon”
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Points to Ponder:
e According to the Chazon Ish, what is the definition of bittachon?
e What does a strong bittachon do to a person’s fears and anxieties?
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Rav Soloveitchik was also of the opinion that bittachon cannot totally eradicate fear and anxiety.
However, he felt that there were spiritual benefits to feeling anxiety. Here are two passages
where Rav Soloveitchik discusses this:

7)Rav Soloveitchik — Worship of the Heart, pg. 29
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8)Reflections of the Rav, pg. 47
How is this humility achieved and why should one seek to be self-effacing, especially in the
case of people who have obviously succeeded where others have failed? How honest can the
profession or practice of such humility be? Why does a successful man not have a right to
pride? The answer is that personal triumph and success lead to arrogance, aggressiveness, and
ethical insensitivity. But the awareness of one’s vulnerability, the knowledge that fortune is
fickle, that there ever lurks a hovering threat which can transform our condition — these
considerations induce us to be humble and enhance our ethical character. Thus, from an ethical
standpoint, vulnerability can cleanse, purge and ennoble man; it is a spur towards better
conduct.

Now let us turn to the words of Rambam when he describes the ideal emotional state of a soldier:
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The Tzemach Tzedek was asked if it is humanly possible to fulfill this halacha in the Rambam:
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Points to Ponder:

e According to the Tzemach Tzedek’s understanding of Rambam, is a soldier supposed to
feel any fear? Why?

e What technique does the Tzemach Tzedek suggest to be able to fulfill this halacha?

At the end of his letter, the Tzemach Tzedek references a Gemara in Brachos. Here is the text:
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%} The Sages taught: There was an incident involving Hillel the Elder, who was coming on the
road when he heard a scream in the city. He said: | am certain that the scream is not coming
%} from my house. And of him, the verse says: “He shall not be afraid of evil tidings; his heart is
%} steadfast, trusting in the Lord” (Psalms 112:7).
The Gemara relates: This student was once walking after Rabbi Yishmael, son of Rabbi Y osei,
%} in the marketplace of Zion. Rabbi Yishmael saw that the student was afraid. He said to him:
You are a sinner, as it is written: “The transgressors in Zion are afraid, trembling has seized
%} the ungodly” (Isaiah 33:14). The student replied: And is it not written: “Happy is the man that
fears always” (Proverbs 28:14)? Rabbi Yishmael said to him: That verse is written with regard
%} to matters of Torah, that one should be afraid lest he forget them. For everything else, one
%} must trust in God.

Here is the Vilna Gaon’s comments on this gemara:
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Based on these ideas, the Lubavitcher Rebbe sent the following response to Israel right before
the Gulf war:
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Similarly, the Rebbe cites a midrash that criticizes Moshe for being afraid:
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In conclusion, the Bat Ayin discusses the importance of bittachon for settling Eretz Yisrael:
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