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What Meets the Eye

Rav Shimon Szimonowitz, Machon Aleh Zayis
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Rashi explains that Bil'am attempted to inject an “evil eye” into
Bnei Yisroel. This is consistent with one of the three negative
traits the Mishnah in Avos (ch. 5 mishnah 9) attributes to Bil'am:
he had an “ayin hara.”

In the second perek of Avos, the Mishnah also mentions
ayin hara. The Bartenura cites two explanations: 1. A person
dissatisfied with his lot. 2. An evil eye that damages.

Rabbeinu Yonah, in his commentary to
the Mishnah, creates a synthesis of both
explanations. He describes ayin hara as
someone who is unhappy with his lot,
enviously viewing those richer than he
with the thought in mind that he wants
what they have, thereby damaging himself
and them. He quotes chachmei hateva that
envious thoughts emit pollution that
burns the object of envy, simultaneously
inflicting self-damage on the envious
person and his possessions. It has been
pointed out by Rav Moshe Maimon that a
careful reading of Rabbeinu Yonah will reveal that the pollution is
emitted from the “thoughts” of the envious person and not from
his “eyes.” A discerning eye can notice the same from a careful
analysis of the Chazon Ish’s wording in Bava Basra 14a.

Another noteworthy point can be made regarding Rabbeinu
Yonah'’s commentary. Later (ch. 5 m. 9), Rabbeinu Yonah (unlike
Rashi), does not explain the ayin hara mentioned in conjunction
with Bil'am as an eye that inflicts damage, but rather as Bil'am’s
bad character for desiring more than he had. (See the Knesses
Yisroel supercommentary to Rabbeinu Yonah on Avos by Rav
Yisroel Schubert of Baltimore, Aleh Zayis edition pp. 220 & 592,
where this is pointed out.)

Unlike Rabbeinu Yonah and the Chazon Ish, who attribute ayin
hara to one’s thoughts, the Toras Chaim (R. Avrohom Chaim Shor,
niftar 1632) characterizes ayin hara as a spark with a damaging
aura literally emitted from the eye, which attacks the object that
the ayin hara is being aimed at. This negative force stems from the
evil spirit of the attacker, and is employed by forceful staring at
the object of his attack. With this he explains that the reason fish
are not susceptible to ayin hara (Bava Basra 118b) is not because
they are obscured from view, but rather because the body of water
intercepts these dangerous rays.

Elsewhere (Bava Basra 60a), the Toras Chaim explains that the
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reason Bnei Yisroel’s tents were aligned in a way that a person
in one tent could not see into another’s tent (see Rashi on the
passuk Mah tovu, Bamidbar 24:5, based on Bava Basra 60a) was to
prevent damaging one another with an evil eye. This is different
than the conventional assumption that it was for the sake of
respecting one another’s privacy, the classic form of hezek re’iyah.

The Toras Chaim’s general approach to ayin hara has practical
ramifications. The Tchebiner Rov (Dovev Meisharim 1:124)
maintains that just as an ayin hara cannot penetrate water,
it cannot penetrate transparent glass. See there for a lengthy
related discussion whether the middas chassidus of not allowing a
gentile to see the kiddush wine needs to be observed for wine in a
glass bottle. (I am indebted to Rav Yeshaya
Lefkowitz shlita for these sources.)

In his glosses to the Shulchan Aruch
(Chosen Mishpat 378), published in Kovetz
Moriah (Year 24 volume 5-6 p.64), the
Tchebiner takes this a step further:

In Bava Basra (2b) Rabi Abba says in the
name of Rav that it is forbidden to gaze
at someone else’s fully-grown wheat field
because doing so is damaging, a novel form
of hezek re’iyah. [In Bava Metziah (107b)
Rav also attributed devastation to the evil
eye. He stated that 99 out of 100 people
die from the “eye.” It is also recorded (Bava Basra 171b) that in
lieu of a signature, Rav would draw a fish, which is immune to
ayin hara.] This prohibition is codified by the Shulchan Aruch
(Choshen Mishpat 378:5), to which the Tchebiner Rov adds “it can
be suggested that if one looks through eyeglasses there is no issue
of [this form of] hezek re’iyah.”

Not all Rishonim agree that this was Bil'am’s modus operandi.
The Ibn Ezra (Bamidbar 24:2, compare to 22:28) explains that
Bil'am was powerless to inflict damage with his evil eye. His
ability stemmed solely from his superior knowledge of astrology,
which informed him who would suffer damage; then he ostensibly
“cursed” that person, creating the illusion that his empty curse
inflicted the predestined damage.

Additionally, Rambam omits Rav’s statement regarding that
it is forbidden to stand in someone’s fully-grown field. Rambam
clearly understood ayin hara very differently from the Toras
Chaim; in Peirush haMishnah Rambam says that ayin hara is the
bad character trait of being envious of other people. And regarding
why he omitted Rav’s halachah from the Mishneh Torah, Rambam
addressed this in a letter to Chachmei Lunil. He explains that he
did not codify this halachah because it is only a middas chasidus,
not an absolute imperative. The Rambam even expresses shock
at the Chachmei Lunil for not understanding this on their own.
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