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PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H

In

A P P R E C I AT I O N
Rebbe,
I am sure I speak for each of your talmidim over these past 40 years. We
each express our profound appreciation to you and your wife. Together, you
labored to establish Yeshiva B’nei Torah. For many decades you carried a
heavy burden so you might beneﬁt your talmidim...that we might be
nourished by the Torah’s waters. And so we did...in great abundance.
You instructed us – each one in his proper time – to appreciate God’s
wisdom. The many chachamim you have created attest to the uniquely
superior method of thought and analysis you have cultivated and transmitted. Each day’s lesson was a new adventure, which we anticipated with much
excitement.
The Torah you have taught never ceases to amaze us all; it is a precious
treasure. “Kol chafatzim lo yishvu bah”. You have caused us to inherit two
worlds. What a rare gift it is to have you as our Rebbe.
May this book enable many others to learn, to teach and to act as you have
taught...arriving at a genuine Ahavas Hashem.
Thank you.

A special thank you to
Rabbi Mendy Feder
and
Rabbi Ruben Gober
for their work in transcribing
Rebbe’s shiurim
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F U N D A M E N TA L S
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PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H
CHAPTER I
Introduction
Judaism, as seen through the eyes of the scholars of the Talmud, has its own
unique religious orientation. While basing itself on a cataclysmic event - revelation,
it does not look to miracles as the source of its intimate relationship with God.
God's revelation at Sinai was a one-time occurrence never to be repeated. This is
expressed in Deuteronomy 5:19, "a great voice which was not heard again."(1) In the
mind of the Talmudic scholar God continuously reveals himself not through
miracles but through the wisdom of his laws. (2) These laws manifest themselves in
Torah - the written and the oral law - and in nature.
The Psalmist expresses this view most clearly. He speaks freely of the wonders of
nature and the awe-inspiring universe as in Psalm 8:4, "When I look at the heavens,
the work of Your ﬁngers; the moon and stars which you have established". Psalm
104, dedicated to the wonders of nature, climaxes with the exclamation, "How
many are Your works, O Lord! You have made them all with wisdom." Regarding
the sheer intellectual joy one derives from studying Torah, he states, "The Torah of
the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul, the testimony of the Lord is trustworthy,
making wise the simple person. The precepts of the Lord are upright, rejoicing the
heart; the commandment of the Lord is lucid, enlightening the eye. The statutes of
the Torah are true; they are all in total harmony. They are more to be desired than
gold, even ﬁne gold, and they are sweeter than honey and the honeycomb."
When speaking of man's search for God the Psalmist states, "The Lord, from
heaven, looked down upon the children of man, to see if there were any man of
understanding searching for God (14:2)." Man discovers God only through understanding. Accordingly, the righteous are depicted as being constantly involved in
this process of searching for and discovering God. "But only in the Torah of the
Lord is his desire, and in His Torah he mediates day and night"(Psalms 1:2).
Maimonides sharply criticizes those who consider themselves religious and search
for God through the miraculous. "Say to a person who believes himself to be of the
wise men of Israel that the Almighty sends His angel to enter the womb of a woman
and to form there the foetus [sic], he will be satisﬁed with the account; he will
believe it and even ﬁnd in it a description of the greatness of God's might and
wisdom; although he believes that the angel consists of burning ﬁre and is as big as
a third part of the Universe, yet he considers it possible as a divine miracle. But tell
him that God gave the seed a formative power which produces and shapes the
limbsá and he will turn away because he cannot comprehend the true greatness and
power of bringing into existence forces active in a thing that cannot be perceived by
the senses." (3)
While Judaism is based on a supernatural event, it is not oriented toward the
supernatural. The essence of Judaism is not realized through religious fervor over
the miraculous but through an appreciation of God's wisdom as revealed both in
Torah and the natural world. A miracle, being a breach of God's law, does not
9
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contribute to this appreciation. This distinction is crucial since it gives Judaism its
metaphysical uniqueness.

I.
The foundation of our faith is the belief that God revealed himself to the people
of Israel a little over three thousand years ago. The revelation consisted of certain
visual and audible phenomena. The elements of ﬁre, clouds, smoke pillars, and the
sound of the shofar were present. God produced an audible voice of immense
proportion that He used to speak to Moses and then to the people. The voice
conveyed intelligible Laws of great philosophic and halachic import. The event left
no doubt in the minds of those present that they had witnessed an act of God. The
Torah describes the details of the event in two places, ﬁrst in Exodus 19 and then in
Deuteronomy 4, where Moses recounts the event to the people before his passing.
What was the objective of the event? In both places the Torah very clearly tells us
the purpose of the revelation. The statement that God made to Moses immediately
before the event reads as follows:
"I will come to you in a thick cloud, so that all the people will hear when I speak
to you. They will also then believe in you forever." (Exodus 19:9)
When Moses recounts the event to the people he says,
"Teach your children and your children's children about the day you stood
before God your Lord at Horeb. It was then that God said to me, "Congregate the
people for Me, and I will let them hear my words. This will teach them to be in awe
of Me as long as they live on earth, and they will also teach their children."
(Deuteronomy 4:9-10)
God clearly intended the event to be a demonstration that would serve the
present and all future generations. Nachmanides and others consider it one of the
613 commandments to teach the demonstration of the event at Sinai to every
generation. We are therefore obliged to understand the nature of this demonstration and how it was to be valid for future generations. An understanding of the
foundations of a system oﬀers insight into the character and philosophical milieu of
that system. Comprehension of Torah from Sinai provides the most rudimentary
approaches to the entire Weltanschauung of Torah.

II.
The very concept of a proof or evidence for the occurrence of the event at Sinai
presupposes certain premises. It sets the system of Torah apart from the ordinary
religious creed. The true religionist is in need of no evidence for his belief. His belief
stems from something deep within himself. Indeed, he even senses in the idea of
10
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evidence for his belief a mixed blessing, as it were, a kind of alien ally. He does not
enjoy making recourse to reality. Judaism, on the other hand, doesn't just permit
evidence; it demands it. If one were to say he believed in Torah from Sinai and does
not need any evidence, he would not be in conformity with the Torah. The Torah
demands that our conviction that it was given to us by God be based on the speciﬁc
formula of the demonstration He created for us. Nachmanides states further that
were it not for the event at Sinai we would not know that we should reject a false
prophet who performs miracles and tells us to abandon any of the laws or ways of
the Torah. It is written in Deuteronomy 18:20 that we should not follow such a
prophet. But, says Nachmanides, were it not for the demonstration at Sinai we
would be totally in a quandary, unable to know whether we should follow the
Torah based on miracles that occurred in Egypt or follow the false prophet based
on his miracles. (4) The event at Sinai resolves this dilemma. After the event at Sinai
the Jew remains unimpressed even by miracles that would lead an ordinary person
to conclude that the words of the false prophet are true. We shall return to this
point later.
Clearly then, the basis on which one's religious convictions are built diﬀer in the
cases of the strict religionist and the man of Torah. The diﬀerence might be stated
in the following manner: The religionist believes ﬁrst in God and then in his mind
and senses, while the man of Torah, who bases himself on evidence, accepts his
mind and his senses and then proceeds to recognize God and His Torah by means
of these tools. Only the man of Torah perceives God as a reality as his ideas
concerning God register on the same part of his mind that all ideas concerning
reality do. (5)
Let us proceed to the demonstration that took place at Sinai. We must understand not only how this event would serve as proof for those immediately witnessing it but for future generations as well, as it is stated in Deuteronomy, "and they
will also teach their children." We must deﬁne at the outset what we mean by proof.
The term proof as it is commonly used has a subjective meaning. We mean proof to
the satisfaction of a given individual. As such it is subject to a wide range of deﬁnitions and criteria. There are those for whom even the world of sense perception is
doubtful. In order not to get lost in the sea of epistemology let us state that the
Torah accepts a framework similar to the one a scientist employs. It accepts the
world of sense perception and the human mind. The events that occurred at Sinai
are according to Torah valid evidence from which a rational person would conclude
that a). There exists a deity, b). This deity is concerned with man, and c). This deity
entrusted Moses with the task of conveying his system of laws to the people. To
anyone who maintains that even if he were at Sinai he would remain unconvinced,
the Torah has little to say.
The Torah addresses itself to a rational mind. It must be remembered that every
epistemological system that is defendable from a logical standpoint is not necessarily rational. Rationality demands more than logical consistency; it requires clear
intellectual intuition. One may argue, for instance, that we possess no real knowl11
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edge of the atom. One might contend that all electrons and protons conspired to act
in a certain way when they were being observed. It may be diﬃcult to disprove such
a hypothesis, but it is easy to see that it does not appeal innately to the human mind.
(6) Our intuitive intellect rejects it. (7)

III.
Let us now proceed to the question of how the events at Sinai, which occurred
over three thousand years ago, were to serve as evidence for all succeeding generations. We may begin by asking what kind of event, if any, could possibly be
performed that would qualify as evidence long after such an event has transpired?
What criteria could we set forth that would satisfy such a requirement? Let us
analyze how we as human beings gain knowledge. What methods are available to
us? It would seem that there are two methods we use to obtain knowledge. The ﬁrst
is by direct observation. This course seems simple enough and for our purpose
requires little analysis. Very little of our knowledge, however, is obtained through
direct observation. We would know little or nothing of world history if we limited
ourselves to direct observation. Even in science little or no progress could be made
if one were limited to direct observation. We could not rely on textbooks or
information given to us by others. Instead, each scientiﬁc observer would have to
perform or witness all experimental evidence of the past ﬁrsthand. Knowledge in
our personal lives would be equally restricted. When we place ourselves on the
operating table for surgery we have very little ﬁrsthand knowledge about our
physical condition or even whether the practitioner is indeed a physician. We put
our very lives on the line with almost no ﬁrsthand, directly observed evidence.
Why do we do this? Are there any criteria we use that can rationally justify our
actions? Here we come to the second class of knowledge available to us - secondhand knowledge. Secondhand knowledge seems to us quite reasonable provided
certain criteria are met. When secondhand knowledge comes to our attention we
are immediately faced with the question: Is this piece of information true or false?
We cannot directly know whether or not it is true since we have not witnessed it
directly; we can, however, know if it is true by way of inference. If we can remove
all causes of falsehood we can infer that it is true. How can we remove all causes of
falsehood? The rationale is simple. If the information that others convey to us is
false, it is so for one of two reasons. Either the informer is ignorant and mistaken in
what he tells us, or his statement is a fabrication. If we can rule out these two
possibilities, there remains no cause for the information to be false. We then
consider it to be true.
How can we eliminate these two possibilities? For the ﬁrst one, ignorance, we
only need to determine whether the individual conveying the information to us is
intellectually capable of apprehending it. We deal here with a direct relationship. If
the information is simple we may trust an average person. If it is complex or
profound we would only trust someone capable of understanding such matters. The
12
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more complex the matter, the more qualiﬁed a person is required to be; the more
simple the matter, the less qualiﬁed an individual needs to be. If an ordinary person
would tell us it was raining we would be inclined on the basis of the ﬁrst consideration to believe him. If he would tell us about complex weather patterns we would
doubt his information. If, however, an eminent meteorologist would describe such
patterns to us, we would believe him. The day President Kennedy was assassinated
word spread almost instantly that he was shot. This report remained accurate
although it passed through many hands. The details about how or where he was
shot were confused. The shooting was a simple item of news capable of being
communicated properly even by many simple people. The details of how and where
were too complex for ordinary people to transmit properly.
Sometimes our criteria are fulﬁlled in concert with each other. We may believe a
layperson's testimony that another individual is a well-qualiﬁed physician and then
take the physician's advice. In another case we may accept a layperson's assertion
that a text is the work of notable scientists. We would then proceed to accept as true
ideas stated in this text even though they seem strange to us. We would not accept
these very same ideas from the original simple person. Our acceptance of the
information found in textbooks is always based on this process.
Now we come to the consideration of fabrication. Here again we operate
through inference. We may rule out fabrication when we trust the individual or
think he has no motive to lie. If we do not know the individual we work with a
second criterion. We accept the information if many people convey it, and we doubt
it when its source is only one individual. The rationale is based on the assumption
that one individual may have a motive to lie, but it is unlikely that a group of people
would have a collective motivation to lie. If we met someone who told us that the
8:30 train to Montreal derailed we might at ﬁrst be doubtful, but if several passengers gave us the same report we would accept it. We deem it unreasonable to assume
a universal conspiracy. Our acceptance of the authorship of books by those named
on the covers is based on this assumption. The moment we hear information our
minds automatically turn to these two factors. We ask ourselves if the informant is
capable of apprehending the information he is conveying and if there is any reason
to assume fabrication. If we can answer in the aﬃrmative to the ﬁrst question and
in the negative to the second question, we accept the information as true.
These are the criteria, which guide our lives. They determine the choices we
make in both our most trivial and most serious decisions. With this modus
operandi we conclude that so and so is a highly qualiﬁed physician. If we suspect
his integrity or his capabilities we consult a second physician or even a third. If all
of them agree we would submit to even a serious operation on the grounds that a
universal conspiracy is absurd.
Our acceptance of all historical data is based on the previous considerations. We
are satisﬁed with the verisimilitude of certain historical events and unsatisﬁed with
others depending on whether or not our criteria for reliability have been met. We
13
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are quite sure of simple well-known facts. For example, no one would dispute the
claim that World War I occurred. Again, we are quite certain that George Washington existed, but we are not so sure of what size shoe Washington wore. A simple
fact readily observable by many individuals we accept as true. Details we doubt. For
these and for complex information we require qualiﬁed individuals. By ruling out
fabrication we accept their communications as true. Because of our system we often
arrive at gray areas when our criteria have not been adequately fulﬁlled. To the
degree that they are not satisﬁed we are infused with doubt.
We are now in a position to determine what event could be performed that
would retain its validity for future generations. Since future generations cannot
observe the event directly, it would have to be an event that rules out in its process
of communication the causes of doubt due to the ignorance of the communicators
and due to fabrication. A simple event grasped easily by the senses that occurs
before a mass of people who later attest to its occurrence would fulﬁll the requirements. Such an event would have all the credibility of the most accepted historical
fact. If we doubt either a simple event attested to by masses of people or a complex
event attested to by qualiﬁed individuals, we would ipso facto have to doubt almost
all the knowledge we have acquired in all the sciences, all the humanities, and in all
the diﬀerent disciplines existing today. Moreover we would have to desist from
consulting with physicians, dentists, lawyers, mechanics, plumbers, electricians, or
specialists in any ﬁeld who work from an accepted body of knowledge.
The event at Sinai fulﬁlls the above requirements. The events witnessed as
described were of a simple perceptual nature so that ordinary people could apprehend them. The event at Sinai was structured with the same built-in ingredients
that cause us to accept any historical fact or any kind of secondhand knowledge.
Moses himself points this out (Deuteronomy 4:9-13,32-36). Moses notes that those
events that transpired before the entire nation were clearly perceived. He states,
"You are the ones who have been shown, so that you will know that God is the
Supreme Being and there is none besides Him. From the heavens, He let you hear
His voice admonishing you, and on earth He showed you His great ﬁre, so that you
heard His words from the ﬁre."
Someone may ask how we know that these events were as described in the Torah,
clearly visible, and that they transpired before the entire nation. Perhaps this itself is
a fabrication? The answer to this question is obvious. We accept a simple fact
attested to by numerous observers because we consider mass conspiracy absurd. For
the very same reason no public event can be fabricated, for we would have to assume
a mass conspiracy of silence with regard to the occurrence of that event. If someone
were to tell us that an atomic bomb was detonated over New York City ﬁfty years
ago, we would not accept it as true because we would assume that we would have
certainly heard about it, had it actually occurred. The very factors, which compel us
to accept as true, an account of an event of public proportion safeguards us against
fabrication of such an event. (8) Were this not so all of history could have been
14
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fabricated. Had the event at Sinai not actually occurred anyone fabricating it at any
point in time would have met with the stiﬀ refutation of the people, "had a mass
event of that proportion ever occurred we surely would have heard of it." Fabrication of an event of public proportion is not within the realm of credibility.
History corroborates this point. In spite of the strong religious instinct in man,
no modern religion in over two thousand years has been able to base itself on public
revelation. A modern religion demands some kind of veriﬁable occurrence in order
to be accepted. For this reason the two major Western religions, Christianity and
Islam, make recourse to the revelation at Sinai. Were it not for this need and the
impossibility of manufacturing such evidence, they certainly would not have based
their religions on another religion's revelation.
IV.
We now face one question. One may argue that we are to accept Torah much as
one would accept any major historical event, and we may put our lives on the line
based on no stronger evidence, but doesn't religion demand certitude of a diﬀerent
nature? Here we are not looking for certitude based on some formula, which we are
forced to employ in our daily lives but certitude, which gives us conviction of an
absolute and ultimate nature.
To answer this question we must proceed with an examination of the tenets
involved in the institution of Torah from Sinai, to which the rest of this paper is
dedicated. Maimonides states that the nation of Israel did not believe in Moses
because of the miracles he performed. (9) Moses performed these miracles out of
simple necessity. They needed to escape from Egypt, so he split the sea, they needed
food, so he brought forth manna. The only reason the people believed in Moses and
hence God and Torah was because of the event at Sinai where they heard a voice
that God produced speaking to Moses and instructing him to teach the people. But
we may ask, weren't the miracles in Egypt enough to convince the people of Moses'
authenticity? Didn't they follow him out of Egypt based on what they observed of
God's miracles? And doesn't the Torah itself state at the splitting of the sea (Exodus
14:31),
"The Israelites saw the great power that God had unleashed against Egypt, and
the people were in awe of God. They believed in God and his servant Moses."
But Maimonides is thoroughly supported by the Bible itself since after this very
statement, after the splitting of the sea, God says to Moses (Exodus 19:9),
"I will come to you in a thick cloud, so that all the people will hear when I speak
to you. They will then also believe in you forever."
It is clear, as Maimonides concludes, that there was something lacking in the
previous belief for if it were complete the very motive for the Revelation, as stated
clearly in the Torah, would be lacking.
15
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A belief instilled by miracles, even miracles of cataclysmic proportion forecasted
in advance and occurring exactly when needed is lacking according to
Maimonides. They do not eﬀectuate total human conviction. It is, in the words of
Maimonides, "a belief which has after it contemplation and afterthought." It may
cause one to act on it because of the profound improbability of coincidence but it is
not intellectually satisfying. The mind keeps returning to the event and continues
to ponder it. God wished Torah to be founded on evidence that totally satisﬁes the
human mind - Tzelem Elokim - which He created. He wished Judaism to be based
on a sound foundation of knowledge, which would satisfy man's intellect
completely. Miracles may point to something. We may be convinced that coincidence is improbable but such conclusions are haunted by afterthoughts. When the
voice produced by God was heard from the heavens there was no further need for
afterthought. It was a matter of direct evidence. Only then could it be said that the
people knew there is a God and that Moses was His trusted servant. The requirements for knowledge were complete.
Maimonides concludes, "Hence it follows that every prophet that arises after
Moses our teacher, we do not believe in him because of the sign he gives so that we
might say we will pay heed to whatever he says, but rather because of the commandment that Moses gave in the Torah and stated, Îif he gives you a sign you shall pay
heed to him,' just as he commanded us to adjudicate on the basis of the testimony
of two witnesses even though we don't know in an absolute sense if they testiﬁed
truthfully or falsely. So too is it a commandment to listen to this prophet even
though we don't know if the sign is trueáTherefore if a prophet arose and performed
great wonders and sought to repudiate the prophecy of our teacher Moses we do not
pay heed to himáTo what is this similar? To two witnesses who testiﬁed to someone
about something he saw with his own eyes denying it was as he saw it; he doesn't
listen to them but knows for certain that they are false witnesses. Therefore the
Torah states that if the sign or wonder comes to pass do not pay heed to the words
of this prophet because this (person) came to you with a sign and wonder to repudiate that which you saw with your own eyes and since we do not believe in signs but
only in the commandments that Moses gave how can we accept by way of a sign
this (person) who came to repudiate the prophecy of Moses that we saw and heard."
(10) The Jew is thus tied completely and exclusively to the event at Sinai which was
formulated to totally satisfy the human mind. (11)
This explains the main idea of the chapter of the false prophet given by the Torah
in Deuteronomy 13:2-6.
"If there arise among you a prophet or a dreamer of dreams and he gives you a
sign or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder of which he spoke to you comes to
pass, and he says, "Let us go after other gods which you have not known and let us
serve them."
"Do not listen to the words of that prophet or dreamer. God your lord is testing
16
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you to see if you are truly able to love God your Lord with all your heart and all
your soul."
What is this test? The test is to see if your love (12) of God is based on true
knowledge, which He has taught you to follow and embrace, or if you are to fall
prey to the unsound primitive emotions of the moment that well up from the
instinctual source of man's nature. The faith of the Jew can never be shaken by
dreamers or miracle workers. We pay no attention to them. Based on the rationally
satisfying demonstration of Sinai we remain faithful to God through His wisdom
and knowledge. (13) Our creed is that of His eternal and inﬁnite law. When we
perfect ourselves in this manner we can say that we truly love God with all our
hearts and with all our soul. We then serve God through the highest part of our
nature, the Divine element He placed in our soul.

V.
We have so far dealt with the actuality of the event at Sinai and with the nature
of this event. We must now concern ourselves with the purpose of this event. When
the Jews received the Torah at Sinai they uttered two words, naaseh v'nishma, "we
will do and we will hear", the latter meaning we will learn, understand, and
comprehend. The commitment was not just one of action or performance but was
one of pursuit of knowledge of the Torah. Rabbi Jonah of Gerundi asks, (14) how
can one do if he doesn't understand? A performance of a rational person requires as
a prerequisite knowledge of that performance. Rabbi Jonah answers: The event at
Sinai served as a veriﬁcation of the truth of Torah. The Torah set up a system of
scholarship to which its ideas are entrusted. "We will do" means we will accept the
authority of the scholars of Torah concerning proper religious performance until we
can understand ourselves by way of knowledge why these performances are correct.
The commitment of naaseh (action) is preliminary until we reach the nishma,
(hearing) our own understanding. Our ultimate objective is the full understanding
of this corpus of knowledge known as Torah. We gain knowledge of Torah by
applying our intellects to its study and investigation. The study of Torah and the
understanding of its principles is a purely rational and cognitive process. All
halachic decisions are based on human reason alone.
Until rather recently the greatest minds of our people devoted themselves to
Torah study. Since the tradition of our people has lost popularity, the great intellectual resources of our people have been directed to science, mathematics, psychology, and other secular areas from which eminent thinkers emerged. In former years
our intellectual resources produced great Torah intellects like Maimonides,
Rabbeinu Tam, and Nachmanides. In modern times these same resources
produced eminent secular giants like Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, and Sigmund
Freud. I mention this so that the layman may have some understanding of the
intellectual level of our scholars, for just as it is impossible to appreciate the intellect
of an Einstein unless one has great knowledge of physics, it is impossible to appreci17
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ate the great minds of Torah unless one has attained a high level of Torah knowledge.
The greatest thinkers of science all share a common experience of profound
intellectual humility. Isaac Newton said that he felt like a small boy playing by the
sea while the "whole ocean of truth" rolled on before him. Albert Einstein said,
"One thing I have learned in a long life: that all our science measured against reality
is primitive and childlike - and yet it is the most precious thing we have." The
human mind cannot only ascertain what it knows; it can appreciate the extent and
enormity of what it does not know. A great mind can sense the depth of that into
which it is delving. In Torah one can ﬁnd the same experience. The greatest Torah
minds throughout the centuries have all had the realization that they are only
scratching the surface of a vast and inﬁnite body of knowledge. As the universe is to
the physicist, Torah is to the Talmudist. Just as the physicist when formulating his
equations can sense their crudeness against the vast reality he is attempting to
penetrate, so too the Talmudist in formulating his abstractions comes in sight of the
inﬁnite world of halachic thought. As the Midrash states, "It is far greater than the
earth and wider than the sea, and it increases inﬁnitely." The reason for both experiences is the same. They both derive from God's inﬁnite knowledge.
Let me elaborate further on this point. When the scientist ponders the phenomena of nature and proceeds to unravel them, he ﬁnds that with the resolution of
each problem new worlds open up for him. The questions and seeming contradictions he observes in nature are gateways that guide him to greater understanding,
forcing him to establish new theories, which, if correct, shed light on an even wider
range of phenomena. New scientiﬁc truths are discovered. The joy of success is,
however, short-lived, as new problems, often of even greater immensity, emerge on
the horizon of investigation. He is not dissuaded by this situation because he
considers his new insight invaluable and looks forward with even greater anticipation to future gains in knowledge. The scientist is propelled by his faith that nature
is not at odds with itself, that the world makes sense, and that all problems, no
matter how formidable in appearance, must eventually yield to an underlying
intelligible system, one that is capable of being grasped by the human mind. His
faith is amply rewarded as each success brings forth new and even more amazing
discoveries. He proceeds in his inﬁnite task.
When studying man-made systems, such as United States Constitutional Law or
British Common Law, this is not the case. The investigator here is not involved in
an inﬁnite pursuit. He either reaches the end of his investigation or he comes upon
problems that do not lend themselves to further analysis; they are attributable to the
shortcomings of the designers of the system. The man-made systems exhibit no
depth beyond the intellect of their designers. Unlike science, real problems in these
systems do not serve as points of departure for new theoretical insights but lead
instead to dead ends.
Those who are familiar with the study of Torah know that the Talmudist
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encounters the same situation as the scientiﬁc investigator. Here diﬃculties do not
lead to dead ends; on the contrary, with careful analysis apparent contradictions
give way to new insights, opening up new highways of intellectual thought. Wider
ranges of halachic phenomena become uniﬁed while new problems come to light.
The process is inﬁnite. The greatest human minds have had this experience when
pondering the Talmud; indeed, the greater the mind, the greater the experience. We
are dealing with a corpus of knowledge far beyond the ultimate grasp of mortal
man. It is this experience, this ﬁrsthand knowledge of Torah that has been the most
intimate source of faith for Torah scholars throughout the ages.
The ultimate conviction that Torah is the word of God derives from an intrinsic
source, the knowledge of Torah itself. Of course this source of conviction is only
available to the Torah scholar. But God wants us all to be scholars. This is only
possible if we do the nishma, the ultimate purpose of the giving of the Torah at
Sinai.
The revelation at Sinai, while carefully structured by the Creator to appeal to
man's rational principle to move him only by his Tzelem Elokim, is only a prelude
to the ultimate direct and personal realization of the Torah as being the work of the
Almighty. The revelation at Sinai was necessary to create the naaseh, which is the
bridge to the nishma where anyone can gain ﬁrsthand knowledge of Torah and the
truth it contains. As Rabbi Soloveitchick once said, the study of Torah is a "rendezvous with the Almighty". When we begin to comprehend the philosophy of Torah
we may also begin to appreciate how the revelation at Sinai was structured by God
in the only way possible to achieve the goals of the Torah - to create a religion,
forever secure, by means of which man worships God through the highest element
in his nature.

Postscript
A statement of Nachmanides warrants inclusion here. Nachmanides says that we
can infer the truth of the Torah from the principle that a person would not
bequeath a falsehood to his children. At ﬁrst sight this seems inexplicable. Idolatry
could also avail itself of the same argument. We must obviously say that the
principle, it may be true, must be amended to read a person would not transmit
intentionally a falsehood to his children. How then does this show Judaism is true?
All religious people believe their religion is true and that they are bestowing the
greatest blessing on their children by conveying to them their most cherished
beliefs.
The words of Nachmanides become clear when we realize that his inference is
based on a certain level of Torah knowledge. Either the emotions or the intellect
generates a belief. But Torah is a vast system of knowledge with concepts, postulates, and axioms. If such a system were fabricated it would have to be done so
intentionally. Nachmanides therefore states his proposition that a person does not
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bequeath a falsehood to his children.
For the purpose of Nachmanides' inference, one would have to attain at least a
basic familiarity with Torah. The ultimate recognition of Torah as a science would
of necessity require a higher degree of knowledge. Nachmanides' proof is partially
intrinsic, whereas the demonstration of Torah from Sinai is totally extrinsic. There
are then three levels of knowledge of Torah from Sinai: the demonstration, the
intrinsic veriﬁcation through knowledge, and that of Nachmanides.

Epilogue
Torah completely satisﬁes the needs of the Tzelem Elokim in man's nature. Every
human mind craves Torah. Man was created for it (see tractate Sanhedrin 99b).
Following the example of Maimonides, who said "Listen to the truth from whomever said it (Introduction to Avos)," and his son Reb Avraham, who endorsed the
study of Aristotle in the areas in which he does not disagree with Torah, (15) I take
the liberty to quote Bertrand Russell: "The world has need of a philosophy or a
religion which will promote life. But in order to promote life it is necessary to value
something other than mere life. Life devoted only to life is animal, without any real
human value, incapable of preserving men permanently from weariness and the
feeling that all is vanity. If life is to be fully human it must serve some end, which
seems, in some sense, outside human life, some end which is impersonal and above
mankind, such as God or truth or beauty. Those who best promote life do not have
life for their purpose. They aim rather at what seems like a gradual incarnation, a
bringing into our human existence of something eternal, something that appears to
the imagination to live in a heaven remote from strife and failure and the devouring
jaws of time. Contact with the eternal world - even if it be only a world of our
imagining - brings a strength and a fundamental peace which cannot be wholly
destroyed by the struggles and apparent failures of our temporal life." (16)
Torah makes our lives worthwhile. It gives us contact with the eternal world of
God, truth, and the beauty of His ideas. Unlike Russell the agnostic, we do not
have to satisfy ourselves with a world of "our imagining" but with the world of
reality - God's creation. How fortunate we are and how meaningful are the words
we recite each day, "for they [the Torah and mitzvos] are our lives and the length of
our days."

End Notes
1. See Rashi, Rashbam, and Ibn Ezra on this verse.
2. In his description of the Torah scholar, Rav Soloveitchik states, "He does not
search out transcendental, ecstatic paroxysms or frenzied experiences that whisper
intonations of another world into his ears. He does not require any miracles or
wonder in order to understand the Torah. He approaches the world of halacha with
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his mind and intellect just as cognitive man approaches the natural realm. And
since he relies upon his intellect, he places his faith in it and does not suppress any
of his psychic faculties in order to merge into some supernal existence. His own
personal understanding can resolve the most diﬃcult and complex problems. He
pays no heed to any murmurings of [emotional] intuition or other types of mysterious presentiments." Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man. (Philadelphia:
1983, Jewish Publication Society of America) p.79.
3. Maimonides, Moses. The Guide for the Perplexed. Trans. by M. Friedlander.
(London: 1951 Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd) p. 161.
4. From both Maimonides and Nachmanides who concur on this point, as well
as from the plain meaning of the Bible itself with regard to the objective of Revelation, it is clear that Judaism does not give credence to the existence of an authentic
inner religious voice. Were this the case, there would be no need for the demonstration at Sinai in order to discredit the false prophet (Deuteronomy 8:2-6). On the
contrary, this would be the exact test spoken of, to see if one will be faithful to this
inner voice. For Judaism this inner voice is no diﬀerent from the subjective inner
feelings all people have for their religious and other unwarranted beliefs. It stems
from the primitive side of man's nature and is in fact the source of idolatry. This is
clearly stated in Deuteronomy 29:17, 18:
Today, there must not be among you any man, woman, family or tribe, whose
heart strays from God, and who goes and worships the gods of those nationsáWhen
[such a person] hears the words of this dread curse, he may rationalize and say, "I
will have peace, even if I do as I see ﬁt."
Why does the Torah here as in no other place present to us the rationalization of
the sinner? The Torah is describing the strong sense of security these primitive inner
feelings often bestow on their hosts and is warning of the tragic consequences that
will follow if they are not uprooted.
5. It is imperative that the reader examines the passages in the Torah relevant to
this notion. These include Exodus 19:4, Deuteronomy 4:3,9,34,35, and 36.
6. As a classic example, metaphysical solipsism may be logically irrefutable but is
to the human mind absurd.
7. We may even be able to discover why we reject it, let us say, due to Occam's
razor, the maxim that assumptions introduced to explain a thing must be as few as
possible, but our rejection is not due to a knowledge of Occam's razor but rather
Occam's razor is based on our rejection. It is part of the innate rationale of our
mental system. Occam's razor, a rather marvelous formula, does not rely on deductive logic. It shows that the natural world somehow conforms to our mental world.
The simplest idea is the most appealing to the human mind and is usually the most
correct one. The world is in conformity with the mind. In the words of Albert
Einstein, "The most incomprehensible thing about the world is that it is comprehensible."
8. It should be understood that the mere claim that an event was a public one and
its acceptance by people does not qualify the event as fulﬁlling our requirements; it
is only if the people who accept the information are in a position to reject it that
their acceptance is of value. If a person from Africa claims to people of Sardinia that
a public event transpired in Africa, the acceptance by the Sardinians is no indica21
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tion of reliability as they are not in a position to conﬁrm or deny the event. It is only
if the claim is made to the same people who were in a position to observe the event
that acceptance is of value. Claims made by early Christians about public miracles
of the Nazarene do not qualify, as the masses of Jews before whom they were
supposedly performed did not attest to them. The same is true of claims made by
other faiths (though, as we will see, after Sinai miracles have no credibility value).
9. See Maimonides, Code of Law, Chapter VIII, Laws Concerning the Foundations of Torah.
10. Ibid. Chapter VIII.
11. This point is crucial. It contradicts popular opinion. The Jew remains at all
times unimpressed by miracles. They do not form the essence of his faith, and they
do not enter the mental framework of his creed. Though the most righteous prophet
may perform them, they instill no belief. His credence harks back to only one
source - Sinai.
12. See the concept of love of God as described by Maimonides Code, Laws of
the Foundations of Torah Chapter II 1,2, and our elaboration on this theme in
"Why one should learn Torah."
13. When visiting the Rockefeller Medical Institute, Albert Einstein met with
Dr. Alexis Carrel, whose extracurricular interests were spiritualism and extrasensory perception. Observing that, Einstein was unimpressed. Carrel said, "But
Doctor what would you say if you observed this phenomenon yourself?" To which
Einstein replied, "I still would not believe it." (Clark, Ronald W. Einstein: The Life
and Times. (New York: 1971, Avon Books) p. 642). Why would the great scientist
not capitulate even to evidence? It is a matter of one's total framework. The true
man of science who sees knowledge permeating the entire universe from the smallest particle to the largest galaxies will not be shaken from his view by a few paltry
facts even though he may not be able to explain them. Only the ignorant are moved
by such "evidence." In a similar manner miracles do not aﬀect a man of Torah who
is rooted in Sinai and God's inﬁnite wisdom. His credo is his cogito.
14. Rebbeinu Yonah Avos III 9.
15. Concerning books that are proscribed, this follows the precedent of the
Talmud [Sanhedrin 110b], mili mealyesah deis baih darshinon - those true things
that are contained in them we do study.
16. Schlipp, Paul R. The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell. (LaSalle: 1989, Open
Court Publishing). p.533.
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CHAPTER II
"The heavens declare the glory of God. And the ﬁrmament showeth His handiwork." (Psalms XIX, 2)
"The ultimate result of your knowledge of God should be the confession and
conviction that of His glorious essence you are completely ignorant. If you form in
your mind or imagination a picture or representation of the Creator. strive to
investigate His being; and then you will be convinced of His existence, and all
likenesses of Him will be rejected by you. so that you will ﬁnd Him through
reasoning alone." (Duties of the Heart, "The Unity of God," Chap. 10)

On The Love of God
It is the goal of all Talmudic knowledge to lead one to the love of God. It would
be important therefore to clarify what exactly is meant by the love of God. On the
surface the Biblical injunction to love God would seem self explanatory; indeed
most of the world has understood it that way. To the Sages of the Talmud, however,
it presented a great diﬃculty. "How", they asked, "could one love God?"(1) The
problem is rooted in the Judaic concept of God. God is not merely non-physical,
He is non-knowable. We may know Him only via His creation. The blessing of
"Boruch SheAamar" formulated by the early Talmudists, states simply therefore,
"Blessed be He that created the universe." God is the underlying source of all
phenomena. He is the reality behind all realities. As Maimonides states, "if one
would entertain the idea that He does not exist he would ipso facto be positing that
nothing else exists." (2) But while the manifestation of His existence is everywhere,
the nature of His existence or His essence remains unknowable. (3) The sages
therefore justiﬁably asked, how is one to love that of which he has no deﬁnitive idea?
Love, it would seem, requires the conception in one's mind of some object or entity.
The impossibility of forming such a concept either in the imagination or the
intellect (4) would seem to render the love of God impossible. (That no concept of
God may be formed is the most fundamental principle of Judaism. The pagan
religions attempt to satisfy the imagination by oﬀering it some image to behold. For
Judaism this is idolatry (5): "Take therefore great heed to yourselves for you saw no
image on the day that the Eternal spoke to you in Horeb out of the midst of the
ﬁre." (6)
The Sages resolved this dilemma with a very special formulation. As
Maimonides in paraphrasing their words states, "when a person ponders His great
and wondrous works and creations he immediately loves, praises, and extols and is
ﬁlled with a great desire to know the Supreme Being... and when he contemplates
these things he immediately is drawn back with great reverence and he realizes that
he is a small insigniﬁcant unenlightened creature standing with a frail intellect in
the presence of a being who is perfect in knowledge." (7)
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Love of God is deﬁned by the Sages not as the love of an object in the ordinary
sense but rather as an inner yearning and longing for the source of all knowledge
and perfection. It is an awesome experience which carries with it both fear or
reverence, and love. It consists in being drawn towards a being whom one knows
only through his manifestations. This experience, the Sages maintained, is one
which ensues naturally when the human mind contemplates nature. Albert
Einstein gave an interesting and very similar expression of this experience. He
stated, "Everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes
convinced that a spirit is manifest in the laws of the universe, a spirit vastly superior
to that of man and one in the face of which we with our modest powers must feel
humble." (8)
In fact, Einstein himself experienced a religious emotion which he felt was at the
root of all science. "The ﬁnest emotion of which we are capable," he stated, "is the
mystic (9) emotion." "Herein lies the germ of all art and all true science." "To know
that what is impenetrable for us really exists and manifests itself as the highest
wisdom and the most radiant beauty whose gross forms alone are intelligible to our
poor faculties, this knowledge, this feeling... that is the core of the true religious
sentiment. In this sense... I rank myself among profoundly religious men." (10)
Based upon this Einstein had wished to form a cosmic religion.(11)
Actually, Einstein's concept of a cosmic religion is one aspect of Judaism. It is
formulated in the ﬁrst blessing that precedes the diurnal recital of the Shema,,
"...and in His goodness renews every day continually the work of creation. How
great are Thy works oh Lord You have made them all with wisdom, the earth is
ﬁlled with Your acquisitions. The King who alone is exalted from all eternity, who
is praised and gloriﬁed and uplifted from the beginning of time." (12) And again in
the evening form of this blessing we have who with His word brings on evenings,
with wisdom open up gates (of heaven) and with understanding changes the times
and alternates the seasons and arranges the stars in their watches in the sky according to His will." This blessing represents man's appreciation of the Creator via the
beauty and wisdom of the universe. (13)
The second blessing expresses the second aspect of man's appreciation of God viz.
via the Sinaic Revelation. Here God appears to man as a teacher, one who gave man
his greatest gift, God's philosophical system, through which he can attain his
perfection. "You have loved us with a great love... for the sake of our forefathers who
trusted in You and whom You taught statutes of life so too be gracious to us and
teach us." "Give into our hearts (comprehension) to understand and be intellectually creative to listen to learn and to teach..." The ﬁrst blessing expresses God's
general providence, the second His speciﬁc providence, i.e., His intervention with
natural law to teach man the true way of life. The ﬁrst blessing represents the realm
in which scientiﬁc man approaches the Creator. The Torah scholar approaches
God, in addition, through the realm of the second blessing, i.e., the study of God's
Law. In the ﬁrst blessing God seems remote and distant. too great, too exalted, to
be concerned with man's fate. In the second He appears as a close and loving teacher
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very much concerned with man's welfare. Those who know God through the study
of science alone (as Einstein) conclude that God is not concerned with man's small
and insigniﬁcant world. For them the idea that the Creator of the universe is also a
personal God seems absurd. The Psalmist, in fact, agrees that this conclusion is a
natural one. He states therefore, "When I see Your heavens the work of Your
ﬁngers, the moon and the stars which You have established. What is man that You
shall remember him?" (14) The two aspects of our perception of God seem contradictory, (15) and that is precisely as they should appear. Judaism does not reconcile
this contradiction; the Psalmist has given it full endorsement. Any other attitude
would be indicative of arrogance and egocentricity. The two manifestations of God
must always be perceived as existing in opposing spheres. These two spheres can
never be brought together, for doing so would be presupposing a knowledge of
God's essence which is unattainable: (16) "For man cannot see [know] me and
live."(17) Whereas the scientiﬁc investigator would conclude that the God of the
universe is not a personal one, the Talmudic philosopher would conclude that His
very essence precludes the possibility of drawing such a conclusion. Having the
Sinaic tradition at his disposal, he holds ﬁrmly to both spheres and lives humbly
with the apparent paradox.
Man's love of God is integrally bound with his striving towards an understanding of God's creation both through the knowledge of nature and the knowledge of
His Law, which are inﬁnite. It is a movement towards the unknowable. "The whole
world is ﬁlled with His Glory," and yet we do not know "where is the place (source)
of His Glory?" (18) It is for this reason that the Psalmist likens man's reaching
towards God to a search, when he says, "The Lord looked forth from the heavens
upon the children of man to see if there is any man of understanding that is searching for God." (19) It is in this search that man ﬁnds his greatest fulﬁllment.
A person should take extreme care concerning the precept of mezuzah as it is an
obligation upon everyone at all times, so that whenever one enters or leaves his
home he will encounter the declaration of God's unity Blessed be His name and
will be reminded of the love of God.. He will be aroused from his slumber and his
preoccupation with the vain and the temporal and will realize that nothing endures
forever except the knowledge of the Creator of the universe. He will then immediately be restored to hits right senses and will walk in the ways of the righteous. Our
sages have said "He who has phylacteries on his head and arm, fringes on his
garment and a mezuzah on his door may be presumed not to sin, for he has many
reminders of the true ideas." These, then, are truly the angels which protect one
from going astray as it is stated, "The angel of the Lord camps around those that
fear him and delivers them." (Maimonides, Code of Law)
End Notes
1) Sifre on Deuteronomy VI, 6
2) Maimonides. Laws Concerning the Fundamentals of Torah. Book 1. Law II.
3) That God is unknowable is the Basis for His name the Shem Hameforsh,
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being ineﬀable. The Talmud states in Kiddushin 71A, "The Holy One Blessed be
He said, Not the way I am written am I to be read. I am written with YHVH and
I am read with ADNY,."If man were to pronounce the sacred YHVH he would
think that he comprehends the Creator. He. therefore pronounces the ADNY
which means my Master to signify that he is speaking in human terms. If, on the
other hand, the name was written ADNY man would ascribe human characteristics to the Creator. The double formulation teaches man that as a human being he
must relate to God but cannot know His essence.
4) See Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, Book 1, Chap. LII.
5) This is what the Sages meant when they stated that the goal of the entire Torah
is the abolition of idolatry, i.e., To relate to God without any physical medium. See
Talmud Horayos 8A/also Maimonides, "Code" Laws concerning Idolatry, Chap.
II. Law IV.
6) Deuteronomy IV, 15.
7) Maimonides, Laws Concerning the Fundamentals of Torah Chap. II, Law II.
8) Albert Einstein, The Human Side. Helen Dukas and Banesh Hoﬀman, p. 33
9) The word mystic is not to be taken in the ordinary sense. Ibid. p.39
10) Albert Einstein. The Man and His Theories. Hilary Cuny. p 149
11) Einstein. The Life and Times. Ronald W. Clark. pp. 516-517, See also the
reaction of religious leaders to Einstein's suggestion.
12) The idea that God renews the work of creation continually is not a denial of
the Laws of nature but rather an assertion that the existence of these laws is totally
dependent on His will which is constant.
13) The Talmud states in the Tractate Sabbath. 75A. Rabbi Joshua the son of
Levi says in the name of Bar Kappara whoever is capable of studving astronomy and
doesn,t do so in reference to him the passage says (Isaiah 5, 12) and at the work of
God they do not look nor did they behold the work of His hands,."
14) Psalms VIII, 4,5.
15) We are not using the term "contradiction" in a strictly logical sense. Nowhere
does Judaism teach that one must accept something inherently illogical or contradictory to human observation. (Such an injunction would, of course, be logically
impossible. for if one is to deny one's senses or innate reason he could by the same
token deny the very receiving of that injunction or its necessary implications. He
would thus be caught up in a logical circle.) Indeed, the Sinaic revelation is based
on observation and acceptance of human sense perception and reason. All appeals
on its behalf by Moses and the prophets are always, therefore, appeals to reason as
is clearly indicated in innumerable Biblical texts and especially underscored in
Deuteronomy IV. Vvhat we mean here is a contradiction in terms of human aﬀect.
Human intuition. however, is a notoriously unreliable instrument for determining
reality as even the most cursory study of the history of science reveals.
16) It is one of the themes of Maimonides, Guide to demonstrate that the resolution of certain philosophical problems would ipso facto involve a knowledge of
God's essence which is impossible.
17) Exodus XXXIII, 20.
18) Kedushah Service of Sabbath.
19) Psalms XIV, 2.
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CHAPTER III
Why Should One Learn Torah?
The questions why one should learn Torah and what beneﬁt one receives from
learning Torah are the most basic that one can ask about Judaism. Since Judaism
establishes as its central mitzvah the study of Torah, it follows that an understanding
of these questions carries with it an understanding of the philosophy of Judaism.
This philosophy must bring to light the ultimate good that man is to attain from an
adherence to the way of life of Torah.
Judaism is not simply a religion. By religion I mean that which satisﬁes the
religious instinct in man. Many forms of this satisfaction are strictly prohibited in
Judaism and even deemed the worst evil. Judaism considers its greatest adversary the
unbridled religious emotion of man. This reaches its ultimate manifestation in
idolatry. Judaism is a unique metaphysical and philosophical system. Its insistence
on knowledge as the only means of determining its practice and worship distinguishes it most exclusively from any other forms of religion. Judaism demands of
man a certain level of knowledge. Falsehood is equated with evil, the good with true
knowledge. It is precisely for this reason that we were given the Torah. As
Maimonides explains in the laws concerning conversion, when we speak to a
prospective convert we tell him, "there is no such thing as a truly righteous person
other than he who is a possessor of knowledge who keeps the laws and understands
them (Code of Laws concerning prohibitions of intercourse Chapter 14, Law 3)."
Judaism is the only religion that views knowledge as indispensable for its practice
and maintains that man ﬁnds his deepest fulﬁllment in knowledge. "Say unto
wisdom thou are my sister and to understanding shalt thou call a close relative
(Proverbs 7:4)." Countless passages of the Torah and the prophets attest to this fact.
For this reason the Jews were not supposed to believe in the Torah without witnessing the event at Sinai. Two passages of the Torah make this point exceedingly clear:
"Behold I will reveal myself to you in the thickness of the cloud in order that the
nation shall hear when I speak with you and also in you will they believe
forever(Exodus 19:9)É" Also, "The day that you stood before your God in Horeb
when God said to me gather for me the nation and I will let them hear my words in
order that they shall learn to fear me all the days that they live on the land and unto
their children will they teach(Deuteronomy 4:10)."
The Prophet never criticized the recalcitrant Jews because they lacked in religiosity
but because they abandoned the beneﬁcial and knowledgeable ways of the Torah for
nonsense and folly. Jews are often rebuked for their misguided religiosity as in Isaiah
1:11-15, 48:1-6. Falsehood is the enemy of Torah, knowledge its stronghold. "God
Almighty is True (Jeremiah 10:10)."
Judaism does not fear honest scientiﬁc inquiry. We have never had a Galileo
episode. Indeed not one of our "baaley mesorah" (authentic Torah scholars) has ever
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suggested the denial of any scientiﬁcally demonstrated conclusions about the natural
world. The most absurd idea imaginable to Judaism is to suggest that we deny our
senses or our minds. It would mean the denial of the event of Sinai, the very basis of
our Torah. No true Torah scholar has ever suggested the denial of what we see with
our eyes and what is conclusively proven with our minds.
The true religion can only ﬁnd support from all sources of knowledge as all
knowledge has as its source one Creator. What Judaism does scorn is pseudointellectualism, rash decisions stemming not from man's "Tzelem Elokim," his
divine gift of intellect which the Creator has endowed him with, but from alien
sources which lie deeply rooted in man's instinctual nature. All roads of true inquiry
lead to one conclusion, the existence of the Creator and the realization of our inability to comprehend His greatness. As Albert Einstein has stated, "Everyone who is
seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that a spirit is
manifest in the laws of the universe, a spirit vastly superior to that of man and one in
the face of which we with our modest powers must feel humble."
There is one portion of the Torah that is singled out from all others in terms of
religious signiﬁcance, the Shema (Deuteronomy 4:4-9). We are required to recite it
twice daily. We are further required to bind this portion to our arms and to our
heads and to place it on our doorposts. It is obvious, therefore, that of all the portions
of the Torah, this one is considered to contain the most crucial and fundamental
message. The ﬁrst statement, "Hear O Israel the Lord is our God the Lord is One,"
contains three ideas: the existence of God, His Oneness, and the fact that He relates
to us. The third statement, "And these words" further enjoins us to study the Torah.
Rashi tells us that this third statement teaches us how to accomplish the injunction
contained in the previous statement. Rashi states, "And what is this love? Because
through this, the study of Torah, one will come to recognize the Holy One blessed
be He, and you will cling to His ways." Rashi's source is the Sifri. Maimonides in his
"Sefer Hamitzvot," Book of the Commandments, in the third positive commandment elaborates, :"He commanded us to love Him, may He be exalted. This means
that we should analyze and ponder His commandments, His words, and His works
until we comprehend it and we enjoy in its comprehension the ultimate delight."
This is the love that is obligatory upon us. The words of the Sifri in this matter are,
"It says 'and you shall love the Lord your God', but I do not know how one loves
God. The Torah therefore tells us, 'these words which I command you shall be upon
your heart.' This refers to the study of Torah, because through it you recognize the
One who spoke and caused the universe to come into existence." This Sifri is an
interesting one. For the Sifri the commandment to love God presented a serious
problem. "How can one love God?" asks the Sifri. The Sifri was perplexed and could
not take the commandment at face value. Why not? The answer is rooted in
Judaism's idea of God.
The God of Israel is inherently unknowable and undeﬁnable. "To whom can you
liken me that I may be compared, saith the Holy One (Isaiah 40:25)." His essence is
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removed from any created existences that man can know. How then can we direct
the emotion of love to an unknowable entity? Love requires an object. For the Sifri
the very commandment to love God was a monumental dilemma. The Sifri explains
that the Torah anticipates this question and gives us a solution. It is true that we
cannot apply love to God as one would to an ordinary object. There is, however, a
path we may take in order to fulﬁll this commandment. When we study God's
Torah and when we contemplate His works we become ﬁlled with ecstasy over his
wisdom. As Maimonides continues to explain, "Behold we have made clear to you
that through study and contemplation you will attain knowledge and you will then
attain the delight and enjoyment and the love will necessarily follow." This concept
of the love of God is unique. It is not like the love of an object as God is not an object
that is apprehended by the mind. It is only similar to love in the sense that one is
drawn towards God, longs for Him, and desires to approach Him. This desire can
only be attained through the study and appreciation and delight in partaking of
God's inﬁnite knowledge. If one does not study Torah, if one does not take delight
and marvel at the beauty of God's wisdom, one cannot be overcome with the
longing to reach forth towards the source of all wisdom and knowledge - the Creator
of the Universe. It is for this reason Maimonides states in the conclusion of his laws
concerning repentance that the love of God is in direct proportion to one's
knowledge"And according to the knowledge will be the love, if great, great,and if
small, small." It cannot exceed his knowledge for it is only the experience which
results directly from knowledge that is deﬁned by the Torah as the love of God. All
other emotional expressions of love are extraneous and are not considered as a
component of the mitzvah.
In this commandment we have a singular phenomenon. The injunction cannot
be carried out directly. We cannot will ourselves to love God. Here the performance
of the mitzvah and the fulﬁllment of the mitzvah are two separate entities. The
performance is the study, the analysis, the understanding of God's laws. The fulﬁllment is found in the enjoyment and delight one experiences while learning, which
causes one to turn towards God, to long for Him. As Maimonides expresses it
through the words of King David, "My soul thirsts for the Almighty the living
God(Psalms 42:3)."
Why should one study Torah? Because it is only through Torah that one can
fulﬁll the one commandment that is the end goal of the entire Torah-the love of
God. Why should one study Torah? Because the study brings man close to the
source of all reality-the Creator of the Universe. Why should one study Torah?
Because through the study of Torah man attains the highest possible state of human
existence-the very purpose for which he was created. It is for this reason he was
endowed with the "Tzelem Elokim," his divine element. All else that a person may
do in life is only a means for the state of mind derived from the learning of Torah. It
is the most satisfying state of human existence attainable; one that gives man his true
happiness. According to judaism man's psyche was speciﬁcally designed for this
experience. In it all psychic energies are involved in a sublime joy and appreciation of
intellectual beautitude. As such it is the most gratifying experience possible for man.
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ADDENDUM I
The Torah consists of the written Law, which is the Bible, the oral Law given to
Moses, a systematic formulation of the commandments, and the unique method of
analysis which has been taught from generation to generation. The latter two are
generally included in the term Talmud. Although the oral Law has been committed
to writing for fear of it becoming lost, the particular method of analysis has always
required verbal transmission from teacher to student to this day. In order to become
a Talmudic scholar one has to have studied personally under the guidance and
tutelage of another Talmudic scholar. The unique method of Talmudic analysis with
all its intricacies requires years of personal tutelage and cannot be acquired from
written words. All who have attempted to do so, perhaps most notably historians,
have failed in their endeavor, revealing their ignorance in their writings.
The study of Torah is an intellectual activity; it engages the same part of the mind
that is employed in the study of natural science and mathematics. In contrast to
mathematics its emphasis is on inductive rather than deductive reasoning. I do not
mean that there is quantitatively more inductive rather than deductive reasoning in
the process of learning Torah but that the beauty of Talmudic thought is revealed
through the inductive process. Talmud employs a very deﬁnite type of categorical
thinking which when mastered remains as a model in the mind of the Talmudist.
All ideas, no matter how creative, original, and insightful will always conform to this
model. The model, however, is not responsible for creative thought. Creative thought
stems from the intellectual abilities and the work of the individual.
When one studies Torah one is not merely involved in the accumulation of facts
(I mean, of course, the study of Torah on a scholarly level) but in the creative process
of understanding and formulating hallachic structures. The hallachic structures are
objects of great beauty. The Rabbis tell us that if a scholar's rendition of a particular
Talmudic point or issue is not intellectually beautiful he should refrain from
expounding it. "If it is not as sweet as milk and honey, keep it under your tongue."
In the study of Torah one is engaged in comprehending God's ideas. As such they
must be aesthetically appealing. This reminds one of the great physicist Dirac who
used to say it is more important for one's theory to be in line with beauty than with
one's experiments.
Because the study of the Talmud is the study of God's thoughts, it has an epistemological value. The unique method of Talmudic analysis is intellectual modus
operandi par excellence; it is employed when approaching any area of knowledge.
Every subject becomes translated into the categories of Talmudic thought. A Talmudic scholar is not satisﬁed until all of his knowledge attains the precision and clarity
of a Talmudic formula.
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ADDENDUM II
The importance the Talmud places on the beauty of ideas gives a diﬀerent meaning to the process of induction. the process of induction derives its power of conviction from repetition for most logicians. Commonly the process of induction is seen
as deriving its power of conviction upon the human mind from repetitiveness. If an
experiment is performed many times and if the same result is obtained each time, the
experimenter concludes that the result will always follow. Thus the essence of induction is construed as resting on the fact that one observes repeated occurrences of the
same phenomenon and concludes the phenomenon will always recur. The fact that
the sun will rise tomorrow is considered an induction based on its having risen daily
in the past.
The Talmudic concept of induction is diﬀerent. Here the power of conviction lays
not in the repetition but in the beauty the intellect perceives in the formulation of the
ideas. True, repetition and consistency are necessary in order to test the ideato
demonstrate its veracity; however, they are not the essential source of conviction that
the theory is a true one.
The diﬀerence between the two concepts of induction can clearly be seen in the
case of the sun's rising. According to the common view this is a case of induction, i.e.
that the sun will rise tomorrow based upon its rising each day in the past. According
to the Talmudic view it is not. There is no less intrinsic beauty in the idea that it can
rise only a ﬁxed amount of times, that ﬁxed amount not having as yet been reached
than the idea that there is some principle at work which will cause it to rise indeﬁnitely. (According to present scientiﬁc knowledge, the former is the case). Again,
according to the Talmudic view an induction may be constructed out of even one
case if the theory conforms to beauty of thought, simplicity, while according to the
common view it cannot.
In the Talmudic view the intuitive intellect is at the heart of the inductive process.
It can be argued that even in the most scientiﬁcally controlled experiment repetition
alone cannot be responsible for scientiﬁc knowledge and advancement. In any
experiment there are myriads of factors at play. In order to obtain a cohort of data a
process of isolating factors is necessary. But from where does this process stem? How
does the scientist determine what to isolate in setting up and interpreting his experiments? The scientist sets up his experiments with only a suspicion of the cause and
eﬀect they involve. Here we must make recourse to a type of intuition that grasps
certain relationships without even knowing why. The Talmudic model of induction
merely carries this sense, this intuition, to its full conclusion. It bases the validity of
an induction on its degree of theoretical beauty.
For some the Talmudic model may seem more tenuous. One feels more secure
basing his theory on concrete physical evidence rather than upon abstract intuition.
But any sense of security we may gain from the fact that we base our ideas on
physical evidence is short lived when we realize the classical weakness of induction,
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namely that there is always the possibility that we simply do not have enough
evidence. The two positions are embodied in the antimony of materialism vs.
mentalism. The Talmud opts for the latter.
We are now approaching an understanding of one of the foremost institutions of
the Talmud, the machlokut, or argument. This institution is often the bane of the
religionist permeating him with a sense of insecurity, but it is the very lifeline and
joie de vivre of the Talmudist, opening up worlds of theoretical speculation for him.
A Talmudic argument occurs when two theoretical paths are open to a given set of
hallachic phenomena. If evidence is adduced that proves one path to be correct over
the other, the dispute is resolved. If no evidence can be used to support one view or
refute the other, the argument remains. But hallachah has practical relevancy as well
as theoretical relevancy. How then does one practice in the case of a dispute? Here
the scholar has a right to follow his own reasoning. Why does the Torah permit him
to do so when the view of his colleague is equally tenable? The Torah permits him to
rely on his own intellectual intuition. He is only bound to follow the hallachah
according to the way his mind sees it. This license is granted only to one who has
great knowledge of Torah. Everyone's intuition is not equal. Intellectual intuition is
only recognized by Torah in one who has perfected himself intellectually and knows
well the ways of the Talmud. As Maimonides states, "Man's intuitive power is
especially strong in things which he has well comprehended, and in which his mind
is much engaged (Guide for the Perplexed Part II Chapter 38)." An ignorant person's
intuition is worthless. Maimonides contrasts the intuition of the scholar with that of
the layman. He attributes the former to the intellect while the latter he attributes to
the faculty of imagination and previous experience. Thus there are two distinct types
of intuition stemming from two diﬀerent parts of the mind (Guide, Part I, Chapter
73, note on 10th prop.).
The institution of machlokut or argument comes about when two scholars, both
erudite in Talmud, diﬀer in their intuitive grasp of a particular Talmudic point.
Each one is entitled to follow his own sense of what is the correct formulation. Does
this make one's religious practice tenuous and less authentic and secure? This
depends on one's deﬁnition of religious practice. If one is seeking in religion a sense
of salvation that is guaranteed him by the performance of a particular religious act
then naturally he will feel threatened by a system based on human rationale and
inquiry. In Judaism it is the commitment to the system which brings one salvation.
This system has as its hallmark the recognition of man's highest activityhis ability to
search for truth and knowledge.

POSTSCRIPT
An example of what we are discussing can be gleaned from Bertrand Russell's
essay, "The Philosophy of Logical Atomism." Here Russell investigates what we
mean when we say a proposition is true. He contends that true means the proposi32
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tion corresponds to some fact. False then would mean it does not correspond to any
fact. Russell then realizes that this is all ﬁne with positive statements, i.e. we can say
it either does or does not correspond to some fact in the world. But what about
negative statements? If I say for instance, there are no elephants in this room, what
do I mean if I am to say this statement is true? According to our previous deﬁnition
it would have to mean negative facts. But here things become a bit murky. A discussion follows as to whether there are or are not negative facts. To quote Russell,
(lecture III) "Are there negative facts? ÉOne has a certain repugnance to negative
facts, the same sort of feeling that makes you wish not to have a fact 'p' or 'q' going
about the world. You have a feeling there are only positive facts, and that negative
propositions have somehow or other got to be expressions of positive facts. When I
was lecturing on this subject at Harvard I argued that there were negative facts, and
it nearly produced a riot: the class would not hear of there being negative facts at all.
I am still inclined to think that there are." After an examination of the pros and cons
of such an idea, Russell ﬁnally concludes, "on the whole I do incline to believe that
there are negative factsÉ"
This is precisely the sort of thinking that would not do for the Talmudist. Russell's
problem is that he is dealing with an idea (a very basic one at that) that is intuitively
unclear. He needs this idea in order to get on with his system. One senses here an
urgency to resolve problems. It becomes a type of reasoning all too familiar to us in
works of modern day epistemologists where the system justiﬁes the premises. The
Talmudist would be aghast at such an aﬀair. For him every idea must be exceedingly
clear and appealing to the human intellect. It must strike the mind in a way that one
senses that great light and clarity has been brought to the subject. The Talmudist
would rather withdraw from his inquiry in admission of ignorance than to push
through an idea for the sake of a desired goal. Reb Chaim used to say, "from a
question one does not die!" His meaning was that solutions must ﬂow naturally and
not from the desire to produce answers.
There is a diﬀerence in this between science and philosophy. Such a state of aﬀairs
may be possible in science but intolerable in philosophy. Let us take for example
Newton's idea of gravitation. As physicists have stated Newton taught us a strange
thing, namely that one body can act upon another although there is no contact
between them. This is called action at a distance. In science this is tolerable. The
correspondence of the mathematical equations to reality show us that there is
something here that cannot be disregarded. It is an advancement over our former
knowledge. True, the basic idea may be unpalatable but our minds are now directed,
due to the evidence, to this phenomenon. We admit ignorance of the most basic
point of our inquiry. This is good. The Talmudist often does the same. In clarifying
an issue he may reach a point where he ﬁnds himself confronted by a basic premise
which seems paradoxical. He is nevertheless satisﬁed with his exposition in that he
has advanced his knowledge, though it leads him to a dilemma he admittedly
cannot explain. He reacts like the physicist.
In philosophy and certainly in epistemology where our goal is comprehending,
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when our basic premises are unclear the essence of our inquiry has been undermined. In the one case we recognize our idea is unclear and are guided by it to
further investigation; in the other we are telling our minds that an unclear idea is a
good explanation. We should never forget that all epistemology must ultimately rest
on the innate appeal of an idea to the human mind. We cannot go outside our minds
to investigate the mind.
CHAPTER IV
An intelligent reader from Belgium made it clear to me that my past article
warrants a sequel. We have stated that one of the premises of our faith is that God
has no needs and derives no beneﬁt whatever from our serving Him. As Nachmanides states, "all our praise is as nothing to Him." This is clear to any intelligent
person. For how would God, the Creator of the universe, derive satisfaction from our
praise? Would an Albert Einstein derive satisfaction from the praise of a child who
says he is a great mathematician because he knows the multiplication table? Our
knowledge of God is far less than that of a child's knowledge of an Einstein because
a child at lest knows something of Einstein while we know nothing of God other
than the little we understand of His works and that He exists. Also, we consider it an
imperfection if a person is in need of praise and enjoys praise and we do not ascribe
imperfection to God.
All this being clear the question remains, why do we serve God, since He gains
nothing from our service? Is it for ourselves? Isn't this then hedonistic? Is our religion
self-seeking? Because of such questions some have maintained that the essence of
religion lies in helping others. But if one's self-fulﬁllment is dependent upon helping
others one must wish that others be in a state of need. Were everyone self-suﬃcient
such a person would have no purpose in life. They would be like a successful General
whose very success in ushering in an era of peace renders his services obsolete.
In the messianic era, we are told, no one will be in a needy state yet all will serve
God. The service of God, therefore, must contain something other than helping
others. There must be some other underlying good that we are helping others to
attain. This underlying good is something we would necessarily occupy ourselves
with even if everyone had everything attainable. It is a good we would involve
ourselves with even if we were alone, as Adam the First. What is this underlying
good if it is not for the beneﬁt of God or of other people? Does the Torah provide the
answer to this most important question upon which our entire worship of God
depends?
The Torah states in Deuteronomy 10:12,13, "And now, o' Israel, what does the
Lord your God ask of you, but to fear the Lord your God, to follow in all His ways,
and to love Him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul, to
keep the commandments of God, and His statutes, which I give you this day so that
it shall be good for you?" In other words, the purpose of the entire Torah, the reason
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why God gave the Torah to man, is that man may beneﬁt from it. Again in Deuteronomy 6:24 we read, "And God commanded us to do all these statutes, to fear the
Lord our God, so that it will be good for us all the days, that He might preserve us
alive, as it is at this day." It is clear from the Torah that the purpose of our serving
God is to beneﬁt ourselves and for no other reason. As Nachmanides states, "It is all
solely for our own beneﬁt, (Nachmanides on Deuteronomy 22:6)." But, we might
ask, how does this diﬀer from hedonism? Does not the Torah put down the selﬁsh
and hedonistic way of life? To answer this question we must understand what is
wrong with the hedonistic way of life. What is wrong with the hedonist is not that
he is interested in himself, but that he is living a way of life that is not appropriate for
man. The Torah wants us to be concerned about ourselves. Moses states in Deuteronomy 4:9, "Only take heed for yourselves and guard thy soul diligently..." It is
incumbent upon man to be concerned for himself, but, this must be done in the
proper manner. Man must choose the life which is most appropriate for him. God
wants man to fulﬁll his potential as man and this is the purpose of the entire Torah.
The hedonist has chosen a life that is destructive to man's very essence, namely his
soul. Just as it is God's will that every animal live life in line with its own nature, it is
His will that man live a life in line with man's nature. Man must be concerned about
himself if he is to accomplish this. Since man has free will this cannot occur spontaneously as it does in the rest of the animal kingdom. Man must have Torah so that
he has knowledge of what is good and what is evil and can then make proper choices.
What is the "good life" according to Torah? It is not the life of searching endlessly
for material pleasure or wealth or fame. It is the life in which man pursues truth and
knowledge, in which man is involved in studying and understanding the ideas of
God's Torah, in experiencing the inﬁnite beauty of Torah and God's universe, in
doing kindness and helping others when they are needy. This kind of life makes man
truly happy and blessed. Ironically man is happiest when he turns away from the self
and is involved in something far greater than the self, i.e., pursuit of knowledge
through God's Torah. The initial motivation must always be for the self. This is
natural and even necessary. But when one gets involved in truly helping one's self in
the manner of Torah one ﬁnds that he or she is in the face of a reality that is so
awesome that the self becomes insigniﬁcant. Knowledge of Torah draws the
individual into the world of God's reality, a world of beauty and awesomeness that
makes man's petty concerns seem trivial and unimportant. In this world man rises
to ever increasing heights as he transcends the mundane and the temporal. This can
only be accomplished through a constant involvement in the knowledge of God's
Torah and God's universe. as Maimonides states, "It is known and clear that the love
of God cannot be bound to the heart of man unless he toils in it constantly in the
proper manner," (Laws Concerning Repentance, Chap. 10 Law 6).
God gave us a great Torah, we can involve ourselves in its study our entire lives
and never exhaust its inﬁnite knowledge. This is the ultimate good for mankind. It
is what mankind will do in the messianic era when man will be provided with all his
physical needs. It is what man can do when he is alone or in the company of others.
The study of Torah and appreciation of the beauty of God's knowledge is the
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ultimate aim of human existence. It is what gives human life its human character
and provides man with the kind of existence that makes his life worthwhile. It is the
aim of the entire Torah and the true beneﬁt for mankind.
CHAPTER V
Why should we worship God? Does God need our worship? Does it give Him
satisfaction? Are we beneﬁting Him in any way? Or does God not need our service
and does not care whether or not we worship Him? For most religious people the
answers to the above questions comprise the most patent aspects of their religious
motivation. Yet when these questions are presented squarely to a religious person the
answers are often garbled, unclear and even self-contradictory. In other words
religious people have strong feelings about the answers to these questions but not
very strong ideas. For the Torah loving person such a state of mind is not tolerable.
"Know the God of your fathers and serve Him," (1 Chronicle 28:9), King David
instructed Solomon before he departed from this world. The Rabbis underscored
this statement, "know Him ﬁrst, then serve Him" (see Radak, Hosea 6:3). It is not
proper to serve God without a clear understanding of the 'what' and the 'why' of this
service.
To demonstrate the diﬃculty, into which these questions lead us, let us take the
last one. Does God care if we do or do not worship Him? If we say He does care then
we are maintaining that God is subject to diﬀerent states of existence. He is, so to
speak, happier under certain conditions, i.e., when we worship Him, and less happy
under other conditions, i.e., when we do not or refuse to worship Him. We are also
maintaining that we can aﬀect God, that is we human beings, are capable of
aﬀecting the Creator, which seems a bit egocentric if not preposterous. On the other
hand if we maintain God does not care if we do or do not serve Him, our service
then seems meaningless and God appears to us as a being indiﬀerent to man. This
latter view reminds us of the view of those who deny God's omniscience and His
relationship with man. They say, "God has abandoned the earth" (Ezekiel, 8:12,
9:9).
It seems either view we take leads to some untenable position. Most religious
people, therefore, have either removed this question to the far recesses of their minds
or believe implicitly that God is more pleased when we worship Him. "What can I
do for God today", we hear people say, as if God needs their help. Is it any wonder
that we often encounter religious people of great arrogance? What can be more ego
boosting than to believe that God is waiting each morning for one's service to Him,
or to think that one can aﬀect the Creator of the universe? Most non-religious people
would be happy if they could aﬀect a few human beings.
What does Torah have to say about this? Let us turn to the thirteen principles of
our faith. The fourth principle states that God is not physical. By this we mean God
is not comparable to any created thing, animate or inanimate. This is stated by Isaiah
in 40:18, 25, "And to whom can you liken me... sayeth the Holy One." The created
world is subject to change, a rock decays, plants grow, matter is converted into energy
and vice versa. Man changes, he can go from poor health to good health, from
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sadness to happiness, from evil to good and vice versa. God, being most perfect, is
not subject to change. As the prophet states, "I, God, do not change," (Malachi 3:6)."
As Rambam states in the Yad, Laws Concerning the Fundamentals of our Faith,
ch.1 Law 11, "and He does not change, for there is nothing that can cause change in
Him. There does not exist in Him... anger or laughter, happiness or sadness..." God
is not improved, happier, in a better state of being if we serve Him or in a worse state
if we do not serve Him. Our God is awesome and we cannot aﬀect Him in any way
whatever. Whether we are evil or righteous, religious or atheistic, God remains
unaﬀected. He, the Supreme Being, is not in need of anything including our
worship of Him. Why do we worship God? Because in so doing we fulﬁll the divine
potential God has endowed us with. The worship of God through Torah brings into
realization the highest element in our nature and gives us true existence and fulﬁllment.
Is God indiﬀerent to our worship? It depends upon how we mean this. If by
indiﬀerent we mean that God gains nothing from our worship, the answer is yes. If
by indiﬀerent we mean that God is not concerned about us the answer is no. God in
His great mercy has given us the potential to perceive to some degree His knowledge
and His truth. In other words this awesome God who gains nothing from our
worship nevertheless shows us mercy and kindness in giving us the ability to obtain
the greatest good for ourselves perfection. God is the only true benefactor. His
goodness does not stem from any possibility of gain but from His very essence.
As followers of Torah we are not permitted to be motivated to worship by the false
notion that we are helping God. While this notion may be emotionally satisfying
and motivating, it belongs to the class of the idolatrous who attempt to make God in
man's image. As Isaiah states in his vivid description of idolatry, "and he makes it in
the likeness of a man, in the glory of a man, to dwell in [his] house." Idolaters are
moved by powerful emotions, but we are moved by the awesomeness of the one true
God.
CHAPTER VI
Written by a student
A very central theme throughout Judaism is the concept of “kedusha”, sanctity.
Although the term seems rather abstract, as Torah Jews, we are commanded to
constantly strive to be kadosh, to be holy. In Leviticus chapter 19 verse 2, we are
commanded to be kadosh because “I the Lord your God am holy.” Chazal teach us
that kedusha means to be “poresh mey arayot”, abstain from the sexual prohibitions.
This implies that if not for this commandment, there would be no reason for one to
live a moral life style. Throughout the generations, the greatest philosophical minds
without the beneﬁt of the Torah have come to the same conclusion, based upon their
rational faculty. The best life is one of abstention from the physical pleasures. It
would therefore seem that the Torah is redundant.
The Torah additionally instructs us to be holy because God is holy. This creates a
dilemma based upon our aforesaid deﬁnition. If holy means merely to abstain from
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the sexual prohibitions, what relevance does it have respecting God?
The concept of a “poresh”, an abstainer, must have greater signiﬁcance than
simply abstaining. Pure abstention infers that the person is withholding something
from himself. This would imply that the person really has the desire to do the
prohibited action but he is just controlling himself. Such an idea would be nothing
more than an exercise of self-restraint and denial. The Torah’s concept of a poresh is
not so trite. The essence of a poresh is an individual who is poresh because it is a
reﬂection of his true nature. His energies are no longer attracted to the areas of the
sexual, but ﬂow naturally to the area of wisdom. Insofar as one’s essence is truly that
of a poresh, he partakes of the “image of God” in himself. The Creator by His very
nature, is extraneous to, and not limited by, the physical. Thus, in order for one to be
a poresh from the Torah perspective, requires great intellectual conviction, whereby
all ones energies ﬂow to the acquisition of knowledge.
There is a critical distinction between the Torah’s concept of “prishah” – abstention – and that of the philosophers. The philosophers, although advocating a lifestyle
of abstinence, based it upon their appreciation of human nature. They recognized
that human nature has two components. Man has an instinctual nature and an
intellectual nature. Based upon their investigation of human nature they concluded
that man could only achieve true happiness in the pursuits of his essential, intellectual nature. They therefore preached a lifestyle of abstinence. However to the Torah
Jew the concept of abstinence has much greater signiﬁcance. We are taught that if we
lead a lifestyle of abstinence, then we can have a relationship with G-d. We strive to
mold our nature to be essentially a Poresh - one who abstains - and attain sanctity in
order that we can relate to God. In Judaism, there is a metaphysical dimension if one
is a true Poresh. This metaphysical relationship with the creator is only possible when
one is a poresh. If one succeeds in redirecting his energies so that they naturally ﬂow
to wisdom, only then will he relate to the creator, the source of reality. If a person
abstains from the physical because of fear of punishment than he is not truly a
poresh. Such a person is still guided by the pleasure principle. The fear of punishment is merely a means to control the person from being punished, and thereby
remain in a state of pleasure. He is abstaining from the physical prohibition only
because he feels that indulging said physical desires would ultimately cause him
greater physical pain. However a talmid chacham – a wise person – is naturally
drawn towards the principles of the Torah. He is in a unique state, whereby his
energies naturally ﬂow to the metaphysical. Thus we can appreciate the Torah
imperative to be holy because “I your God am holy.” At such a high spiritual level a
person can relate to God as his energies naturally ﬂow to wisdom.
The Rabbis agree with the philosophers, that the life of the ideational is the best
life since they hold that “kol d’racheha darchay noam”, “all the ways of the Torah are
pleasant”. It would be absurd that God would command man not to live life the best
way. It is obvious that God desires man to achieve happiness by living life in line with
his essential nature. However the Torah recognizes that by living a life of wisdom,
one initiates a relationship with the creator. God, who is not physical and whose
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essence is mirrored in the world of the ideational, commands that man aspire to live
a life based upon the intellectual dictates of the Torah not predicated on the physical.
Only then is one able to approach God through wisdom. Since God is not subject to
physical whims and passions, so too man is directed to be holy because “I your God
am holy.” We are taught that the Rabbis did not fully partake of the pleasures of this
world. This does not mean that they essentially sought an austere existence. They did
not believe in repressing their desires simply because they felt there was a virtue in
moral restrictions. This philosophy is characteristic of Catholicism, which venerates
the lifestyles of priests and nuns. Nor did they have an emotional repulsion to
pleasure. Quite the contrary is true because we are taught “ei efshar bli basar
chazeer”; one should not refrain from eating pork because he doesn’t like it. The
proper attitude is for one to say that he really desires pork, but that he is not having
it to demonstrate his acceptance of the mitzvos. He struggles to elevate his behavior
from purely the instinctual to the level of kedusha – holiness – which is based upon
mans true nature, his tzelem Elokim, his intellect. Maimonides in his Mishna Torah
in his book on kedusha incorporates the laws of the forbidden foods and prohibited
sexual relations. His point is evident. One can only attain kedusha by channeling his
energies from the basic instinctual drives of man, the sexual and appetitive and
directing them to the intellect. This does not mean denial of the physical but rather
an appreciation of the life of wisdom.
Chazal did enjoy the beneﬁts that God oﬀered in this world. We are told that
Rebbi was very wealthy and there was nothing lacking from on his table. However,
he did not direct his energies to the physical. He had the blessings of the physical
world, which he did not deny, but his energies were not drawn to the physical. He
lived the life of a kadosh as evidenced by his appellation. His energies naturally
ﬂowed to wisdom.
Alternatively, the Rabbis taught that the reason Job lost his wealth was because he
had an over attachment to materialism. He viewed it as an end in and of itself.
However, after he realized that the physical was only a means to relate to God, not
an end, was he capable of regaining his riches. After learning this lesson and redirecting his energies, he used his prosperity simply as a means in Avodas Hashem,
worship of God.
The Vilna Gaon explains the concept of “pas bemelach tochal” that one should
subsist on bread and salt. This is not to be taken literally as espousing an austere
existence. The Gaon explains that at the beginning of one’s learning he must “pas
b’melach tochal”. This means that if one is to succeed as a talmid chocham – a wise
student of Torah – he demands total commitment. If one is fortunate to live a life of
kedusha his energies must naturally ﬂow toward wisdom of Torah.
Rashi teaches us that the parsha of Kedoshim is so basic that “kol goofay hatorah
teluyin bah”, all the basic principles of the Torah are summarized within it. This
obviously cannot be taken literally for most of the 613 commandments are not
within the parsha of Kedoshim. Rashi is expressing the importance of the concept of
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kedusha. It is such a vital and essential concept to the Torah observant Jew, that
adherence to its basic principles can lead one to perfection as a Ben Torah.
Therefore, the mitzvah of kedusha is an extremely valuable concept in Judaism.
The imperative of “kedoshim teheeyu” must be appreciated in the proper perspective. We must be scrupulous in our pursuit of true holiness. If one abstains from
being a glutton because of health reasons, he is not fulﬁlling the commandment. He
is simply pursuing one desire in favor of another. His desire for longevity has
displaced his appetitive desires. Such a person’s energies are still rooted in the
physical pleasures. True sanctity requires a painstaking process where one works to
channel his energies to the learning of Torah and its teaching. Ultimately he can
aspire to kedusha where his energies will naturally ﬂow to wisdom since the learning
of Torah will give him the greatest pleasure. Thus, he will obtain true kedusha and
be blessed with an appreciation of “I your God am holy” and be fortunate to have a
metaphysical relationship with the creator.
CHAPTER VII
Written by a student
In chapter 5, Maimonides discusses the laws relating to sanctifying and degrading
God's name. These laws are placed right in the middle of the laws regarding the
fundamentals of Judaism, of our faith. The question one must ask oneself is why is
this here? If these laws are important enough to be included in this set of laws, why
not make it the last chapter? If these laws aren't important enough why not put them
in another set of laws elsewhere?
If we notice, there are only two commandments in this set of laws. They are;
sanctiﬁcation of God's name and the prohibition of erasing one of God's 7 holy
names. Maimonides should have put the philosophy of Judaism at the beginning
and made these laws the last chapter of this section. However, as the Rambam says
elsewhere there is a reason for the order of the chapters. Meaning to say that the order
helps to give an insight into the commandment and that section of law.
One concept regarding the commandments is that the same commandment can
be done by a prophet and also by a regular person. However, the nature of the fulﬁllment of this action, of this commandment, is vastly diﬀerent. The prophet's fulﬁllment is on a greater plane than that of the ordinary person's, since the prophet has
greater insight and knowledge into not only the entire system of Torah and
commandments, but also of God. However, commandments are done to perfect the
people. And no one is able to escape this. Even Moshe Rabbeinu, the father of all
prophets, the greatest person to ever live, did commandments to perfect himself. The
Torah tells us this by "And he separated three cities" (Deuteronomy).
The organization of the chapters of Maimonides is based on the highest level of
observance of the commandment. This commandment is the hardest for a person to
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fulﬁll and is placed here in terms of the highest level of keeping the commandment.
There are two levels a person is able to keep this commandment on. The ﬁrst is the
level an ordinary person keeps it on. Namely because he believes in Torah and
certain emotional convictions will cause him to keep the commandment (i.e. give up
his life). The second is done because of the highest level of human being. Namely due
to a person's understanding of God, his knowledge of God. For the ﬁrst person it is
a tremendous struggle to fulﬁll the commandment. For the second person, however,
it is easy. For instance Rabbi Akiva hoped that one day he'd be able to fulﬁll the
commandment. Not everyone is able to keep this commandment to the highest
degree.
This is why Maimonides puts this commandment here. In order to fulﬁll the
commandment on it's highest level of observance you must have a clear understanding of what God is (to the extent a human being is able to have). When you do have
this knowledge, you are able to keep this commandment to the highest degree. That
is why it is put in this section and in the middle. The ﬁrst chapters all dealt with God.
Now that the scholar knows what God is he is able to give up his life for that concept.
This is why the language is "...sanctifying this great name..." The word this
("hazeh" in hebrew) is superﬂuous. It should have read "sanctifying the great name
of Hashem". The word 'this' teaches us it must be for the proper idea of God, the God
of creation, the God of the Jews and not just any concept of God that a person might
have. This commandment is the embodiment of this idea.
What does Maimonides mean when he says "All the house of Israel"? Why not
just say "everyone of Israel"? Maimonides is teaching us an idea here. That this
commandment, in it's present form, didn't come about until the Torah was given at
Sinai and we became the Jewish nation. Up until that point whoever sanctiﬁed
God's name did it only as an individual. Today the fulﬁllment of this commandment is through a national means. That whenever a single Jew gives up his life it isn't
as a person who believes in God but as a member of this nation that keeps God's
ways. This is what is taught to us in the prophets. They teach us the purpose and
beneﬁt of commandments and the philosophy of Judaism and not how to do the
commandments. They teach us kabballah, knowledge only attainable through
prophecy.
When Maimonides explains his understanding of kabballah in the third book of
the Guide for the Perplexed, he explains that he isn't sure if he is correct since he lacks
the intermediary of the knowledge. He didn't have the unbroken chain of these ideas
from the prophets. He had to go by himself back to the works of the prophets in
order to try to gain these ideas.
The nation of Israel is a vehicle for sanctifying God's name. Avraham Avinu upon
Nimrod's placing him into the furnace, only sanctiﬁed God's name as an individual.
This is why Maimonides states "all the house of Israel" and not "everyone of Israel".
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As well, the verse backs this up by saying "And I will be sanctiﬁed in the midst of the
house of Israel."
Maimonides starts oﬀ these laws by telling us that we are to "live by them" and
not to die by them. This teaches us that for the commandments of the Torah we
violate them rather than be killed. And if a person gives up his life he is considered a
murderer, in this sense. The emotion of wanting to give up your life isn't always good
and here the person did not think into the situation to see if it was proper to do so.
The question is why doesn't a person give up his life for all the other commandments, like he does for idolatry, prohibited sexual relations, murder? The reason is
because the Torah says "and you shall live by them". First he tells us how you don't
do it and then he tells us how we do give up our lives.
What is the sanctiﬁcation? Is it that the person gave up his life or is it only for these
three commandments? If we say it is the second then Maimonides should have said
these three commandments ﬁrst. By saying the negative ﬁrst he is saying that were it
not for "and you shall live by them" all of the commandments would be ﬁtting for us
to give up our lives for them (rather than violate them) in order to sanctify God's
name. However God decided in His wisdom that these should be excluded.
This is why Maimonides says later "in what things are we speaking about". If the
non-Jew is trying to force a Jew to violate the laws of Judaism then we give up our
lives. Here the individual demonstrates he won't violate the commandment of the
King [God]. But if the non-Jew threatened the Jew only for his own purposes (i.e.,
he wants a warm meal on shabbos and happens upon a Jew and says make me a meal
or die) then we violate the commandments rather than die.
Why then are these three groupings of commandments excluded from "and you
shall live by them" such that we always must give our lives up for them?
Idolatry
Idolatry is against all of Torah. We aren't just believers in Hashem, but we are also
disbelievers. Idolatry is a denial not only of Hashem but also of "there is none aside
from Him" (i.e. there is only God and no other forces or gods).
Torah doesn't teach creation of the angels for fear that it would lead to people
having the wrong idea and the worship of the angels. The acceptance of the yolk of
heaven is through knowledge, not through restraint (i.e., keeping the commandments even if you don't want to). As much as we are able to, we should imitate the
angels. The blessing in the morning teﬁlot is also to teach that angels have no power
since "there is none aside from Him." Denial of idolatry is automatically accepting
the yolk of heaven.
Outreach programs of today are bad since all we need to do is get a person to reject
idolatry. We have a concept of anyone who denies idolatry is considered like one who
has kept all of Torah. Just getting people to keep the commandments is not good if
they still have the wrong philosophical and metaphysical (ideas relating to God)
ideas.
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Sexual prohibitions
This creates a backdrop of how to function within the realm of knowledge of
God. If a person is living only as an instinctual animal, they can't have knowledge of
God. This takes away his mind and without his mind he can't have knowledge. The
sexual drive is the most powerful force in mankind. That's why it is this and not the
laws of kosher that are what sanctiﬁes us. "You shall be holy" by separating from the
sexual prohibitions. Engaging in these puts a person into a completely animalistic
state.
Murder
This is in terms of man's relationship to others. Murder is the greatest harm in
terms of man's aspect of being a societal creature. Whereas all other violations of
commandments between man and man just limit the scope of society, murder
destroys it. For instance if theft were something prevalent, everyone would form into
gangs for protection or most people would stay at home. However the basis for
society still exists and there can still be some functioning, albeit, in the gangs.
Murder however kills the person. There is no society to have.
It is for these reasons that God commanded us to give up our lives for these three,
whereas all the other commandments are not antithetical to Torah, the purpose of
man, or to man's existence as a societal being such that we'd be obligated to give up
our lives.
CHAPTER VIII
The preamble to prayer is “know before whom you stand.” If one’s ideas concerning the One he is praying to are corrupt his prayers must be equally corrupt. I think
it should be made clear that one of the cardinal principles of our faith is that the
Creator lacks nothing, needs nothing, and obtains nothing from his creatures. God
gains nothing from our worship of Him. We recite this in our prayer of Neila on
Yom Kippur “And even if he (man) is righteous what [beneﬁt] does he give you?”
This is based on a verse in Job (35:7). Nachmanides expands on this topic in Deuteronomy (22:6) and states, “our words [of praise] and remembrances of his wonders
are considered as nothingness and emptiness to Him”. He states unequivocally that
all the mitzvos we do are only for our own beneﬁt and give no beneﬁt whatsoever to
the Creator, “This is something that is agreed upon by all our Rabbis.”
Similarly Maimonides in his Guide states clearly that no change or emotion can
be predicated of God (Guide book 1, chap.55). He further states that the gravest of
sins is to have a wrong opinion of God (ibid. chap.36). One must never think that
they, through their prayers, can produce some kind of aﬀect in the Creator of the
Universe. Such an idea is not only absurd it is blasphemous. He who believes such an
idea would, in the words of the Rambam, “unconsciously at least incur the guilt of
profanity and blasphemy.”
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Rambam states in the Yad, Laws Concerning the Fundamentals of our Faith,
Ch.1 Law 11, “and He does not change, for there is nothing that can cause change
in Him. There does not exist in Him... anger or laughter, happiness or sadness...” It
is patently clear from the Rambam and Ramban that we cannot say of the Creator
that He is at one time sad, at another happy, at one time lonely, at another fulﬁlled.
He, being perfect, does not change - ever. We cannot aﬀect Him or change Him no
matter what we do, whether we are righteous or evil, whether we pray or do not pray,
whether we give charity or do not give charity, whether we repent or do not repent.
Two questions immediately come to mind: (1) If this is so, how can we pray to
G-d and expect Him to change our destiny for the better, as Moses did when he
prayed to G-d to forgive the Jews for the sin of the golden calf? (2) How do we understand certain verses in the prophets and certain statements from our Sages which
seem to indicate the contrary? Before explaining the answers to the above questions
I would like to state something very fundamental. When our Rishonim (early
commentaries) teach us a principle of our faith we do not say that they did not know
a particular statement of our Sages or verse of the Torah, but that they understood it
diﬀerently than it appears to us at ﬁrst sight. We say that they had the correct understanding of these statements and verses and that we are deﬁcient in our own understanding of them. We do not derive our own principles from these statements or
verses and reject the ideas of our Rishonim. This is what is known as “emunat
chachomim,” faith in our Torah scholars. If we abandon the above principle, we are
destined to fail. One may ask as follows: “if G-d does not need our prayers, see the
Gemara Yoma 38a which states, ‘everything which G-d created was only for His
own honor and purpose (Proverbs 16:4).’” If one would hear of someone who had
children for the sole purpose of having them praise him when they reached the age
of four, what would one think of such a person? Would one not think he is doubly
imperfect, because he is overcome by his desire and need for prayer, and because he
is moved by the praise of a four year old? How can we ascribe to G-d, Heaven forbid,
such imperfection?
Let us take the statement of our Sages “why did G-d make our Patriarchs and
Matriarchs childless? Because G-d desires the prayers of the righteous (Yevamos
64a)”. What would we think of someone who tormented another person so that they
turn to him for help? Would we not regard him as self-seeking and even vicious?
How then can we ascribe such an imperfection, Heaven forbid, to the Creator? Is it
not obvious that these words of our Sages are not to be taken literally, but that they
are metaphors that contain a hidden idea, a deeper meaning which we must search
for?
It is for this reason the author of the Siddur Avodas Halev, states in his introduction, “the agadic statements according to their outward appearances without understanding their deep meaning are prone to cause the blind to go astray on the way and
to lead them to darkness and not light (Otzar Hateﬁllos p.20)”. In this way he
explains Rabbi Joshua Ben Levi’s statement in Masechet Sofrim, “Those who write
agadic statements have no place in the world to come.” (It should be understood that
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this was at a time when we were prohibited to write the Oral Law).
Why do we pray if we cannot change G-d or exercise any inﬂuence over Him?
The answer is that the change that takes place through teﬁllah is not in G-d, but in
ourselves. It is the same changeless G-d who treats the wicked one way and the
righteous another way, the person who repents one way and the one who refuses to
repent another way, the one who prays one way and the one who does not pray
another way. Rambam gives an analogy. The same ﬁre makes one thing black,
another white, one thing hard, another soft. The change occurs not because the ﬁre
is diﬀerent but because the objects that come in contact with it are diﬀerent. Prayer
changes man in three ways. First, the change that takes place in man when he
realizes that he is standing before the Creator of the universe. This comes under the
term Amidah from the verse in Genesis 19:27 regarding Abraham’s prayer. The
second is the change that takes place in man when he thinks through and organizes
his priorities in life. The word Teﬁllah comes from the word “peelayle” which means
to judge, as the above author in the Otzar Hateﬁllos says, “to clarify the thoughts
that occur in the heart in a confused manner”. This is derived from the second term
for Teﬁllah “sichah” from Genesis 24:63 regarding Issac’s prayer. The third change
takes place when man, through his free will and creativity, presents before G-d an
alternative life style, a change in his or her plans, as Hannah did when she stated to
G-d (Samuel 1:11) “If you will... give to your handmaid a man child then I will give
him to the Lord all the days of his life.” This is derived from the third term for prayer,
“pegiah” from Genesis 28:11 regarding Jacob’s prayer. Teﬁllah is the great medium,
which G-d gave to man by means of which he can change himself. He can then
establish a new destiny for himself in life and a new relationship with G-d. It is not
the Creator that changes. Man does not inﬂuence the Creator as a defendant
inﬂuences a human judge who has emotions and is subject to change. It is man
himself who is changed. Once he has changed the same immutable Creator relates
to him in a diﬀerent way.
Anyone who thinks that through his prayer he eﬀectuates a change in G-d denies
the third principle of our faith, which we recite every day, that G-d is not physical
and does not have any physical attributes. This means He is in no way to be equated
with any of His creation whether inanimate or animate. The idea that man can cause
a change in the Creator is an attempt to project onto G-d human qualities. This is
strictly forbidden. As Maimonides quotes in the third principle of faith, “And to
whom can you liken Me sayeth the Holy One (Isaiah 40:18,25)”. Far be it from G-d
to be like His creatures who because of their imperfection are subject to change for
better or for worse. Rambam makes it clear that all statements in the Torah that
imply otherwise are metaphors used by the Torah to teach us some idea and are not
to be taken literally (Yad ibid Law 12).
Now let us examine one of the statements of our Sages. “Why were our Patriarchs
and Matriarchs childless? Because G-d desires the prayers of the righteous (Yevamos
64a).” Let us ﬁrst examine the last half of this statement, “G-d desires the prayers of
the righteous.” Our Sages are teaching that the prayers of the righteous are qualita45
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tively diﬀerentiated from the prayers of the ordinary person; that the righteous,
because their knowledge of G-d is diﬀerent and their knowledge of prayer is
diﬀerent, in their act of praying fulﬁll the potential of man that G-d has given him
through prayer. As Rambam says regarding the love of G-d, one’s love of G-d cannot
exceed his knowledge of G-d (Laws of Repentance, Ch. 10 Law 6). So too in prayer
one’s potential for prayer cannot be realized in excess of his knowledge and perfection. Thus only the righteous truly fulﬁll G-d’s will concerning prayer. The Rabbis
do not mean, Heaven forbid the notion, that G-d, the Creator of the universe, is in
want or in a state of loneliness waiting for some kind of satisfaction that he will
receive when His creatures praise Him or ask Him for something. How can we
think that man could praise G-d in any manner that would be satisfactory to Him,
when our teacher Moses, the greatest of our species, was unable to comprehend G-d
Himself in any way, even through prophecy, as it is written “because man cannot see
Me and live (Exodus 33:20)”, and could understand no more than G-d’s actions?
Even the praise of a four year old of the greatest human being would be closer to
reality than our praise of G-d since the four year old at least perceives something
about the one he is praising. It is thus patently clear as Ramban states, that all our
praise are as “nothingness and emptiness to Him.”
The above statement of our Sages was not meant to indicate that G-d is seeking
some satisfaction, only that G-d’s will, as expressed in His creation is being fulﬁlled.
Whether His creation is fulﬁlled or not gives no satisfaction or sadness to Him. Its
purpose is to provide man with the opportunity to approach G-d. In giving man free
will G-d made it possible for him to fulﬁll his potential, one of the methods being
through the medium of prayer. This is accomplished on the highest level only by the
righteous not the ordinary person whose ideas of G-d and prayer are distorted. Our
Sages are teaching an important idea, that the ignoramus fails to realize his potential
not only in Torah, but in prayer as well.
The ﬁrst half of this statement of our Sages also teaches us an important concept.
Our Sages wonder why our Patriarchs and Matriarchs were childless. Were they not
righteous? The answer is that sometimes G-d puts man in a state of want not because
he has sinned, but in order that he may have the opportunity to perfect himself. Our
Patriarchs and Matriarchs were answered through their prayers. In addition they
achieved thereby a higher degree of perfection. This teaches us the great value of
prayer since we usually only think of prayer as a means to obtain something we want
and do not realize that the greatest beneﬁt may result from the perfection we receive
through the act of praying itself.
Now consider how in Tractate Yevamos, our Sages through the medium of a
metaphor explained all this in the few short words, “The Holy One blessed be He,
longs to hear the prayer of the righteous”.
I of course cannot expound on every statement of our Sages in this article, nor do
I claim to understand every one of their statements. I only wish to stress how important caution is when approaching a statement of our Sages, and how careful we must
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be not to grasp at the ﬁrst idea, which comes to our minds, especially where such an
idea contradicts the basic premises of our faith.
In closing let me explain what is meant by Isaiah 43:7, “And everyone that is called
by my name I have created for my Glory.” The Radak comments: “Israel, who
believes in Me, I have created for my Honor, so that they spread My Glory to all the
people.” Radak is saying that G-d’s compassion and kindness is not limited to the
nation of Israel, but includes all of mankind. It is incumbent upon Israel to be
concerned about all of humanity as well as themselves, and to teach all of mankind
the true ideas of Torah. This is stated in Isaiah 2:2,3 and elsewhere throughout the
Prophets. It is G-d’s will that all of mankind should have the opportunity to live
according to the Torah way of life. This is what the verse is teaching, not that G-d,
Heaven forbid the notion, is seeking His own gloriﬁcation through human recognition.
We should understand Proverbs 16:4 mentioned above in a like manner. It is for
our beneﬁt that we recognize G-d’s Glory, not for His.
May we live to see the day when the earth will be ﬁlled with the knowledge of G-d
as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11:9).

Addendum I
Due to several requests, I submit the following addendum to my article on prayer:
I did not wish to imply that God does not answer prayers. The purpose of my
article was to make it clear that the very essence of prayer is the correct idea of God.
“Know before whom you stand,” is the preamble to prayer. If one has an erroneous
idea of God all his prayers are worthless. If, for instance, one believes God has
emotions and that his prayers are aﬀecting these emotions, he is not praying to God.
Since God is one He has no emotions. Also since God is perfect He cannot be
aﬀected by man. Thus in the above example, the individual is not praying to God
but to a ﬁgment of his imagination. The fact that God does not change does not
mean He doesn’t listen to or answer our prayers. God has endowed us with the
ability and the right to place our requests before Him. When we turn to God it is we
who change and thereby warrant that the unchangeable Creator of the universe hear
our prayers since He is one who listens to prayer. This may seem like a mere subtlety
but it is of the greatest importance since the wrong idea of God totally invalidates our
prayers, indeed, even all our mitzvoth. As God’s wisdom is not the same as ours we
have no way of knowing whether or not He will answer our prayers. Even a person
as great as our teacher Moses could not know this. Thus the Talmud says that we
should not feel conﬁdent that God will answer our prayers. We can only be assured
that He listens to our prayers. One should nevertheless turn to God in all his needs.
It should be noted that the act of prayer is one of the great mediums through which
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man rises to a higher level. His fate will thus be changed for the better even if his
particular request is not answered. He may indeed reap a far greater reward through
prayer itself than he anticipates through the answer to his request.
Addendum II
One may and should pray for another person insofar as one has sincere concern
about their well-being. It is nevertheless the prayer of the sick person himself, which
is of the greatest value. This is stated in the Torah, Genesis 21:17, “And God listened
to the voice of the lad...” Even though Ishmael’s mother Hagar prayed for him, God
listened to Ishmael’s prayer over that of his mother’s. Rashi comments: “From here
we derive that the prayer of the sick person himself is superior to the prayer of others,
and it is prior in terms of being accepted by God.
We must pray for Israel because since Sinai, the fate of each Jew is inextricably
bound with that of every other Jew. No Jew can escape this. In praying for Israel, we
are ipso facto praying for ourselves. There is a higher level of praying for Israel and
concern for Klal Yisroel, but this is only for those few who have been fortunate
enough to reach a truly high level of serving God. Nevertheless, we must all aspire to
reach that level.
CHAPTER IX
Faith in G-d is the mark of the righteous. It characterizes the unique outlook
which the man of G-d has on reality. But what exactly is meant by faith in G-d is not
simple to deﬁne. In times of trouble we are told to have faith, or 'beetachon.' We are
expected to understand what is meant by this adjuration, as if it were selfexplanatory. But when one takes the trouble of putting it into intelligible terms great
diﬃculties or confusions emerge. Is one to believe with certainty that one's wishes
will be fulﬁlled or that what one fears will not occur? If so, we are faced with the
question of how we know what G-d has in store for us. Do we not believe that even
the righteous may be punished? Haven't we seen people with even greater faith than
us suﬀer tragedy? Does having faith mean we ought to believe, 'all is for the good'?
But then we are not speaking of faith, only acceptance. Acceptance and faith are on
two diﬀerent sides of experience: the latter prior to the experience, and the former
after the experience, when all that we feared has already occurred. Some may say we
cannot question the injunction to have faith. Such people are admitting that they are
devoid of knowledge and understanding. We, the followers of Toras Mosheh, cannot
look favorably upon ignorance, so we remain with an unintelligible injunction
which even if adhered to cannot be truly virtuous, as virtue and ignorance are mutually exclusive. The ignorant cannot be righteous. Moreover, since we do not comprehend what is meant by faith we have no way of knowing if we are fulﬁlling the
injunction. We do not know if what we think is faith is in fact faith and not some
erroneous notion.
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The Torah helps us in the task of unraveling the idea of faith as it is interpreted by
our Talmudic scholars. In Genesis 40:23 we read, "and the chief butler did not
remember Joseph and he forgot him." Rashi comments in the words of our Rabbis
"since Joseph placed his faith in him to remember him [Joseph] to Pharaoh he was
destined to be incarcerated for two years." Tirgum Yerushalmi elaborates, "Joseph
abandoned the heavenly kindness that accompanied him from the house of his
father, and placed his trust in the chief steward, in created ﬂesh, ﬂesh that tastes of
death, and he didn't remember the passage that states and explains, 'Cursed shall be
the man that relies upon ﬂesh and makes ﬂesh his stronghold and blessed shall be the
man that places his trust in Hashem the Word of G-d and the Word of G-d shall be
his stronghold' . On account of this the chief steward did not remember Joseph and
he forgot him until his time came to be redeemed."
In the words of our Rabbis, Tirgum Yerushalmi and Rashi are referring to
Joseph's entreaty to the chief butler as mentioned previously (40:14,15) where Joseph
states to the chief steward in anticipation of the latter's release, "If you will only
remember me when things are good with you and you will show kindness to me and
you will make mention of me to Pharaoh and bring me out of this house. For I was
stolen away from the land of the Hebrews; and here also have I done nothing that
they should put me into the dungeon."
It was apparently considered sinful by the Rabbis that Joseph, after interpreting
the dreams of the chief baker and chief steward, should plead with the chief butler to
remember him to Pharaoh.
We are stymied by the words of our Rabbis. What did Joseph do wrong? Doesn't
the Torah teach us that we should make use of all available means to bring about for
himself beneﬁcial results? Is it anathema to ask another human being for help when
in need? Didn't Jacob prepare an elaborate present to appease his brother Esav?
Didn't Esther use her psychological insight to manipulate the emotions of the king?
Did she not even fall at his feet crying and pleading, all of which she was praised for,
being considered the savior of Israel? Why then should Joseph have been condemned
when he used, it would seem, the most natural method of securing his freedom via
the chief butler? Surely political savvy is not reviled by Torah; it is not viewed as a
denial of one's faith in G-d.
The words of the Rabbis have deep meaning and we cannot comprehend them by
a superﬁcial glance. Let us look more closely at the account of Joseph. We must ask
one question: what did Joseph do wrong in placing his request before the chief
butler? More correctly, what should he have done, what alternative method should
he have used? The answer comes slowly but clearly; he should have done nothing. He
erred politically. Joseph had completed the interpretation of the two dreamers who
were with him in prison. His interpretations convinced them that he was correct. In
a few days reality would corroborate his interpretation with exactitude. The chief
butler would walk away dazzled by this amazing man who could foresee future
events via interpretation. Joseph would have left an indelible impression upon him,
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and at the ﬁrst available opportunity he would tell his master Pharaoh of the
unbelievable wonder he had witnessed while incarcerated in order to further ingratiate himself to his master. What prevented him from doing so? Only one thing Joseph's request. The Rabbis tell us that a scholar is held in the highest esteem in the
eyes of an ignoramus until the former tries to beneﬁt from him. It is a matter of
human nature that when one sees another person in need and asking for assistance,
one's estimation of that other person is seriously compromised, whether rightfully or
wrongfully. It is further true that the baring of one's soul and the disclosure of how
one was repeatedly wronged to another human being in an attempt to obtain sympathy is a double edged sword. At ﬁrst, the listener may be compassionate. In the
presence of the pleader his emotions are softened; but when he leaves, his mind
ruminates other thoughts of a contrary nature: "Is this person truly a victim? Are all
those who wronged him blameworthy? Perhaps this person is the cause (albeit
unwittingly) of his own downfall." Such thoughts and others like them preoccupy
the mind of the listener. The high esteem that was accorded the pleader is questioned
and seriously reduced.
When Joseph bared his soul to the chief butler he destroyed the idealized image
the latter had of him. Joseph removed himself from the pedestal he formerly
occupied in the butler's mind. The butler instead saw a man in need of his favor, one
who was wronged by many individuals. Were those who supposedly betrayed him,
his family, and his master's house, totally to blame? Questions arose in the chief
butler's mind about Joseph's true worth. His former high estimation was replaced
with a low evaluation of Joseph. This is clear from the report the chief butler
subsequently gave of Joseph to Pharaoh two years later as stated in Genesis 41:12,
"And there was there with us a young man, 'naar,' a Hebrew servant to the oﬃcer of
the guard." The Rabbis point out that the chief butler was belittling Joseph by these
introductory remarks. The term naar, meaning youth, carries with it a connotation
of foolishness. The word "Hebrew" implies that he is not one of us. The term servant
or slave further indicates one of lowly status. Joseph had committed a faux-pas, a
political indiscretion.
What was the cause of Joseph's blunder? In the theology of Yahadus every error is
to be traced to some human imperfection. The Torah, being all embracing, leads one
to be wise, to act judiciously. If one does not act so, he is not in harmony with its
principles. Where does the imperfection that led Joseph to his blunder? The Rabbis
trace it to a lack of faith, Beetachon. In the words of the Tirgum Yerushalmi, Joseph
"abandoned the heavenly kindness that kindness which accompanied him from the
house of his father." How did he abandon this? The answer is straight forward. He
sought human compassion. He was lonely, estranged from every society he knew,
even that of the house of his master. In a moment of weakness, he sought the
compassion of a human being, the chief butler. Joseph bared his soul to him, looking
for the satisfaction and the sense of security one receives when eliciting human
compassion. He thwarted his own goal because of this momentary need. He unwittingly sabotaged the one element he had in his favor - the chief butler's idealization
of him.
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In the words of the Tirgum Yerushalmi Joseph abandoned the "chisda d'l'ail", the
compassion of the above, the true compassion of G-d which had been with him
from the day he left his father's house, the compassion which sustained him while he
was alone all those years in a strange land. He reached instead for human compassion, "basar avid", created ﬂesh that tastes of death. The sense of stability that man
projects is illusory. Man is a created being who has a very transitory and fragile
existence. "Put not your trust in princes, in the son of man, in whom there is no
salvation; his breath leaves him, he returns to his earth..." (Psalm 146) He cannot
oﬀer the security man seeks when he is in need of compassion. The security man
oﬀers is illusory. It is supported by the senses, not by the mind. Man's task is to rise
to the world of reality, a world beyond the senses, one which is known only by the
Tzellem Elokim, the divine part of his nature, his mind. On this plane man realizes
the only One he may turn to to seek compassion is the Source of all reality, the only
eternal being, G-d. Failure to rise to this level of existence is catastrophic for man.
Joseph's momentary lapse from the world of true reality to the world of the senses
and the emotions cost him two years of his life. Had he possessed beetachon, true
faith, he would not have failed. His success was ironically imminent.
What then is beetachon or true faith? It is not a mental mechanism or device to
be used when in need. It is a state of mind; an appreciation of ultimate reality. In this
state of mind one is in contact both in mind and emotion with the creator. It is a state
in which one senses total security in the knowledge that the Creator knows his
plight, that all operates under his providence and jurisdiction. This idea oﬀers man
his true sense of well-being. It pervades him with an inner calm in the face of the
most formidable obstacles. In such a mental framework he is not in search or in need
of human compassion.
What gives man this view of reality? His knowledge of G-d, which stems from
knowledge of G-d's works, his word - the Torah. As the Tirgum Yerushalmi
translates, Blessed be the man who placed his trust in Hashem, the word of G-d.
And the word of G-d shall be his stronghold. All of man's knowledge of G-d is of His
word. The word means His Torah, His Law, His Creation. The term 'word' is always
used to describe G-d's creation. With ten words the world was created. Who with
His word created the heavens. This is all based on Genesis I in which the metaphor
of speech is used to connote G-d's act of creations. Beetachon is based on an outward
direction of one's mental energies. It's an appreciation of the full realm of the external
world and its source. This is the exact opposite of primitive man whose energies are
directed inward toward the self, who seeks to employ G-d as a means of satisfying his
wishes. Primitive man seeks faith in G-d as a component of his overall egocentricity,
a tool to secure his own well-being. In Yahadus the concept is based on an appreciation of the outer world, the world of G-d's wisdom. Strange as it sounds, the person
who has greater beetachon is less involved in the self. He sees himself as an insigniﬁcant component of the whole. This does not mean he has no needs but that his needs
are diﬀerent. As a creature of G-d he recognizes how integrally tied he is to his
Creator, and his relationship with the Creator is an intimate one, one that is fully
satisfying. He is not in need of man for approval or compassion.
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The man of faith has G-d at the center of his world. His focus is constantly upon
Him. He is in perpetual appreciation of G-d's word, His Torah, His universe, His
wisdom. King David expresses it in Psalm 16,
"I have set Hashem before me always; because He is at my right hand I shall not
falter. For this reason my heart does rejoice and my soul is elated, my ﬂesh, too, rests
in conﬁdence: Because You will not abandon my soul to the grave, You will not allow
Your devout one to witness destruction. You will make known to me the path of life,
the fullness of joys in Your Presence, the delights that are in Your right hand for
eternity." (verses 8-11).
His knowledge that the source of all creation knows him intimately, that whatever
stems from that source is truly and of necessity the good, is the cause of his total calm
and sense of well-being in all circumstances. As it is stated it in Psalm 23, "Yae
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I fear no evil for thou art
with me." There can be for him no greater reassurance than this one idea.
Deﬁnitively we might say faith is knowledge of G-d as it concerns one's sense of
security. Does having faith change the outcome of an event? Most certainly! But not
as an isolated mechanism with some magical content. The outcome is changed
indirectly. It is a result of the fact that an individual with such ideas who lives on such
a plane is constantly under G-d's providence and thus meets with a diﬀerent fate
than the rest of humanity.

CHAPTER X
Joseph Campbell the famous mythologist tells of a meeting he once had with a
priest while on vacation. The priest, recognizing the famous professor, asked Campbell if he believed in God, to which Campbell replied, "no." "Well, would you believe
in Him if I could prove Him to you?" asked the priest. "Yes," replied Campbell, "but
then how would I have faith?" The priest conceded defeat.
This anecdote typiﬁes the idea of Christian faith. The virtue of faith is only
possible where the mind does not convince us that something is so. Indeed, some
have gone so far as to say that the ideal of Christian faith is to believe in something
the mind dictates as absurd. As Tertullian said, "credo quia absurdum," (I believe
that which is absurd). Søren Kierkegaard went even further and said that the very
absurdity if the Christian claim makes it worthy of belief. This type of thinking has
its source in the New Testament in 1 Corinthians 1& 2.
There is nothing mysterious about why religion demands belief. Religion is not a
result of knowledge and investigation. It is basically man's projections of an inner
world onto what we call the real world. Such a system by deﬁnition demands belief.
Its very existence is dependent on the denial of a weltanschauung that bases itself on
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reasoning alone. Such a system would spell doomsday for the religion. Other modes
of cognition must be sanctiﬁed so that the religion may survive. These modes are
dubbed "spiritual."
In order to protect itself further, religion maintains that these modes of cognition
are superior to reason. The challenge of religion then becomes to rely exclusively on
the "spiritual" type thinking. This becomes the mark of virtue, so much so that if
one were to know something by reason there would be no religious challenge and
hence no virtue. This was Campbell's response to the priest.
What does Torah have to say about this? Torah teaches the exact opposite of what
all man-made religions teach. We usually characterize religious people as believers
because they accept as true things which cannot be proven through reason. We call
non-religious individuals non-believers because they demand proof for their convictions and therefore reject religious notions. In the eyes of the Torah both the religious
and non-religious people are believers while the Torah personality is not a believer.
Sound strange? Let us examine the matter more closely.
The Christian idea of faith leads to insoluble problems when we approach Torah.
If having faith is the highest level of religiosity then Moses, the greatest ﬁgure in the
Torah would be the least religious. Since he knew God via direct prophecy, "face
to face," there would be no need for him to have any faith. He would thus be
devoid of the most important religious virtue, faith. Similarly, the Patriarchs who
had knowledge of God via prophecy would have no need for faith. Moreover, all
Israel who witnessed God's revelation at Sinai would have no need for faith. The
Torah then is a book of the faithless. Indeed, Torah encourages faithlessness. God
tells Moses, "Behold I will come to you in the thickness of the cloud in order that the
nation shall hear when I speak with you and in you too will they believe forever,
(Exodus 19:9)." God expects the people to believe in Him and the fact that Moses is
His loyal servant only after the spectacular event at Sinai. God never tells Moses to
tell the people to simply have faith. Moses repeats the formula at great length in
Deuteronomy 4:9-15, and 32-36, 5:2-5 and 19-24. It is quite clear through all of this
that the only reason the people were expected to believe in God and Torah was
because they witnessed the event at Sinai with their own eyes, as it stated, "You have
been shown so that you may know that Hashem, He is God..., (Ibid. 4:35), "Face to
face, God spoke to you, (Ibid. 5:4)", "You have seen that from the heavens I have
spoken to you, (Exodus 20:19)." There is not one word in God's Torah that suggests
that we suspend our critical faculty and indulge in what Christians call faith.
The Torah actually cautions against such a practice. In Deuteronomy 13, the
Torah warns us not to follow any prophet who deviates from any of the teachings of
the Torah even if his predictions of signs and wonders come true. Predictions, signs
and wonders evoke the mysterious element in man's nature. The false prophet is a test
(13:4) to see if man will remain faithful to the evidence of Sinai or follow the myste53
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rious, the emotional and the faith type of thinking. We are never to be impressed by
soothsayers, miracle workers, faith healers or other mystical performers. Throughout
the Five Books of Moses and the prophets we ﬁnd respect only for knowledge,
wisdom, and understanding. The message of the Torah is a clear one: If we are to
perfect ourselves we are to pursue knowledge not any other modes of cognition.
God's universe and God's Torah are based on knowledge. (See especially the ﬁrst
three chapters of Proverbs).
Only those who think of themselves as scholars but have never mastered the
method of Torah analysis, and often times do not even know Hebrew, proclaim
otherwise. Nahum M. Sarna in his book Understanding Genesis, states:
The quality of faith associated with Abraham at the covenant ceremony shows
itself once again in this situation. Answering the doubts of his servant, the Patriarch
is absolutely sure that the mission will be successfully accomplished. "The Lord, the
God of heaven, who took me from my father's house and from the land of my birth,
who promised me under oath, saying 'I will give this land to your oﬀspring' - He will
send his angel before you and you will get a wife for my son from there, (Genesis
24:7)." Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis, (Schocken Books) 171.
Sarna then compares these words of Abraham with the words he used previously
at the covenant of the parts, Genesis 15:2 and 15:8 stating:
At the outset of his career his very ﬁrst words to God were expressions of doubt
about each of the two elements of the divine promise - posterity and land. "O Lord
God, what can you give seeing that I die childless..., (Genesis 15:2)," he had said
despairingly of the former; and, "O Lord God, how (sic) shall I know that I am to
possess it?" (Ibid. 15:8) was his response to the latter. Now he evokes both posterity
and land, serenely conﬁdent that God's promises will work themselves out in history.
Abram, the doubter has become Abraham, the man of absolute faith.
Ibid. Sarna's claim that Abraham was "absolutely sure that the mission will be
successfully accomplished" is patently false. Had Sarna simply read the very next
verse he would have realized this. Genesis 24:8 states, "And if the woman be not
willing to follow thee then thou shalt be clear from this my oath." It is clear from
24:8 that Abraham was not sure at all that God would fulﬁll his mission. Sarna
made a mistake in his translation verse 7. In Hebrew the future tense often signiﬁes
a hope or desire. the correct translation for the Hebrew word yishlach in this
instance is not will send but shall send meaning should send. The same is true of
Genesis 49:10. The translation should read "The scepter shall not depart from
Judah," meaning should not depart, not will not depart. People in Israel often say
Hashem yaazor, meaning (I hope that) God shall help, not God will help. Abraham
was not a man of naive religious faith who assumed that God will do as he wishes.
He knew full well that neither he nor any other human being has knowledge of
God's will. He thus prepared his servant for both eventualities.
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Being raised in a Christian environment Sarna equated faith with religious virtue,
he then proceeded to project this notion onto the Torah. He committed the error of
a bad historian. He took something from his existing environment and projected it
onto the past. Sarna's idea that Abraham doubted God at the covenant of Genesis 15
is not only wrong it is stupid. How can one speak to God, know that He is creator of
heaven and earth and yet not think He can give him a son or give a certain land to a
certain people? He is, however, consistent. He demonstrates as much understanding
of Genesis 15 as he does of Genesis 24. (Genesis 15 contains a very profound concept
which I cannot expound upon here). Unfortunately, due to the fact that most people
are ignorant , men like Sarna can masquerade as scholars when they don't even know
the most basic and fundamental principles of Torah. One must be extremely
cautious about one's authorities these days.
It should be pointed out that the word emunah translated as belief or faith does
not connote in Hebrew what these terms mean in English. The word emunah means
veriﬁcation of a truth from an external source, (see Genesis 42:20 and Exodus 14:31).
It does not mean blind religious faith.
The Torah personality is guided by the tzellem elokim, the divine element in
man's soul. All Torah authorities interpret that term as the rational element in man's
soul. He bases his life on his knowledge of Torah and the demonstration at Sinai.
(For an understanding of how the demonstration at Sinai is relevant today you may
send for a special paper I have written on the subject). His belief in God is based on
knowledge not shallow faith. As Maimonides states in the very beginning of his
work, "the foundation of foundations and the pillar of all knowledge is to know that
God exists." One must search assiduously for the knowledge of God's existence
through the study of Torah.
The Torah personality is an individual committed to a way of life based on knowledge. For decisions in religious matters he studies the Talmud. He uses only intellect
in interpreting its words. No Talmudic authority has ever based a ruling on feeling
or religious emotion. Only logic and reason are admissible in this endeavor. What is
contrary to logic is false.
But what of modern man is he a believer or a non-believer? Every person must
have some philosophy of life. Every person strives for happiness and acts in a way he
thinks is good. Modern man is ruled by one notion - success. He is convinced that
fame, fortune and satisfaction of his desire for romantic love will bring him happiness. But does modern man know this to be true? Can he prove this? Indeed if we
were guided merely by what we observe of others' lives it would be patently clear that
such is not the case. Again and again people ﬁnd to their dismay that those people
who have what they dream of are in the depths of misery and despair. But modern
man does not change his course. He persists in believing that in his case it would be
diﬀerent. He is a believer. He believes his emotions. Torah teaches us not to trust our
emotions, to reason about what is truly good for man and to understand the nature
of our emotions and instinctual life. Only through knowledge can we have a good
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and happy life. The Torah personality is a total non-believer in the beneﬁts most
people ascribe to wealth, fame or romantic love. Maimonides states that the true
Torah personality does not get excited by a sudden increase in his possessions or
renown nor does he get depressed by a decrease in his wealth or popularity. He rides
an "even keel" through life having the true good, Torah knowledge before his mind's
eye always and everything else in proper perspective. His emotional life is tempered
by knowledge. He is very critical in his judgments and goes through a lengthy
analysis of himself and Torah before making any decisions.
Thus, based on our original deﬁnition of a believer as he who accepts conclusions
uncritically and a non-believer as he who is guided by his mind we must conclude
that the Torah personality is a non-believer while modern non-religious man is a
believer par excellence.
Modern religious man who subscribes to the man-made religions, attempts to
escape the human dilemma by creating in his mind a world based on simplistic
infantile notions which have no support from reality. If only I could believe these
things life would be great, he thinks. Belief becomes his great challenge. For the
Torah personality perfection is the challenge. But even witnessing the event at Sinai
does not give man perfection as is clear from the Torah narrative. Knowledge of
God's existence through Sinai is only the beginning. Perfection involves the study
and understanding of Torah ideas. We must gain knowledge of what is good and
what is evil. We must understand our every emotion. We must recognize the
diﬀerence between our instinctual nature and our divine element. We must exercise
careful judgment in our deeds to make certain that we are not being guided in our
lives by our basic emotion. Like a great general, the Torah personality assesses his
own strengths and weaknesses, knows when to move into battle and when to avoid
certain situations. He knows when and when not to satisfy his instinctual nature.
His every move is determined by knowledge. He knows that even the most righteous
occasionally fail. He is always ready to reanalyze and reevaluate his past deeds. He
learns from his errors and thereby rises to even greater heights. His is not an infantile
simplistic challenge of faith, but the challenge of challenges - the challenge of human
perfection. He is armed with a great work, the work that gives man true insight into
the greatness and the frailties of human nature. He is constantly engaged in the
delights of this insightful work, the great joy its knowledge brings, as well as the
unique existence it forges for him. The torah personality is never bored. He is
interested in all of God's knowledge, from the most obscure minutiae of Halachic
detail to the latest advance in scientiﬁc knowledge. In all this he sees God's inﬁnite
wisdom. He is best described as the prophet describes him, "And let us know, let us
run (eagerly strive) to know God, (Hosea 6:3)." Ibn Ezra states on this verse, " We
should eagerly strive to know God because this is the foundation of all knowledge
and because of this alone man was created."
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CHAPTER XI
What does the word Torah mean? Many interpretations have been given. Most
people understand it to mean teachings or learning. Accordingly, we ﬁnd in Leviticus 10:11, "ulehoros" and to teach, or more accurately to interpret and legislate. There
is no doubt that the word Torah has the same root as "horah" teaching, legislating.
But is that all it means? Sometimes we ﬁnd the word in the singular form as Deuteronomy 1:5 "...Moses began to explain this Torah," or in ibid 4:44, "and this is the
Torah Moses placed before the people of Israel." At other times we ﬁnd it in the
plural such as in Leviticus 26:46, "These are the ordinances, the judgements and the
Torahs," or as in Gen. 26:5, "my commandments... my ordinances and my Torahs."
Why is there a necessity for two forms of the word? Indeed in the above examples the
word Torahs would seem to be superﬂuous since teachings is already included in the
terms ordinances, judgements and commandments.
Let us see how the word Torah is used in the Bible. In Leviticus 11:46, after the
Bible gives a detailed account of the complex laws of the clean and unclean animals,
it states, "This is the Torah of the animals and the birds and of every living creature
that moves in the waters, and of ever creature that swarms on the earth." We may
clearly infer that the word Torah means a system of laws. Torah means a logically
structured, internally consistent and conceptual system of law given by God to man.
The Bible contains many such systems. There is a system of laws concerning leprosy
(not an exact translation). Accordingly, the Bible states in Leviticus 13:59, "This is
the Torah of the plague of leprosy...." Again, when the Bible is giving a detailed
account of the laws of the uncleanliness that involve contact with the dead, the Bible
states, "This is the Torah, when a man dies in a tent...." God's law contains systems.
All individual systems are then subsumed under one major system. The word Torah
usually refers to the major system, but sometimes the Bible wishes to connote all the
individual systems. Hence, when God praises Abraham for keeping His commandments, in Gen. 26:5, it uses the plural form "Toros." The Bible wishes to convey the
message that Abraham kept every detail of all the systems of law that God had given
to him.
It is clear to anyone who has read Leviticus, even in a cursory manner, that the
systems of the sacriﬁces, the kosher laws, the laws of uncleanliness, the sexual restrictions, etc., are complex and in need of interpretation. Even the plain meaning of the
Biblical text cannot be ascertained without interpretation. Take, for instance, the
verse in Leviticus 11:8, "From their ﬂesh you shall not eat, and their carcasses you
shall not touch, they are unclean to you." Does this mean that if a camel dies in the
street, no one is permitted to remove its carcass and it must remain wherever it dies
until it rots? This is obviously absurd. Or take the verse in Deuteronomy 23:25,
"When you come into your neighbor's vineyard, then you may eat grapes until you
have satisﬁed yourself; but you shall not put any in your vessel." Does this mean that
people can just go into someone's vineyard and eat to their heart's content? Even the
most primitive society could not survive with such a violation of another's rights of
ownership and deﬁance of justice.
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Interpretation is indispensable for the laws and the systems of the Bible. But the
question is, whose interpretation? It cannot be anyone's, because then there would be
no law whatsoever; each person would interpret things to suit himself. There must
then be one authoritative body to interpret the Torah. The Bible speaks of such an
authoritative body in Deut. 17:8-11. But who is that authoritative body today? Can
we identify it? We are fortunate that God has made it singularly easy for us today to
know whose interpretation He wishes us to follow. In Isaiah 59:21 God states
through His prophet Isaiah, "and as for Me, this is My covenant with them (the
people of Israel), saith the Lord, My spirit that is upon thee, and My words which I
have put in thy mouth, shall not depart out of thy mouth, nor out of the mouth of
thy seed, nor out of the mouth of the seed's seed, saith the Lord, for henceforth and
for ever." We thus have God's promise that the words of the Torah and the proper
approach to Torah shall never cease among the nation of Israel. Now there is only
one group which has consistently studied, interpreted, taught and legislated Torah
for the past two thousand years (and before as well) and they are the Talmudic
scholars of Israel. Of all the sects of the period of the Second Temple, only the
Pharisees have remained. God's promise has been fulﬁlled to the Talmudic scholars
who have kept and established the Torah law throughout the generations. So it is a
relatively easy matter to identify, in our day, the ones to whom the interpretation of
Torah has been entrusted. In earlier times it would be a more diﬃcult task. One
would have to study the claims of the various groups and use his God given intellect
to determine which group is authentic and which is fraudulent. In our times, thank
God, it is an easy matter. No religious group of any signiﬁcance keeps the Torah laws
or claim they understand them. Anyone who takes the laws of the Bible seriously,
that is, as the word of God, must make recourse to the only institution that has
meticulously studied the Torah laws throughout the ages the Talmudic scholars.
The oral law, or Talmud, does not merely add facts to the written description of
the Torah's laws, it gives us a unique approach to these laws. Talmudic laws result
from a speciﬁc reasoning and methodology. This methodology gives us great insight
into the systems of law of God's Torah. To appreciate the beauty of these insights one
must have achieved a level of Talmudic scholarship; much as to appreciate
mathematical beauty one must ﬁrst have attained a certain level of mathematical
knowledge. Thus the praises of the Psalmist about the beauty, love and appreciation
of God's laws (see Psalms 19:8-11 and Psalms 119) cannot really be understood by
the uninitiated or layman. To paraphrase the Psalmist is Psalms 1:2, the delight in
God's law goes hand in hand with total devotion to the study of God's law. This is a
full time commitment that only very few people are able or willing to make. But just
as there is much knowledge a layman can gain even though he is not an expert in
scientiﬁc methodology, there is much knowledge one can gain regarding Torah
without being a Talmudic scholar.
One important principle that emerges from the Talmudic approach is that there
is no religious taboo in Torah law. A few examples will help make this clear. We all
know that pig is a prohibited food for the Jew according to Torah law. Yet, in Deuter58
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onomy 6:11 we read that when the Jewish people enter the land of Israel they will
ﬁnd homes ﬁlled with all kinds of good things which they will be able to partake of.
The oral law identiﬁes these good things as inclusive of foodstuﬀs, even pig. The
people were permitted upon entering the land to consume all prohibited foods they
ﬁnd at the time. The Bible, interestingly enough, refers to these very prohibited foods
as "good." Thus even though the Torah prohibited certain foods they are not considered "bad." The prohibition is merely to teach man to exercise control over his appetitive desires not that there is anything "unclean" about a pig or camel or horse. God
does not, so to speak, like the cow more than the donkey. They are all equally His
creation. In a similar vein the Rabbis of the Talmud have stated, "Do not say, I
dislike the ﬂesh of the pig, but rather, I like it but God has decreed that I abstain
from it." If one abstains from pig because he things it is "bad" in some sense, he is
functioning on a primitive taboo level not on the level which God has prescribed for
him so that he gain perfection as a human being.
According to the oral law, if one piece of non-kosher meat becomes mixed up with
two pieces of kosher meat (under certain circumstances) all three pieces may be
consumed. It is clear from this that the Torah does not consider the non-kosher piece
of meat to contain any soul contaminating element. What contaminates the human
soul is the failure to abide by God's law and gain the perfection it aﬀords man. In a
similar manner, it should be understood that the laws of the menses, Leviticus 15:19,
25, 18:19, 20:18), have nothing in common with menstrual taboos found in primitive societies. Even on a practical level, the two are incommensurate. A woman may
be menstruating biologically, but not Halakhically, that is, according to the formula
of the Torah, and vice versa.
Religious rites and practices revolve around two institutions, taboos and symbolic
performances. The former is negative, the latter positive. (A primary example of the
latter is the Eucharist). Just as the Torah is free of taboos it is equally free of symbolic
performance. About this last point, I know, the reader will express disbelief. Is it not
true, he will say, that the unleavened bread eaten on the eve of Passover symbolizes
freedom and the bitter herbs slavery? Does not the Bible state that the fringes with its
blue thread remind one of all God's commandments? The medrash explains that the
blue color reminds one of the sea, the sea of the heavens, and the heavens of the
inﬁnity of God. Is not all of the above symbolic?
Here we approach a subtle but fundamental point of Torah philosophy. We must
distinguish between an act whose very essence is to act something out, or experience
something emotionally, and one which has ideational content related to it. Allow me
to elaborate. The Talmudic analysis of mitzvot gives each of God's commandments
a very detailed and precise formulation. Each commandment has a logical structure
at the root of which is a concept. This concept is structural rather than philosophical.
The performance of mitzvot must be done in strict compliance with the formula of
the commandment. There is also a philosophical ideational component that is
associated with each commandment, for example: In the performance of the eating
of the unleavened bread, even if one knew nothing of the exodus from Egypt, as long
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as he complied with the proper deﬁnition of the performance of eating, he will have
fulﬁlled the commandment. Conversely, if one did not eat the unleavened bread in
conformity with the proper formula, although he may have had the most profound
thoughts about the exodus from Egypt, he did not fulﬁll the commandment.
The same is true for the commandment of fringes. Even if one never looked at his
fringes, as long as he wore them in accordance with the prescribed formula for the
mitzvah, he fulﬁlled the commandment. If, on the other hand, one hung the fringes
on his wall, as was the practice of the Karaits, although he may have thought about
God every time he entered his home, he did not fulﬁll the commandment. While
this sounds strange to most people it makes perfect sense to the Talmudist. Those
who do not understand Halakha Talmudic law, cannot appreciate the beauty of the
abstract formulae in God's Torah. They can, at best, only relate to some basic idea.
People are usually attracted to performances that symbolize religious notions. God,
in His Torah, saw it diﬀerently. The Torah's religious performance is the bringing
into reality of abstract Halakhic ideas. There is very little explanation given for the
vast majority of the laws. (It is for this reason that even gentiles who believe the
Torah to be the word of God have never been attracted to the commandments
though the Torah repeatedly stresses their signiﬁcance). Even the oral law is sparse in
this area. The Torah has veered away from symbolic performance.
There are two reasons for this: 1) The Torah wishes to reach man primarily
through his appreciation of the intellectual world of abstract thought. Only when
one's mind and appreciation of knowledge has been developed can one expect to
arrive at true religious philosophical ideas. Rather than giving man ﬁxed philosophical explanations, which of necessity would be simplistic, God gave man a system of
Torah which perfects his mind and his personality. He then becomes capable of
searching out for himself the deep philosophical meaning behind God's Torah. The
Torah values most of all knowledge discovered by man through his own creativity.
2) The Torah saw a great danger in symbolic performance even if this performance
is associated with correct ideas. Symbolic performance is the basis of the most primitive religious practices, practices which the Torah abhors and warns incessantly
against. In Torah, God created an unique institution through which man can
worship Him through Halachah. This religion stands alone as the only one totally
devoid of primitive expression. Through its practice man is converted from an
instinctual creature to one who is capable of standing in God's presence.
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CHAPTER XII
We have shown in our last article that the notion of religious faith is not Biblical,
that is, it is not found in the Jewish Bible the Torah. It is Christian, and on a larger
scale belongs to the pagan, primitive, and idolatrous modes of worship which the
Torah proscribes and abhors. The Torah demands knowledge not faith. Verses such
as, "You have been shown so that you may know that the Lord, He is God; there is
none other besides Him (Deut. 4:35)," and, "And you shall know this day and return
(those ideas) to your heart that the Lord, He is God... (ibid:39)" make this clear.
When Moses appointed the leaders of Israel he stated, "Get yourselves men of
knowledge and depth of understanding who are known (as such) to your tribes...
(ibid. 1:13)." Moses did not request "men of great piety and religiosity," rather, men
of "knowledge and depth of understanding." Ever since the time of Moses the
religion of Israel has been guided and directed by the scholars of Israel, the great
intellectual giants of the nation. The religion of Israel is not democratic nor is it
prejudicial. It is not democratic in that it does not permit the ignorant to voice an
opinion on religious matters; he who cannot follow the complex and abstract
arguments of the Talmud has no right to arrive at decisions in religious matters. On
the other hand the religion of Israel is not prejudicial; it recognizes and reveres
anyone who has the knowledge of Torah, young or old, male or female, black or
white, proselyte or prince, a high priest or an illegitimate oﬀspring. The religion of
Israel is best described as an intellectual aristocracy; it centers around knowledge.
This being the case we may ask "is there any place in Judaism for something other
than knowledge?" We may also ask "what is the diﬀerence between 'emmunah,'
(roughly translated as belief) and 'yediah,' (knowledge)?" Also, what is meant by the
verse in Genesis 15:6, roughly translated, "And he (Abraham) believed in God and
He counted it to him for righteousness"?
Let us examine the chapter in which the above verse is found. Here we ﬁnd
Abraham in a prophetic vision discussing with God the future prospects of his holy
work. His main concern was that he was childless. This is expressed in Genesis
15:2,3. Abraham was convinced that in order for his work to continue after his death
the successor to his position would have to be his own oﬀspring. Eliezer, his faithful
servant, would not have the kind of credibility necessary to continue the work
successfully. God agreed with Abraham and promised him a successor from his own
loins (verse 4). At this point Abraham inquires no further, as is stated in verse 6, "and
he believed in God, and this was considered righteousness."
In verse 7 God continues to tell Abraham that his oﬀspring will inherit the land
in which he was then dwelling. Suddenly Abraham changes his tactic and he
inquires of God, and here we must be accurate in our translation, "with what shall I
know that I will inherit it?" It should be noted that he does not say "how" shall I
know that I will inherit, but rather "with what" shall I know that I will inherit it. This
distinction, as we shall see, is of extreme importance. Every word in Torah counts.
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Let us search out where the answer to Abraham' questions lies in the text. The
semantics of the verse show us the way. Abraham asked "bamah aida," "with what
shall I know;" God answered "yadoah taida," knowing you shall surely know (verse
13). Here we are dealing with knowledge, "yediah," not "emmunah," belief or trust.
Abraham's question was an intellectual one. God had promised him the land; this
implied that a whole nation would one day be established that would follow his
ideational system of knowledge of God. Abraham knew how diﬃcult it was to get
people to embrace the ideas of the true religion. After years of expounding his
philosophy and in spite of the divine assistance Abraham received in making him a
famous ﬁgure, he was only able to win over 318 people. Even his nephew Lot
departed from him to obtain residence in Sodom. Abraham was intrigued by the
sociological vision God presented to him. How could an entire nation be brought to
embrace the true religion? He inquired of God, "bamah," with what, meaning,
through what means can such a fact be accomplished? God answered him that it
would take place through the medium of slavery (15:13). The slave, the lowly
individual who has no status would listen to the ideas set forth by God's messenger,
Moses, and then respond appropriately. It is paradoxical yet true that man is more
prone to see truth precisely when he is in the lowest ebb of human existence. God
taught Abraham this truth concerning the human personality and with it He
explained how a nation would be founded with the ideas of the true religion.
Abraham never asked God "how do I know?" Such a question would be absurd,
for "God Is not a man that He should lie."(Numbers 23:14) Abraham never doubted
the veracity of God's statement. But God is ﬁrst and foremost for man, a teacher. In
the prophetic vision man the student has the opportunity to gain knowledge from
God the teacher. Abraham asked God an intellectual question "with what" or
through what means can such a prophecy come into being? He was perplexed and
intrigued by the sociological phenomenon God presented to him.
Similarly, when God told Abraham he would have a child, Abraham never asked
God how He would bring this about. The particular details of how God would
accomplish this were unimportant to Abraham. Interest in such details is idle speculation and curiosity. In God's presence one does not seek idle speculation but instead
one seeks knowledge. Abraham was praised for not asking God how He would bring
about the birth of his oﬀspring. Instead he trusted in God. He knew that how God
does things, how He brings His plans into action, is not an area for human speculation. Here man should not attempt to use his reasoning powers. Here he must
withdraw and trust totally in God. Here one uses "emmunah," trust and belief in
God's reliability to bring His word into actuality.
In these few verses the Torah narrative sets forth one of the basic principles of the
religion of Israel. It teaches us when to use knowledge and when to abstain from
using knowledge. Stated brieﬂy, the eleventh principle of our faith, that is, the
principle of God's system of reward and punishment, is not subject to human
scrutiny. Nay, it is arrogant and preposterous for man to think he can understand
God's plan; "for my thoughts are not your thoughts nor my ways your ways, saith
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the Lord." (Isaiah 55:8 ) Man can only state humbly, as did Moses, "and you shall
know that the Lord your God He is God, the Almighty and the Trustworthy
("ne'eman" from the word "emmunah") who keeps the covenant and the kindness to
those who love Him ."(Deut. 6:9,10) Our knowledge in this instance is limited to the
fact the Almighty is trustworthy; we cannot have knowledge of the particulars of
God's judgments. We must engage rigorously in knowledge of God's Torah even
knowledge of His existence (for those who have risen to the level where they are
capable of doing so) but we are never to think that we know God's plans.
Our father Abraham taught us this profound lesson and Moses and the prophets
reiterated it. The Rabbis of the Talmud, the true heirs to Torah knowledge, have
stated this in expounding the verse of Hosea 2:22, "And I will betroth thee with
'emmunah,' trust." This, they said, refers to the trust the people of Israel have
throughout the lengthy days of the Diaspora that the redemption spoken of by the
prophets will come true. We do not know how or when this will happen but we
know it will happen. As the angel said to Daniel, "because these things are closed
and sealed till the time of the end." (Daniel 12:9)
There are always those that defy this teaching of Abraham. Instead of spending
their lives in pursuit of knowledge of God's Torah they are preoccupied with God's
plan, In every turn of current events they see the specter of God's miraculous
intervention which they believe will be carried out according to ideas that appeal to
their infantile minds. Such are the groups of messianics who rise up again and again
in every generation in a futile attempt to predict God's plans. They set up for
themselves messianic ﬁgures, and when these fail they either set up others, or,
refusing to accept reality, maintain that their proclaimed messiahs will return from
the dead. They are usually outsiders who come to the religion of Israel with ideas
they have absorbed from their pagan heritage. Sometimes they are even to be found
among the people of Israel. This is stated in Daniel 11:14, "and the evil doers of your
nation will rise up to establish the vision but they shall stumble."
The Rabbis have identiﬁed such groups as the "calculators of the end of time," and
have stated unequivocally that "their spirit should decay." They attempt to ﬁnd God
not through knowledge but through their imagination. Since they search for God
they feel close to Him but their method excludes them from having any part in the
true religion of Israel. They are near to God in their mouths, but distant in their
thoughts (Jerimiah 12:2). They have certain characteristics. They harbor a hatred for
the scholars of Israel from whom they sense censure for their goals and motives.
Their ideas of God are always tainted with the idolatrous which is the fullest expression of the seeking God through the imagination.
In summation, the word "emmunah" has no counterpart in the English
language. Words are representations of ideas; the ideas of Torah are unique and are
often incapable of translation. We may interpret them through many words or
phrases. the objective of Torah is to activate the divine element in man, which
according to our scholars is the intellectual faculty. "Emmunah" is not a breach in
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the function of this faculty but rather a speciﬁc case. The same marvelous faculty
which gives man knowledge also dictates to him that certain things are intrinsically
unknowable. In "Emmunah" knowledge leads us to certain conclusions although
we can have no ﬁrst hand knowledge of the speciﬁcs of these conclusions. "Emmunah" is veriﬁcation from an external source, indirect knowledge. There is no leap of
faith in Judaism. We call God the God of " Emmunah" because although man can
know that He is just he cannot know how He is just. Through "emmunah" man
reaches the highest plateau of self-knowledge, knowledge of his own limitations.
CHAPTER XIII
On the holiday of Shavuot, known as the feast of weeks, based on Exodus 34:22,
we read the book of Ruth. The book opens with the story of Elimelech who left the
land of Israel due to a famine and subsequently met his demise. The Rabbis tell us
that Elimelech was a leader of his people and a wealthy man who abandoned his
position in order to avoid the personal conﬂict that was brought on by the poor
people being constantly at his door.
The Rabbis point out that there is an extra word in the very ﬁrst verse of this book.
The verse reads, "And it was in the days the judges judged...." It would have been
suﬃcient to write, "And it was in the days of the judges," a clear reference to the early
period of Israel's history after Joshua when Israel was led by a succession of judges.
Interestingly enough, in Hebrew this verse as it is written can be translated, without
deviating from the rules of Hebrew grammar, "And it was in the days of the judging
of the judges," implying that the judges themselves were deserving of judgment.
Thus the extra word is not extra at all but is a hint for the more penetrating reader to
focus his attention on the shortcomings of Elimelech.
The Torah contains much information both overtly and covertly on the institution of leadership and the shortcomings of the leaders of Israel. God's book is
ruthlessly honest and no one is spared. The greatness of leaders and their weaknesses
are revealed side by side. The Torah is not a book of hero-worship but of learning.
The only real "hero" is God. As Onkelos translates Exodus 15:1, "I will sing unto god
for he has raised himself above the great and greatness is truly His."
The Torah demands of man that he give up one of his most cherished institutions,
hero worship. Belief in messiahs is the more common form of this institution, while
its most grotesque form is their complete deiﬁcation. Torah monotheism and hero
worship are mutually exclusive.
No wonder Torah leaders were always impressed with the famous statement of
Aristotle, "Dear is Plato, but dearer still is the truth." Here Aristotle the Greek
intuited an important Torah truth.
When describing the ascension to leadership of the greatest of all leaders, Moses
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(Exodus 3), the Torah tells of a strange story. It describes Moses' adamant refusal to
accept the mission of leading the Israelites out of bondage and into the land of Israel.
Even after God explains in detail the importance of Moses' mission, entreats him,
and promises to be with him oﬀering him signs and miracles, Moses continues to
turn down God's request. Only after God's wrath is kindled does Moses relent and
accept his role which has been reduced and transformed into a sharing with Ahron
in order to satisfy Moses' demands.
We are mystiﬁed at Moses' response to God's request. What leader today would
not jump for joy if God would oﬀer him the opportunity to be the greatest leader of
all time, the world's most famous lawgiver, the one whose laws, handed down to him
by God are still revered, meticulously studied, and kept by hundreds of thousands
even now more than three thousand years after his passing? Is there indeed any
greater opportunity for any human being? When Albert Einstein was asked whom
he would like to meet after his death his reply was not Galileo, Archimedes, or
Newton but Moses. In explaining his decision he said "I would like to ask him if he
thought his laws would be kept so many years after his death." Yet the Torah depicts
how Moses turns down God's request more than once. Why?
Rashi mentions an interesting statement of the Rabbis pertaining to Exodus 3
verse 18. The Rabbis state that God told Moses that the elders of Israel will listen to
him if he uses the expression Pakod Pakodti, which means God will remember
them, since this was given to them as a sign from Jacob and Joseph that with these
words they will be redeemed. They will then know that Moses is their true redeemer
appointed by God. At ﬁrst sight this idea seems diﬃcult. How could these words act
as a proof that Moses is the true savior? If the elders knew this tradition could not
Moses also have known of it? Would he not then be able to fool the people by using
this phrase?
Upon closer examination we ﬁnd the words of the Rabbis contain a deep idea.
The Patriarch Jacob knew by way of prophecy that his children would be redeemed.
He knew that being enslaved many false prophets would arise claiming to be their
savior. He taught his children how to distinguish between the false savior and the
true one. He gave them insight which would help them diﬀerentiate between the
real and counterfeit. The false savior is driven by a desire to be a leader which stems
from man's most abhorrent trait, his egomania. Jacob taught his children to scrutinize the personality of anyone who presents themselves as a savior for telltale signs of
this trait. The true savior will never have traces of self-aggrandizement in his
message. He will only proclaim God as the true redeemer. His message will be,
"God will remember you." The false prophet, driven by a desire for personal recognition will inevitably somewhere in his message place himself in a role of glory. They
will then know that he is a counterfeit. His message will not be exclusively of God
but of himself as well. Jacob taught his children not to be inﬂuenced by fancy
rhetoric but to search carefully , to scrutinize each person who presents himself as a
savior for signs of egoistic motivation. The true savior will never lapse into the
slightest expression of self-gloriﬁcation. The message of the false savior will always
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betray his personal ambition. This message in its most crude form is always, "I am
the way." This is the ultimate statement of the megalomaniac who seeks to present
himself as a savior and conceal from others his sick delusional mind. In spite of all
the rhetoric of such individuals, their true intent always comes through.
God told Moses that the elders of Israel were not fools. They had good teachers,
the Patriarch Jacob and his son Joseph. They taught them how to scrutinize the
personality of those who claim to be leaders. They would not be fooled by attractive
speech. They could distinguish between the true and the counterfeit. They would
ﬁnd in Moses no traces of a desire for self-gloriﬁcation. They would then be willing
to listen to his words. They would recognize in Moses, who was not a man of words,
the true leader.
How valid and important are the words of Torah! How real and intelligent!
Leadership is a strange phenomenon. People need leaders to teach them how to
make good decisions. But the most important decision of all, that is, who is a good
leader, must be made by the people. It is a logical circle. Just as a good leader is the
most valuable thing for mankind, a bad leader is the most horrible thing for
mankind. We need not look far in history to conﬁrm this. People are easily deceived
by false leaders. Leaders are usually more intelligent and talented than their followers. That is why people look up to them. But this very intelligence and talent permit
them to deceive their followers, to use them as a means of their own selfaggrandizement. Again and again people are duped by talented individuals who are
adept at concealing their insatiable personal ambition and presenting themselves as
selﬂess saviors of humanity. Only when it is too late is the truth revealed. The old and
wise Patriarch Jacob knew this dilemma well. He knew that it required a wise people
to choose a true leader. He taught them the one lesson they needed to know in order
to make a correct decision. He taught them how to avert the greatest catastrophe that
can befall a people, the wrong choice of a leader. He gave them insight into the
human personality so that they would be able to detect the tell tale signs of the
impostor. The "I am the way" type leader would never fool them. The elders of Israel
were well equipped to proceed properly and cautiously in their most important
decision. If only modern man had such knowledge, he could say farewell to most of
his woes.
In our society today, where the image has replaced the reality, those who rise to
the top are those who are most adept at projecting images. This means by deﬁnition
that they are best capable of deceit and lying. Today's politician is characterized by
his ability to look someone in the face and lie without batting an eyelash. He is
believed because most people, not having such talents, cannot imagine someone
doing such a thing. They therefore conclude that the person must be speaking the
truth. Corrupt political ﬁgures eventually bring misfortune to their followers in the
form of the destruction of their life and property. The tangible results of their
insatiable greed and aggression eventually become realized.
The religious sphere is far more subtle. People are less able to discern the harm
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done to their souls than to their property and bodies. The harm can go on for centuries. The religion of the false leader disintegrates quickly into a system where belief in
the person of the leader becomes its most distinctive mark. Objective systems are
subordinated to fanatical belief in a certain leader or person. Salvation becomes not
a matter of human growth and perfection but of belief in the mystical power of some
individual to be a savior. Such a system is not necessarily put to rest with the demise
of the false leader as in the political sphere. Innocent and ignorant followers can go
on for centuries in the belief that they are beneﬁting their souls. Death in this case
serves to further the deceit of the leader giving him a surreal existence and making
him even less subject to scrutiny than he was during his lifetime. This creates the
strange phenomenon the were that person here today he would be less successful
than he is having died.
How does Torah characterize the true leader? It begins with the description of
Moses' strong reluctance to accept leadership. The Torah gives us the strange
formula that a great leader is he who wishes to lead least. A desire to lead ipso facto
renders the person unqualiﬁed to be a leader. He who wishes to see his name in print
and over the media is by deﬁnition a false leader. Such people may pose as altruistic
leaders, they may say they are doing it all for the sake of God, but in reality they are
using God to gain human recognition. They suﬀer from the greatest of human
weaknesses, the need for approval by man. God's approval is not enough.
But can there not be one whose motives are pure, who is totally imbued with
sincere religious fervor for the sake of God and Humanity and therefore desires
leadership? The Torah's answer is decidedly no. Moses was the greatest leader and the
Torah tells us he did not wish to lead. Those who desire to lead are always fraudulent.
The Torah's formula sounds strange. No doubt people have been fooled throughout the ages precisely because they believed in the ideal of the sincere religious leader
who desires to lead for God's sake. When they see someone whom they think
satisﬁes this image they become so overjoyed they fail to investigate further. But
Torah states emphatically that no such leader exists. It is an illusion, a mirage of the
human spirit based on ignorance. Here is why.
A great leader must be a great person according to Torah. Contrary to popular
opinion, a person that can not get his own life in order cannot help others gain
perfection. Only a perfected individual can. But what is a perfected individual? An
individual who has partaken fully of the good God has given man. But what is that
good? That good is Torah. Torah places one immediately in the divine presence. No
wonder so many verses in Psalms depict the perfect man as he who is constantly
involved in the study of Torah; he who is overjoyed by torah and is brought by it to
states of sublime bliss. The ultimate good God gave man is a most overpowering
experience. It Brings man to rapture thrilling his every ﬁber. It is the ultimate state
of mind for which man was created. Those who have experienced it cannot tear
themselves away from it. The prophets compare the state to the strongest experience
of lovesickness. Is it any wonder that one who has experienced this ultimate existence
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would never wish to leave it and return to the mundane world of human aﬀairs.
Such perfected souls look with disdain at the joys of the ego and human recognition.
Being in God's presence and experiencing the reality of His existence they frown
upon man and his shallow values. They know full well what prompts human
approval and look upon it with contempt. As described in Exodus 18:21, they are
haters of what humans consider to be gain. For them human aﬀairs oﬀer no thrills,
no excitements, and no beneﬁt. It means being torn away from the most enjoyable
and most perfect state of human existence. It means being thrown into the responsibilities of leadership and the constant involvement with the pettiness and nonsense
of human emotions. It is no wonder that Moses complained so often to God about
his plight as a leader. For the truly perfected person leadership is a nightmarish
descent from the beatitude and blessedness of God's world to the bleak and ugly
world of human aﬀairs. Such a journey is indeed almost humanly impossible. Why
does such a person do so? Only one thing can force him to do ss - he has no choice.
There is no one else that can do it and God demands that it be done. Even to the very
end Moses pleaded with God, "Send, I beg you by the hand of whom thou will send
(Exodus 4:13)." Moses was hoping against hope that there was someone else who
could do the job. When God's anger was kindled at this request he realized he had
no way out. There was none other. With all the strength in his character he committed himself to the almost inhuman task of leaving the land of the blessed for a joyless
and painful existence because God left him no choice.
All true Torah scholars since Moses have followed in his footsteps. As
Maimonides states in the Laws of Sanhedrin, Ch. 3 L. 10, "Such was the manner of
the wise men of old. They would run away from appointment [to the Sanhedrin].
They would struggle to their utmost to avoid being judges and only conceded when
they knew that there was no one equal to the task and that judgment would be
corrupted if they did not participate." The great scholars reacted just as Moses did
when God requested of him that he be a leader.
According to Torah, how one views leadership is the very touchstone by which
one's perfection may be measured. For the perfected person who constantly lives in
the world of Torah and who is not moved by the approval of the masses it is a most
distasteful enterprise. The more perfected the person the more distasteful and the
more diﬃcult it is for him to engage in leadership. On the other hand, for the
distorted personality, the one who has never experienced the true good for man, the
one who is riddled with inner turmoil, whose life is in disarray, who is plagued by
vacillating emotions of greatness and worthlessness, leadership seems like a haven.
He is attracted to it like a magnet. Being rooted in the value system of man he seeks
to turn away from the source of his own imperfection and soothe himself with the
thrills of ego satisfaction. Leadership appears as his salvation; his ultimate escape
from his unhappy existence. Under the guise of saintliness and in the seeming
service of God he can satisfy his base desires for human approval and assuage his
guilt with the pretense of righteousness. Such a person would jump at the opportunity to lead and react in the exact opposite manner of the great Moses. Such a person
does not know God nor even the good God has given to man. He is a willful
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deceiver of others and himself.
The Rabbis and true Torah leaders were never impressed by people who desired to
save the world. They recognized immediately the true source of this desire, man's
egomania. Being astute Torah scholars they knew well the lesson of Jacob and understood the greatness of the true leader, Moses. They were never impressed by rhetoric
and claims of individuals who in their shallow world of ideas think they are helping
God. Torah scholars have a deep understanding of perfection and human nature.
They are not naive purists. They are deep thinkers, trenchant and calculated. The
virtue of puristic naiveté is not a Torah concept but a man made religious notion.
The Torah scholar leads only when necessary and even then he never leaves the
world of Torah. He is preoccupied with it in his every spare moment tearing himself
away only momentarily to engage in the necessary task of leadership. He shuns
honors and accolades and despises publicity and renown. He is not plagued by a
desire to increase the number of his followers. He loves to be alone or with a few
friends studying Torah. He is totally satisﬁed being in God's presence.
Such is the Torah tradition of leadership. It has produced a succession of true and
great leaders the likes of which the world has never known. They were not perfect nor
did they try to convey the image of being perfect. Man cannot be perfect. They were
able to recognize their shortcomings, repent, and reinstate their relationship with
God. Elimelech, on the other hand, was a weak leader. He could not overcome his
shortcomings. In failure, he abandoned his position. However, he was not a corrupt
leader. He never made use of his subjects for his own self interest. Thus the Torah
distinguishes three types of leaders: the great leader, the good leader overcome by
weakness, and the corrupt leader. May God send us true leaders and grant us the
knowledge to recognize them.
CHAPTER XIV
A famous philosopher once stated, (although not in these exact words), that Jews
discovered sin, but Christians discovered guilt. He observed that Jews could admit
to sin and yet never seem guilt-ridden, while Christians live under a heavy burden of
guilt. This noted philosopher knew little of Judaism, his observation, however, was
pretty much on target.
St. Augustine, one of the four doctors of The Church and probably its most
prominent thinker, relates to us in his famous "confessions" how he, as a small boy,
joined other boys in stealing pears from a neighbor's tree. He stole these pears not
because he was hungry or didn't have access to pears, as his parents had better pears
at home. He stole them simply because it was evil to steal them and so he committed
evil for its own sake. Throughout his life he was plagued by this sin. He beseeched
God to forgive him:
"Behold my heart, O God, behold my heart, which Thou hadst pity upon the
bottom of the abyss. Now, behold, let my heart tell Thee, what it sought there, that
69

PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H
I should be gratuitously wicked, having no temptation to that evil deed, but the evil
deed itself. It was foul, and I loved it; I loved to perish, I loved mine own fault, but
my fault itself I loved. Foul soul, falling from the ﬁrmament to expulsion from Thy
presence; not seeking naught through the shame, but the shame itself!"
He spends seven chapters on those pears.
No Jewish scholar has ever related any similar kind of experience, and for good
reason. Such an experience is outside the realm of the possible for the Torah scholar
since his religious ideas are completely other than the ones necessary for Augustine's
experience. The diﬀerence between the position of Augustine and that of the Torah
scholar revolves around two points: How we view 1) the instinctual life of man, and
2) what is perfection in man. The two are closely related. In Augustine's view man's
instinctual desires are as a demon ready to overpower him and condemn him to
Hades. His instinctual life is intrinsically evil, sexual intercourse being the epitome
of this evil. Every desire for evil is itself evil and therefore deserves the strictest
reprimand and sense of guilt. Perfection for man comes about when man has
abandoned his instinctual life and immersed himself in the joys of the religious life.
These joys do not seem as alluring as the ordinary joys of life. Thus Augustine prayed
to God, "Give me chastity and continence, only not yet." Augustine led a life of lust
and debauchery when young. In his own statement, "I deﬁled, therefore the spring
of friendship with ﬁlth of concupiscence, and I beclouded its brightness with the heel
of lustfulness." Later in life religion won the struggle and Augustine spent the rest of
his life in celibacy.
How does the Torah scholar view the above tribulations and struggles? He views
it as pure nonsense. According to Torah there is nothing wrong with the instinctual
part of man. It was made by God. There is no beneﬁt, per se, in abstaining from
pleasures. The Jerusalem Talmud states that he that cannot enjoy life is not well
mentally. It states further that for every pleasure man turns down in this world he
will be held accountable by God. In other words God will ask him why he didn't
partake of the pleasure since God created it for him. Does the Torah then endorse a
life of pleasure seeking? Certainly not, but not because there is something intrinsically evil in the instinctual realm of human life, but because man can utilize his
energies in a far higher way. What is this higher way? Engagement of the mind in
God's Torah and wisdom. One cannot do this if one is engulfed in the life of lust and
pleasure seeking. The energies of man cannot be expended simultaneously in both
directions. Man must make an important choice in his life. Is he going to expend the
major portion of his energies in gaining knowledge and studying Torah or is he
going to spend his energies and life on the temporal joys.
The beneﬁts that man reaps when he chooses a life of the enjoyment of knowledge
are enormous. The man of Torah chooses a life that oﬀers him a deeper satisfaction
since his enjoyments are tied to an ever-increase in knowledge. The pleasure he
obtains from his activities is closer to the essence of man, his mind, and thus gives
him great satisfaction. The Torah personality does not renounce his instinctual life,
but partakes of it in moderation reserving his main energies for Torah. Amazingly,
the Torah scholar enjoys the physical pleasures of life to an even greater degree than
the ordinary man. The ordinary man is obsessed with the physical life. He attempts
to gain all of his satisfaction from his relationships, his fame or his wealth. But these
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things, not having much to do with man's essence, are not capable of yielding up the
pleasure man is seeking. Thus man becomes frustrated, unhappy, disillusioned. The
man of Torah, on the other hand, obtaining his essential satisfaction from the sphere
of Torah knowledge, looks at other pleasures with perspective. He partakes of them
for what they are, a means, and ﬁnds them enjoyable not frustrating. The Talmud
expresses this idea in a play on the word "Tirosh," which means wine. It states, "if
you drink properly it is good for your mind ('rosh' meaning head), if you abuse wine
then it impoverishes you, i.e., makes you sway from the rational course and act
imprudently with your ﬁnances, then you become 'rush' (poor)."
The man of Torah never feels guilty about his instincts or desires. These instincts
and desires are good, they are given by God. It would be absurd to say that God hates
or despises these very instincts He created. Every instinctual desire has an objective,
part of the divine plan. Our enjoyment of our instinctual life is also part of this plan.
If, however, we believe that human life is essentially instinctual, that our pleasures in
life are to be mainly from the sphere of the libidinous or egoistic, then we are distorting the image of man and misrepresenting his nature. Man's essential gratiﬁcation
must stem from the world of the mind the joys of knowledge and truth. If he is
overpowered by the instinctual he distorts his life. Thus the rabbis say if one senses
that he is being overpowered by the instinctual let him drag himself into the Bais
Hamedrash, house of learning. Here we see the Torah ideal as opposed to the Christian ideal presented by Augustine. In the Torah philosophy there is no room for
brooding in guilt over some past sin or desire. This is totally wasteful. There is
nothing evil about the desire itself. It is only evil insofar as it takes man away from
Torah. Therefore, what one should do if he is sinning is simply bring himself into the
house of Torah, i.e., learn with others, set up learning sessions, go to Torah classes,
use the energy in the proper manner and don't waste even more time through
nonsensical brooding and guilt trips.
When one views the instinctual as an adversary one begins to hate the faculties of
the instinctual that God created. In The Sermon on the Mount Jesus says, "If thy
right eye oﬀends thee pluck it out...(Matthew 5:29)." For the Torah scholar such
advice is not only lunacy, but also sacrilege. The eye is one of the most marvelous of
God's creations, it miraculously transforms light waves into images through an
intricate system we cannot fathom even today. To take this faculty and destroy it is
not only a lack of appreciation of God's wonders, but also a lack of appreciation of
the creator's kindness to man. If man misuses God's gift he should not vent his anger
on the gift. This is misguided anger and displaced blame. He should recognize the
true source of the misuse, which lies in the self, and correct it. The Torah advice
would be, if your right eye oﬀends you use it to learn Torah.
Let us at this point give a full account of how the Torah deals with sin. When one
sins in a speciﬁc way, steals something for instance, then one should follow the
Torah's prescription found in Leviticus 5:25, "And he shall return the stolen object
which he stole...." He must then repent. Repentance has a speciﬁc formula. The
person must realize his error and accept upon himself never to perform the deed
again.
There are thus two forms of sin, one speciﬁc, the other generic. The speciﬁc is
when a person violates a structural command of the Torah, such as stealing or eating
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a forbidden food. The generic is where a person has lost his way in life by permitting
himself to lapse into over-indulgence in the instinctual. Two types of sacriﬁce found
in Leviticus reﬂect these two types of sin. A "Chatus" is for a speciﬁc sin, while an
"Oleh" is for sins that stem from man's general weakness of character and his
submission to the world of the instinctual as an end in itself and not merely as a
means. In either case the Torah formula is clear. If the sin is speciﬁc one must
abandon that speciﬁc activity and repent. If the sin is generic one must devise ways
to involve one's self in the study of Torah.
The Torah has never endowed sin with any mystical qualities of evil. Sin simply
represents lost time, time that could have been used studying Torah and performing
commandments that improve one's character. The word in Hebrew for sin, Chate,
means to miss one's mark as when a marksman overshoots or undershoots his target.
The diﬀerence between the two concepts of sin is inextricably tied to the opposite
of sin, i.e., perfection. All religion wishes to prevent man from lapsing into the
animalistic life. Torah does this by directing our energies to the pursuit of knowledge, while Christianity attempts to accomplish this through the renunciation of the
instincts. In the latter approach the instincts become viewed as "evil". When this
happens they are endowed with a kind of mystical quality, alluring and lusty.
Strangely enough, the more one tries to renounce the instincts directly, the more
they gain in strength. The imagination of man is a powerful tool. Thus, Augustine
came to desire evil for no other reason than that it was evil. Through his imagination
evil became alluring. Paul had a similar experience (Romans 7:7-10).
In the eyes of Torah it is impossible to ﬁght the instinctual directly. Moreover
there is no reason to do so since there is nothing intrinsically wrong with the instinctual. The way for man to avoid the animalistic life is through channeling his main
energies into the higher sphere of pursuit of Torah knowledge. We, B'nai Torah and
B'nai Noach, have at our disposal a science of Torah known as Talmud. In it we use
the most abstract form of human thinking. Our methods and techniques of analysis
are not inferior to the most advanced forms of scientiﬁc reasoning. The problem with
Augustine was he had no "Torah." He had nothing of a religious nature that he
could involve himself in on any real intellectual level. He was forced to the conclusion that in order to avoid living as an animal one must spend one's life renouncing
the instincts.
We who have the Torah know this is shallow and false. If we wish to truly raise
ourselves to a higher level we must spend considerable time in the study of Torah
through the method of Talmudic analysis which gives us access to the beautiful ideas
behind the structure of God's law. Then we will be able to say as King David says in
Psalms 119, "And I delight myself in Thy commandments which I love." The man of
perfection according to Torah is the man of Torah knowledge, the man who has
channeled his energies away from the instinctual into the higher sphere of Torah
thought. He is not the man who has spent his life in the futile battle against the inner
world of the instinctual. Such a life leads to nothing more than frustration, a deep
sense of guilt and thoughts of some imaginary compensation (usually of an
idolatrous nature). The Torah ideal of life takes man away from the world of instinctual conﬂict into the beautiful world of Torah thought and ideas. Man's personality
is illuminated by the light of Torah and he is transformed into a creature of the most
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noble nature. As the Psalmist says: "And Thou hast made him little lower than the
angles and Thou hast crowned him with glory and honor (Psalms 8:6)." The institution of Torah knowledge gives man his highest activity, it permeates his character
and transforms him from an instinctual creature to a personality which reﬂects the
divine image of the Creator.

CHAPTER XV
The famous philosopher Spinoza states:"Repentance is not a virtue, or does not
arise from reason; but he who repents of an action is doubly wretched or inﬁrm."
Spinoza explains his statement further, by saying, "For the man allows himself to be
overcome, ﬁrst, by evil desires, secondly, by pain." Spinoza, contrary to popular
opinion, had a shallow understanding of Torah. Repentance, as seen by the Torah, is
the most vital institution man has in attaining perfection. It is based on a profound
understanding of human nature. Repentance was an act of conscience, for Spinoza,
an outburst of guilt over some sin, or evil act. This is no doubt true for the man-made
religions which admonish man to let his conscience be his guide. The man-made
religions are based on man's need to restrict his desires. Although man is ﬁlled with
instinctual desire he ﬁnds he is unhappy when he indulges himself in unrestricted
fulﬁllment of these desires. He feels empty and worthless. He is thus caught between
two needs, the need to satisfy his desires and the need to feel a sense of worthiness.
Religion solves this dilemma by placing restrictions on his desires and even instilling
pain at times. The Indian sun dance was a tortuous ceremony through which the
dancer's ﬂesh was torn away by skewers. The participant walked away with a feeling
of being whole and cleansed. His conscience was satisﬁed. Modern man-made
religions, although not as grotesque, are nevertheless based on this same struggle
between man's desires and his conscience.
Torah, the religion given to us by God, is not based on these conﬂicting urges of
the human soul. Indeed many of the sins of the Torah make one feel very comfortable and are even satisfying to conscience. Idolatry, the Torah's worst sin, in which
man uses some physical object to instill in himself fear of the Creator, does not evoke
any sense of guilt. On the contrary, it makes one feel pious and God fearing. Yet the
Torah states: you shall not make with me, gods of silver or gods of gold ..."(Exodus
20:20). The words, "with me" clearly indicate that even if these images are used to
evoke a sense of the reality of God's existence they are idolatrous. The sin of the
golden calf is an illustration of this point. Here the Israelites, in seeking a sense of
security due to the absence of their leader Moses, created a physical object to reassure
them of God's presence (see Exodus 32:1). The idea that the idolater is not in conﬂict
with his conscience, is stated in Deuteronomy 29:18, "and he will feel blessed in his
heart saying peace will be with me..."
Similarly, having mercy on a loved one who has strayed from Torah and causes
others to sin does not carry with it pangs of conscience and yet is considered a sin.
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"You shall not have compassion and you shall not cover for him, but you shall surely
kill him... because he has sought to draw you away from the Lord your
God..."(Deuteronomy 13:9,10,11). Complete abstention from sexual intercourse
does not seem abhorrent to conscience yet for the ben Israel is considered a most
serious violation, a deﬁance of God's will. Ignorance and a lack of interest in Torah
knowledge does not strike us as such a terrible thing yet it is one of the most serious
crimes, one that is punishable by God not listening to one's prayers, as it says, "He
who turns away his ear from hearing Torah, even his prayer is abomination."
(Proverbs 28:9).
God's system of Torah is not based on practices that are satisfying to the human
conscience. They are based on God's inﬁnite knowledge and a very precise system
that leads man to perfection, Torah. Here, man cannot use his feelings to navigate
toward his destiny. He must employ the full powers of his mind in the study of God's
works before he can have any knowledge of what is good and what is evil. No
emotional attitude, conscience or otherwise, can give man this knowledge.
In the religion of knowledge, Torah, repentance plays a major role. Although man
may have gained sight of the good he has not yet attained perfection. Man must
incorporate the good in his soul and express it through his actions. This is no simple
matter. Man's instinctual life (and with instinctual we include conscience) is very
powerful, "for the impulse of man's heart is evil from his youth "(Genesis 8:21). The
Rabbis annotate that the instinctual life begins at birth and controls man fully until
puberty when the good inclination, man's ability to live according to reason, starts to
gain control. The instinctual life therefore has a head start, so to speak, and is forever
lying in wait to distort man's judgements, as it says:"sin crouches at the door, and to
you shall be its desire"(Genesis 4:7).
Given the dynamics of the human soul and the multifarious experiences of
human life it is virtually impossible that man shall not at some time fall prey to some
powerful emotion, distort his vision, and sin. The wise king, Solomon, expresses it in
Ecclesiastes 7:20, "For there is not a just man upon earth that does good and sins
not." When man sins he has not simply committed a violation. Man's nature
demands that he have a good opinion of himself. He must thus distort the truth,
change his value system and confuse evil for good in order to retain a sense of inner
peace. Through sin man has become changed. He has abandoned a good and taken
evil in its place. His ways are removed from God, the source of all truth. What is the
remedy? Man has a remarkable ability: he can envision experiences in his mind
without actually living through them. This ability can save him from his misfortune.
Quietly, in the recesses of his mind, when the instinctual forces have abated, when
experience, with its freshness and alluring qualities is gone, the individual can replay
the scenes he has lived through. He can relive and re-examine situations, impulses,
and decisions he has made in an impassioned state of mind. He can reconsider, alter
change and improve on judgements and actions he has made at a previous time. Free
from the distorting forces of emotion, he can study logically his deeds, and
determine whether or not they are in error. If they are it is never too late to change
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them. While it is true that we cannot always undo the eﬀects we caused in the
external world, we may have to suﬀer their consequences, as the wise king states,
"that which is crooked cannot be made straight..." (Ecclesiastes 1:15), this limitation
does not apply to the internal life of man. He can undo the harm his soul has
suﬀered by distortion of truth. He need only see things clearly, recognize his error
and understand why his action can only cause himself harm. His realization must be
so complete that were he in the same situation he would not act as he did before. His
repentance is complete when he reaches this point. Repentance has converted the
sinner from a man removed from truth and the ways of God to one who is even
closer than he was before he had sinned. Realization of error is so powerful that he is
even further removed from evil than before. Repentance is not an act of conscience;
but a profound learning experience. It is accomplished through understanding and
analysis of one's deeds, through logical introspection, and a careful examination of
good and evil. The Torah does not construe repentance as a simple antidote for sin
to be done on the occasion of transgression. It is a process that is constantly ongoing
in the life of the righteous individual. It is an integral part of the growth process of
man. The Talmud states that if you have seen a righteous person commit a sin in the
daytime you can be certain he repented by night. Repentance is a daily preoccupation of the righteous. Man must learn through experience but man cannot learn
anything unless he can analyze his experiences. Sometimes we can analyze our
actions before we act but at other times when we get too caught up, experience strikes
at us too quickly and too forcefully. We are stunned and lose control of our abilities
to think and judge properly. We give in to emotions of the moment and we fail. We
can only do our analysis ex-post facto. But this does not stop us from engaging in a
profound learning experience. On the contrary, if we muster up the courage to be
honest with ourselves, to search for truth, we may make use of our failures and
convert them into great successes. Repentance oﬀers man fresh insights, goads him
on to search out truths of Torah, and gives him a sense of worthiness that is not based
on hollow emotions of conscience but on living in line with God's reality. By not
identifying the sense of guilt with sin, the Torah has removed the stigma from repentance and has raised it to the level of a proud and vital institution, the very cornerstone of human perfection.
CHAPTER XVI
Preface
Judaism is a religion which satisﬁes man in many ways and on diﬀerent levels. It
is the purpose of these essays to show how Judaism appeals to the intellectual and
creative part of mans nature. If I have overemphasized the rational element in
Judaism it is because I have found this element so often overlooked. It is my intent to
bring into sharp relief the unique character of Judaism in this regard.
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Talmudic Judaism
Jewish religious and cultural life has through the centuries been rooted in the
Talmud. The Talmud has exerted its inﬂuence through its elaborate and complex
systems of civil and religious regulations. This inﬂuence has extended beyond the
practical religious sphere and has engendered a particular intellectual attitude
among the people. It has further been responsible for establishing among its close
adherents an appreciation of a very special type of religious thought. But what
exactly is Talmud? To begin with, the Talmud is described as the Oral Law. The
sages of the Talmud maintained that together with the Bible, Moses received a very
elaborate body of knowledge whose purpose was to render the Biblical injunctions
intelligible. This latter work was not permitted to be committed to writing. Only one
consideration could override this prohibition, and that is the danger of losing the
body of knowledge itself. Accordingly, Talmudic scholars have convened at diﬀerent
times to issue permits for committing to writing various parts of the Oral Law that
were considered endangered. It is interesting to note, however, that while its
substance has been put into writing, the Talmuds unique methodology has
remained oral, being transmitted verbally from one group of scholars to another. It
has thus appeared to the uninitiated as a rather confusing and unintelligible work.
It is the purpose of this paper to shed some light on the basic tenets of Talmudic
reasoning so that its integral role in the scheme of Judaic thought be appreciated even
by those who are not necessarily Talmudic scholars.
The most prominent diﬃculty one encounters in approaching Talmud, and by far
the greatest obstacle to its comprehension stems from a failure to grasp the basic
nature of its analysis. This failure is a natural result of attempting to construe
Talmud through the framework of common religious notions, rather than searching
to discover its own speciﬁc principles. Contemporary religious ideas are wholly
irreconcilable with the basic method of Talmudic investigation. The diﬀerence
between the two can best be expressed in terms of goals and objectives.
From time immemorial the value of a religious performance has rested in its
ability to endow the faithful with a certain religio-emotional experience. Let us take
Christianity for example. To the Christian the overriding concern is to engender
certain religio-emotional states and experiences. Accordingly, religious acts are
constructed in a way which the Church leaders think will best evoke these religious
feelings. When approaching Talmud one expects to ﬁnd the same criterion at work.
Rather than realize that his expectations are not to be fulﬁlled, the would-be investigator tries to make the Talmud conform to his own preconceived notions. A typical
example of this approach can be taken from Max I. Dimonts book, Jews, God, and
history. In it Dimont attempts to give a demonstration of what a Talmudic responsa
is:
Let us illustrate how the Responsa worked with an example from life today. Let us
suppose that the yeshivas of Babylon still exist and that a Jewish community in
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suburban St. Louis has asked one of them to solve the vexing problem of the automobile, the suburb, and the synagogue. This is the dilemma. The Torah forbids work on
the Sabbath. In 1900 AD a yeshiva court ruled that driving a car is work. Now,
many years later, the suburbs have developed. The synagogue no longer is a few
blocks away, but miles out in the country, and the distance is too formidable to walk.
The congregation is faced with the prospect of an empty synagogue or committing
the sin of driving to the place of worship. What should be done?
The question is turned over to the yeshiva and the problem placed on the docket.
When the case comes up, the yeshiva court will begin a hearing much as the
Supreme Court reviews a case. The argument might go something like this:
Certainly God did not intend to have empty synagogues, nor to have His commandments broken. But who said that driving to the synagogue was work? Certainly not
God or Moses. To force the aged to walk for miles in the hot sun or in the cold of
winter is a peril to health. Attending services should be contemplated with joy, not
with fear and trembling. Did not the sages say that he who takes upon himself a duty
that is not speciﬁcally required is an ignoramus? And furthermore, did not Rabbi
Judah ben Ezekiel, back in the third century, say that he who would order his entire
life according to strict and literal interpretation of Scripture is a fool?
The yeshiva court would then begin a search for precedents, just as lawyers
arguing a brief before the Supreme Court would search for precedents favorable to
their case. After due deliberation, the court might decide that in their opinion the
court back in 1900 had erred, and that driving a car to the synagogue is not work but
pleasure, much in the same way that the United States Supreme Court in the 1890s
held that equal but separate facilities for Negroes was constitutional, but in the 1950s
reversed itself, holding that it was unconstitutional . Once a verdict is reached, it is
sent to the other yeshivas, where similar hearings are held and a joint agreement
disseminated through the Responsa to every Jewish community.
In fact, no such Talmudic responsa worthy of the name has ever been written.
What are the Talmudists criteria for decision-making and how does his approach
diﬀer from the foregoing? An illustration from the world of physics may help clarify
this point. Let us take the problem of falling bodies and compare two approaches.
We notice that when we release an object from our hands it falls to the ground. What
is the explanation of this phenomenon? There are two distinct paths we may follow.
We might say that it is most convenient that objects fall to the ground, since
otherwise it would be quite diﬃcult or even impossible for Man or animals to exist.
Floating objects would get in our way and Man would have to invent methods of
securing the objects he desired and preventing those he didnt from invading his
premises. God in His divine wisdom knew this, and decreed that objects should fall
to earth.
We might, however, give a diﬀerent analysis of the situation. We might say that
we observe bodies fall to earth. We must assume, therefore, that there is some force
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of attraction between two masses, i.e., gravity. The reason why we dont notice the
earth move towards the body is that there is so much more earth than body.
The ﬁrst approach is concerned with understanding the why of the situation, i.e.,
why bodies fall to earth. The second, on the other hand, is concerned only with the
what of the situation, i.e., what is it that is responsible for the falling of bodies. The
ﬁrst approach is philosophical or teleological; the second we recognize as scientiﬁc.
Now while modern Man recognizes the validity of the what approach when it
comes to understanding the physical world, when it comes to religion he thinks only
in terms of the why. Here at last, he feels, his curiosity of the why of things should be
satisﬁed. It is precisely on this point that the Talmudist diﬀers. The farthest thing
from the Talmudists mind is an attempt to ascertain Gods will. Such an attempt
would be considered presumptuous and as absurd to him, as it would be to the
physicist to explain gravity by introducing Gods will. Such considerations are
philosophical and not within the realm of Talmudic analysis.
How does the Talmudist resolve his problems if he cannot base his decisions on
any inner divine intuition? He uses the same faculty the physicist uses in understanding the universe - his intellect. Just as the scientist studies nature, makes
observations, and then proceeds to draw universal laws from these observations; so
the Talmudist studies the data of the written and Oral Law, draws his universals
from them, and then proceeds to utilize these principles in the resolution of his
problems. Just as a scientist tests his theories against experimental data so. too, the
Talmudist tests his theories by checking their results against Talmudic data from
other areas that may be eﬀected directly or indirectly.
Talmudic Analysis
How would the Talmudist analyze a problem that has to do with the Sabbath? He
would survey carefully all the facts he has before him. First he would examine the
Biblical injunction which states that one shall do no work on the Sabbath. The term
work, however. is vague and ambiguous, so he would have to search for its precise
meaning in the Oral Law. He would note that there are 39 categories of creative
activities listed in the Oral Law as comprising work. He would discover that work.
has nothing to do with physical exertion. A person could exercise vigorously all
Sabbath, lifting weights for hours on end, without violating the Biblical injunction
regarding the Sabbath, while throwing a splinter of wood into a ﬁre would involve a
major violation.
The Talmudist would study all the cases included under each of the 39 categories
so that he could know them not only descriptively but deﬁnitively as well. Plowing,
for instance, is one of the 39 forms of work. But the deﬁnition of plowing is not the
same as the description. Raking leaves also come. under plowing. The deﬁnition of
plowing, therefore, is preparing the soil for planting, not merely hoeing. Fertilizing
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the ground would also come under plowing. Again, we have planting as one of the
39 categories of work. Pruning a tree, according to the Oral Law, is also prohibited
under the category of planting. The deﬁnition of planting, therefore, is not placing a
seed in the ground as one would think from its description. but rather the stimulation of growth. As pruning stimulates plant growth, it comes under the category of
planting. Watering the lawn, therefore, would involve a double violation as the
watering process softens the soil making it more conducive for growing and it also
stimulates plant growths It can be seen, therefore, that the deﬁnition may be far
removed from the description since it is based on ﬁnding a universal that includes all
cases of a particular prohibition. Each of the 39 categories must be known by their
universals in order that the Talmudist may decide as to whether a particular action
is to be classiﬁed under one of them. Every new situation must be evaluated in terms
of the given universal deﬁnitions. If any activity does not fall under one of the 39
categories it is not deﬁned as work and is permissible on the Sabbath.
Dimonts case wouldnt even warrant a serious responsa since operating an
automobile involves combustion and combustion is clearly one of the 39 categories
of prohibited work on the Sabbath. What is worse about Dimonts presentation,
however, is that he presents a totally distorted view of the process of Talmudic
analysis. The Talmudist cannot be guided by his personal feelings about the matter.
He never thinks in terms of how God would view a situation. He has at his disposal
only the authorized Talmudic data and pure logical analysis; through deduction and
induction he arrives at his conclusions. If a ﬂaw in his reasoning be discovered by
himself or other scholars he must retract from his position.
Not only the negative but also the positive commandments are arrived at in the
same fashion. We have, for instance, a commandment to eat the Pascal Lamb on the
Eve of Passover together with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. This commandment was prescribed for a time when the Holy Temple is in existence. Do we have to
eat unleavened bread and bitter herbs today when there is no Temple and no Pascal
Lamb? This question is dealt with in the Talmud. The theoretical analysis of the
problem is as follows. Do we consider the eating of the unleavened bread and herbs
as a separate commandment in its own right or merely as an accident or attribute of
the Pascal Lamb, i.e.. the Pascal Lamb is to be eaten with the accompaniment of
unleavened bread and herbs? If the ﬁrst formulation is correct, then even today when
there is no Pascal Lamb the unleavened bread and herbs would be obligatory.
Whereas, if the second is correct then there would be no purpose in eating the herbs
and unleavened bread as there is no Pascal Lamb.
The Talmud adduces evidence to support the diﬀerent possibilities. The point is
never which outcome one feels would be more proper, but which is veriﬁable in view
of the evidence. The true Talmudist is as indiﬀerent to the outcome of his investigation as the physicist is to his. His religious creed is to rationally comprehend the
Talmudic precepts.
But can the Talmudist err, since his conclusions are based on intellectual cogni79
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tion rather than divine intuition? The answer is that insofar as he employs the faculty
of human reason he is as subject to error as any other investigator. Insofar as his
religious goal is concerned, however, he cannot fail since he is not committed to any
particular outcome, but rather, to the results of his investigation; be they correct or
incorrect in actuality, he is obligated to follow the most knowledgeable position that
human reason can ascertain at the time. This to the Talmudist is Gods willto rely on
his reason in interpreting the given data he has received. As a matter of fact, only
reason may be used in Talmudic arbitration. Even if a great Prophet should inform a
court of Talmudists discussing a particular matter that he knows through prophecy
which view is correct. his statements would not be admissible as evidence. The
Talmud illustrates this idea with a story in which God himself declares a decision
made by the human court to be incorrect in actuality yet accepts it since it was
arrived at in complete compliance with the human system of Talmudic investigation.
Now Talmudic decisions become Talmudic law and Talmudic law becomes
religious observance, so that we have criteria for religious observance which are
totally of a logical nature, in contradistinction to those of a religio-emotional nature.
Let me give an example. There is a commandment to hear the sound of the shofar on
the New Year. But the sound of the shofar is a very speciﬁc sound. The length and
character of each sound and the number of sounds has been determined by lengthy
Talmudic discussion. Now a person may be ﬁlled with religious fervor and emotion
while listening to the shofar on the High Holy Days and yet not fulﬁll the
commandment if the sounds produced were lacking in one minute technical detail.
On the other hand, one may listen to the proper sounds in an uninspired manner
and yet fulﬁll the commandment.

Philosophy of Talmudic Judaism
It is only natural for one to wonder about the philosophy of such a system. What
kind of religious system is it, that has as its center technical performances which are
dictated by theoretical and logical considerations? Why must each commandment
be constructed with the precision of an abstract formula? Such a system strikes one
as being ill-equipped to fulﬁll basic religious drives. The emphasis here seems
misplaced. The answer actually derives naturally from the phenomenon itself. The
sages of the Talmud conceived of Judaism in a very unique way. To them it was a
religion of the mind. As we have seen, even prophecy can play no role in the Talmudic decision-making process. Only the dictates of reason must be followed. The
value of religious performances rests essentially in that they reﬂect abstract concepts
and as such demand a rigid precision. Ignorant performances no matter how well
intentioned are of no value halachically, in the event that one is not a scholar himself,
he must base his performances upon the scholarship of others.
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The all encompassing nature of Talmudic Law makes it impossible for man to
avoid coming in contact with it constantly. The thinking individual thus always
encounters questions, ideas and Halachic concepts in his daily activities. His milieu
becomes one of thought and in the appreciation of the beauty of that thought Man
comes close to God.
To the uninitiated onlookers the life of Halachah seems controlled and tedious.
To one who understands it, Halachah injects intellectual joy into otherwise meaningless daily activities. The perfected Jew eats and drinks like everyone else but
Halachah raises questions and brings forth ideas which can make a meal an intellectual adventure.
It is impossible to describe what it is like to experience the joy of Talmudic
thought. Only those who have partaken of it can know what the Psalmist meant
when he said, Your laws have been as music to me ; If it wasnt for your law, my
plaything... ; They are more desirous than gold... and are sweeter than honey and the
ﬁnest nectar. The love of Talmudic thought leads one to a desire to commune with
the source of the beautiful world of ideas, as Maimonides quotes in the name of King
David, My soul thirsts for the Almighty, the living God.
This, then, is the uniqueness of Talmudic Judaism. Intellect, usually the adversary
of religion is here its ally and stronghold. Even prayer which is the service of the heart
has strict Halachic formulae as to how exactly it should take place. A mere outpouring of human emotion is not only invalid Halachically but may even involve serious
infractions. The preamble to prayer is Know before whom you stand. Prayer must be
preceded by proper knowledge of God. The Halachah conveys to man correct
notions about the Creator so that when he prays to God his mind is properly
engaged.
It is not the purpose of Halachah to remove human emotions from the reiigious
experience. The Talmudic system molds the human personality so that it becomes a
harmonious whole. Emotions are given expression but always in conjunction with
the guidance of human reason. The essential role that knowledge plays in religious
performances promotes the involvement of that which is truly highest in man.
Addendum
It is not my intention to equate the personality of the scientist with that of the
talmudist. (Neither do I wish to lend credibility to Talmud via this analogy. Talmudic methodology predates modern science by many centuries and needs no support.)
I use the term scientist in the Maimonidean sense. as an illustration of man using his
intellectual abilities to unlock the secrets of nature. Similarly, the Talmudist uses his
investigative powers to uncover the theoretical structure behind the Law.
An additional word might be in order about this comparison. The scientist gains
knowledge from experience in two ways: new information questions existing
theories and new theories are then tested by experimentation from reality. For the
Talmudist the situation is not analogous. Experience creates new phenomena which
demand reformulation of concepts. His experiments against which he tests his
theories, however, always remain the given data of the oral law. So while both bodies
of knowledge grow with new experience they do so in diﬀerent ways.
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CHAPTER XVII
Although this series of articles is entitled "A Rabbi Comments on Luke'' it could
have just as well be entitled: Why the Jews Have Never Accepted the New
Testament. My purpose in this series of articles is to demonstrate the diﬀerence
between the principles upon which the Torah is founded and the principles of the
New Testament. My last article dealt with the endowment of supernal qualities in a
human being. I explained how endowing a human being with supernal qualities is a
dilution of one's belief and faith in God. It makes no diﬀerence whether this person
is a righteous person, prophet, or Messiah. If one imbues that individual with faith
and belief he has deviated from the Torah system. The prophet expresses it in the
following manner. "Cursed be the man who places his faith in man and makes ﬂesh
his strength (Jeremiah 17:5).'' Similarly, before reading from the scroll in the Sabbath
service we say, "Not in any man do I put my trust nor on any angel do I rely - only
on the God of heaven.''
Belief in the person of messiah is a major tenet of the New Testament. The
message or "good news'' of the NT is very closely related to that belief. Part of the
message or most essential communication of the NT is that the messiah has arrived
in the person of a Jew called Jesus. Of course it is quite clear to anyone that if the
messiah of the Old Testament as described by the prophets had arrived bringing
peace and knowledge of God to mankind there would be no need for any message,
it would be self-evident. From the NT it seems clear that Jesus himself agreed with
this obvious notion when he said, "This generation shall not pass till all these things
be fulﬁlled (Matthew 24:34, Mark 13:30).'' Before he died, he saw that his vision
would not be fulﬁlled, and admitted defeat. He cried out, "My God, my God why
hast thou forsaken me (Matthew 27:46, Mark 15:34).''
Christianity refused to accept this defeat. In order to solve the dilemma they
invented a new kind of messiah - one who brings salvation to man through his death,
not his life. This was not the messiah of Isaiah who rules the world with justice,
knowledge, and wisdom but one who saves mankind through his dying.
The idea of a dead messiah was a new concept, never before heard among the
scholars or even lay people of Israel. What I would like to show is just how strange
and impossible this idea sounded to the pharisees and the vast majority of the Jewish
people. In order to deal with the obvious questions and contradictions that emerge
from this notion of a messiah Christianity has created an institution called theology
in which the art of explaining things away reaches amazing heights. Support is
brought for the Christian doctrine by means of text fragments, projections, and
mistranslations. I am not about to rehash this kind of material.
This has been done amply in the past by others. I agree with Maimonides that no
statement can be given which cannot be twisted to the very opposite of its true
meaning by anyone who wishes to do so. As Maimonides states even God was
unable to accomplish this. He stated clearly in His Torah God is one. It would seem
nothing could be plainer and yet Christianity sought to derive from this very verse
that God is three. Even the overt omission of a trinity from the texts of the Torah
would seem suﬃcient to demonstrate to any reasonable man the Torah's ﬁrm denial
of such a doctrine. I therefore believe that dialogues and debates over textual matters
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of the Torah as pertains to Christianity is futile. In the series of articles I am presently
writing I am approaching the topic from a diﬀerent standpoint. My approach is
thematic and conceptual. I wish to eludicate the system of Torah to show what the
fundamentals are and how these fundamentals are in direct opposition to the NT
and to Christian doctrine. I will deal the same way with the essential message of
Christianity in the NT.
Allow me to give an example. Christians commonly bring support for their
doctrine from Isaiah 7:14, "Behold the 'almah' will become pregnant and give birth
to a son.'' While there is no indication that this verse in Isaiah is referring to the
messiah, they must assume it is in order to use this verse for support. Further they
must translate the word "almah'' as virgin while in Hebrew the word for virgin is
"betulah''; "almah'' means young girl as in Genesis 24:43. This is always pointed out
by those who wish to refute the Christian "proof.''
My own approach, a conceptual one,is as follows: We have a Torah law that it is a
major violation to strike one's parent in a way that inﬂicts a wound. Under certain
conditions this is punishable by death. The oral law takes up the question of
determining who is one's biological father. There is always the possibility of
extramarital relationships. The Talmud explains that in Halachah we have a
principle of determination by majority. Whenever a husband and wife relationship
exists we always attribute the oﬀspring to the one assumed to have performed the
majority of sexual acts - the husband. All paternal lineage is determined by this
principle. The Talmud makes it clear that without this principle there is no way to
establish paternal lineage. Even if a man and woman were isolated together we could
not assume that there was absolutely no extramarital intercourse. We have another
Halachik principle, that "there is no guardian when it comes to sexual matters.'' The
Torah, based on sound principles of psychology, knows that man can implement the
most devious tactics to obtain satisfaction when overcome by sexual passion.
Now let us return to Isaiah. Here we ﬁnd the prophet being told that God will
give him a sign. It is abundantly clear from the above that a virgin birth can never be
a sign. There is no plausible way to determine through Halachah or even through
common sense that a certain person was truly a virgin and had no intercourse with
another human being. The idea of using a virgin birth as a sign is intrinsically
absurd. You can now imagine how this Christian idea sounded to Jewish scholars
replete with in-depth knowledge of Torah and its true principles of human psychology.
The idea of a virgin birth stems from the desire to identify with God, to become
part of God, and to bridge the gap between man and God. In ancient Egypt their
monarchs were thought to be begotten by the god Ammon who assumed the form
of the reigning king and in that disguise had intercourse with the queen. The
Baganda of central Africa provide their god with virgins. The oﬀspring of these types
of mystic unions among primitive tribes are considered to be children of God (see Sir
James Frazer, The Golden Bough Chapter XII). The Torah's idea of monotheism is
not merely to say God is one but to know that there is nothing in common between
God and His created world. "To whom then would you liken me..says the Holy one
(Isaiah 40:25).'' To attempt to project onto God human traits or to imagine a
relationship between God and man in a way that a child is produced through the
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union of God and a woman is idolatrous. This idea in any form, no matter how
sophisticated, is an abomination. It stems from man's desire to reach God through
identiﬁcation with him. In Torah the only way to reach God is through a knowledge
of him which causes man to realize how far removed he is from Him.
This same desire is what is responsible for messianics --- the preoccupation of man
with God's ultimate plans. This entertaining diversion from man's true task is an
attempt on the part of man to gain importance and augment his own self-worth by
becoming part of God's ultimate "triumph.'' It is really man's own triumph that he
is seeking. All messianics has the germ of human egomania as its underlying basis.
There is no diﬀerence in kind between the messianics of a David Koresh, A Sabbatai
Zvi, or a Jesus of the New Testament. They are all attempts to make man the allpowerful center of the stage of human life. Although they disguise their true desires
behind a religious veneer, their underlying motives are always apparent. For
example, Jesus stated, "I am the way - the truth and the life.'' Sabbatai Zvi signed his
name with the ineﬀable Hebrew name of God as David Koresh did. They all betray
the powerful instinctual egomania of man-God identiﬁcation.
In all the commandments of the Torah there is none that teaches us to try to
involve ourselves in God's ultimate plans. All the commandments teach us to
concern ourselves with one thing - perfecting ourselves. Our teacher Moses asks
what does the Lord your God ask of you? He answers clearly, "to fear the Lord your
God, to walk in all His ways, and to love Him and to serve the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul, to keep the commandments of the Lord and
His statutes.'' Similarly when the prophet asks what God wants of man he points to
perfection: (Micah 6:8): "And what does the Lord require of thee, but to do justly,
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with thy God?''
If we perfect ourselves through the ideas and ways of the torah we may play a role
in God's ultimate plan for man, but if we give in to the agitation of our hearts and
pursue our desire to be part of God's "grandiose apocalyptic scheme'' we can be
certain that we will not play any role in God's ultimate plan for mankind. Let us
Bnei Noach and Bnei Israel redouble our eﬀorts to gain perfection from Torah and
leave God's plans to the only one who has knowledge of these plans - God himself.
CHAPTER XVIII
Written by a student
According to Tosfos, why do laws pertaining to mezuzah include the requirement
of Sirtut – the horizontally scoring of the parchment at the baseline of the verses? The
reason given is that mezuza is referred to as "the truth of Torah" ("Amitus shel
Torah"). What does this mean?
Mezuza teaches about Torah itself. It is a Torah component placed on the house.
But the entire Torah is from Sinai. So what is the concept behind mezuza, that we
must isolate and highlight two Torah paragraphs?
Tosfos teaches a fundamental principle: all parts of the Torah are not of equal
importance. Torah has an essence, primarily, the ﬁrst two chapters of the Shima
Yisrael. What is this essence? It is Unity of God. "Hear Israel; God is our God, God
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is one". The mitzvah of mezuzah is to highlight the primary Torah concepts. These
concepts also include Knowledge of God, Love of God, Torah Study, and Reward
and Punishment. The Chinuch says that if a person is missing the mitzvah of Unity
of God1, he has nothing (although keeping all other mitzvahs). In mitzvah 417, the
Chinuch states, "If one transgresses Unity of God, and doesn't believe in His unity,
blessed be He...he loses this command, and all other commands of the Torah. For all
other commands depend on this one." So we see from Tosfos that all commands are
not equal.
This is why mezuza requires Sirtut. Mezuza alone is the isolation of the essence of
Torah. Sirtut is an emphasis of that text, of those fundamentals. When these two
paragraphs are located in the Torah, they form part of a greater whole. But when
separated in mezuza, and thereby distinguished, those paragraphs must be scored,
"underlining" as it were, the principles found therein. But what is the relationship
between mezuza and Megilla, that Megilla also requires scoring, Sirtut?
The answer is based on a Talmudic portion (Megilla 19a). The Talmud asks what
Mordechai saw that he didn't bow to Haman. Mordechai sensed in the person of
Haman that he deemed himself immortal and omniscient. Haman's whole inner
evaluation was idolatrous. Had Mordechai bowed to Haman, he would have
consented to Haman's idolatrous self image. The act of bowing per se is acceptable,
as we see Jacob bowed to Esav. But in this bowing, Mordechai would philosophically
defy God's unity. Mordechai therefore held that in Haman's case, one must sacriﬁce
his own life. Once Haman represented himself as omniscient, bowing to Haman
denied God's exclusive role, and must be avoided at all costs. So although halachikly
Mordechai could have bowed to Haman, this bowing crossed the line of God's
Unity. As such, halachik permission no longer mattered, and the philosophy
dictated his need to reject Haman's decree. We thereby learn that Megilla embodies
the concept of God's Unity. Mordechai understood this concept, and its philosophy,
and demonstrated that violation is not option. One must sacriﬁce his life to endorse
the gravity of sin in idolatry. One must give his life to uphold the truth of all truths:
God alone is the cause of all. And this dedication clearly illustrates the next fundamental: Love of God.
Also in Megilla are examples of man using wisdom – chochma. It is insuﬃcient
that the Torah's wisdom is limited to man's act of study. But man must also extrapolate this wisdom and apply it to his Derech haChaim – his style of life. Mordechai
and Esther both embodied the application of Torah wisdom.
And we also see in Megilla the principle of Reward and Punishment: Haman was
punished. However, this principle when found in the Torah is dealing with God
delivering the punishments, unlike Megilla, when man seems to be the cause. The
parallel is lacking. So where is the parallel...where are God's miracles of Reward and
Punishment, so that Megilla parallels the Reward ad Punishment of the Torah? The
story of the Megilla appears to unveil the great cunning of Mordechai and Esther,
but wherein are the miracles?
The answer is as follows. Mordechai and Esther used wisdom. However, many
unexpected factors occur in our daily lives and derail the best laid plans. The miracle
here, was that nothing interfered with Mordechai and Esther's plans. All the down85
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falls and successes in the Megilla occurred because God made certain that any
potential human interference was held at bay. Nothing was allowed to interfere.
Now the Megilla's rewards and punishments exactly parallel the reward and punishment of the Shima, of the Torah's "V'haya im shamoah" where God promises rain
in a providential time.
The Megilla thereby mirrors the most primary Torah fundamentals. And just as
mezuza's laws require he underlining of the texts to indicate the primary nature of its
content, Megilla too has this requirement, to convey that it too shares the character
with mezuza: a text of fundamentals.
The Megilla includes the words "Kimu v'kiblu", which means the Jews reaccepted
the Torah once again. But this time – unlike at Sinai – there was no coercion of the
event's "amazement". Here during Purim, the Jews reaccepted the Torah lifestyle out
of a love of the fundamentals. They saw how two people using Torah wisdom were
successful in averting catastrophe. They appreciated what Mordechai defended:
God's Unity. They realized God's providence was essential in the unhampered
success of Mordechai and Esther, as they engaged Torah wisdom in their daily lives.
This highlight of "Kimu v'kiblu" attests again to the Megilla's core theme: embodying the Torah's fundamentals, just like mezuza. The Jews were attracted to those
Torah fundamentals expressed in the Purim story. Their reacceptance of Torah was
due to those fundamentals.
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CHAPTER XIX
Rabbi Chait’s response to a question on how to understand “miraculous” accounts
in Talmud, “Aggadah”

To paraphrase Shmuel Hanagid(1), the value of Aggadah is found only in the
gems of wisdom one derives from it. If one derives nonsense, it has no value. Very few
people are capable of diving into the deep water and coming up with pearls.
[Ramban metaphor] Other individuals have no business delving into Aggadah.
They would do better refraining from trying to interpret that which is beyond them.
“Bmufrosh mimcha al tidrosh”. Such people cannot discern between something
literal or metaphorical, so your question is moot.
(1) See “Mavo HaTalmud” (Intro to the Talmud) found at the end of Tractate
Brachos
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Part II

CHUMASH
Written by students
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CHAPTER I
In order to appreciate the entire sequence of events concerning man's creation, we
must analyze the appropriate verses.
In Genesis, chapter two, verse seven, it states, "Then the Lord G-d formed man of
the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man
became a living soul." This verse depicts man's origin and reﬂects that man's
existence emerged as a living soul, "nefesh chayah". The phrase "living soul" is
signiﬁcant and must be analyzed. Shortly after man's creation, man was charged
with a task. Verse 15 states "And the Lord God took the man and put him into the
garden of Eden to serve it and to watch it." In the following verses, G-d charged man
with his ﬁrst commandment. Man was allowed to eat from all the trees of the garden
except from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. From this Tree of Knowledge
man was expressly prohibited from eating. G-d thereby warned man that on the day
he ate from the Tree of Knowledge, he would surely perish. It was at this juncture,
after G-d gave man this stern warning about the Tree of Knowledge, that He made
the following observation (verse 18). "And the Lord G-d said, 'It is not good that
man should be alone, I will make a helpmate for him.'"
It is puzzling that this verse concerning man's discontent in being alone is placed
after the warning about the Tree of Knowledge. It would at ﬁrst seem that this
statement would have more logically been made immediately following man's
creation since it reﬂects the nature of man's existence. Furthermore, the verses
following this observation seem incongruous. These subsequent verses discuss the
creation of the animals and man's mastery over the animal kingdom. Verses 19 & 20
state "And out of the ground, the Lord G-d formed every beast of the ﬁeld and every
fowl of the air, and brought them unto the man to see what he would call them; and
whatsoever the man would call every living creature, that was to be the name
thereof. And the man gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every
beast of the ﬁeld, but for Adam there was not found a helpmate for him." In addition
to the seemingly questionable nexus between the verses, we can pose a few very basic
questions. Following the commandment concerning the Tree of Knowledge, God
made the statement that it wasn't good for man to be alone. He then proceeded to
create the animal kingdom. Why then didn't G-d create woman at the very inception of the creation of man? If it was apparent to God that man was not happy alone,
then why didn't he create woman immediately? What was the compelling reason
that God refrained from creating woman until after man was placed in charge of the
Garden of Eden and prohibited from partaking of the Tree of Knowledge? It is
obvious from the sequence of the verses that God chose not to create woman until
after He had created the animal kingdom and placed man in its charge. Furthermore, the entire account of G-d's creation of the animal kingdom and man's mastery
of the animals is concluded with a repetition of man's dissatisfaction with his
solitude.
When God ultimately created woman from man, it is interesting to note that
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man did not name her at the time of her creation as he did with the animals. Rather,
it was only after the incident of the snake (which enticed them to eat from the Tree
of Knowledge) that man gave woman a name. Chapter 3, verse 20 states, "And the
man called his wife's name Eve; because she was the mother of all living."
In order to fully appreciate the order of events regarding creation, we must ﬁrst
make the following observations in reference to man's nature. These insights will
help give us a better understanding of the account of creation, and they will also
aﬀord us an appreciation of the complexity of the nature of man. With these
observations, we can gain a new perspective on man's constant lifelong struggle to
achieve perfection as a moral being.
Maimonides posed a famous question regarding the denial of man of the fruit
from the Tree of Knowledge. Verses 16 and 17 state, "And the Lord G-d
commanded the man saying; of every tree in the garden thou may freely eat, but the
Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil thou shall not eat of it, for in the day that
thou eatest thereof thou shall surely die." As Maimonides observed, based on these
verses alone, it would seem that G-d was withholding from man the ability to
discern good from evil. This is rather puzzling, since the pursuit of knowledge is the
primary objective of the Talmud Chachum. Was it really G-d's intention to deny
knowledge to man? This also contrasts the traditional Judaic belief that G-d's
greatest gift to man was his intellectual faculty. An analysis of relevant verses can
help us examine man's true nature and determine that quite the contrary is true.
The aforementioned verse 7 states that G-d created man as a living soul, "nefesh
chaya". The term "chaya" is precise. It reﬂects the instinctual component of man, the
"yezter hara". This term, "chaya" is also used to reﬂect the instinctual, as animals are
also referred to as "chaya". In his Mishna Torah, in the Laws of Forbidden Foods
(Chapter 2, Law 3), Maimonides used this term "chaya" to reﬂect the instinctual,
which is the essential component of an animal's nature. Thus, it is evident that the
composition of man's nature includes the instinctual. As previously questioned, it is
now signiﬁcant that man was charged with his ﬁrst commandment shortly after his
creation. This evidences the other component of human nature.
Man was to watch and guard the Garden of Eden and to enjoy the fruit of the
trees as his source of nourishment. However, he was prohibited by the word of G-d
from partaking of the Tree of Knowledge. This task and divine commandment
evidences the other aspect of man's nature. Man was given the gift of intelligence,
and thus was capable of observing G-d's commandment. Therefore, it is apparent
that G-d created man with a dual nature. Man not only possesses the instinctual
drive (akin to the animal kingdom), but he also possesses the intellectual faculty
which enables him to discern what is good and to observe the dictates of G-d. This
dual aspect of man's nature is the primary message of these verses. However, these
perfunctory inferences regarding man's nature are also important tools which enable
us to more clearly comprehend the entire sequence of creation. Man possesses a
hybrid essence of the intellectual and the instinctual. G-d's command not to eat
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from the Tree of Knowledge was an appeal to man's intellect. However, at this point
in time man lacked a sense of morality, of what is "tov", good, and what is "ra", evil.
God forbade man to eat the fruit in order to ensure that man would function in
accordance with his intellectual abilities. However, once man disobeyed this
command, he was destined to constantly struggle with the passions of the instinctual, which would always be in conﬂict with his intellectual nature, his yetzer hara.
By disobeying this command and partaking of the forbidden fruit, man
abandoned his intellect for the appeal of the fantasy. From this point on, man was
destined to face the eternal struggle of "tov v'ra", good and evil.
In verse 18 after G-d appealed to man's intellect by admonishing him not to eat
of the forbidden fruit, G-d then made the observation that it was not good for man
to be alone -- man needed a helpmate. G-d was cognizant that man was unable to
channel all of his energies to the intellectual. In such a state, man's energies would
soon have been frustrated. By His statement in verse 18, God acknowledged that it
is not good for man to be alone, for such a state would lead to the frustration of man's
instinctual energies. This observation is attested to by the subsequent series of verses.
Man utilized his innate intellectual abilities to name, classify, dominate and rule the
animal kingdom. It was during the performance of this task that man observed that
each animal was capable of satisfying its instinctual desires. Man therefore
attempted to satisfy his own instinctual needs, but was unable to ﬁnd a helpmate.
Man realized that his dual nature could not be satisﬁed with an entity whose entire
essence was instinctual. Through his cognitive eﬀorts, he became aware of his inability to channel all of his instinctual energies into intellectual gratiﬁcation. Therefore,
the sequence of events leading to the creation of woman is more understandable.
Although man was created with both instinctive and intellectual drives, it was only
through his own eﬀorts that he came to realize his inability to channel his total
instinctual energies into the world of the intellectual. It was only after he made this
observation, did G-d then create woman. Verses 21 and 22 state, "And the Lord G-d
caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; and He took one of his ribs
and closed up the place with ﬂesh instead thereof. And the rib which the Lord G-d
had taken from the man, made He a woman and brought her unto the man." It is
not coincidental that G-d created woman from man's rib. Man was incapable of
satisfying his instinctual desires with a being that operated solely in the world of the
instinctual. Such a relationship would only be physical, and by deﬁnition could not
be enduring or fulﬁlling. When G-d created woman, man was not solely attracted
by his instinctual desires, but there was a psychological attraction as well. In verse 23
man comments as follows in reference to his wife, "bone of my bones and ﬂesh of my
ﬂesh." Man's attraction to woman stemmed from his love of his own self. Man's
narcisstic desires fostered the relationship that developed between man and woman.
Man is a complex being, and even his instinctual drives are inexorably intermixed
with his psychological awareness. This explains the medrash (allegory) that man
originally had two forms from which the woman originated. This basis of man's
attraction for woman also serves to shed light on the reason why woman was not
created at the time of man's creation. Man's instinctual energies were not capable of
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fulﬁllment in a purely instinctual relationship -- a psychological attraction was also
required.
It is therefore apparent that the entire creation of man was designed by G-d in a
manner which allowed man's nature to play a role in the emerging sequence of events
of creation. Man was created with a yetzer hatov, the intellectual faculty whose
objective for man is to live a life guided by wisdom and morality. However, man was
also bestowed with a yetzer hara, instinctual needs and desires. As a result, man's
libido could not be satisﬁed by directing all of his energies to the intellectual.
Because of his hybrid nature, man discovered that he was incapable of satisfying his
physical needs and desires in a purely instinctual relationship. His excess energies
which were not absorbed by the intellectual were frustrated and could not reach
gratiﬁcation. This gratiﬁcation required a relationship whereby there was also a
psychological attraction. Thus G-d created woman, a blessing from G-d which
allowed man and woman to function in a harmonious manner.
It is only after we observe the emergence of human nature through the events of
creation that we can properly analyze the sin of eating from the Tree of Knowledge.
Prior to the sin, man's energies were primarily directed to intellectual endeavors.
Man took charge of his surroundings and used his intellectual abilities to master the
environment. However, the excess instinctive energy which could not be satisﬁed by
intellectual endeavors was channeled into a healthy relationship with Eve. Man's
energies were directed towards phenomena that were physically present. By
commanding man not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge, G-d was disciplining man's
instinctual drives and demonstrating that the instinctual must always be subordinated and controlled by the intellectual. Our mesora (oral tradition) tells us that the
fruits of the Tree of Knowledge were not unique. Its appeal was solely based on the
prohibition to indulge in them. It appealed to man's yetzer hara, his desires. Verse 6
states, "And the woman saw that the food was good to eat and that it was a delight
for the eyes and a tree to be desired to make one wise. She took of the fruit and ate it,
and gave also to her husband with her, and he did eat it." Maimonides noted that this
verse evidences the breadth of man's desires. The tree was an ordinary tree, yet the
appeal of the fantasy was overwhelming. The tree was appealing to the eye, though
common, and was good to eat, though never tasted. Thus, by partaking of the tree,
man succumbed to the allurement of the fantasy. Before the sin, man's energies were
directed to the physical phenomena that were in his presence. Our rabbis teach us
that prior to the sin, man's evil inclination was controllable, but after the sin, there
was a qualitative change. Man's instinctual desires were internal and external. Before
the sin, man's libido naturally was attracted to wisdom, and his energies were
automatically drawn to thought. Subsequent to the sin, man's energies naturally
ﬂowed to the physical. By indulging the fantasy, man incorporated into his personality the vehicle by which the energies of man are drawn to the physical. The enticements of the tree and the entrapment of man's imagination allowed man's energies to
become ﬁxated on the physical. This sin shaped the human personality for the
millennium. Man was doomed, for at the moment his energies became ﬁxated on
the physical, it became a constant source of man's attention. His energies became
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attached to the physical and naturally ﬂowed to it. Man's sin molded his soul.
Mankind was destined to be ensnared by fantasy, and his energies would from then
on be guided by the imagination. It would seek its initial gratiﬁcation from the world
of the physical. Thus, down through the generations to our present time, whenever
man sins and is overwhelmed by the desires of the instinctual, he too molds his soul.
He becomes drawn to and aﬀected by the trappings of physical pleasures, his imagination overwhelms him, and as a result, distances himself from G-d. After the sin,
man's only hope for salvation is to rechannel his energies. A wise man is one whose
thought process is not inﬂuenced or corrupted by the instinctual. However, the
ordinary individual who cannot properly channel his energies away from the instinctual, his emotions cloud his intellect and the physical corrupts his thinking process.
In any event, man has the free will to withdraw the energies which are now
naturally attracted to the physical by the power of fantasy, and can re-direct them
towards the intellectual. By choosing such a path, man also molds his soul, directs
his energies and becomes attached to and leads the life of a chacham (wise man) and
becomes close to God. A task such as this is monumental, and requires great conviction. Battling instinctual drives requires great fortitude, intellect, and inner strength.
The appellation of a "gibor", a strong person, is reserved for one who conquers the evil
inclination. However, G-d, in punishing man for the sin of eating from the Tree of
Knowledge, has armed man with the ability, if he exercises his free will wisely, to be
victorious in this battle.
G-d's punishment is diﬀerent from that of man. A punishment from G-d is given
to help beneﬁt man. An analysis of the verses subsequent to the sin can help us to
understand the punishment and its ramiﬁcations with respect to the human personality. In chapter 3, verse 7 states, "And the eyes of them both were opened, and they
knew that they were naked; and they sewed ﬁg leaves together and made themselves
loincloths." Prior to the sin, the Torah explicitly tells us that they were not ashamed
of their nakedness. The Torah is teaching us by contrasting these fact, that prior to
the sin, man did not experience embarrassment. Shame is a function of man's
conscience. Before man sinned, man's energies were naturally directed to chachma,
to intellectual pursuits. After the sin, man fell prey to the instinctual. The intellectual was overpowered by the instinctual. However, man now had an additional ally
to help combat the forces of the physical . . . his conscience. The conscience of man
helps him to determine good from evil. The yetzer hatov, man's good inclination,
helps man to withdraw his energies from the world of the physical and re-direct it to
the world of chachma, wisdom. However, before man sinned, he did not possess the
ability to discern good from evil. His mind was naturally drawn to the intellectual.
After the sin man's energies ﬂow ﬁrst to the physical, which is capable of paralyzing
him. G-d thereby instilled in man a conscience to help him progress into the world
of the ideational and not stagnate in the world of the physical. It is only with the aid
of the yetzer hatov, the ability to discern good, that man can use his free will and
channel his energies to the acquisition of wisdom. It is therefore no coincidence that
immediately after G-d pronounced His punishment for the sin (and man was
endowed with both good and evil inclinations), man began to utilize his conscience
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to channel his energies properly. First, he experienced shame and covered his nakedness. Then, as chapter 3, verse 20 relates, "And the man called his wife Eve, because
she was the mother of all living." It seems incongruous that this occurs immediately
after the pronouncement of man's punishment. However, the reason is now readily
apparent. This manifests that man was using the yetzer hatov to help direct his
energies towards wisdom. He exercised his intelligence to classify and name his wife.
It was a deﬁnitional exercise that required his intellectual abilities. From this we can
ascertain that a punishment from G-d is unique, as it is executed for the beneﬁt of
man. This particular event bestowed man with good and evil inclinations. It is only
with the aid of the yetzer hatov that man can overcome the pratfalls of sin and can
withdraw his energies away from the physical and utilize his intellect to live a life
based on wisdom.
CHAPTER II
In order to appreciate the milieu of the generation of the ﬂood and the events that
led to the destruction of civilization, we must analyze the verses in the Torah.
Genesis 6:11 states “And the Earth was corrupted before G-d and the Earth was
ﬁlled with violence.” Rashi deﬁnes corruption as sexual immorality and idolatry. He
deﬁnes violence as robbery. This verse is the prelude to G-d’s determination that
civilization must be destroyed because of the perpetuation of “chamas” (violence)
throughout mankind. Thus chamas, robbery, sealed man’s fate.
However, this ﬁnal adjudication by G-d of man’s fate was actually preceded by
two earlier observations and warnings. Chapter six verse two states, “That the sons
of G-d saw the daughters of man that they were fair, and they took for themselves
wives, whomsoever they chose.” Man was promiscuous and sought all types of
sexual gratiﬁcation without any moral restrictions. G-d thereby gave man his ﬁrst
warning. Man was given 120 years to repent from his sexual corruption or G-d
would destroy mankind.
In chapter six verse ﬁve, G-d makes his second observation, “And G-d saw that
the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” This observation of the quantitative
increase in man’s nefarious conduct led G-d to the conclusion that he will obliterate
mankind from upon the face of the earth.
An analysis of these observations and warnings from G-d indicates a logical
progression and sequence from man’s initial corruption, until his ultimate degradation, to total depravity unworthy of salvation.
The ﬁrst breakdown of the morality of man was his sexual promiscuity. Man’s
detachment from sexual illicit relationships is the source of man’s sanctity.
Kedusha - sanctity - emanates from sexual abstention. Maimonides in his Mishna
94

PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H
Torah in the laws of Kedusha has two categories: the laws of forbidden sexual
relationships and the laws of forbidden foods. Thus we see that the sanctity of man
stems from his ability to subordinate his instinctual desires. Kedusha is the
supremacy of the “Tzelem Elokim”, (man’s intellect) over the “nefesh ha-behami”,
(man’s instinctual desires), the appetitive and the sexual. Thus the ﬁrst corruption of
man was in allowing his emotions to rule his intellect.
The second step was the ‘quantitative’ increase in man’s degradation. As man’s
libido and energies became attached to the instinctual pleasures, they obviously
became a greater source of satisfaction for man. Thus, man’s corruption became
prevalent throughout society. The emotions of man totally dominated all aspects of
his conduct. Hence, G-d saw that the wickedness of man was great.
However, the ﬁnal corruption, which sealed man’s fate, was when his depravity
progressed to robbery. Nachmanides states that man’s fate was sealed with the sin of
robbery because it is a violation of a “mitzvah sichli” - a command arrived at through
reason (without the need for G-d’s command, i.e., something obvious). The prohibition against stealing logically makes sense. As Nachmanides says, it’s a commandment, which does not require a prophet to warn us against it evils. However, Nachmanides’ message must be understood. Simply because a commandment does not
necessitate a prophet to warn us against its violation, does not reﬂect upon the
severity of the prohibition. It would seem that there are greater evils, which result
from violating a mitzva, which is not sichli (reasonably obvious) and requires a
prophet’s warning. On the contrary, if our conduct warrants the rebuke of a prophet
it must certainly be extremely grievous behavior. However, an analysis of Nachmanides interpretation leads us to a better understanding of the corruption of thievery
and the reason it sealed man’s destruction.
Man is diﬀerent than an animal. An animal’s existence is purely instinctual. His
reality is subservient to his instinctual desires. An animal’s existence is totally
contained within the realm of the physical. An animal does not contemplate how
long it is going to live.
Man however, is a complex creature. Man’s nature is perennially the source of
conﬂict. The instinctual desires of man are constantly in conﬂict with the intellectual.
Instinctually, man desires to live forever, but reality tells him that he is limited by
the constraints of time. As a result there are essentially only two creations that are not
in a constant state of conﬂict; the animal, because it is totally dominated and guided
by the instinctual, and harmonious man, whose entire energies are directed towards
wisdom. However an ordinary individual’s instinctual desires are in conﬂict with,
and tempered by his intellectual faculties.
The original pratfall for man was sexual turpitude. The sexual instinct was
overpowering, yet, man had not abandoned the intellectual. In fact, man utilized his
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wisdom in the pursuit of his desires.
However, man was doomed to extinction when violence prevailed. Robbery is
reﬂective of a society that totally abandons the rules of common sense. Man was no
longer functioning in the world of reality. He was no longer using his mind in the
pursuit of his physical pleasures. He was involved in violent, self-destructive behavior. This is what Nachmanides meant when he said that violence sealed man’s fate
because it was a violation of an obviously, reasonable law. Man was entirely in the
grasp of his instinctual desires - to the extent - that his intellectual faculties were no
longer functioning. Therefore, the warning of a prophet would not be heeded since
man is functioning solely in the realm of the physical world. His self-destructive
behavior manifests the abandonment of the intellectual, even as a means for the
pursuit of physical pleasures. Violence epitomizes the state of the domination of the
instincts. Thus, G-d determined that man’s existence was equal to his non-existence
and civilization was destined to be obliterated.
It is signiﬁcant to note that violence ﬂourished and was fostered by man’s initial
domination by his sexual desires. It is when man abandons the intellectual repression
of sexual promiscuity, that his instinctual appetites be cultivated and ultimately
dominates him. Merely because the violations of the sexual mores are victimless
infractions, does not diminish the severity of the oﬀense. It is the breeding ground
whereby a corrupt individual’s instinctual desires gain strength and overpower the
intellectual, and thus, subjugate the tzelem Elokim - the intellect - to the whims of
the physical. Chamas - violence - is a natural outgrowth of such a behavioral progression and condemns mankind to a worthless existence.
Noach however, did not fall prey to the corruption of the society. Although he was
considered righteous, the Rabbis castigate him for not attempting to inﬂuence other
people. Noach never tried to inﬂuence his fellow man to behave in a just fashion.
This is bothersome, considering the fact that the Torah refers to Noach as a tzadik, a
righteous and pure individual. Certainly, justice would dictate that he help the plight
of his fellow man. Thus, we must appreciate the appellation tzadik as utilized in
respect to Noach.
There are two types of righteous individuals: Abraham typiﬁes the higher level.
This is the just individual who lives in a corrupt society and functions therein. In
terms of his personal ideals (of monotheism) they were foreign to the values of that
society. He was a foreigner in this respect. However, he was a citizen of the world. He
functioned externally as a productive member of society. In fact, he attempted to
inﬂuence other members of society to adopt his values and ideals.
The other type of righteous individual cannot tolerate the inﬂuences of a corrupt
society. He retreats and lives the life of seclusion always insulating himself from
external pressures. Noach was this type of personality. The Rabbis teach us that
Noach was a ma-amin, he was a believer, but yet he did not believe. He possessed the
intellectual conviction to reject society’s values. However, he was cognizant of the
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temptations of the world around him and thus lived a sheltered life. Noach appreciated that he was in conﬂict and could not risk the dangerous exposure of facing the
outside world. He lived an existence whereby he realized he was in conﬂict, but
resolved the conﬂict in favor of the intellect. Therefore God did not blame him for
not attempting to inﬂuence others. His state of perfection prevented him from
helping others. Thus, Noach was righteous and pure, but yet, the Torah adds “bdorosav”, “in his generation” (was he perfect). His actions were not inherently
corrupt and thus he was not deserving of extinction. However, his righteousness was
commensurate to the times he lived in. He was indirectly culpable because his state
of perfection prevented him from venturing into the outside world and aiding
others. However, he still was righteous, for one cannot be held responsible for not
helping others live the proper life if it would risk his own perfection. Thus Noach was
a tzadik in his generation.
CHAPTER III
It is a well-established principle in Judaism that a punishment from G-d is
unique. When G-d punishes man, it is for his betterment. However, the generation
of the ﬂood was destroyed because there was no justiﬁcation for their existence. In
contrast, the generation that built the tower of Babel was not destroyed. We must
therefore understand the reason that their destruction was not warranted. We must
also comprehend the nature of their punishment and the manner in which it was
beneﬁcial for them.
The reason that G-d prefers for their not being destroyed was because their sin was
only against G-d. This is in contrast to the generation of the ﬂood whose decadence
was prevalent with respect to interpersonal relationships as well. However, the “dor
haﬂaga”, generation of the dispersement, had extremely cordial and respectful
relations and acted peaceably toward each other. This concept must be explained.
Simply because their interpersonal relations were peaceful and harmonious is hardly
suﬃcient justiﬁcation for their salvation. A person can be totally wicked but his
relationship with his friends can be eminently serene. The Nazi’s were very cordial,
cultured and peaceful towards their fellow Nazi’s. It is evident that the Torah is
teaching us a more esoteric message.
We must also explain what they were attempting to build. Genesis 11:4 states
“And they said: Come let us build a city, and a tower, with its top in heaven and let
us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.”
What was their purpose and objective in building this tower?
In order to appreciate the signiﬁcance of this entire incident we must elaborate
some well-deﬁned psychological principles.
Every human being has a certain emotional make up. These emotions - although
somewhat controllable - nevertheless ﬁnd a way to be expressed in terms of human
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behavior. A person has certain emotional needs and desires and is capable of repressing them to a great degree, but these needs will ultimately ﬁnd some form of expression in terms of that individual’s conduct. As a result, if the person is successful in
controlling his emotions concerning one area of his behavior, invariably, these
emotions will ﬁnd an outlet for their expression in an another area of his conduct.
An illustration of this is when a person is angry because of a business transaction that
failed. Instead of expressing his anger at his business partner who mishandled the
transaction, he might go home and break something. The emotions of man are
ﬂexible enough, that they will seek a “Substitute Formation,” an alternate way to
express itself.
The emotions of man are also very cunning and can operate in a disguised
fashion. They can function in such a way as to be hidden - even to the person
himself. Madison Avenue, the renowned center of advertising, carefully manipulates
the emotions in this manner. A person who fantasizes that he’s a great cowboy will
smoke Marlboro. These are called hidden persuaders. A person is not just buying the
product, but he is buying the underlying fantasy it represents. If one were to ask the
person if he was a cowboy, of course he would reject such a notion.
All these characteristics of our emotions and the methods in which they work
together regarding the many nuances of human behavior, can help us understand
the events surrounding the Tower of Babel.
Upon observing mankind’s conduct in building the Tower of Babel, G-d makes
the following comment in Genesis 11:6, “And the lord said: Behold, they are one
people, and they have all one language, and this is what they begin to do, and now
nothing will be withheld from them, which they propose to do.”
To help us appreciate this observation we must elucidate a very basic psychological
process that accounts for much of man’s altruistic behavior. Psychologists call this
mechanism “identiﬁcation”. The greater eﬀect an event has upon a person, the more
signiﬁcant the event. Thus, an earthquake in China killing 10,000 people might not
seem as tragic to you as the mugging of your next-door neighbor. Conversely, a
person stricken with cancer might bequeath great sums of money to anti smoking
crusades. However, the tragic eﬀects of cancer were surely known prior to his misfortune. Although a person’s eﬀorts in this regard are praiseworthy and humanitarian,
and contribute to the beneﬁt of society, it is not the highest level of just conduct. A
rare individual, who functions according to an extremely high standard of human
justice, is aroused mainly by the event and not the manner in which he is aﬀected
thereby. However, identiﬁcation is generally a desired emotion that accounts for
much of the good in society and allows a person to commiserate with his fellow man.
If one lacks identiﬁcation, the consequences could be tragic.
Now we can begin to comprehend G-d’s observation. “Behold they are one nation
with one language” Language is a strong factor with respect to human identiﬁcation.
Language represents uniﬁcation. Private groups have their own special language and
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secret codes. Kids usually have their own slogans and phrases to help them identify
with other kids - against the adults. Thus, G-d observed that mankind was one
nation with one language. There was great identiﬁcation amongst, and uniﬁcation
with, their fellow man. However, we must analyze how this identiﬁcation contributed to their building the Tower of Babel. In Genesis 11:5 the Torah states, “And
G-d came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men built.”
Rashi comments that this term the “children of man” is superﬂuous. He thus
comments that these are the children of ‘man who rebelled against the one G-d’ that
were saved from the ﬂood.
We therefore see that the sin of these people was their rebellion against G-d.
However, their animosity and rebellion against G-d was really a result of their identiﬁcation with their fellow man.
Man’s basic innate nature is aggressive. This is attested to by the many atrocities
committed by man throughout the annals of history. Man generally directed his
aggression in the form of hateful acts perpetrated upon his fellow man. However, the
generation of the Tower of Babel had a tremendous sense of identiﬁcation with their
fellow man, fostered by their being one nation with one language. It was also
strengthened by their being the survivors of the Flood. This shared experience as
alluded to by Rashi, also caused them to identify with each other. This identiﬁcation
prevented their aggressive conduct from being directed against their fellow man.
Thus, man’s aggressive proclivities were directed against G-d. Their emotions of
hatred and their aggressive tendencies found a substitute formation, namely G-d.
Their inherent aggressive tendencies, which are usually directed one against another,
now found an alternate means of expression - a rebellion against G-d. However,
these people whose ancestors were recently obliterated by G-d because of their
corruption, could not in good sense, express open hostility and hatred to G-d. Thus,
this hatred presented itself in a diﬀerent way. They said, “Let us build a city and a
tower with its head in the heavens.”
The tower represents architecture. This building was not built to be functional, as
they were not going to use the building. On the contrary, it was a manifestation of
their own power and importance. This is what architecture represents throughout
civilization. Albeit the Eiﬀel Tower, or The Coliseum, all great architectural works
are merely an expression of the power and signiﬁcance of that particular society.
Individuals as well display this same attitude. A person who lives in a mansion
with a huge driveway, is also generally creating an impression of his own self importance. Therefore the peoples’ method for rebelling against G-d was demonstrating
the greatness of man’s accomplishments. It is the deiﬁcation of man.
Mankind, by building the Tower of Babel, was manifesting the greatness of man,
and in so doing, was rebelling against G-d. This was the sin of this generation.
Halacha recognizes this emotion. The migdal, tower, was an elaborately ornate
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and beautifully appointed structure intended to inspire man. However, these
emotions were directed towards the greatness of man, and not G-d. Conversely,
halacha (Jewish law) demands that the tallest building in a community must be the
synagogue. G-d must maintain the greatest prominence in our minds.
G-d thereby concludes verse 6, that mankind, because of this attitude of the
overestimation of their own self importance, will feel that nothing can be withheld
from them and that there is nothing that they can not accomplish. G-d realized that
this emotion was dangerous and must be dealt with accordingly. Thus in Chapter 11
verse 7, G-d responds, “Come, let us go down and there confound their language,
that they may not understand one another’s speech.” G-d was confounding their
language as the vehicle to break their identiﬁcation with each other. Once they had
diﬀerent languages, diﬀerent cultures would ﬂourish. When G-d changed their
culture and language, hatred and jealousy commenced. When each society has its
own unique culture and language, the identiﬁcation between the diﬀerent societies
is mitigated greatly. This enables man’s aggressive instinct to express itself, by acts of
hatred and aggression against another society. Therefore G-d’s punishment
(corrective measure) was breaking the strong sense of identiﬁcation that existed
throughout mankind. The emergence of diﬀerent societies with diﬀerent cultures
erased the identiﬁcation that had previously existed between these groups. Consequently, man’s aggressive tendencies were thereafter naturally directed against
citizens of a diﬀerent society with diﬀerent values. The natural outgrowth of G-d’s
punishment is a civilization where there are constant wars between diﬀerent
segments of society. However, the alternative would be worse, whereby mankind
would rebel against G-d. Judaism maintains that mankind will experience constant
strife until the coming of the Messiah. It is only when Messiah comes that people
will possess the proper philosophical knowledge. Then mankind will be able to
channel their energies to the acquisition of wisdom and gain a love of G-d. It is only
then that mankind can experience true peace.
We can therefore appreciate the necessity of G-d’s punishment. However we must
contrast the generation of the Flood that had to be destroyed and the generation of
the Tower of Babel, which was spared. G-d’s punishment was obviously more lenient
with the generation of the Tower of Babel. The bothersome problem is that hatred
and rebellion against G-d seems to be a greater evil than the corruption of man. Yet,
the generation of the Flood was eradicated and the generation of the Tower of Babel
was spared.
The proper determination of this problem demands that we pose a diﬀerent
question. We must not investigate which malady was ‘worse’, but rather, which
transgression is ‘curable’. If a disease is incurable, then it leads to an inevitable end.
However, if there is a cure, then there is hope, irrespective of the severity of the
disease. The citizens of the generation of the Flood were totally overwhelmed by their
evil inclinations, their instinctual appetites. Their intellectual faculties were not
functioning and thus there was no way to inﬂuence them. The generation of the
Tower of Babel however suﬀered the disease of overestimation of the self. Although
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G-d cannot fathom an arrogant person, as the power of the ego is great – denying
G-d – yet, such a person can still be reached. The conceited individual still operates
on a rational level; he is just inﬂicted with the malady of the overestimation of his
own self-importance.
The Rabbis tell us that the generation of the ﬂood had no shalom, peace, but the
generation of the Tower of Babel had serenity. Peace requires self-control and intelligence. The generation of the Tower of Babel, although uniﬁed for a terrible cause,
still possessed the essential elements required for harmony. Therefore, G-d’s punishment was to confound their language and break their identiﬁcation. This resulted in
man’s aggressive instinct to be directed away from G-d. Unfortunately, society is at
a level whereby man’s aggressive instincts express themselves by man’s perpetuation
of great atrocities against his fellow man. People usually try to deny their aggressive
instincts and ultimately that causes much bloodshed. Judaism, on the contrary
demands that a person lives his life based upon reality. A person must be aware of his
aggressive tendencies. It is a universal emotion that stems from the instinctual part
of man’s nature. However, a person must learn to subordinate his instinctual desire
and to live his life based upon wisdom. The Talmud tells us if a person is overly
aggressive he should become a butcher. A person should recognize his instinctual
nature, and learn to control it. Piety is not the denial of ones emotional needs and
desires. Judaism does not preach asceticism and abstinence. A chacham, a wise
person, is one who recognizes his needs and desires and channels his energies
properly. A person cannot deny his emotions. This was part of the sin of the generation of the Tower of Babel. They really denied their aggression towards G-d and
directed it to expressions of their own self-importance. Thus, these emotions sought
satisfaction by the building of the tower. Through the means of architecture they
satisﬁed their emotional needs.
Upon the arrival of the Messiah, civilization will appreciate the proper philosophical values and will guide their lives based upon wisdom. Only then will man
recognize his aggressive nature and properly channel his energies, and subordinate
his instinctual drives. Only in such a society can we experience true peace.
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CHAPTER IV
Lech Lecha 12/1-2: “Hashem said to Abram, ‘Go for yourself from your land,
from your birthplace, and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you.
And I will make of you a great nation; I will bless you, and I will make your name
great, and you will be a blessing.” At ﬁrst glance all seems well; Abram is to venture
forth on a journey that will bring him to a land where his destiny is to be fulﬁlled.
And indeed the ﬁrst Rashi in Lech Lecha seems to support this theme. Regarding
the words “Go for yourself”, Rashi comments: “For your pleasure, and for your
beneﬁt. There I will make of you a great nation, whereas here you do not merit
children. And furthermore, you will beneﬁt by going, for thereby I will make your
name known in the world.”
We see in the Torah, however, that Abram’s life is far from the dream one might
imagine for themselves; Abram is always on the move, never truly settling down,
continually journeying while constantly undergoing various trials and tribulations.
This is born out from the very command G-d told Abram; namely, what does G-d
mean when he tells Abram to go “to the land that I will show you”? Where is Abram
to go right now? And so the Ramban comments on the words “to the land that I
will show you” that Abram was a wayfaring nomad wandering like a lost sheep. (See
also Rashi, 20:13).
Another question arises on closer inspection of the text. There is a factual inconsistency in the pasuk (verse). G-d tells Abram to go from his land, his birthplace,
and from his father’s house; however, at the end of parshas Noach, Abram already
left his birthplace and settled in Haran. Rashi observes the question and oﬀers an
answer: “Had he not already left there with his father and come to Haran? But
[G-d] said to him as follows: Go yet further from there, and leave the house of your
father.” Nevertheless, the pasuk should have written the chronological sequence of
such events, namely, ﬁrst to leave his father’s house and then his birthplace and his
land?
Regarding the land that G-d will show Abram Rashi comments: “He did not
reveal the land to him immediately, in order to make it precious in his eyes, and to
give him reward for each and every statement...” How does not knowing such
information make the land more loving in Abram’s eyes? If Abram does not know
where he is going, there exists no love-object for Abram to imagine.
If we take a brief look into Abram’s spiritual journeys thus far we can better
understand the “Lech Lecha” command. Abram’s perception of G-d and religious
convictions came about, not through emotional religious feelings or perceptions
about G-d, but rather, as the Rambam explains, through an intellectual journey of
the mind; Abram was truly the ﬁrst great investigator who established the proper
religious methodology for future generations, namely, one arrives at the truth
through investigation, knowledge, and understanding, not emotional religious
perceptions. The E’tz Yosef in the sidur O’tzer Tephilos explains that the reason why
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the Amidah speciﬁes the “G-d of Abraham”, “G-d of Isaac”, and “G-d of Jacob”
(joining G-d’s name with each patriarch) rather than saying collectively, the “G-d
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob”, is so that one should not think that the reason why
Isaac and Jacob believed in G-d was because they were simply following their great
father’s traditions. Rather, each of them was an investigator (following the methodology of their father) regarding their spiritual life.
Abram’s religious investigations led not only to philosophical knowledge regarding G-d but psychological knowledge regarding idolatry. The primitive idolater
assumes that his emotions are the baseline of the mind and proceeds from there.
Abram said that these feelings, drives, and powerful emotions are no diﬀerent than
phenomena that exist in the external world, except that they exist in the internal
world. When one then proceeds to analyze these internal phenomena just as one
would use their mind to investigate external phenomena it becomes evident that the
primitive religious emotions are not a determinant of reality.
The Lech Lecha command was now an opportunity for Abram to continue his
religious journey by undergoing a physical journey. Abram discovered that a
person’s emotions and what he might believe in so strongly are nothing more than
phenomena that can be analyzed and broken down.
In Lech Lecha, G-d tells Abram that there is another group of powerful feelings
that now must be analyzed and understood using this same methodology, namely,
the emotional sense of security and attachment to Abram’s county, birthplace and
father’s home. Hence, the order of G-d’s command was not in terms of the physical
events of leaving but rather the psychological. Abram ﬁrst had to attack the periphery of the emotion, his attachments to his country, his land, and his birthplace and
then could proceed to analyze his attachment and sense of security derived from the
family, speciﬁcally his father.
Furthermore, we can now understand why G-d did not identify to Abram his
destination; if Abram knew which land was his ﬁnal address he would have simply
transferred his emotions to that location. Abram had to be a nomadic wanderer to
truly appreciate the sense of assurance one derives from a permanent home. And
once Abram understood this emotion he could break free from its domain. These
emotions, it should be noted, are by no means against the ways of the Torah; the
stability of a permanent home and family are important and necessary for most
people to grow and mature. But it is important to recognize just how powerful these
emotions can be and not to let them interfere with one’s spiritual development. For
Abram, however, the only security and emotional fulﬁllment could be from his
relationship to G-d.
The Torah, recognizing the powerful and sensitive emotional attachments to
family, hid the fact that when Abram left his fathers house Terah was still alive.
Rashi comments at the end of parshas Noach that “when Abram left Haran many
years of Terah’s lifetime still remained at the time if Abram’s departure. Why then
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did Scripture put the death of Terah ahead of the departure of Abram? So that the
matter should not be publicized to everyone, so they would say, ‘Abram did not
fulﬁll the precept of honoring his father for he abandoned him when aged, and
went oﬀ.” But for Abram the only true relationship could be with G-d.
In conclusion, we can now understand why G-d’s not revealing the land to
Abram would make it precious in his eyes. By removing his emotional security from
the idea of country, birthplace and home, Abram could now realize that his true
security could only come from that which would bring him closer to G-d, namely,
mitzvos ha’aretz, adhering to G-d’s commandment to live in Eretz Yisroel. By
breaking down the false concepts of a homeland, the true concept of Eretz Yisroel
emerges, and hence, this land could now be truly precious in Abram’s eyes; Abram’s
love could now be attached to the true concept of Eretz Yisroel, to the status of a
commandment emanating from G-d, the adherence to which would ultimately
bring Abram closer to G-d.
CHAPTER V
In Genesis Chapter 11 verses 31 and 32, the Torah recites that Terach took
Abraham, Lot and Sarah and moved from Ur Casdim towards the land of Canaan.
They ultimately settled in Charan where Terach lived until 205 years old. He
thereafter died in Charan. Rashi tells us that Abraham actually was commanded by
G-d to leave 60 years prior to Terach’s death. However, the Torah does not want to
publicize the fact that Abraham left his father when he was an old man, lest he be
suspected of disregarding the commandment of honoring his father. This concern
is evident because the Torah never portrayed Terach’s real identity as an idol
worshipper. However, this contributed to the fact that G-d commanded Abraham
while his father was still alive, to leave his land, his birthplace and his father’s house
and go to the land that I (G-d) will show you.
Rashi on verse 1 of Chapter 12 asks a very simplistic but insightful question. G-d
is telling Abraham to leave his birthplace. This is puzzling because his birthplace
was Ur Casdim, from where Abraham had already left. He had previously departed
to Canaan with his father and settled in Charan. Rashi answers that G-d informed
Abraham that he should depart further from Charan and leave his fathers home.
Furthermore, G-d tells Abraham to move to a land that I will show you. Rashi
comments that G-d did not show him the land immediately in order to make the
land more beloved in his eyes. Additionally, G-d’s command to leave is verbose and
seems redundant: leave “your land, birthplace and your father’s house”. Are all these
terms necessary to describe the same place? Rashi explains that G-d wanted to
reward him for each and every word that G-d uttered with respect to his departure
from Charan.
Upon closer scrutiny, Rashi’s explanations raise several questions: Why didn’t
G-d simply state “leave Charan” and not as Rashi equates it, as a further departure
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from Ur Casdim. We must also attempt to understand in what manner does G-d’s
concealing the identity of the land make it more appealing. Additionally, what is
Rashi’s intent in stating that G-d wanted Abraham to be rewarded for each word
uttered? What is the correlation between the numerous elements commanded to
Abraham, and the reward and the ethical perfection of Abraham?
Abraham was raised in Terach’s home, which was a household that worshipped
idols. Despite these inﬂuences, Abraham recognized G-d as the source of reality.
This attests the strength of Abraham’s intellectual conviction. He elevated himself
to a higher level of perfection. However, even Abraham was subject to the
inﬂuences of his father’s home. A human being has a certain underlying base, which
throughout his life gives him a strong sense of security. This base usually stems from
ones childhood. Throughout one’s life it provides a sense of comfort and well being
which allows the individual to become a functioning member of society.
If one were to analyze man’s need for this sense of security it originates from the
same emotion responsible for mans desire for idolatry. Human nature demands
certain assurances in order to protect and shield man from his insecurities. The
Pagans sought the protection of all diﬀerent G-ds, to shield them from all impending disasters of the outside world, real or imagined.
G-d, by instructing Abraham to leave Ur Casdim, was teaching Abraham an
important concept essential for Abraham’s quest for moral perfection. Ur Casdim
represented to Abraham his base of security. He originally departed Ur Casdim to
go to Canaan, but he stayed in Charan. Charan was not their ultimate destination.
Politically he had to depart from Ur Casdim, but Charan was close enough in
proximity to oﬀer the security of Ur Casdim, to which Abraham had a strong
emotional attachment. It was his home base and gave him psychological security.
Abraham had diﬃculty in abandoning the security of Ur Casdim. Rashi therefore
explains, G-d commanded him to leave his birthplace, although he was already in
Charan. Charan represented an extension of Ur Casdim. Charan aﬀorded him the
same security as Ur Casdim. Therefore Rashi explains that he should depart further
from Ur Casdim. A person’s home aﬀords a person a strong sense of psychological
security. A home is not just a physical phenomenon but also a psychological
phenomenon. The All Mighty was telling Abraham to leave behind this security.
Rashi explains that G-d told Abraham to leave his “Artzicha”, hometown,
“Moladit’cha”, his birthplace and “Bais Avicha”, his father’s home in order to give
him reward on each aspect of his removal. Each one of these ideas gives a person
unique psychological comfort, which the perfected individual must abandon.
“Artzicha”, his land represents a certain familiarity with a place, which aﬀords
one the security an alien land cannot aﬀord.
“Moladit’cha”, his birthplace, one’s childhood hometown nourishes a certain
special nostalgic feeling in a person, which comforts him throughout his life.
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“Bais Avicha”, his father’s household. An individual’s parents provide him with a
strong sense of security. This security emanates from childhood, whereby the parent
provided for and took care of all the child’s needs.
G-d was telling Abraham to abandon all the psychological and emotional
security that he derived from these phenomena. A wise man abandons all his
psychological insecurities and takes comfort only in reality. The Creator of the
world, G-d, is his security. Therefore Rashi is teaching us that G-d told Abraham;
leave behind the emotional security of your childhood, your land, your birthplace
and your father’s home.
“Throw your bundles to G-d and His will be your portion”. A chacham, (wise
person) only seeks security in a system of ideas and concepts, with Hashem, G-d, at
the source of this system. His security is the halachic system which gives him
comfort and guides him though life. His security is solely placed in the fact that he
is living a life that is in line with the ultimate reality. Attaining this sense of security
demands an abandonment of the psychological and emotional securities that most
individuals require. It is an extremely painful and diﬃcult task, but it is essential for
a chacham in order to reach true perfection. This perfection demands that Hashem
is his sole source of security.
These insights can also explain why G-d did not choose to show Abraham the
land immediately. If G-d were to have shown Abraham the land at the time of his
departure from Charan, he would merely have attached his need for security, to the
new land. He would substitute the security furnished by his hometown with the
security of his newly promised land. Thus, G-d did not show him the land yet, as
Rashi explains, in order that it should be cherished in his eyes. The love Abraham
was ultimately going to have for the land would be based upon the halachic system
and his relationship with Hashem as the source of that system. The love was not the
love that an ordinary man displays for his homeland, which usually, simply
represents his security. It was a qualitatively diﬀerent type of love whereby Abraham
would ﬁnd his need for security fulﬁlled in his relationship with G-d. Therefore,
G-d did not tell Abraham where he was going because the mind would naturally
look for a substitute source of security. Only by Abraham’s aspiring to this higher
level of perfection, would he ﬁnd G-d as his source of security. His ultimate love for
the land would thus be based upon its special role in the halachic (Torah) system. It
could not be based on an emotional sense of chauvinism. Only after reaching this
level of perfection could G-d bless Abraham and make him into a great nation “goy
gadol.” This blessing would therefore not be perceived by Abraham as a means to
ﬁnd security in his posterity, but rather as the ideal for establishing Am Yisroel, the
Jewish people.
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CHAPTER VI
Maimonides states in his Laws of Idolatry that Abraham was quite young (some
suggest three years of age) when he started recognizing God, and pondering His
existence. Having worshipped idols himself, but then realizing the contradictions in
such practices, Abraham was yet a youth, considering these matters day and night.
Over time, he realized the idolaters were gravely mistaken.
Then, Abraham wrote responses to the idolaters and debated with them, but not
until he was 40. Although possessing far greater knowledge then they had possessed,
for decades, Abraham abstained from entering into debates with others until he fully
concluded his thinking process, and attained clarity on the issues he pondered.
Maimonides teaches that a poor answer is worse than no answer at all. Inﬂuencing
people thru truth requires the educator to give over an entire subject matter: a
conclusive series of arguments. To eﬀectively present a “system” of truths, an incomplete or poor presentation mars the appreciation intended for the student – the goal
is forfeited, and even worse, the student assumes the teacher to possess a ﬂawed
system. This would greatly decrease or perhaps even remove the student’s ability to
ever recognize this system at a later date. The student would thereby suﬀer the
greatest loss: he would never come to an appreciation for the Creator, and His system
of knowledge and providence over mankind. Therefore, Abraham patiently studied
all matters until he attained crystallized concepts. Only then did he venture out into
society, and take on the idolatrous cultures with well-formulated responses, only
attained over decades of analysis driven by his yearning to know truth.
Two times in his life, did Abraham engage in debate: 1) in Ur Kasdim, and 2) in
Charan. Charan was a major platform. He went from kingdom to kingdom, and
called in God’s name in many cities. Abraham dealt with others on an individual
basis, oﬀering them arguments against their corrupt philosophies: each person
according to his own, subjective level. He also wrote many books addressing the
ﬂawed views these cultures defended.
However, Abraham’s real success was not in Ur or even in Charan. He only
succeeded in attracting his 10,000’s of followers once God’s providence stepped in.
Abraham’s philosophy continued thru Isaac, until it was almost lost by the time the
Jews left Egypt.
Each morning we recite the blessing of “Sanctifying God’s name”:
“You are the one (who existed) while the world was not yet created. You are the
one from when the world was created. You are the one in this world, and You are the
one in the world to come. Sanctify Your name by those who sanctify Your name, and
sanctify Your name in Your world. And with Your salvation, raise up, and exalt our
horn. Blessed are You, God, who sanctiﬁes His name publicly.”
This blessing reiterates the truth, that the Jews are the people given the task to
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sanctify God’s great name. But it is only through His providence that we may do so.
We learn this from the Torah’s omission of Abraham’s initial successes prior to God’s
intervention, and we learn this from Revelation at Sinai. It was this Sinaic event
where God’s providence intervened in human aﬀairs, directing the descendants of
Abraham to study and observe His Torah, and educate the world on His existence,
His Oneness, and His truths.
Maimonides: Only Certain Individuals Knew God
Noah’s son Shem recognized and taught about God. Shem established a house of
study in B’aire L’chai Roh-ee. We learn when the twins (Jacob and Esau) violently
wrestled within Rebecca, that Rebecca went to the study hall of Shem to gain some
insight as to why her pregnancy deviated from the norm. What was Rebecca intent
on learning? Why did she go here speciﬁcally? Upon Eliezer’s successful return from
locating a wife for Isaac, the Torah tells us that Isaac too was returning from B’aire
L’chai Roh-ee. What Isaac was doing there?
Previously, when Hagar ﬂed from before Sarah, she named the well where the
angel appeared, “B’aire L’chai Roh-ee”. We now arrive at the initial event, from
which we may derive the signiﬁcance attributed to this place. What is this signiﬁcance?
B’aire L’chai Roh-ee – God’s Providence over Individuals
Rashi states that Hagar had witnessed God’s providence while in Abraham’s
house. But now exiled, she never expected to see providence outside of Abraham’s
house. Hagar, as an individual, no longer comprised Abraham’s mission and was
surprised to witness an angel of God, i.e., God’s providence. (Gen. 16:7) Hagar
named that God who spoke to her at the well, “The God Who sees.” (Gen. 16:13)
The Torah explains why she gave this name, “[13] …for she said, ‘for also further I
see, after I have seen’. [14] Therefore the well was named, ‘The Well of the Living
One Who is Seen.” Hagar states that she saw God’s providence “again”. After
having seen it Abraham’s house, Hagar again witnessed God’s providence via His
angels. What is the lesson?
Yonasan ben Uzziel explained the name of this place as, “One Who sees, but is not
seen.” What does this name mean? Hagar’s naming of this place on account of a
new providential event teach this: “You are the One who has true existence. Here was
revealed the providence of God.” Hagar praised God. She admitted of the idea that
no human knows when providence will take place. She assumed providence was
limited to Abraham’s mission. But now, Hagar recognized that His providence
provides for every “individual”. She experienced God’s intervention, His providence,
even away from Abraham’s house. Providence for God’s mission for Abraham to
establish the Jewish nation was not the only type of providence. Thus, Hagar identiﬁed two distinct roles in which God’s providence relates to man, 1) providence for
mankind (Abraham establishing a nation, and 2) providence for individuals. The
idea Hagar spoke of, “He sees but isn’t seen”, refers to providence outside Abraham’s
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mission, that is, “How God’s providence extends to every individual.”
Simultaneously, Hagar demonstrated through her very surprise at God’s intervention that man cannot know when and where God’s providence will step in. In
contrast, most people incorrectly feel they “know” when God is in their lives. But as
Yonasan ben Uzziel explained, the name means “One Who sees, but is not seen.” “Is
not seen” means that man cannot predict God’s methods of providence.
Isaac too came from B’aire L’chai Roh-ee, where Shem was. Shem’s house of study
was established precisely in this location, as this was the goal of Shem’s study hall: to
study God’s providence for individuals. Shem’s study hall embodied the truth
uttered by Hagar. Therefore he established his study hall in the very place where
Hagar had expressed this very truth.
Why did Rebecca go to Shem’s study hall? As we stated, Shem taught about God’s
providence for individuals. Rebecca didn’t think her pregnancy was anything more
than a personal crisis, not on par with God’s mission for Abraham and Isaac to
establish the Jewish nation. Therefore she sought understanding about her
“individual” case: she felt it was a personal and private problem. However, it was
then revealed to her through prophecy that her pregnancy was not a personal matter.
Her abnormal pregnancy was an act of God’s providence over the nation, not the
individual.
Both Isaac and Jacob learned at Shem’s study hall. Why? To fulﬁll their roles as
forefathers of the Jewish nation, they required knowledge of God’s providence for
the individual. To pass on to Israel the traditions and teachings of Abraham, this
“individual providence” was required learning. Abraham’s knowledge concerned
providence for mankind, while Shem’s knowledge centered on individual
providence.
We learn that on his journey from his home to his uncle Laban, Jacob lodged at
Shem’s study hall for 14 years. This teaches that Jacob required 14 years of knowledge of God’s providence over individuals, so as to become the establisher of the
tribes. This level of knowledge was acquired at Shem. Only then, did the providence
relate to Jacob to establish the tribes. Such a long duration of study teaches that
God’s methods of providence require long and deep study. The patriarchs all
required a level of in-depth study, in order to accomplish their goals: this study was
“God’s Providence to individuals.”
It was asked, “Why did Isaac have to spend so many years in blindness?” The
answer was “to give the blessing to Jacob” So why could he not be temporarily blind?
We must appreciate that God’s providence is not a simple matter. For some reason,
Isaac required this degree of blindness. If Isaac had a condition that led to his
blindness, and God did not remove it, it was necessary for God’s plan. It was not a
punishment, as it says, “To give the blessing to Jacob”. But we may investigate this
mater further.
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Moses did not lose his vision. (Deut. 34:7) He knew that beyond a certain point,
he could not know. This is the meaning of “…and Moses hid his face” (Exod. 3:6)
stated in connection with his encounter with the burning bush. Because of this,
Moses merited to attain the highest level of prophecy ever experienced. Moses understood when a matter that was greater than his abilities. However, Isaac tried to
understand that which was beyond his abilities. When Abraham was about to
sacriﬁce Isaac, Isaac pondered how God could ﬁrst tell Abraham “For in Isaac will
your seed be called”, and then Abraham should be commanded to kill Isaac. Isaac
sought an understanding for this contradiction in God’s words.
The Medrash states that Isaac’s blindness was due to the angel’s tears falling into
Isaac’s eyes as he was bound on the altar. How do we understand this Medrash? The
angels represent “ultimate knowledge”. Their “tears falling into Isaac’s eyes”
metaphorically alludes to something greater than Isaac (angels) causing a negative
(blindness) in Isaac. Thus, Isaac’s very attempt to overextend his inquiry into areas
greater than his abilities had a negative eﬀect on him. He became blinded. God’s
initial promise of Isaac being a successor would not come to be. This knowledge
aﬀected Isaac, i.e., blindness. However, this very blindness helped direct Isaac to
review his act, and repent from trying to gain knowledge, which surpassed his
abilities. Another Medrash also teaches that Isaac lacked the knowledge concerning
how the providence over Abraham works.
We learn that God designed two types of providence, 1) providence over
mankind, and 2) providence over the individual. Hagar understood that God
granted His providence over Abraham for the sake of mankind. But Hagar was then
exiled from Abraham’s house. She did not assume she would experience providence,
unless connected somehow with God’s inﬂuence over mankind. After experiencing
God’s intervention at the well, Hagar now learned of this second type of providence.
CHAPTER VII
When G-d advised Abraham of His decision to destroy Sodom, Abraham
vigorously tried to prevent the destruction. He seemed to question G-d’s judgment
and seek some sort of reprieve for the people of Sodom from such an ostensibly, harsh
verdict. However, when Abraham was commanded to take his beloved son Isaac as
a sacriﬁce, he attempted to fulﬁll G-d’s will with alacrity. This puzzling contrast can
be explained by analyzing G-d’s system of justice with respect to mankind.
When a mortal judge sentences a criminal, the severity of the sentence is
commensurate with the harshness of the oﬀense. In pragmatic terms, the judgment
is seeking to protect society and not beneﬁt the criminal. However, G-d’s punishment generally seeks to beneﬁt man, so as to elevate the individual to act upon a
higher moral plane. There are exceptions to this principle, as illustrated by the
destruction of Sodom. G-d’s decree to destroy Sodom was evidently not the type of
judgment intended to beneﬁt them. Rather, it was a determination by G-d that the
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people of Sodom were no longer deserving existence. The corruption of their
lifestyles was without any merit that could justify their continued existence.
However, Abraham’s great love of his fellow man propelled him to be an advocate on
their behalf. Abraham was questioning whether this type of punishment from G-d,
clearly detrimental to the people of Sodom, was just. In Genesis chapter 18, verse 25,
Abraham questioned “That be far from Thee to do after this manner to slay the
righteous with the wicked, that so the righteous should be as the wicked; that be far
from Thee; shall not the Judge of all the Earth, do justly?” Abraham was questioning
the justice in G-d’s execution of this detrimental punishment. He was not questioning G-d, but rather trying to comprehend G-d’s administration of justice. Could it
be that G-d would slay a righteous person together with a wicked person? G-d’s
punishment of Sodom was obviously not beneﬁcial to man, and Abraham was
attempting to comprehend the method in which G-d’s justice was being performed.
When Abraham was commanded by G-d to slaughter Isaac, no questions were
asked. It was evident to Abraham that this was a decree from G-d, intended to
beneﬁt man. Isaac was not a wicked person, deserving extinction. On the contrary,
Abraham realized that this commandment was being executed for the beneﬁt of
man. Thus, Abraham could not ask any questions. He realized that it is humanly
impossible to comprehend how G-d’s action is intended to beneﬁt man. A person
cannot question the manner in which a punishment from G-d beneﬁts man. The
beneﬁt may be the punishment itself. However, if a judgment is of the kind that is
meted out not for the beneﬁt of man, but rather because man no longer deserves to
exist, then a person can try to analyze the implementation of G-d’s justice.
Abraham, motivated by his great love of his fellow man and his intellectual nature,
felt compelled to comprehend G-d’s justice in destroying the entire city. However,
this cannot be misconstrued as questioning how G-d’s actions are just. This is
beyond human comprehension.
The destruction of the city of Sodom also led to the rescue of Lot and the
attempted eﬀort to rescue his wife. This incident is a vivid example of the unfortunate manner in which people view many of the events recited in the Bible. People are
overwhelmed with the miraculous fable-like qualities of these stories, which, when
learned in their youth, are so appealing. All too often people do not overcome their
childhood impressions of the Torah, and fail to appreciate the insightful teachings of
the Torah. An analysis of the story of Lot and his wife can help us learn to value the
beauty of the Torah’s teachings.
Lot’s wife was punished after she looked back at the destruction of the city of
Sodom. Genesis chapter 19, verse 26 states, “And his wife looked back from behind
him, and she became a pillar of salt.” To comprehend this punishment, we must also
understand what was so terrible about her looking back.
Chazal, the Rabbis, teach us that she was turned into a pillar of salt because G-d’s
punishment is “measure for measure”. Whenever guests were invited to the house,
she didn’t give them salt for their food. This is the reason she was turned into a pillar
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of salt. We must analyze the signiﬁcance and the relationship between these two
factors to appreciate G-d’s justice being measure for measure.
The decree was that Sodom and all its citizens must be destroyed. Lot, however,
was not truly a citizen of Sodom. The people of Sodom were not hospitable. Lot was.
He greeted the angels and extended to them the courtesy of welcomed guests. In
fact, Lot felt such compassion for his guests that when the people of Sodom wanted
his guests to be handed over to them, Lot refused. His kindness to his guests even
extended to his oﬀering his daughters to the people of Sodom in their stead.
However, he insisted that no harm be visited upon his guests. Thus Lot was
charitable and deserved salvation since in spirit he was not truly a resident of Sodom.
His kindness though, seems misplaced. He was kind to his guests at the expense of
being promiscuous with his daughters. This seems to be an awkward type of
kindness and rather immoral behavior.
However, we must appreciate Lot as an individual. The Torah is telling us about
his exploits because he obviously was a worthy individual. He was not simply an
eccentric fool, or the Torah would not elaborate the details of his salvation. Lot was
a relative of Abraham, and was a member of his household. He learned the importance of kindness from Abraham and was a true bal chessed, a charitable person.
Lot, though, did not adopt Abraham’s concept of kindness. Lot was drawn to
Sodom because of his instinctual desires. Genesis chapter 13 at the conclusion of
verse 12 states “…and pitched his tent towards Sodom.” Lot was attracted to the
sexual permissiveness that pervaded Sodom. Although Lot espoused the concept of
loving kindness, he had no concept of sexual morality. Therefore, his behavior was
understandable. His theory was to treat his guests with the utmost kindness, even if
it compromised the sexual integrity of his daughters. This to Lot was completely
logical. It was entirely within his framework. However, it evidences that he was
completely divorced from any sense of “kedusha” - sanctity. This attests to the fact
that Abraham’s concept of kindness itself was totally diﬀerent from Lot’s. Kindness
for Abraham was based upon his sense of justice. Abraham was the ﬁrst person to
recognize G-d as creator of the universe and possessed a great intellect. His kindness
for his fellow man stemmed from his wisdom.
Lot had no philosophical basis for his kindness. It was just emotional goodness
based on his sense of being nice. Thus, “kallos rosh”, levity, was not inconsistent with
his philosophy. He had no concept of sanctity whereby man was to live his life based
upon a higher intellectual plane of kedusha. However, Lot was worthy of salvation.
He practiced kindness to his fellow man and was not a consummate citizen of
Sodom. Therefore, G-d sent the angels to save him from the destruction of Sodom
since the decree was directed against the citizens of Sodom.
Lot’s wife did not share her husband’s value of kindness. The Rabbis tell us that
she never gave her guests salt. This is truly indicative of her nature. Her withholding
salt was an expression of her emotional state. She was a vicious person who disdained
her fellow man. She really did not desire to accommodate guests that visited her
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house. However, because Lot was a kind person, she had no choice. But she felt
compelled to withhold something, not to be totally giving to a fellow human being.
Lot’s wife was truly a citizen of Sodom. The Rabbis tell us that she partook. She was
unable to be happy if another person was enjoying himself. However, since she was
Lot’s wife, G-d gave her an opportunity for salvation. If she did not look back at the
destruction of Sodom, she would be saved. Lot’s wife was very happy in Sodom. She
shared the values of its citizens and totally identiﬁed with them. However, G-d gave
her a chance to express a proper ideology. If she repented and realized her wrongdoings and was capable of emotional kindness towards her fellow man, as was Lot, then
she would be spared. If she did not look back at Sodom’s destruction, it would reﬂect
that she no longer identiﬁed with that evil society, and thus, was worthy of salvation.
However, she looked back. She still identiﬁed with the people of Sodom and felt
badly that they were being destroyed. Therefore, her fate was sealed. She was
destined to turn into a pillar salt. This reﬂected the salt that she was unable to share
with her fellow man. Thus, G-d’s method of punishment is measure for measure.
Abraham returned to the site of the destruction the following morning. Abraham
also desired to look upon the destruction of Sodom. However, his looking was
diﬀerent than Lot’s wife. Genesis chapter 19, verse 28 states, “Vayashkafe”, Abraham
looked, he investigated. “Vayashkafe” indicates not merely looking, but rather,
viewing with an intellectual curiosity. Abraham had no identiﬁcation with the
people of Sodom. He came to view the destruction after its conclusion the following
morning. His looking was the viewing of a wise individual who wanted to observe
the manifestation of G-d’s justice. The Torah is contrasting the method in which an
emotional person views the event, to the observation of one who is perfected. The
former looks with a sense of despair, yearning, and commiseration. But one such as
Abraham, looked to investigate, to comprehend, and to analyze the manner in
which G-d’s justice works.
CHAPTER VIII
Rabbi Chait recently gave a brief Dvar Torah at a friend’s Bris Milah. I will
recount his words as best as I can…
Ethics 5:19 teaches that we are to be as the students of Abraham, and not as the
students of Bilam the wicked. This is quite obvious. It is equally obvious that we need
not be admonished to “Be as the student of Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l, and not as the
students of Hitler”, may his name be erased. But as this lesson is sourced in the
Mishna, there must be a deeper lesson.
The Mishna isolates three character traits of Abraham’s students: a good eye, a
lowly spirit, and a humble personality.
A good eye means that the person is as happy with his friend’s successes, as he is
with his own. He is not “eyeing” his friend’s success with envy, thus the term “good
eye”.
The second quality of Abraham’s students is a lowly spirit. This means that he is
not full of himself. When discussing the fate of Sodom with God, Abraham said, “I
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am dust and ashes”. He was an extremely humble human being.
And the third quality is a humble personality: where he has no categories
determining with whom he can and cannot associate…he sits with all men. (Rashi)
The students of Bilam were the exact opposite; they had an evil eye, as Bilam saw
the Jews dwelling and was envious. They had a high spirit, as Bilam refused to go
with Balak’s ﬁrst servants: Bilam’s estimation of himself was quite high. And Bilam’s
students also had no capacity to sit among others as equals, but possessed intolerance
of mankind.
But what is the underlying message?
Relative vs. Absolute
What the Rabbis of the Talmud are teaching with this comparison is a deep idea:
we are not to live a “relative” lifestyle, where all is measured by my comparative, or
relative status. Rather, God desires that we live in the world of the “absolute”. There
exists only one thing: true reality, i.e., all that God created and His intended values
for man. Gods does not desire man to live in an imagined, competitive mode, where
all I seek is a fantasized status…always comparing myself to others. [In this case,
man becomes the object of life, and God is abandoned.] God seeks that man lives in
line with truth, and this means that we abandon the relative lifestyle, and search for
absolute truth: that which is truly real, what God intends for us, and that which
oﬀers the greatest joy. We cannot enjoy life if we live based on relative values, and
seek gory in our minds. Our enjoyment is in increased knowledge of the Creator.
The relative self must be abandoned, replaced by a yearning to know more and more
of God’s absolute wisdom.
As I review Rabbi Chait’s words now, I cannot help but sense my deep joy and
total fulﬁllment in the unparalleled Torah life with which Rabbi Chait has endowed
me, and hundreds of others these past 30 years. No words can thank him for his
dedicated and tireless decades of Torah, and personal interest in each of his students.
I thought into his Dvar Torah, and realized these three traits identify the three
parties with whom we can associate: our friends, ourselves, and strangers. We are to
share in our friends’ successes as if they are our own: a good eye. For God created
him as He created me. We are to view ourselves realistically, as creations; thus, a
lowly spirit. And we are to recognize that God’s will extends to all of mankind: a
humble personality.
Rabbi Chait concluded: Living in accord with absolute reality is diﬃcult. So
diﬃcult is it, that only with God’s help in the Messianic era, will our “hearts be
circumcised”. (Deut. 30:6) God will assist us in this challenge. May the Messiah be
ushered in soon, that we may live lives guided by absolute truths, and not relative
matters.
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Part II (shiur from following week)
Last week we discussed Rabbi Chait’s comments on Pirkei Avos concerning the
students of Abraham vs. the students of Bilam. Rabbi Chait spoke on Pirkei Avos’
three characteristics that diﬀerentiate these two groups. The third character is a
humble personality: one who has no categories determining with whom he can and
cannot associate…he sits with all men. (Rashi) This week, Rabbi Chait elaborated
further.
Rabbi Chait cited Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l as a very humble person. Although a
giant compared to others, Rav Moshe viewed his abilities as not due to his credit at
all. He was created a certain way, and never viewed his unique nature as justifying
any type of arrogance. He treated all others equally.
Abraham was also a giant; yet, he associated with all types, in his desire to truly
help them in their life’s mission. He cared about others, even risking his life.
A person must recognize that his makeup, and events that contribute to his
successes and status are completely outside of his control, for the most part. This
realization will oﬀer a person a true appreciation for how little he contributes to his
success and his innate abilities. And when a person possesses no false arrogance for
his intelligence and his successes, he will identify with others. He will see them as
equal expressions of God’s will. In this manner, he will not view them as “lesser”
souls, with whom it is not “appropriate” to associate. He will in fact see them as
deserving as good a life as himself, and he will treat them as God wills…as equals.
CHAPTER IX
The commandment of circumcision, or "bris", is an essential mitzvah which was
transmitted by G-d to our forefather Abraham. Maimonides in his Mishna Torah in
the laws of Circumcision the third chapter law 8 teaches us that this commandment
is extremely important. The Rambam tells us that Abraham was not called
"shalame", complete, or perfect, until he was circumcised. The Rambam quotes
Genesis chapter 17 verse 1, which states, "...Walk before me and be perfect." We
therefore can infer that prior to Abraham's circumcision he was in a state where he
evidently was lacking perfection. The Rambam additionally states in law 9 that the
commandment of a bris is extremely important because Abraham's bris is mentioned
13 times in the Torah, whereas the entire commandments of the Torah were only
undertaken by three covenants.
A review of this Rambam raises several important questions. What is so essential
about the commandment of circumcision that the Torah seems to view it as a more
signiﬁcant covenant than the covenant respecting the entire Torah? Furthermore, in
what way was Abraham lacking perfection prior to his bris and what does circumcision accomplish? We must attempt to understand the concept of a "tamim",
completeness, especially in view of G-d's commandment to Abraham to have a bris
and "walk before Me and be tamim", complete.
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Upon examining some of the halachik aspects of the act of the mitzva, the positive
action of circumcision, we can gain some insights. There are two blessings made
when performing the act of circumcision. The ﬁrst blessing is made right before the
action and it is the blessing of al hamilah. This is the blessing of the action of circumcision and like all blessings on an action, the blessing precedes the action and
qualiﬁes it. However, there is a second blessing which the mohel makes. This is the
blessing of "lehachniso bivriso shel Avraham avinu", "to enter the child into the
covenant of Abraham our father". There is a question amongst the Rabbis as to the
nature of this blessing. If it is a blessing on the action, then it must precede the
circumcision, like the ﬁrst blessing. If it is a blessing of shevach, of praise, then it
follows the circumcision, which is the basis for our praising G-d. The Rabbeinu Tam
in Tosafos in Pesachim 7a states that it is considered a blessing of praise and thus
recited afterwards. He states that the blessing is a praise to G-d for granting us the
commandment of circumcision. We must also articulate that the circumcision is
being done for the sake of G-d our creator and not for the sake of idolatry.
This Tosafos raises several problems. Why must we express that this commandment of circumcision is being done for G-d? Why is the commandment of circumcision the only Mitzvah that demands that we speciﬁcally mention that it is not done
for idolatry? There is a law that the halachik action of slaughtering cannot be
performed by a gentile because we are concerned that he will be performing the
action for idolatry. It would seem that the blessing for slaughtering would be a more
appropriate action for the pronouncement that it is not being done for idolatry. What
is so unique about the commandment of circumcision?
To comprehend the signiﬁcance of circumcision we must explain the concept of
tamim. The Rambam in his Mishna Torah in the Laws of Idolatry, at the end of
chapter 11 discusses the positive commandment in the Torah of "tamim t'heeyeh im
Hashem Elokecha". The Rambam teaches us that sorcery; witchcraft and divination
are all false and nonsensical practices. These are primitive practices whereby man
predicates his daily actions based upon some irrelevant external events. They are
usually superstitious practices which appeal to man's instinctual insecurities.
Amongst these practices are the individuals who state that "since my stick fell out of
my hand, I cannot travel in that direction". A diﬀerent example of a prohibited
action is if someone says that said date is a good day for performing certain actions.
If a person consults a charlatan who pretends to speak to the dead or pretends to
predict the future, these are also forbidden practices. These practices appeal to the
dark side of man's nature, the part that wishes to deny reality and satisfy instinctual
urges by positing authenticity to these inane activities which are attractive to the
instincts. They appeal to man's fantasy and create an illusion of great satisfaction. It
would be foolish for modern man to deny the force of these emotions and posit that
this type of behavior is only symptomatic of primitive man. One need only look at
the appeal of horoscopes to dispel such a notion. A recent leader of the free world, the
most powerful man in a supposedly sophisticated society, based his schedules on this
nonsense. Maimonides advised us that all these activities are categorized as emptiness and vanity. The Rambam further admonishes against these practices and states
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that if anyone believes that these actions are true or contain wisdom, they are
ignorant and lack knowledge. However, if someone has been fortunate to obtain
wisdom he will know that these actions are false and are attractive only to foolish
people whose minds are lacking intellectual clarity. The Rambam concludes that all
these practices are contrary to the Torah's commandment of "tamim t'heeyeh im
Hashem Elokecha", "Perfect shall you be with Hashem your God".
There are two parts to human nature. One part is the reality-based part of the
human mind. It is man's crowning glory, his divine image, and the part of man that
can perceive wisdom and knowledge. The other part of man's nature is the primitive
part of the mind which appeals to man's fantasy. It demands suspension of the
critical faculty. In Judaism there is no room for this part of man's nature to guide his
actions. We are commanded to love G-d. This means, as we recite in the Shema, to
teach our sons and to know Torah. The only part of man that can relate to G-d and
learn Torah is the tzelem Elokim, man's intellect. The prophets repeatedly have
counseled the children of Israel to have knowledge of G-d. This can only be accomplished by a long searching process which begins with the part of man that perceives
G-d's knowledge.
Therefore the concept of tamim means that man should guide his life based upon
the part of man which can perceive G-d's knowledge. This part of the human
personality must always retain control and exercise its force on the person's actions.
One can only be tamim, complete, when the soul of man is not aﬀected by the
instinctual part of his nature. The ruling part of his soul must be the part of man that
can recognize G-d. The state of tamim is only achieved when there is only one ruling
principle in the soul, namely the tzelem Elokim. Nothing else can aﬀect the person
who is tamim.
Maimonides in his Guide to the Perplexed states that an uncircumcised person is
more perfect physically. Since he is born that way he is more physically perfect. G-d
created man uncircumcised, which must be a physically more perfect state respecting his physical existence. Circumcision reduces man's instinctual drive. It makes us
less perfect physically but demonstrates that we must perfect ourselves spiritually.
Milah signiﬁes man's conquest over the instinctual part of his nature. Circumcision
represents an institution in man which demonstrates a reduction of his instinctual
drive. The instinctual part of man's nature is the source of his superstitious tendencies. Man's instinctual nature detracts from his being tamim. Therefore milah is the
establishment of an institution in man, which installs in man the ruling element of
his soul. This is the part of the soul which can recognize G-d. Therefore milah is the
institution which signiﬁes that man must guide his actions by chochma, wisdom,
not the instinctual, and that one strives to be tamim, perfect.
Circumcision is mentioned thirteen times in the Torah, compared to the
covenant of the very acceptance of the Torah, which is only mentioned three times.
Circumcision is the institution which reﬂects that an individual's actions must be
guided by the tzelem Elokim, intelligence. Acceptance of the Torah is only possible
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if there are individuals who are capable of dedicating their lives to its intellectual
precepts. Therefore, milah is essential because it creates individuals who are tamim,
complete and whose ruling part of their soul is the intellect. Only then is the system
of Torah capable of being perpetuated.
The commandment of milah was given over speciﬁcally to Abraham. Abraham
had the intellectual conviction to reject the primitive and pagan beliefs that
pervaded his society. He had the intellectual courage to recognize G-d as the source
of reality and deny the idolaters of his day. Therefore he was blessed with the institution of milah. The personality of Abraham was deserving of this institution.
However, Abraham was not shalame, not complete, until he performed the Mitzvah
of milah. He had to demonstrate through this commandment, that the ruling part
of his soul was the intellectual. Through the performance of this mitzvah he
rendered himself an adam hashalame, complete. Abraham demonstrated that all
parts of his personality were subdued except the part of his soul which recognized
and related to the creator. He thus became tamim and was able to walk before G-d.
We can now appreciate the Rabbeinu Tam's concept of the second blessing made
at the circumcision. It is a blessing of praise which uniquely articulates that its
objective is for the sake of G-d. Circumcision is the only commandment which, by
its very performance, subordinates the instinctual forces in man. The very essence of
its objective is the demonstration that we aspire to guide our own lives based upon
the part of man that can perceive reality and relate to G-d. Therefore, we express our
intentions that we are performing this unique commandment for the sake of G-d
and not for idolatry, which appeals to the lower part of man's nature.
The importance of milah is also attested to by the fact that if one does not perform
the mitzvah, he receives the punishment of excision, Kares. Similarly, if one fails to
partake of the korban Pesach he is similarly punished. These are the only two
positive commandments that if one fails to perform, makes him subject to kares.
Circumcision is essential because it signiﬁes that the individual, is one who is capable
of living a life of Torah. The korban Pesach was commemorative of the exodus of
Egypt and the birth of a nation dedicated to the principles of the Torah. Thus, both
these mitzvos are essential components for the Torah system, milah insofar as the
individual is concerned, and korban Pesach with respect to the nation.
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CHAPTER X
Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife who was barren. God listened to Isaac’s
prayer, and Rebecca became pregnant. Rebecca noticed that her pregnancy was
unusual. She was pregnant with twins and there seemed to be an internal struggle
within her. When she passed the Beth Midrash (study hall) Jacob sought to get out.
Upon passing a place of idol worship, Esau wanted to go forth. God thereby
informed Rebecca that the children she was carrying would be the forbearers of two
great nations. These two children were going to be two great warriors. One child
would devote his energies to the conquest of the external world. The second child
would concentrate his abilities on the conquest of the internal world. The two
children were not ordinary people, but possessed excessive energies and the
abundant talent and ability to mold the external world.
Isaac admired Esau’s abundant energies. He respected his abilities as a conqueror.
He was an individual whose countenance demanded respect. However Isaac made
one miscalculation. He thought that Esau would exploit his abilities as a conqueror
and assist Jacob in spreading the teachings of the Torah. The Torah likewise, in its
description of Esau, recognizes and respects Esau’s unique abilities. The Torah appreciates the greatness embodied in the personality of the conqueror. There is a Midrash
(allegory) that compares the personalities of the Grand Rabbi Judah the Prince, and
the wicked Antiochos. They both reﬂect man’s ability of conquest. One excelled in
the world of the ideational and one in the world of the physical.
We must appreciate the personality of the conqueror as one who perfects himself
in physical conquest and is deserving of admiration. The Torah recognizes and pays
tribute to the unique qualities of such an individual. Most people possess dependent
personalities. They are incapable of progress and lack the ability of stepping forward
and mastering the universe. Man unconsciously desires to perpetuate the state of
infancy, which is essentially a protected state of dependency. An individual who
conquers the physical world and is successful in his exploits has shattered this
infantile state of dependency. Only such an individual is capable of accomplishment.
Courage is the ability of a person to use his inner strength and to step out into
reality. This courage is manifested in an individual’s mastery of either the intellectual
world or in the sphere of the physical. Most people are content in following societal
patterns and live a dependent life, and thus, are not truly successful in their endeavors. They are in trepidation of facing reality, which demands that a person leave the
protective life of his early development. A conqueror is an individual who possesses
the courage to leave the security that society oﬀers and face the challenges of the
external world. A person can utilize his courage and “step out”, making progress in
two worlds; the world of the intellectual or the world of the physical. Rebecca’s two
sons represented two courageous individuals who had the courage to face the
external world and the internal world.
The Rabbis respected this personality as evidenced in halacha. An “ashir muﬂag”,
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an extremely rich person, can be called up to the Torah before a Kohane. Such an
individual has utilized his intellect and has displayed the courage to go out into the
world and conquer it.
It is important to draw a distinction to the hero. A hero possesses false courage.
He simply seeks to go against the norms of society in order to achieve hero status.
The hero’s drive is not based upon the quest of reality. The hero does not utilize his
intellect as a demonstration of courage.
An understanding of the personality of Esau can also help us appreciate the
incident concerning the sale of his birthright. The book of Genesis beginning at
Chapter 25, verse 29 and through the remainder of the chapter, recites the circumstances of the sale. Esau returned from hunting in the ﬁeld and was hungry and
exhausted. He thereby asks Jacob for some of his red pottage of lentils. Jacob in turn
purchases Esau’s birthright for the pottage. Esau comments, “behold I am going to
die and thus I have no need for the birthright”. The Torah thereby concluded Chapter 25 with Verse 34, “And Jacob gave Esau bread and pottage of lentils; and he did
eat and drink, and rose up, and went his way, so Esau despoiled his birthright.”
The Torah says that the day of the sale was the day Abraham died. Esau had
displayed a strong aﬀection and respect for Abraham. During Abraham’s life Esau
did not stray onto the path of the wicked. Abraham was a super-ego ﬁgure, a true
tzaddik, a righteous person. Esau had strong instinctual proclivities but he saw
Abraham as an image of immortality because Abraham was righteous. This image
of Abraham prevented him from sinning. Esau projected upon Abraham the image
of immortality, because he was a truly righteous individual. Esau was an instinctual
being and during Abraham’s life he did not succumb to the life of the instinctual.
Esau viewed Abraham as being immortal. This fantasy of immortality prevented
Esau from living the life of a wicked person. Upon Abraham’s death his fantasy of
immortality was shattered. Esau wrongfully concluded that there was no concept of
reward, since he only viewed reward in terms of the physical. However a chacham, a
wise man, appreciates the true reward.
The Midrash says concerning Abraham’s death, “al tivku l’mase”, do not cry for
his death. Abraham had achieved true immortality. The ideational part of man,
which is not subject to the constraints of the physical, lives on. However, Esau, the
instinctual being could not appreciate true eternity. Thus the Midrash says one
should cry for Esau. The death of a wicked person, one whose existence was solely in
the realm of the physical, truly marks his end.
Esau, upon selling his birthright to Jacob, commented that the birthright had no
value for him because he was going to die. The death of Abraham made him acutely
cognizant of his own mortality. He thereby rejected any concept of reward and
punishment. Thus, after the sale, the Torah made a point of reciting that, Esau did
“eat, drink, rose up, went his way and despoiled his birthright”. This critical juncture
represented the commencement of Esau’s submission to his instinctual needs and the
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dedication of his life to the physical. This is attested to as it states that when Esau
came from the ﬁeld be was tired. The Rabbis tell us that Esau had already killed
someone this day and had raped an engaged girl. The attraction of the physical is the
fantasy. When one commits a sin it is because he is usually overwhelmed by the
allurement of the fantasy. However, after one commits the sin he realizes that the
satisfaction is ﬂeeting. The energies, which were propelled by the fantasy are diminished. The reality rarely conforms to the anticipation of the fantasy. Thus, Esau was
tired because his energies were not fully satisﬁed. The commission of the sins did not
satiate his physical energies.
Normally a wicked person, after committing a sin, does not feel tired because he
channels the energies to the ego. The conqueror’s sense of accomplishment removes
the frustration which otherwise would result when the power of the fantasy is
dissipated. However Esau felt tired, he was “ayef”. After Abraham’s death, he
committed the sins because he was overwhelmed by the physical desires. Abraham’s
death had removed all impediments from sinning. However, he was not satisﬁed
after the performance of the chate, the sin. His ego ideal was still Abraham. He had
not yet attached his ego to accomplishment in the realm of physical conquests. Thus,
he was exhausted after the sin because all he had was the frustrated energy of the sin.
Later on in life, as Esau became the man of physical conquests, he did not feel
exhaustion. The frustrated energy was satisﬁed by the ego ideal of the physical man.
He was successful in transferring the physical man - the conqueror - as his ego-ideal
in Abraham’s stead.
The Torah gives us the insight and opportunity to appreciate the personality of
Esau and analyze the events in his life as he developed into the persona of a rasha, a
wicked person. Therefore the Torah is unique in recognizing, that although the
lifestyle of a rasha is not a value, which we aspire to, the personality of the rasha must
be analyzed and recognized as a creature of the Creator.
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CHAPTER XI
Part I
The Medrash states that Terach informed on Abram, his son. (God had not yet
changed his name to “Abraham”) Terach reported to Nimrod that Abram was a
societal deviant, not adhering to the philosophies of the masses. We learn from
Maimonides’ history of Abram, (Laws of Idolatry 1:3) that Abram realized and
educated many on monotheism. Abram exposed the ﬂaws of idolatry to the masses.
These included the entire generation in which Abram lived. Understandably, Abram
was not particularly liked, and his father too did not tolerate him. Terach then
informed on Abram to the current leader Nimrod. According to Medrash, Abram
was then cast into a furnace, but was miraculously saved.
Informing on his son, Terach did not display normal, parental behavior. It is
normal for a child to rebel against the father, but not the reverse. However, later on,
Terach had a change of heart and took Abram and his nephew Lote from Ur
Kasdim: (Gen. 11:31) “And Terach took Abram his son, and Lote, son of Haran, son
of his brother, and Sarai his daughter-in-law, wife of Abram his son, and they exited
with him from us Kasdim to travel to the land of Canaan. And they came to
Charan, and they dwelled there.”
Terach’s remaining in Charan - not continuing on to his initial destination of
Canaan - teaches that Terach’s goal was not so much to reach Canaan, but rather, to
leave Ur Kasdim. In Charan, he decided he was far enough out of reach of Ur
Kasdim.
Abram’s inﬂuence in Ur Kasdim was tied to his identity as a citizen of Ur Kasdim,
who was a revolutionary in religion. The authorities considered him an irreligious
person, who had renounced the religion of the state. He was nevertheless inﬂuential.
People came to him to hear his ideas. After his conviction and miraculous escape, he
assumed another identity: an exile, who had convinced his greatest adversary, his
own father, to stand along side him. Terach did not really repent; he did not really
embrace the ideas of his son’s new religion, but was sorry for acting against him. He
felt guilty as a father for wronging him, and took him out of Ur, together with the
son of his deceased son who died at the hands of Nimrod. Although Terach acted
out of guilt, to the world, it appeared that Abram’s former prosecutor was converted
to his supporter. This was Abram’s new platform for the world. People would no
doubt be curious to meet with such a person; a former rebel against the state, who
had escaped miraculously, and had won over his greatest adversary, his own father.
Abram expected to use his new identity as a means to inﬂuence people and teach
them the true idea of God. At this point, God intervened through prophecy and told
him to leave his land and all the attachments he had to it, and to leave the house of
his father. He would concern himself only with attaining his further perfection by
breaking all attachments and emotional ties to his roots, and emerging as a totally
independent individual – not only intellectually, but emotionally as well. As to his
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identity and public platform, which would be lost due to his travels, God would
supply this for him. “…I will bless you and make your name great.” (Gen. 12:2) This
injunction freed Abram to work only on the world of his inner perfection, while the
platform for his success would be supplied by the Almighty.
Why does the Torah not reveal anything about Abram’s greatest accomplishments, his own discovery of the true idea of God, the Creator of the universe? The
Torah is not a book about personal accomplishments. It is a book about the sanctiﬁcation of God’s name, by making Him known to the world. This could only be
accomplished through God’s assistance and constant providence. As great as
Abram’s personal accomplishment was, it would have vanished in time, were it not
for God’s intervention, which began with the injunction, “Lech Lecha” (“Go forth”)
to Abram, and found its culmination in the giving of the Torah to the Jewish people.
Thus, the Torah introduces us to Abram under the injunction of “Lech Lecha” the means through which the eternal sanctiﬁcation of God’s name became possible.

Part II
We left with three questions:
1) Rashi taught that Abram would receive a great reward: money, fame, and
children. As travel – now commanded to Abram – reduces these three, God
therefore assured Abram that by following His command to leave Ur Kasdim, he
would be compensated. Our question was: Why should Abram have concern for
these matters? Maimonides teaches in his work, the Guide for the Perplexed, that
these are evil matters: “For it is in the nature of man to strive to gain money and to
increase it: and his great desire to add to his wealth and honor is the chief source of
misery for man.” (Book III, Chap. XXXIX) Therefore, Abram should have no
concern for these. Why then did God guarantee these matters to Abram?
2) What is the mandate of “Lech Lecha”, “Leave your land?” From what context
did this command emerge? God does not make commands without any relevance.
Also, Abram was no longer in Ur Kasdim; he was now residing in Charan. Therefore, why was he commanded at this time to leave further?
3) “Lech Lecha” is where the Torah ﬁrst introduces us to Abram. But we ask, “If
the whole greatness of Abram was his discovery of God over 40 years, how he
inﬂuenced people teaching monotheism and refuting idolatry and establishing the
foundations of Torah, why are these matters, so central to Abram’s identity, not
mentioned in the Torah? This is astounding, that the Torah should neglect the true
greatness of Abram.
The Torah, in its cryptic fashion, does however allow us to reconstruct the origins
of Abram, if we read between the lines.
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Reviewing the verses in the end of Parshas Noah, we uncover more of a picture.
Genesis 11:31 reads:
“And Terach took Abram his son, and Lote son of Haran his grandson, and Sarai
his daughter in law, wife of Abram his son, and they exited with him, from Ur
Kasdim to travel to the land of Canaan. And they came up to Charan, and they
dwelled there.”
Let us review. Abram had a strange father: Terach attacked his own son Abram.
This is an abnormality. Terach was jealous of Abram, as he established new ideas,
denying the religion of the masses. Abram was viewed as a revolutionary, rebelling
against the state. Terach, unable to refute his son, turned him in to the authorities.
He wished to have his own son killed. This is psychologically abnormal; as a father,
Terach was not healthy-minded. Terach informed on Abram to Nimrod. Abram
then debated with Nimrod, but to no avail. Nimrod’s decision to kill Abram was due
to his recognition of Abram as a threat to the state. Nimrod then resorted to force,
and had cast Abram to the furnace, but Abram was miraculously saved.
Abram was well known in Ur Kasdim, and people came to him. He had a
platform, and members of that society were curious to hear his views. Terach, instead
of losing his son Abram, lost Haran. Terach then took his son Abram, on whom he
had previously informed, along with Lote. Apparently, Terach had a change of heart.
The verse then states, “and they exited with him.” Who went with whom? It is not
clear. The Rabbis say this means, “they went with Abram”, not referring to Terach.
Apparently, Terach only initiated the exodus from Ur, but it was Abram who was the
primary reason why others exited Ur Kasdim. Why do we need to know this?
Evidently, there was a plan. They initially intended to travel to Canaan. However,
as they settled in Charan, we learn that Canaan was not a destination per se: the goal
was in fact to leave Ur Kasdim, not to reach Canaan. This is why they settled in
Charan: there was no need to travel further since they were far enough from Ur
Kasdim. By the Torah expressing these facts, we are directed to look beneath the
surface: the goal was relocation.
Abram had one concern, to spread the ideas of God. This was his life’s work: to
debate with others, and educate the world about the one, true God. As Maimonides
teaches, Abram wrote many books for this purpose.
Although displaying a change of character by removing Abram from the clutches
of Nimrod, Terach never “truly” repented. (Rashi’s view is that Terach repented.)
However, Ramban states that due to the merit of Abram, Terach was viewed as a
penitent individual. But why should Abram’s acts render Terach as one who
repented? How can Abram’s perfection “recreate Terach”, rendering him as one who
repented?
Terach had a psychological problem. Later, when he lost Haran, he had a change
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of heart, but he didn’t embrace the ideas of Abram. However, he was sorry for how
he fathered his son. This caused him to reconsider his poor actions, and therefore,
took them from Ur Kasdim. This is why the Rabbis state, “Terach was a wicked
person his entire days”. Remorse alone, without a true attachment to Abram’s ideas,
to the truth, did not remove Terach’s status as a wicked person.
This was the new status of Terach: he revised his emotional life, overhauling his
bad emotions. Terach had regret for his animosity towards Abram. This placed
Terach closer to reality. Once he overcame this animosity, Abram’s ideas kept playing
on Terach’s mind. When Terach came close to death, he was able to rethink Abram’s
ideas, and then aﬃrmed Abram’s views. Thus, he is referred to as a penitent person.
Ramban’s position is that Terach never fully embraced the correct ideas. The
nature of a wicked person is so rooted in evil that he cannot improve. But although
Terach was not penitent, once he overcame his animosity towards Abram, his soul
turned somewhat towards the true ideas. He was in a state of mind, where we do not
know his true position. He was not negative, but also, he was not positively inclined
towards the truths of his son’s teachings. Only God could know Terach’s true state.
Regarding his relationship with man, Terach never accepted Abram’s views, so he is
therefore termed a “rasha”, a wicked person. But regarding his relationship with
God, we do not know his true level. This is Ramban’s view.
Later, Abram was bothered about his father’s state. Therefore, God informed
Abram that his father merited the next world. God gave Abram good tidings about
his father Terach.
Abram went with Terach to Charan, intent on fulﬁlling his obligation to teach his
ideas. Under Nimrod’s rule in Ur Kasdim, Abram could not further his teachings.
But in Charan, Abram was safe to teach the truth. Therefore, Abram decided this
was a proper decision, to travel to a place where he was not opposed, now able to
teach his life’s work. But it was at this point that God told Abram, “This is not the
place where you will succeed.” God’s providence now stepped in, “You might think
that on the road you will not be successful. Not so. That is the natural conclusion.
However, drop natural law. Forget about how it operates. Travel from Terach and
Charan, and despite how travel usually inhibits one’s goals, you are now under My
providence, and I will bless you. My providence will address all those areas that
might be negatively aﬀected by travel, i.e., wealth, children and fame.” This was
God’s promise to Abram, “…I will bless you and make your name great.” (Gen.
12:2)
God now set out this course for Abram, commanding him to drop all considerations. But besides these, God also taught Abram that he should break all emotional
attachments: to his land, to his birthplace, and to his father’s house. He must become
emotionally independent. God’s command was, “forget about the practical
platform, and engage in My command.” This was the command of “Lech Lecha”.
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Torah’s Concealment of Abram’s Discovery
Why didn’t the Torah tell us about Abram’s great discovery of God? The reason is,
because the Torah is not a book to teach of personal successes. Rather, it is an
account of God’s providence, and how sanctiﬁcation of God’s name takes place in
the world. Had Abram remained ﬁrm in his own plan, he would not have aﬀected
too many people. It was only due to God’s plan, that Abram was successful. It was at
this point that Abram became the “Israelite nation”. Rashi says the land was his from
that moment and forward, but occupation would only ensue later. The nationality of
Abram was also indicated by his coinage: he created his own currency, thereby
distinguishing him and his followers from other cultures. He desired to create a
unique identity for the people who embodied and taught the truths of God. A
distinct currency assists in this goal. From this point of God’s command and
Abram’s adherence, Abram became a permanent phenomenon.
This explains why the Torah, prior to this point in Abram’s life, omits all accounts
of Abram. Abram’s success at his mission was only via God’s intervention, and this
commences with “Lech Lecha”. Before Lech Lecha, Abram was not the “pillar of the
world” as Maimonides termed him. Abram only became the pillar, once God’s
providence stepped in. Had the Torah recounted Abram’s personal greatness, we
would have the incorrect view of the Torah’s purpose: to sanctify God’s name.
Obscuring mankind’s (Abram’s) personal achievements, the Torah focuses us on
God.
An interesting side point is that Abram did not oﬀer animals on the altars he
created - not a single ox. It would appear that Abram built these altars so as to teach,
that to God alone must we sacriﬁce. Simultaneously, Abram’s absence of any
oﬀerings - aside from the ram at the Akeida - teaches that we are not truly ﬁt to oﬀer
sacriﬁces to God. Abram built his altars, and also “called out in God’s name”,
teaching, God is the only One to serve, not idols, but we are also unworthy of doing
so. Hence, no animals were oﬀered. Parenthetically, Abram’s requirement of 40 years
before fully comprehending what he could about God, teaches that the study and
realization of truth - of God - is no simple matter.
The Jews’ Purpose of Sanctifying God’s Name: Impossible without God’s
Providence
Sanctiﬁcation of God’s name cannot take place naturally, as Parshas Haazinu
teaches. Ramban says that the purpose of the Jews is to recognize God, to admit His
existence and make His name known throughout the world. Had the Jews been
destroyed, no one would be left to teach of God’s existence. Had God removed His
providence from the Jews, all knowledge of God would be lost from the world: “…I
will remove your remembrance from mankind.” (Deut. 32:26) It is only because of
our nature, to be a nation that teaches the world about God, that God’s providence
saved us from exile:
“…and we would have no salvation from the nations, except on account of His
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Name, as the matter states in Ezekiel,[20:41] ‘And I will gather you from the lands in
which you are scattered, and I will be sanctiﬁed in you in the eyes of the nations, and
you will know that I am God with My making of you, for the sake of My Name.”
(Ramban, Deut. 32:26)
Deuteronomy 32:20 states, “And God said, ‘I will hide My face from them, see
what their end will be’…” This teaches that once God hides Himself from us, there
is no help. Only through God’s providence alone, are we set on the course to fulﬁll
our role as the people who sanctify God’s name. This is stated clearly (verse 39), “See
now, I, it is I, and there are no other gods with Me; I kill and bring to life, I struck
down and I will heal, and there is no rescuer from My hand.”
Parshas Haazina also states, (Deut. 32:9) “For a portion unto God is His people,
Jacob (is) a rope of His inheritance”. [“Rope” here implies a third ‘link in the chain’
or a third cord of the rope, referring to Jacob being the third patriarch after Abraham
and Isaac. Jacob was a third, strengthening cord ‘tying’ the patriarchs to their
descendants.] On this verse, Rashi says, “For as God’s portion (Israel) was hidden
among the nations, and will eventually go out (from them).” What does this mean
that “His portion was hidden among them and in the future, would go out”? This
means that the Providence for the entire world to recognize God was immersed in
the Providence of God’s nation. Without this Providence, the world could never
recognize the true idea of God and fulﬁll the purpose of their existence as human
beings. This was done from the beginning through the patriarchs, which constitute
“chevel nachalaso”, the “rope of His inheritance” as Rashi explains.
The Shira commences with God’s kindness, teaching thereby that without His
kindness, man’s purpose would not be realized. This is built into the creation.
Ramban says that what happens in the history of the world as a reﬂection of the days
of creation, e.g., man was created on the sixth day. Thus, Messiah, the man of
wisdom will come in the sixth millennia. This means that there would be no
creation, were it not for God’s Providence to His nation. Upon which, the knowledge of God depends.
Summary
There are two “shiras”, “songs”: Haazinu is referred to as “V’ansa hashira hazose
lifanav layde”, “and this song will answer before you as witness”. (Deut. 31:21)
Meaning, this song will attest to the truth that God’s providence is essential for
creating the nation who will sanctify God’s name in the world. Az Yashir is the
second song, teaching that God is above any Earthly power or force, “ga-oh, ga-ah”,
“(He is) greatly supreme”.
Lech Lecha embodies this idea, that God’s providence is indispensable to our role
and success – the nation who sanctiﬁes God’s name. Shiras Haazinu culminates in
the ultimate revelation of God’s name, when the whole world will recognize God’s
name, by His execution of judgment on the wicked nations.
God engineered His providence, commencing with Abram, through Revelation
at Sinai and throughout the generations, until His ultimate judgment is meted out,
and His name is ﬁnally realized by the entire world.
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CHAPTER XII
Upon analyzing the events surrounding the blessings of Isaac to his children it
seems that certain inferences can be made. When Isaac discovered that Jacob fooled
him, his response is recorded at Genesis Chapter 27 verse 33 “And Isaac trembled
very exceedingly...” It would appear that Isaac was truly amazed upon discovering
Esau’s true personality. However this reaction raises a very poignant question. When
Jacob brought Isaac the venison he requested of Esau, Isaac remarked that his quest
for the venison was successful rather quickly. Jacob answered that God facilitated the
promptness of the mission. Rashi on this verse 21 states, “Isaac thought in his heart,
it is not the custom of Esau that the name of God should be ﬂuent in his mouth...”
It would thus seem that Isaac was aware of Esau’s true nature.
We must also understand the signiﬁcance of the blessings. Chazal, the Rabbis,
teach us that the blessings although couched in physical terms are blessings of the
spiritual. In this regard, Maimonides in the ninth chapter of the Laws of Repentance
states that the reason for blessings and curses is merely to reﬂect God’s providence in
this world. Therefore, they are written in terms of worldly good and evil, although
the true beneﬁt is the world to come.
Why was Esau so interested in spiritual blessings? Furthermore, after Isaac discovered he blessed Jacob, Esau pleads with his father three times, “don’t you have a
blessing for me?” At ﬁrst Isaac responded that the blessings were already given to
Jacob, but ﬁnally he seems to relent and blesses Esau as well. What was this blessing
if in fact Jacob had usurped the blessings beforehand? Furthermore, an analysis of
the blessing of Jacob and Esau seems strikingly similar. Both seem to contain the
blessing that each shall be fortunate to attain the dew of the heavens and the fat of
the earth.
Isaac essentially had two blessings. One blessing was for the physical goodness of
this world. This was a blessing for the material beneﬁts of this world, which is not the
ultimate good. However, Isaac also bestowed the essential blessing of the truly
spiritual, which he obtained from his father Abraham. This was the blessing, which
he gave Jacob and is recited at the commencement of Chapter 28. Chapter 28 verses
3 and 4 state, “And God almighty shall bless thee and make thee fruitful and multiply thee, and thou may become a congregation of people. And I give thee the blessing
of Abraham, to thee and to thy seed with you, so thou may inherit the land of thou
sojournings which God gave unto Abraham.”
These blessings were inherently spiritual. This was the blessing of Abraham that
the nation of Israel, a nation based upon the laws of the Torah, will come forth from
Jacob.
Isaac was not fully ignorant of Esau’s character. He was aware of Esau’s instinctual
needs and desires. In the same fashion, he appreciated that Jacob was a simple man,
whose nature was more in line with perfection derived from the learning of Torah.
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Accordingly, the blessings in Chapter 28, which were inherently spiritual, Isaac had
always intended to bestow upon Jacob. As the man of Torah, he had to be recognized
as the one who would bring forth the will of God. However, because of Esau’s
nature, Isaac felt that Esau needed the blessing of the physical as a means for Esau to
reach his perfection. He didn’t perceive Esau as a wicked person but rather as an
instinctual being who required the physical in order to assist him to elevate himself
to a higher level of perfection. He felt that Esau would utilize the blessing of the
physical to help Jacob perpetuate the teachings of the Torah. Isaac’s miscalculation
of Esau’s true character resulted because of Isaac’s nature. Isaac was the consummate
tzaddik. He was unable to leave Israel because of said status. Abraham was
compelled to send Eliezer to choose Isaac a wife because Isaac was incapable of
judging an individuals true character. As the purely righteous individual, Isaac was
naive and incapable of perceiving evil. He was unable to appreciate the nuances of
the average man’s actions. Thus he wrongly perceived Esau’s character. However, it
wasn’t a total misconception. He intended to bless Esau with the blessings of the
physical as a means for his perfection. He was oblivious to the fact that Esau sought
the physical as an end, in and of itself. Thereafter, upon realizing that Jacob had
received the blessings of the physical, which he intended to bestow upon Esau, a fear
gripped him. He suddenly became aware that God’s providence had determined
that Jacob receive these blessings. He thus realized that he misjudged Esau and that
Esau was truly an instinctual being whose only value was the life of the physical. He
thus realized and feared that he had raised a wicked person in his house. Rebecca was
aware of her son Esau’s true personality and realized that if Esau obtained the
blessing of the physical he would utilize it to destroy Jacob. Rebecca was raised in the
house of wicked people and was a capable judge of human character.
Thereafter, Isaac informed Esau, that he had no remaining blessings for him. The
blessing of the physical, which were originally intended for him, were already
bestowed upon Jacob. The truly spiritual blessings, Isaac had always intended to give
Jacob, and would still do so. However, Esau persisted and Isaac relented and blessed
Esau. The blessing of Esau was not a true blessing. It was a conditional blessing. In
verse 40 Isaac states, “And it shall come to pass, when you (Esau) shall break loose
and you shall shake his (Jacob) yoke from oﬀ thy neck.” Rashi comments that when
Israel will violate the precepts of the Torah then Esau will achieve the blessings of the
physical. Thus Isaac did not bestow upon Esau any new blessings but rather he
limited the blessing of the physical, which he had previously given to Jacob. If Jacob
uses the physical as a means to achieve intellectual perfection then he will truly merit
the blessings of the physical. However, if he violates the Torah and seeks the physical
as an end, in and of itself, then Esau will have the upper hand and merit the blessings
of the physical.
Upon reﬂection of the history of our people we can appreciate the authenticity
and veracity of the blessings of Isaac as their ramiﬁcations have been manifested
throughout the experiences of our nation.
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CHAPTER XIII
Chazal say that from parshat Vayishlach, speciﬁcally Yaakov's interactions with
Eisav, we can learn how to deal with the other nations of the world, and we can gain
an understanding of the concepts underlying anti-Semitism. The gemara emphasizes this point by noting that one of the Tanaaim would carefully study this parsha
before visiting Rome and meeting with the Caesar. Vayishlach is a parsha of political
insight conveying the narrative of Eisav's hatred for Yaakov, carefully describing how
Yaakov precisely calculated how to confront his brother's hatred, avoiding contention and potential destruction by the great army of Eisav.
Yaakov was a true master of politics; this is made clear from his dealings with
Lavan. Even from the ﬁrst encounter with Lavan's household, Yaakov demonstrates
his political savvy as Vayeitzei 29:12 reads: "Yaakov told Rachel that he was a relative
of her father..." whereupon Rashi comments that the Midrashic interpretation of this
verse is that Yaakov's implication was: "If he [Lavan] intends to be deceitful then I,
too, am his brother in
deception..."
In this light let us examine Yaakov's message to Eisav at the beginning of Vayishlach: "Yaakov sent messengers ahead of him to Eisav, his brother, to the and of Seir,
to the ﬁeld of Edom. He commanded them saying, this is what you should say to my
master, Eisav. 'Your servant Yaakov says, with Lavan I lived, and was delayed until
now.'"(Vayishlach 32:4-5) Rashi commenting on the words "with Lavan I lived"
states that Yaakov was implying to Eisav that he "did not become an oﬃcer or
anyone of importance but remained solely a transient guest. It is not worthy of you
to hate me on account of your father's blessings, 'Be master over your brother for it
has not been fulﬁlled in me..." Rashi is emphasizing the extent to which Yaakov
acted to avoid battle with his brother. Yaakov diminished his own stature, allowing
Eisav to feel superior, in order to foster peace.
While there is much to be discussed regarding this type of political strategy, surely
we can see the logic behind this approach, especially when it comes to saving Jewish
lives. What is more diﬃcult to understand is the second interpretation of Rashi
regarding the words "with Lavan I lived." Rashi writes: "the gimatria [numerical
value] of garti [lived] is 613; as if to say, I have resided with the wicked Lavan and yet
have kept the 613 commandments and have not learnt from his wicked deeds."
What does Eisav, the wicked, the rejecter of Torah values, care if Yaakov kept the 613
commandments while he lived with Lavan? Furthermore, it seems this message
could only antagonize Eisav.
Chazal say, quoting the Rambam in his Igeret Teyman, that the reason the mountain from which the Torah was given was called Sinai, was because from this same
mountain came down sinah [hatred] to the other nations of the world. Meaning to
say that the very source of the hatred that the other nations harbor toward the Jews
is the Torah itself. What then did Yaakov intend to accomplish by implying to Eisav
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that he kept the Torah, when this very Torah was the source of Eisav's hatred for
Yaakov?
Before answering these questions, a psychological principle of hatred must be
understood; a distinction must be made between the cause of an individual's hatred,
and the action of expressing that hatred. The gemara (Pesachim 48b) tells us that the
hatred of an ignorant Jew toward the Torah scholar is greater than the hatred the
idolaters have for the Jewish nation. This is indeed a perplexing gemara and must be
understood in its own light. For the purposes of our discussion, however, it is
interesting to note that these same ignorant Jews, whose hatred for the Torah scholar,
according to Chazal, is greater than the hatred of an Eisav for Yaakov, are very often
the greatest Torah supporters. The emotion of hate is powerful and complex and is
disguises itself in many ways. One part of an individual's psyche may possess great
hatred for the Torah scholar while another part of an individual's nature causes him
to overcome this hatred and be the Torah scholar's greatest ally. Thus we see that the
cause of an individual's hatred for another person does not translate into that
individual acting upon that hatred. The question remains, however, why the expression of hatred might at times remains dormant, kept at bay in the unconscious of the
human psyche, and why in other instances hatred will manifest itself in its full
assertion.
There is one further principle underlying the emotion of hatred, namely, the
aggressive expression of one's hatred toward another person always seeks out a justiﬁcation from reality. The Koran, which expresses great hatred toward the Jews on
numerous occasions, often points out that the Jews transgressed their commandments and are therefore lowly people. Sura 2:63 writes: "And well you know there
were those among you that transgressed the Sabbath, and We said to them, "Be you
apes, miserable slinking!' And we made it a punishment exemplary for all the former
times and for the latter, and an admonition to such as are God-fearing." The Koran
claims that the Jews did not adhere to the tenets of their own law and thus according
to their Torah the Jews are despicable people. In this way Mohammed tried to justify
the expression of his hatred toward the Jews in the Koran. We can now begin to
understand Yaakov's implied message to Eisav. While the source of Eisav's hatred
was the Torah itself, this did not mean that Yaakov's adherence to the Torah would
antagonize Eisav to destroy Yaakov. As explained, the cause of an individual's hatred
does not directly translate into the action of expressing that hatred. Furthermore, by
Yaakov's implication to Eisav that he merely lived with Lavan and, rather than
learning from his evil ways, that he kept the 613 commandments, Yaakov would not
permit Eisav the justiﬁcation to act upon his anger and destroy Yaakov. Yaakov did
not aﬀord Eisav the opportunity to ﬁnd fault with him and in this way Eisav could
in no way assuage his guilt and justify acting upon his hatred toward his brother.
There is an amazing Rashi in support of this idea in Toldos regarding the blessing
Yitzchak gave to Eisav. Toldos 27:38-40: "Yitzchak, his [Eisav's] father replied and
said to him..... you shall live by your sword, and you shall serve your brother. When
you have cause to be grieved, you will throw oﬀ his yoke from your neck." And on
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the words "when you have caused to be grieved," Rashi writes, "... meaning to say,
when the Israelites will transgress the Torah and you will have justiﬁcation to grieve
over the blessings which he took, [then] you will throw oﬀ his yoke." And so in
parshat Vayishlach Yaakov makes it very clear to Eisav, his brother and enemy, that
this time had yet to come.
CHAPTER XIV
Dinah went out amongst the people of the land and Shchem seduced her. Shchem
was so attracted to Dinah that he ultimately wanted to marry her. Jacob consented
because he felt that Shchem was capable of doing teshuvah and it was an opportunity
for them to elevate themselves and live according to Jewish law. Shimone and Levi in
their outrage determined that Shchem and his people must be obliterated. Their
immoral behavior demanded their destruction. Thus Shimone and Levi deceived
their father and suggested that Shchem and his people circumcise for the purposes of
conversion. However, it was merely a ploy and Shimone and Levi killed them while
they were still weak and recuperating from their circumcision.
After they killed Shchem and all his people, Jacob chastised them. His rebuke
reﬂected his concern that their actions will provoke the other nations to attack them.
However, Shimone and Levi merely respond that they could not allow Dinah to be
treated as a harlot.
Years later when Jacob was on his deathbed, he again chastised Shimone and Levi.
He curses their anger, for under it's rage, they unjustiﬁably killed Shchem. This poses
a problem. At the time of the event Jacob rebuked them because he felt their actions
placed them in jeopardy. However, later on, he condemns them for committing an
injustice. Based upon his earlier rebuke, it would seem that Jacob did not feel that
their actions were unjust but rather not politically astute behavior. This apparent
contradiction must be explained.
Jacob really felt an injustice was perpetrated by the brothers. He favored their plan
to convert them, for he felt they were capable of repentance. He therefore criticized
Shimone and Levi for allowing their anger to overwhelm them and dictate their
behavior. On his deathbed, when blessing his children, he was giving them insight
into their personalities, which would help them in their struggle to live proper lives.
He thereby told Shimone and Levi that they were short tempered and should not
allow their emotions to control their actions. At the time of the incident, he was
unable to tell them that their response was improper because it was being provoked
by anger. When a person is under the inﬂuence of an overwhelming emotion he is
incapable of detachment and objective reﬂection of the situation. Therefore, Jacob
proﬀered a political reason, which he felt was also compelling. However, Shimone
and Levi felt compelled to demonstrate strength. They felt an injustice was committed against their sister. If they would not respond, they felt it would be viewed as an
admission of weakness and ultimately cause great aggression against them. However,
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Shimone and Levi failed to appreciate that the danger of strength is over-retaliation.
This was Jacob's argument. If a person's response is perceived as harsh, then it will
cause enmity. The retaliator will be seen as egotistical and professing a superior
attitude. That is why Jacob uses the term "l'havishani", that your actions will make
me hated amongst the nations. Your excessive retaliatory actions wreaks of superiority and will create a desire in people to destroy you. Jacob thereby felt that their
actions were not only politically incorrect but were also unjust.
In contemporary times we see that Israel faces similar problems. Any act of retaliation, no matter how justiﬁed under the circumstances, poses the problem of being
perceived as professing superiority. Thus retaliatory actions many times are unjustiﬁably viewed as unfair and only provokes hatred. This was Jacob's fear as expressed to
his sons.
This if the fear expressed by our Chazal in formulating the concept of Ayin Hara.
Psychologically people resent an arrogant person and seek his ultimate downfall,
albeit purposefully or even at times unconsciously.
An analysis of this event aﬀords us the opportunity to appreciate the intellectual
acumen of Jacob in perceiving human behavior.
CHAPTER XV
In analyzing Joseph’s relationship with his brothers we must ask several salient
questions which will help shed light on the entire sequence of events recited in the
Torah.
We must ﬁrst analyze the source of the brothers’ hatred of Joseph. Joseph was
their father’s favorite since he was born the son of his old age. However, Joseph
reinforced their resentment by telling his brothers the content of two dreams that he
had. This fact indicated his arrogant nature. The dreams were obviously divinely
inspired. However, we must understand why there were two dreams. Furthermore,
the brothers’ response to each dream was diﬀerent. The ﬁrst dream was concerning
the bundles of wheat. The brothers’ response to this dream was continued hatred.
The second dream concerning the constellations evoked a diﬀerent response; the
brothers were jealous while Jacob heeded this dream.
The diﬀerence between the dreams can help us appreciate the diﬀerent responses.
The ﬁrst dream reﬂected that Joseph would rule them physically. The bundles of
wheat represent physical sustenance. Thus the brothers hated him even more for they
resented that they would be physically subservient. However, the second dream
reﬂected that Joseph would be the mentor, that he would lead them spiritually as
well: the constellations represent spirituality. This evoked a response of jealousy.
However, Jacob heeded the dream because he recognized Joseph’s potential. We
must appreciate that the brothers’ envy was based upon the fact that Jacob had
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chosen Joseph as the one who would be the leader and carry forward the tradition.
The brothers did not act upon mere jealousy. They determined, based upon Joseph’s
vanity and narcissism, that he was not deserving of such an honor. He constantly
told their father lashon hara, derogetory talk concerning them. His revealing to
them his dreams reinforced their opinion that he was arrogant and unworthy. It
reinforced their image of his vanity. Jacob, however, realized Joseph’s intellectual
abilities and conviction and realized in time he would mature and mold his character
as a wise man. As time passed Jacob’s assessment of Joseph’s abilities and nature was
proven accurate.
The brothers sinned by misjudging the situation and not trusting their father. The
dreams merely bolstered the resentment that they had for Joseph. As a result they
sinned by allowing their emotions to control their actions and shape their opinion.
They committed an injustice against their brother by selling him into slavery. They
did not realize, because of his arrogance and vanity, that he was capable of change.
This was the background that set the stage for Joseph’s encounter with his brothers
some thirteen years later.
At the outset, an important footnote throughout the entire ordeal must be examined. The brothers, during their entire encounter with Joseph, did not recognize
him, nor suspect that the Viceroy could be Joseph, despite their intimate knowledge
of him. This incongruity could be explained because of the very nature of their sin.
They miscalculated Joseph’s potential for greatness. They viewed him as a vain and
arrogant person. Accordingly, they felt by selling him into slavery, it would ensure
that Joseph would not be the mentor. They felt that such an egotistical and vain
person would succumb to the life of the physical. They thought the support and
security of his father and family was essential and without it, he would desert the
tradition. Therefore, the Medrash tells us that when they entered Egypt they looked
for Joseph in the houses of ill repute. They never imagined nor appreciated Joseph’s
true intellectual conviction and ability to elevate himself to a higher level. This
essentially was their “chate”, sin. They misjudged his abilities and failed to realize
that he was still a child at the time they passed judgment, and capable of change.
Therefore, this image was still in their mind and prevented them from ever imagining that Joseph was the Viceroy.
When analyzing the entire sequence of events commencing with the brothers’
descent into Egypt, and their meeting with Joseph and his ultimate revelation of his
identity, one gets a rather puzzled picture. It leaves an impression of a rather
prolonged, detached series of events without any type of logical nexus. Furthermore,
many of Joseph’s actions seem petty. When he recognizes his brothers he remembers
his dreams and he responds by accusing them of being spies. Why didn’t he reveal
his identity to his brothers immediately? How come Joseph continues to place his
brothers through a series of ordeals? The most encompassing question and perhaps
the most disturbing, is once Joseph had the ability, why didn’t he communicate with
his father and tell him of his well-being. Surely he would have spared Jacob undue
suﬀering.
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In order to start to appreciate the import of these questions, we must assert one
logical proposition: Joseph’s entire intentions were to beneﬁt his brothers by aﬀording them the opportunity to do teshuva, repentance. All the events can be explained
by keeping this motif in mind when analyzing each event. Joseph used his ingenuity
throughout the entire sequence and did not arouse suspicions in order to enable the
events to develop in a manner that would facilitate their ability to do “teshuva
gemura”, complete repentance.
Joseph foresaw that his brothers would be coerced to come to Egypt to buy
provisions because of the famine. As a result, he viewed the situation as the opportune time to allow his brothers to repent. He was hoping that they would search for
him and rectify the situation. Upon their ﬁrst meeting with Joseph he acted as a
stranger to them. The Torah tells us that Joseph remembered the dreams and
accused them of being spies. Joseph was not vengeful. He was aware that the prophecy would become true and that this presented an opportunity to allow his brothers
to change and ultimately acknowledge him as the mentor. Genesis 42:3 states, “And
the ten brothers of Joseph went down to Egypt to buy provisions.” Rashi comments
that they are referred to as Joseph’s brothers because they regretted their actions and
were determined to buy Joseph’s freedom, at whatever price. Thus they had started
on the path of repentance. In fact, they entered Egypt from ten separate entrances.
This would facilitate their secondary mission of searching for Joseph and obtaining
his freedom. However, Joseph’s accusation of their being spies had to have a basis in
order to dispel any suspicions. He knew that they entered from diﬀerent entrances in
order to search for him. He thus concluded that they felt guilty and realized that this
presented an opportunity for him to question them. As a result of their guilt they
tried to impress Joseph by telling him that they were searching for their brother.
They sought to impress him with their loyalty. Thus he asked them, if your brother
couldn’t be bought would you ﬁght for him. They responded in the aﬃrmative.
Joseph had thereby set a basis for his accusations. They aﬃrmed that they would
break the law if necessary. Therefore, his claim that they were spies was valid.
Joseph thereby sought the imprisonment of Shimon for two reasons. He sought to
have Benjamin brought to Egypt. He also desired to isolate one of the brothers. In
order for it to be a complete repentance, the same situation must arise and the person
must demonstrate that he has changed by not falling victim to the same trappings of
the sin. Therefore, Joseph sought to create similar circumstances to aﬀord them the
opportunity of teshuva gemura, complete repentance. This required that they must
face their father and advise him of their need to bring Benjamin to Egypt. They had
to countenance their fathers’ despair and take responsibility for Benjamin’s well
being.
Upon being presented with these circumstances the brothers stated that this sad
state of events had befallen them because of their unjust actions against Joseph.
Joseph heard their misgivings and turned from them and cried. Rashi comments
that he cried because he heard that they had “charatta”, they regretted their actions.
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It was not a mere emotional response. He cried because he realized that one of the
components of teshuva was present. They had regrets over their past actions. The
Torah speciﬁcally tells us that they were upset because they did not have mercy upon
their brother (Joseph) when he cried to them. They were callous to his pleas for
sympathy. However, he could not reveal himself as yet, because he wanted to ensure
that they would be completely forgiven and elevate themselves to a higher level of
conduct. This could only be done after his entire plan had unfolded.
The Torah also aﬀords us an interesting insight into the process of repentance.
Genesis 42:22 states, “And Rueben answered them saying , ‘Did I not speak unto
you saying do not sin against the child and you would not hear, and also behold his
blood is required’.” Rueben’s statement seems to be a response to a question.
However, no question was asked. It follows the verse whereby the brothers acknowledge their guilt for not responding to Joseph’s pleas for mercy. It therefore appears
that since Rueben was the eldest, the brothers were attempting to shift much of the
blame onto Rueben. However, Rueben’s response was not merely defensive. Repentance demands that the wrong doer properly acknowledge his guilt. If one denies his
culpability, his is incapable of doing teshuva and to change his character. The Torah
emphasizes this point by phrasing Rueben’s response as an answer. The brothers had
to acknowledge their guilt if repentance was to be eﬀective.
Upon their return home, Joseph secretly returned the money to them because he
intended to keep them oﬀ guard. They suspected that he would accuse them of
stealing the money. However, when they returned with Benjamin, he made no such
accusation, but on the contrary he befriended them. This allowed him to place the
cup in Benjamin’s sack without raising suspicions. They totally discounted any
doubts they had because he did not question the earlier incident. Psychologically he
allayed any fears that they may have possessed. Therefore, on their return, he ate and
drank with them and they feasted together.
It is interesting to note that since Joseph was sold into slavery, he did not drink
wine. He missed their absence. Although he was ruler of a great land and had his
own children, there was still a void in his life. He respected his brothers as wise men,
as individuals with whom he shared a common intellectual heritage. This vacuum
was always felt and prevented him from indulging in wine. This day, with his brothers present, he allowed himself to partake.
Before sitting down to the meal he used his cup ostensibly as a tool for divination.
He sat them in order at the meal based upon their ages. The brothers were amazed.
They did not suspect magic but were in awe of the fact that he was totally prepared
for their meeting and had obtained such detailed information about them. He used
the cup because it would serve as the perfect excuse for Benjamin’s unlawful possession of the cup. Benjamin ostensibly stole the cup to help him ﬁnd his brothers
whereabouts. At the meal he desired to foster their emotions of jealousy, so he sat
with Benjamin. He again discounted their suspicions by claiming that he would sit
with Benjamin since they both did not have mothers. Joseph also favored Benjamin
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by giving him portions ﬁve times greater than the other brothers. Joseph was not
merely expressing his fondness for Benjamin. He was recreating the same situation
that existed between Jacob and himself. In furtherance thereof, he placed the goblet
in Benjamin’s sack. He wanted to place Benjamin in jail in order to recreate his entire
ordeal, to the greatest extent possible.
The brothers responded by ripping their garments and acknowledging that G-d
was punishing them for their sin of selling Joseph. Thereby, Judah made an appeal
on behalf of his brothers for Benjamin’s freedom. He acknowledged their guilt by
selling Joseph and oﬀered himself as a slave in Benjamin’s stead. Judah’s appeal was
a lengthy plea to Joseph’s compassion. They had to appeal to his mercy because they
couldn’t deny their guilt and say that Joseph set them up. They also sinned against
Joseph by not acting compassionately. A complete teshuva demanded that they
recognize their oversight; therefore they were coerced into appealing to his kindness.
Thus, when they oﬀered themselves in Benjamin’s place, they demonstrated that
they were at a higher level of perfection and their repentance was complete. Joseph
immediately revealed himself unto his brothers. Upon his revelation, his primary
concern was his father Jacob’s welfare. Until this point he could not inform his father
that he was still alive. To do so, would have prevented his brothers, the progenitors of
B’nai Yisrael, of doing teshuva, repentance. Had he advised his father earlier of what
transpired, the brothers might have been incapable of facing their father. They might
have ﬂed and this would have jeopardized the continued existence of B’nai Yisrael.
Accordingly, Joseph was forced into remaining silent. However, after they did
teshuva and elevated themselves to a higher level, they were able to face their wrongdoing. Therefore, when their repentance was complete and he was able to reveal
himself, he immediately sent a message to Jacob advising him that he was still alive.
This message contained an allusion to the last topic they were learning together. This
served to comfort Jacob, for he realized that the tradition would be carried on
through Joseph, as Jacob had envisioned.
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CHAPTER XVI
In the beginning of the book of Exodus Chapter 1 Verse 8 it states, “A new king
arose on Egypt that did not know Joseph.” There is an argument amongst the
Rabbis. Rav says it was literally a new king. Shmuel says it was not a new king but
rather the same Pharaoh, who acted as though he did not know Joseph and made
new decrees against the Jews. The position of Shmuel seems diﬃcult. A simple
reading of the text would indicate it was merely a new king. Why did Shmuel feel
compelled to understand the meaning of the verse to such a strained interpretation?
This explanation seems to stretch the simple meaning of the verse. It is obvious that
Shmuel detected something in Pharaoh’s personality that indicates that he
pretended as though he did not know Joseph.
In order to properly analyze the personality of Pharaoh and his relationship with
Joseph, we must examine Pharaoh’s dream and how Joseph’s interpretation led to his
ascendancy to power. The dreams of Pharaoh can help us examine his personality.
There are two causes of dreams. One is a dream of divine origin, a prophetic vision.
Another cause is the person’s wishes or the thoughts of his unconscious. Pharaoh had
two dreams. By analyzing and contrasting both dreams we should be able to
determine the portion of the dream, which is prophetic, and the part, which is an
expression of his personality. The aspects of his dreams, which are duplicative, are
obviously of divine origin. However, if we examine the portions of one dream, which
are not common to the other, said portion is not prophetic. It would understandably
be an expression of Pharaoh’s unconscious.
By analyzing the dreams we note one striking diﬀerence with respect to the
dreams concerning the cows. Pharaoh sees himself as part of that dream. Genesis
Chapter 41 Verse 1 states at the end thereof “...and behold I was standing above the
river.” Another unique aspect of this dream is that it states the origin of the cows. The
cows were coming up out of the river. However, the dream of the bundles of wheat
does not state their origin. We must understand; why does Pharaoh include himself
in the ﬁrst dream, and why does he envision the cows appearing from out of the
river?
Another clue to Pharaoh’s personality would be an analysis of his actions. Upon
Joseph’s interpretation of the dreams, Pharaoh’s response seems overwhelming. He
immediately appoints a despicable “Jewish lad, a slave” as his viceroy, the second
most powerful position in Egypt. He dresses Joseph in ornate clothing and extends
him a regal coronation. Furthermore, when his subjects come to ask his advice when
they were starving, he replies “go to Joseph and whatever he tells you to do, abide by
it”. It would seem rather unlikely that Pharaoh was willing to relinquish all control
and credit, and suddenly bestow it upon Joseph. His response, besides being
overwhelming, seems incongruous to Shmuel’s interpretation of his later actions. At
this juncture he seems to be a righteous individual capable of appreciating and
recognizing the good of Joseph. However, later, after Joseph’s death, there is a
complete transformation of his personality and he denies Joseph’s existence and in
fact, acts ruthless to his people the Jews.
An understanding of the extraneous portion of his dreams can give us an insight
into his personality and can demonstrate why seemingly incompatible actions are
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actually consistent with his character.
In his ﬁrst dream the cows arose from the river. The Hebrew term for river that
the Torah uses is “ye-or”. Rashi explains that this term is used because it is referring
to the Nile. The Nile was the source of sustenance for the land of Egypt. Egypt is a
dry climate and the Nile overﬂows and irrigates Egypt. The Nile thus represents the
source for the fulﬁllment of the Egyptians’ basic needs. However, in Pharaoh’s
dream he was standing “al ha ye-or”, above the Nile. This signiﬁes that Pharaoh felt
that he was ‘above’ the Nile. In his own mind he was more powerful than the powers
of nature. Pharaoh considered himself a god. In fact, the Medrash tells us, that he
even emptied his bowels without anyone knowing, so as the feign divinity in front of
his people, never needing to relieve himself. He professed to be above the laws of
nature. Thus, the most threatening occurrence to Pharaoh would be if he were not in
total control. It would shatter his self image as a god. Thus, the occurrence of a
drought was a fearful event to Pharaoh. The Torah tells us “vatepaem rucho”, his
spirit was troubled. Unconsciously, he feared losing control. That is why in the dream
he envisioned the cows coming out of the river. He feared a natural event that would
be beyond his control. He thus sensed that Joseph’s interpretation was accurate. He
therefore had to come to grips with the possibility of losing control. However, Joseph
presented him with the ability to maintain control. He realized that through Joseph
he would be able to retain control and keep intact his image as a god. However, in
order for him to view his reliance on Joseph as a situation akin to being in control, he
was coerced into viewing Joseph as an extension of himself. Psychologically there
was total identiﬁcation with Joseph. Therefore, his response to Joseph was
overwhelming. The deiﬁcation of Joseph was not an abnormal response, but on the
contrary it was necessitated by his identiﬁcation with Joseph. It was an expression of
his vision of Joseph as his alter ego. This relationship reinstated his threatened view
that he was not the most powerful force in the world: with Joseph, he now resumed
his self-image as a god. Therefore, when people asked him what to do, he quite
naturally responded, “whatever Joseph says, do”. It bolstered his image of being in
control. Joseph’s actions were merely expressions of his own power. Pharaoh and
Joseph together, in his mind, were one entity.
We can now understand Shmuel’s explanation. After Joseph’s death, Pharaoh,
because of his psychological make-up, faced a terrible problem. Narcissism, the love
of oneself, was a key characteristic of Pharaoh’s personality. A narcissistic individual’s
psychic energies are directed towards the love of the self. However, when a person
like Pharaoh, strongly identiﬁes with another individual and views him as his alterego, that other person becomes a source of his narcissistic, psychic energy. Therefore,
upon Joseph’s death, the excess psychic energy could no longer be channeled towards
his alter ego. He began to confront the same emotions that he previously experienced. He felt threatened by the fact that he was really not in control. However, he
could not use the defense mechanism of identiﬁcation but instead resorted to denial.
He was unable to confront the fact that Joseph really allowed him to retain control.
Therefore, psychologically, in order to function without feeling threatened, he had to
act as though he did not know Joseph. Any remembrance of Joseph or acknowledging Joseph’s value was painful to his self-image of being all-powerful. Accordingly,
not only did he have to act as though he did not know Joseph, but that denial coerced
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him to act in the opposite fashion. His remembrance of Joseph was so painful; it
served as the source for his oppression towards Joseph’s people, the children of Israel.
Therefore Shmuel stated that “a new king” is only viewed as new, in terms of his
actions. However an analysis of Pharaoh’s personality indicates that on the contrary,
it was the same Pharaoh. That is why the Torah speciﬁcally articulates that the new
king did not know Joseph. If he were truly a new king the statement would be redundant. The Torah is really oﬀering us an insight into his nature.
An example of this type of psychological mechanism is evident in Christianity.
The Christian hates the Jew for ostensibly killing his G-d. However, this is indicative
of a psychological defense mechanism. The Christian cannot admit that we gave
them their G-d, since Jesus was Jewish.
Jacob upon meeting Pharaoh was keenly aware of Pharaoh’s true nature. His
response to Pharaoh’s inquiry with respect to his age seems rather lengthy and
irrelevant. Genesis Chapter 49 at Verse 9, “And Jacob said to Pharaoh, the days of the
years of my sojourning are 130, few and bad were the years of my life and I have not
reached the days of the years of the lives of my fathers, in the days of their sojourns.”
Nachmanides questions this rather lengthy response. However, based upon our
insight into Pharaoh’s personality, it is understandable. A person, who perceives
himself as all-powerful and god-like, feels threatened by someone who possesses
something that is desirable, which he does not have. Jacob realized that Pharaoh had
such a personality. He sensed that Pharaoh, when questioning his age, noted he was
an elder and was asking more, out of a sense of envy rather than curiosity. He sensed
that he possessed something that Pharaoh desired: old age. Accordingly, Jacob who
was old, at a time when people were not living so long, responded based upon this
perception. He stated that he was not so old, and that he did not have a good life nor
live as long as his fathers. He attempted to dispel any envy that Pharaoh may have
had. He did not want to entice Pharaoh’s anger by giving him any cause for jealousy.
Therefore, his lengthy response was appropriate and warranted, considering the
circumstances.
It also explains the blessing that Jacob bestowed upon Pharaoh. Rashi tells us that
he blessed him that the Nile should rise to greet him whenever he approaches it.
Jacob was aware of Pharaoh’s personality. This blessing Pharaoh truly cherished. It
represented that even the most powerful phenomenon of nature would be subordinate to his control.
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CHAPTER XVII
Rabbi Chait said Death of Firstborns was unique: Every other plague came
through an angel, i.e., a visible, physical force. For example, a great wind preceded
the Plague of Locusts, and the ﬁrst plague (Nile River turning into blood) involved
producing some change in the water and so forth. Every plague expressed itself via a
change in some visible physical phenomenon. However, Death of Firstborns was
direct. There was no medium through which it expressed itself, that was apparent to
the Egyptians. Until now all they saw was that G-d had some type of control over
the physical forces of nature, but that He was limited, in that He had to operate
through them. Thus, there was some measure of safety and possible escape. "He
couldn't just will me dead with no apparent cause which I could not trace to some
element in nature", the Egyptians thought.
Prior to the Death of Firstborns, G-d always operated within nature, so to speak.
But in Death of Firstborns, He revealed an entirely new dimension - outside of
nature - by which He can strike you down at will. Hence, the terror of that night was
diﬀerent than that which attended any other plague. This is my understanding and
explanation of what I heard.
CHAPTER XVIII
Moses ascended the mountain to have a rendezvous with God to learn ﬁrst hand
the teachings of the Torah and then to transmit them to the Jewish people. Instead
Moses descended to a nation of idolaters rather than a people committed to accept a
moral law based upon their intellectual conviction. The Torah explains the reason
for this transformation. In Exodus 32:1, the Torah tells us that the people saw that
Moses tarried from coming down the mountain and that this precipitated their
desire to build a golden calf. Rashi explains that the nation miscalculated the day of
Moses's descent. Moses advised the people that he would return in forty days. Moses
was not counting his departure as day one. He meant forty complete days, thus his
return would be on the forty ﬁrst day, which is the seventeenth of Tammuz. Therefore their calculations were erroneous by one day. Rashi teaches us that as a result of
this miscalculation, on the sixteenth of Tammuz, Satan came and brought confusion to the world, and showed the Israelites a vision of thick darkness. This caused
them to say, "Moses is deﬁnitely dead", and it ignited their desire to serve other gods.
Upon analyzing this Rashi, two basic questions must be asked: What compels
Rashi to utilize Satan as the vehicle for their confusion? Their mistake in determining Moses's return was based upon their erroneous calculations. This alone should
have been suﬃcient justiﬁcation for their concluding that Moses was dead and was
not returning. Furthermore, Aaron devises diﬀerent schemes to hinder their
attempts to serve diﬀerent God's. Why didn't he simply advise them of their
mistaken calculation? Aaron certainly was aware of the proper count or at the very
least recognized their mistake.
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We must appreciate that the Israelites had recently been liberated from Egypt. In
Egypt they were exposed to, and inﬂuenced by, the pagan practices of that society.
Therefore, they still had an attraction to the primitive, and were still subject to the
insecurities of the instinctual part of their personalities. The entire event of Moses
ascending the mountain to speak to God was to them, a mystical phenomenon.
They were in great awe of this unique experience. Thus, when they saw the thick
darkness, rather then attributing it to bad weather conditions, their emotions
overwhelmed them. They had visions of Moses' failed mission which image was
bolstered by their miscalculation. The Satan, as Maimonides teaches us, is the same
as the yetser harah, man's evil inclinations. Their emotions, which were fostered by
their insecurities and primitive proclivities, caused them to conjure these fantastic
ominous visions. Chazal teach us that they saw an image of Moses in a coﬃn. This
manifests, that they were regressing into the depths of their imagination. They were
so overwhelmed by the mystical, that Chazal felt compelled to point out this image,
to demonstrate that their total perception of reality was distorted.
Upon their concluding that Moses had died, the Israelites expressed their desire to
make many gods that would lead them. Their need for a god was simply a need for
security to ﬁll the void that Moses' ostensible departure created.
Rashi notes that they desired many gods. This again reﬂects the primitive
emotion they possessed. They had desires for diﬀerent gods, to cater to each of their
diverse needs. Their basic insecurities and trepidation's were expressed by their desire
for diﬀerent gods, that would satisfy all their personal whims and grant them a sense
of security.
The insight the Torah aﬀords us in delineating the story of the Golden Calf is
extremely relevant. Modern man might think that these are paganistic emotions to
which he is not susceptible. However, one need only observe Christianity to
recognize the strong hold the emotion for idol worship has, even today. They idolize
a physical statue which represents a human being whom they view as God. Objectively, it may seem absurd, but yet its appeal attests to mans primitive desire for the
security of the physical.
Chazal appreciated the strength of these emotions. Rabbi Akiva did not want to
learn that the "Et" of "Et Hashem Elokecha teerah", as including Talmidei Chachamim because of this emotion. The deiﬁcation of man is idol worship. Rabbi
Yishmael argues and states that is includes the Talmid Chacham. The respect the
Torah envisions for a scholar, is not for the individual per se, but rather the Chachma
which he acquired. He is the embodiment of an individual who utilized his Tzelem
Elokim for its true objective.
It would seem that Aaron also underestimated the strength of these emotions.
Aaron recognized their clamor to create new gods as reﬂective of their primitive
emotions. He recognized the futility in trying to demonstrate the error of their
calculations. The nation was no longer operating under their intellectual faculty. The
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primitive behavioral patterns to which they were subject in Egypt, were exerting
their inﬂuence over the nation. The mixed multitude whom departed Egypt with
them, provoked much of their regression. Rashi advises us that the Mixed Multitude
(not descendants of Abraham) used their 'magic'(1) to create the calf. In fact, they
initiated this entire service and the Israelites followed. The Mixed Multitude had a
greater yearning for the security of the physical as a means to relate to God. They
therefore utilized the magic they learned in Egypt. Magic is not some supernatural
force. It too requires a discipline, where one learns to switch the apparent relationship
between cause and eﬀect to which we are accustomed. It therefore is fascinating
because it distracts the observer who is amazed since it does not function in
accordance with standard causal relationships.
Aaron took an active role in the making of the Golden Calf. However, the role
Aaron played was really a result of careful analysis. In reality he did not try to
facilitate its construction but rather attempted to hinder its completion. He analyzed
the behavior of the Israelites and tried to deal with them based upon their state of
mind. He recognized a step by step regression in their rational faculty as they became
under the grip of this overwhelming emotion. Aaron's observations are expressed in
a Midrash quoted by Rashi. Aaron observed several things. He saw the Israelites kill
his nephew Chur, who tried to rebuke them. He observed and concluded that it
would be better if the Israelites transgression was ascribed to him rather than to
them. He also concluded that if they built the alter on their own, it would be ﬁnished
immediately. He therefore undertook its construction hoping to tarry in his work, in
order to delay them until Moses arrived. Aaron had recognized that their behavior
patterns reﬂected the powerful sway of their emotions. The ﬁrst thing the Israelites
sought was a substitute leader. This reﬂected their need for the security of the
physical. He requested their ornaments in an eﬀort to appeal to their greed. This was
essentially a delay tactic. He assumed that they would be reluctant because he
thought that their greed would deter their actions. However, the Torah teaches us
"Vayitparku" they readily removed all their jewelry. He thereby recognized and
appreciated the overwhelming and dominating eﬀect of these emotions as evidenced
by the alacrity with which they responded to his request for their valuables. Thereafter, he observed that they killed Hur. This represented that they were no longer
functioning with even a scintilla of rationality. They could not tolerate Hur's rebuke
and their murderous actions evidenced their total identiﬁcation with the calf. He
thus observed and concluded that at best, he could only slow their progress. Any
attempt by him to have halted the construction of the calf would have been futile,
and surely would have caused them to regress to the depth of their primitivism.
A precursory review of his actions would indicate that he was helping them,
however a more scrupulous investigation as articulated, reveals his true intentions.
He desired that their guilt be ascribed to him in order to assuage the guilty feelings
they would experience upon Moses' return. If the Israelites felt absolute culpability
because of their actions, their feelings of guilt would render them incapable of doing
Teshuva.
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God still ﬁnds fault with Aaron's action. Exodus 32:23 states, "And when Moses
saw that the people were broken loose for Aaron had let them loose for a division
among their enemies." This criticism is lodged against Aaron for one can not make
compromises with idol worship. The emotion is so powerful that if one allows it to
be expressed in his behavioral patterns, it will ultimately dominate his actions and
destroy him. Moses upon his return took extremely drastic measures. He openly
expressed outrage and threw the tablets to the ground and shattered them. He
thereby gathered to his side the Levites, who killed three thousand men. Moses'
extreme actions were purposeful to demonstrate that one can not compromise nor
tolerate with the emotion for idolatry. The basic philosophy of Judaism is antithetical
to these type of emotions.
CHAPTER XIX
This Parsha contains many laws with respect to inter-personal relationships. We
would like to analyze one of these laws, which can help us understand the Torah's
perspective of a man's relationship with his fellow man.
The Torah states in Exodus Chapter 23 Verse 5, "If you see the donkey of him that
hates you lying under its burden, and you shall forbear to help him, you shall surely
help him." The language of the verse is diﬃcult, “ve,chadalta me,azov”, “you will
cease from helping him”. Onkelos explains, the verse should be understood literally.
Leave what is in your heart and help him. Onkelos’ interpretation aﬀords us a
penetrating insight of the Torah’s perspective of human relations. The Torah
demands that one reject his emotional response. When one sees the donkey of his
enemy overburdened, his initial response is to refrain from helping his enemy.
However, the Torah instructs us to the contrary. Leave what is in your heart; do not
allow your emotions to dictate your actions. Act in accordance with justice and help
your fellow man. The Torah is not telling one to deny his emotions. One must
recognize his emotions and overcome them. To simply deny and obliterate ones
emotional reaction is not the Torah's response. We must recognize and be cognizant
of our emotions but realize that it stems from the lower part of human behavior.
Accordingly, one must modify his ethical behavior and respond in conformance
with the principles of justice.
The greatest danger facing an individual in his struggle for ethical perfection is the
external inﬂuences exerted by the outside world. The gentile response would be to
deny ones emotions. Such denials pose dangerous pratfalls. These denials become
construed as virtuous because you are denying an evil emotion, which seems morally
repugnant. However, this denial is causing the individual great personal harm. The
person by denying any evil proclivities that he may possess is ultimately capable of
perpetuating the greatest atrocities. This denial facilitates the performance of terrible
cruelty as merely an expression of his G-d like qualities. The crusades perpetrated
unspeakable human suﬀering in the glory of ostensibly virtuous missions, in the
name of G-d. The part of man, which is inherently evil and unjust, stems from the
corrupt and instinctual component of human nature.
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When Jacob wrestled the angel the Torah tells us that he faced a powerful
opponent. The struggle lasted late into the night. Chazal inform us that the angel
appeared b,demus talmid chacham, the image of a scholar. The evil inclination poses
the gravest dangers when disguising itself in the form of the religious emotion. Man
must possess great intellectual fortitude and conviction to do battle with such a
cunning opponent. Our father Jacob possessed such inner strength.
The Torah is teaching us, by utilizing this halacha as an illustration, that the
greatest danger is denying one’s emotions. On the contrary, leave behind your
emotions and act with righteousness based upon the ideals of justice. When a person
is involved in the painstaking task of doing teshuva he must maintain intellectual
integrity in encountering his emotions. The greatest deterrent in doing teshuva is
when a person fails to recognize the sin because he denies his emotions. The Torah is
not simply concerned with the mundane task of helping the individual get back on
the road. The Torah is teaching us the essential elements of ethical perfection. One
must recognize the inﬂuences of his emotions and the powerful exertion it asserts on
his conduct. However, the Torah is teaching us that he must leave these emotions
behind and act with justice in the face of such overwhelming emotions. A person can
feel very comfortable in denying the wicked part of his personality. However, such a
denial causes the person irreparable harm. He will profess himself to be virtuous and
thus incapable of perceiving any of his foibles. The Nazi's professed themselves as
very respectable cultured people, well educated and patrons of the arts. They were
incapable of appreciating the depth of their corruption.
The system of halacha is a beautiful G-d given system, which helps man achieve
moral perfection. If a person ﬁnds it diﬃcult to perform a Mitzvah it is indicative of
a ﬂaw in his personality. The halachic system is a barometer whereby a diﬃculty in
compliance, is a symptom of a weakness in the individual's personality. When a
person encounters a diﬃculty in doing a Mitzvah or following a halacha, it reﬂects
an underlying problem in his human psyche. A person must do teshuva which
requires intensive introspection, and if successful can ameliorate the human condition.
Hillel, one of our greatest scholars, stated that the precept of loving your friend as
yourself is a qualitatively important Torah concept. Hillel was not merely espousing
the human emotion of fraternity. Every individual shares the very powerful emotion
that he considers himself to be special. He thereby identiﬁes with people who share
common likes and dislikes. His closest clique of friends consists of individuals who
share the same emotional attitudes. He thereby imagines that his friends are special
and often views his friends as an extension of himself. Hillel was teaching us to guard
against such false notions. The standard that a person utilizes when evaluating other
people based upon his own emotions is superﬁcial. One's sole criteria for evaluating
another person should simply be the person's observance of the Mitzvahs. If an
individual observes the Torah, then you have an obligation to love him, irrespective
of your own personal feelings. Psychologically you may dislike him and share
nothing in common with him, however halachically you must love him. One must
elevate his self to live life based upon a higher sense of reality. One must view his
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fellow man based upon the ultimate reality, not predicated upon his personal and
petty likes and dislikes.
A person's sense of pride emanates from the opinion one has of his self. The self is
that part of the human psyche, which has likes and dislikes and its essence is molded
by said likes and dislikes. Thus people who have similar values he likes because such
persons partake of his reality. King Solomon, in Ecclesiastics Chapter 9 Verse 6,
states with respect to previous generations that perished: “their love, their hate, their
jealousy have already expired…” A persons selﬁsh view of reality is temporal.
Halacha demands that a person should function on a higher cognitive level. An
individual must be aware that his true essence is a metaphysical essence based upon
a system of objective reality. One cannot act upon a system of personal likes and
dislikes, whereby his views the self as a personal, psychological essence. The Torah is
a system of metaphysical reality. If a person observes the precepts of the Torah, you
have an obligation to love him despite one’s personal sentiments. If a person's best
friend violates the Torah and is deﬁned halachically as wicked, then you have an
obligation to hate him. It is not a personal hatred but a hatred, which demands that
one despise falsehood.
These observations Hillel emphasized are basic to Judaism. A person's interpersonal relationships must be based upon metaphysical reality. If a person cannot
be aﬀable to a fellow man, it is symptomatic of a deﬁciency in his relationship to G-d.
It reﬂects that the person cannot live his life in accordance with metaphysical reality.
This idea is expressed in the prohibitions of revenge and of bearing a grudge. It is
forbidden for a person not to lend his neighbor an object because his neighbor acted
in a similar fashion. It is likewise forbidden to lend you neighbor an object and state:
"I am lending you this object despite the fact that you refused me." Halacha
demands that a person live a harmonious existence based upon metaphysical reality.
Society cannot live harmoniously if people conduct themselves based upon a psychological reality. True kindness can only be achieved if one is capable of purging his
subjective sense of reality, which is based upon identiﬁcation emanating from his
own psychological make up. The sole basis for an individual's conduct with his
fellow man should be a metaphysical reality whereby identiﬁcation stems from ones
Torah observance and a sharing of common intellectual convictions. Identiﬁcation
is such a powerful emotion that if one’s criteria is a psychological reality, then invariable disharmony will ensue.
“Talmidei chachamim marbim shalom baolam”; “Scholars increase harmony in
the world” because they function on the level of a metaphysical reality. Thus, one’s
personal sentiments are irrelevant and insigniﬁcant.
A person that rejects the authenticity of the Torah or the oral tradition, one is
obliged to hate him. This hatred is not a personal hatred but is based upon ones love
of truth and his disdain for evil. However, that person’s children who are ignorant
and are not educated in the principles of the Torah are considered pure and akin to
those raised ignorantly. One must treat these people with kindness and vigorously
attempt to teach them the true ideas. They are not culpable because of their upbringing and must be treated under the principles of loving your neighbor like yourself.
The greatest kindness one can manifest to such individuals would be to teach them
the true ideas of the Torah.
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CHAPTER XX
The Scapegoat is a very unique sacriﬁce. All other sacriﬁces require slaughter and
blood sprinkling, which is the fulﬁllment of the sacriﬁce and reﬂects the presence of
atonement. However, the Scapegoat is brought to a desolate place and is brutally
killed by being thrown over a precipice. Chazal teach us that the nations of the world
criticize the B’nai Yisroel for its practice of the Scapegoat as being solely ritualistic
and ceremonial. Although the gentiles have ritualistic practices, they are symbolic
and their performances engender some emotional satisfaction unlike the Scapegoat.
Judaism prides itself on the fact that ones commitment to the Torah is based upon
his intellectual conviction and that its commandments are ethical and moral
principles. We must therefore explain the signiﬁcance of the Scapegoat and the
intellectual insight the Torah is imparting to us.
The Eben Ezrah gives us a clue as to the secret of the Scapegoat. He states that a
basic secret of the Scapegoat is after the word “azazel” and when you are 33 years old
you will know this secret. If one counts 33 verses from the word “ha’midbarah”, the
word after “azazel”, which appears in Leviticus, chapter 16 verse 10, one may get a
clue. The verse that is being referred to is 17,7. The verse states: “They should no
longer sacriﬁce their sacriﬁces unto the satyrs that lead them astray. Rashi explains
the word l’saeerim to mean l’shaydim, unto the demons. The Eben Ezrah is teaching
us that if one desires an insight into the Scapegoat he [sic] must recognize that adhering to this practice will lead one to the practice stated in chapter 7 verse 17. The
Israelites will no longer turn astray and sacriﬁce to the demons as the nations of the
world. We will explain this insight after we examine several salient laws with respect
to the Scapegoat. It is interesting to note that the Rambam holds that the Scapegoat
renders atonement without repentance for all commandments that are not punishable by kares, excision. Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi’s position in the Talmud, although
we do not rule like him, is that even the “day of Yom Kippur” itself eﬀectuates atonement. We must appreciate how atonement works, if the sinner is not repentant.
Halachically, Teshuva implies that one must return to God. His relationship with
the creator must be rekindled as a result of his recognizing the cause of his sin and
being able to elevate himself to a higher intellectual level. The individual is a changed
person, one who is no longer drawn by the temptations of the instinctual nor the
frailties of the emotional components of his nature, which causes him to commit the
sin. We therefore must understand how does the mere practice of the Scapegoat
grant atonement to a sinner?
The last Mishna in the tractate of Yumah quotes a statement of Rabbi Akiva,
which states “Happy are you Israel before whom you are puriﬁed, and who puriﬁes
you, your Father in heaven.” This is a puzzling statement. Anybody who performs
Teshuva and returns to God, as a result of his own actions, is puriﬁed before God.
This applies even to a Gentile. Why then does Rabbi Akiva specify a Jew; and
furthermore it seems from his statement that Teshuva is extraneous to this puriﬁcation process. We must try to comprehend Rabbi Akiva’s teaching.
Nachmanides comments on the Eben Ezra, explaining the service of the Scapegoat discusses a Medrash. The Medrash says that the children of Jacob give Samael,
their prosecuting angel, a bribe on Yom Kippur. This bribe is the sacriﬁcial Scape147
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goat. It is given so that he should not annul their sacriﬁces. The Scapegoat has all the
sins of the Children of Israel on its head, as set out in the verses in the Torah. The
Medrash continues, “as a result Samael will see that there is no sin on Yom Kippur
and will explain before God, ‘Creator of the world, there is one nation in this world
which are akin to the ministering angels. Just like the ministering angels are bare
footed, so too on this day the Jews are bare footed’.” Samael makes similar observations when addressing God with respect to eating, drinking, standing all day,
making peace amongst themselves and being free of sin. In all these activities the
Jewish people on Yom Kippur are comparable to the ministering angels. The Holy
One upon hearing these testimonies from the prosecutor Samael, makes atonement
for the altar, the sanctuary, the priests of Israel and for all the people of the assembly
of Israel. This is the Agadah that the Rambam quotes to help us understand the
Scapegoat.
This Agadah raises several questions: Who is Samael and how is he bribed? Originally the purpose of the bribe is so that the sacriﬁces should not be annulled,
however the seeming result of the bribe is that it is responsible for the entire atonement of Yom Kippur. Maimonides, in his “Guide for the Perplexed” states that
Samael is the appellation applied by our sages to Satan. The derivation of the word
Samael is “Sam-El”, the blinding of God. Samael represents that part of human
nature, which blinds the individual from perceiving the ultimate reality, God. The
Yetzer Harah and Satan are used interchangeably by Chazal and represent mans evil
inclination which is rooted in his physical nature. Chazal use the term Satan, which
implies something external to man, to signify that this part of man is not his essence.
Rather the tzelem Elokim – intelligence – is man’s essence. Chazal use the term
Yetzer Harah to teach us that although it is not man’s essence, we are nevertheless
responsible for this part of us. The key to understanding the Scapegoat is appreciating its inexorable connection to the atonement of Yom Kippur. There were two goats,
which were subject to the lottery. One was designated for God and was brought
upon the altar as a sacriﬁce. The second goat was designated l’azazel and was the
saeer ha’mishtaleyach, the goat that was sent away to meet its ﬁnal destiny in the
desert. The atonement of the day of Yom Kippur was really a result of the goat that
was designated l’azazel and not the one that was brought as a sacriﬁce. The atonement of Yom Kippur is unique because it atones for many sins, kalot vechamurot,
lenient and stringent sins. Whereas a korban chatas is brought for a particular
maaseh aveira, act of violation, and atones for that particular sin. On Yom Kippur
“lifneh Hashem tetaharu”, we are puriﬁed before God. The essential character of the
day atones. This is a diﬀerent type of forgiveness than a speciﬁc korban chatas, a sin
oﬀering. Yom Kippur is related to the state of the gavra, the individual. The day
atones the individual. A person, who appreciates the sanctity of the day, demonstrates that he, as an individual, is worthy of forgiveness. Consequently, this new
status results in the removal of the particular sins.
An understanding of the service of the Scapegoat gives us insight into the essential
nature of the sanctity of Yom Kippur and its function as a puriﬁer. The Scapegoat
atoned for all the sins of the Jews. Leviticus Chapter 16, Verses 21 and 22 tells us that
Aaron placed his hands on the Scapegoat and confessed all the sins of the Children
of Israel and all their transgressions, and placed them on the head of the Azazel goat.
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How does this goat serve to forgive all the sins of the Jewish people? The Torah is
teaching us that the sins of man are really separate and extraneous to his essential
nature. Aaron was capable of removing all of man’s sins and placing them on the
head of the goat. The Scapegoat as stated, represents the Satan, man’s evil inclination,
the part of man driven by his fantasy. This service signiﬁes that the part of man,
which is based upon his emotions and fueled by his fantasy, is really not reﬂective of
man’s true essence, his Tzelem Elokim, his intelligence. This part of man, his instinctual nature, may be severed from his true nature. However, if man follows his
fantasies and his evil inclination, he is doomed as the Scapegoat, to face a brutal and
lonely death.
The Midrash quoted by Nachmanides can now be understood. We bribe Samael
and give him the Scapegoat. We, as Torah Jews, recognize that the pursuit of the
fantasy blinds us from perceiving “chachmas haboreh”, the wisdom of our Creator.
We acknowledge by the service of the Scapegoat, that there is a spiritually higher
nature to man, his true essence that we value. As Torah Jews, we thereby attempt to
lead our lives based upon the Tzelem Elokim. By bribing Samael, we acknowledge
that there is a part of man’s nature, which is overpowering. However, we cannot deny
our instinctual nature, but must acknowledge that it stems from the lower part of
man’s being, and as such, must be dealt with. If we deny our instinctual nature
“Samael”, it can have tragic consequences. On the contrary, we recognize the
instinctual part of man’s nature but acknowledge our life long struggle as Torah Jews
to separate that part of our nature from the Tzelem Elokim. Only by “bribing”
Samael and recognizing the potent powers of fantasy, can we hope to ever be successful in combating these forces and removing them from overwhelming our actions as
Torah Jews. We demonstrate that ultimately if one is led astray by the powers of the
fantasy, he will surely perish and be doomed to spiritual genocide.
The Scapegoat was taken to the desert by the “ish iti”, a specially prepared man.
This demonstrates that the ultimate destruction of the Scapegoat is not fortuitous.
Rather, it is a necessary result that the pursuits of the fantasy will lead to ones downfall. That is why the ish iti was mezuman l’kach, was prepared for this job, to ensure
and guarantee that the Scapegoat would meet its eventual destruction. This recognition by Klal Yisroel that we appreciate the overwhelming force of man’s instinctual
nature and constantly strive to overcome it and elevate our lives to a higher spiritual
plane, makes us akin to the mal’achey hashares, ministering angels. This causes
Samael to remark that on Yom Kippur the Children of Israel are like the Ministering
Angels. The Ministering Angels are not under the inﬂuence of the instinctual, they
are not swayed by emotions. Similarly on Yom Kippur the Jewish people demonstrate through the prohibitions of the day (eating, drinking, cohabitation, and
wearing leather shoes etc.) that we abstain from these physical pleasures to demonstrate that there is a higher part to man’s existence.
This explains how the Scapegoat atones for all sins. Since man recognizes this
concept and appreciates that his physical existence leads him on the path of Samael,
he must strive through chachma, wisdom, to live life based upon his Tzelem Elokim,
and thus become a diﬀerent type of person. Yom Kippur is a day of reality whereby
he recognizes the dangers in his daily existence of Samael, but elevates himself on
this day to be pured before Hashem. This explains that although a person did not do
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teshuva on a particular maeseh aveira, act of sin, but since he recognizes the consequences of Samael and that man’s true essence is chachma, he has elevated himself to
higher spiritual level and he is a being worthy of forgiveness.
We can now understand the reason why there are two goats, one for Hashem and
one for azazel. This represents man’s duel nature, his intellect that is l’Hashem and
his instinctual which is l’azazel. In order to have the sacriﬁce to Hashem, you must
have the Scapegoat. One cannot be successful in his struggle as a talmid chachom
unless he recognizes the lower part of human nature. Intellectual perfection cannot
be achieved if one simply represses his instinctual nature. By repressing one’s instinctual nature it still remains an inﬂuential part of his personality.
The many meticulous details with respect to the performance of the Scapegoat
also evidences this concept. A person is driven to the life of the physical by many
powerful forces. Each of these drives is shattered by the method of performance
mandated by the Torah by bringing the Scapegoat. A person is drawn to the life of
the material because of the enticements of the physical pleasures that one imagines is
comforting when living an instinctual existence. This is why the Scapegoat is
brutally thrown over the cliﬀ to a torturous death. This represents that visions of
physical pleasures are illusory and transitory and ultimately will result in a painful
shattering of such false emotions. A person is also drawn to the life of the physical
because he feels that material success garners respect and popular acceptance by the
masses. Therefore the Scapegoat is sent out with one man, alone without any fanfare,
to a desolate and lonely place in the desert. This demonstrates that leading a life of
materialism will ultimately and invariably result in a lonely and desolate existence.
Lastly, a person is fooled by the entrapments of a physical existence in order to
insulate himself from the limited nature of such an existence and to cater to his
fantasy of immortality. Thus the Scapegoat always meets the same destiny, a harsh
and cruel termination, to help emasculate any such fantasies that a person may
harbor.
We can now appreciate Rabbi Akiva’s statement quoted in the last Mishna in
Tractate Yumah. “Happy are the Children of Israel because they are puriﬁed before
God.” Although it might be possible in isolated cases for individuals to come to the
true recognition of God, however, for a nation of people, on such a large scale, it is
impossible. How fortunate are we Torah Jews who have a system of Torah and
Mitzvos, (that contains the abstract and beautiful practice of the Scapegoat), a
system based upon chachma that allows us to recognize man’s true nature and
remove ourselves from living a purely physical existence, the life of fantasy that
ultimately leads to man’s downfall. Therefore Rabbi Akiva exalts “how happy are we
the nation of Israel that we are fortunate to such a blessing.”
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CHAPTER XXI
In order to understand the story of the Meraglim we must ﬁrst examine the
nature and cause of their sin. A careful analysis of the story raises many perplexing
questions that demand explanation. A proper appreciation of the story will teach us
some very important lessons, which can help us in perfecting our own behavior and
our relationship with our Creator.
We must ﬁrst investigate the motivation behind the mission of the Meraglim.
Rashi remarks that Bnei Yisrael initially proposed the mission. Moshe was ambivalent about this proposition. On the one hand he understood Bnei Yisrael’s need to
scout the land, but apparently recognized a latent danger in the operation. Moshe
was perplexed, and accordingly sought counsel from God. What was Moshe’s
concern? A strong case could be made that the mission made absolute sense.
Judaism demands that a person be proactive and behave in accordance with his
intellect. To sit back and expect God to take care of one’s needs is a distorted,
infantile idea of bitachon – trust in God. True bitachon demands the individual
utilize his tzelem Elokim, his mind, to act rationally and to take security only in his
recognition of the ultimate reality. The people wanted to know about the land that
they were going to conquer. The spies were the nobility of the Jewish people, men of
distinction and leaders of the people. They felt that a scouting mission was essential
to properly plan an attack. Did not Yehoshua ultimately send scouts prior to
entering the land 40 years later? How was the action of the Meraglim any diﬀerent?
What bothered Moshe about this mission and what was the nature of his concern?
In order to identify and properly understand the dangers of the mission we must
scrutinize the entire sequence of events. A thorough analysis, based on the
comments of Chazal, gives rise to many questions, the resolution of which may help
us comprehend the underlying sin of the spies.
The spies, upon returning, reported their ﬁndings to the entire Jewish people.
One of their conclusions was that Eretz Yisrael was “eretz ochelet yosheveha,”
(Bamidbar 13:32) a land that consumes its inhabitants. Rashi explains that the
scouts reported that wherever they went they encountered an inordinate number of
funerals. This, they felt, reﬂected the fact that it was a diﬃcult and treacherous land
to settle. Rashi explains that the spies failed to perceive the good intent of God’s
actions. God chose to distract the inhabitants so that they would not pay any heed
to the spies, thereby removing any element of danger from the mission. The Gemara
in Sotah 35a adds that the residents of the land were at the funeral of Iyov, who
protected that generation. Nevertheless the spies did not appreciate this Divine
assistance. Calev and Yehoshua, on the other hand, recognized and appreciated this
kindness of God. They reported to the people, “sar tzeelem me’aleihem” (ibid. 14:9)
God has removed his shade, his protection, from the peoples of the land. Rashi tells
us that Calev and Yehoshua were referring to Iyov, their protector, whom God had
killed. As such, the inhabitants of the land were now vulnerable to being destroyed.
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We must pause and ask: what do the Gemara and Rashi mean? Are they positing
that Iyov lived at this time? Furthermore, why were the other spies so blinded to
God’s helpful hand?
After reporting their ﬁndings the spies rallied the people and incited them to
complain against Moshe and Aharon. The people said, “let us appoint a new leader
to and return to Egypt” (ibid. 14:4). The Gemara in Sanhedrin 107b states that the
language of, “nitnah rosh – appoint us a leader” is “lashon avodah zarah – an expression that connotes idolatry.” This comment is diﬃcult to understand. What is the
connection between Bnei Yisrael’s fear of entering the land and idolatry?
Calev and Yehoshua did not participate in the sin of the other spies. In order to
help us understand the ramiﬁcations of the sin we must ﬁrst analyze the behavior of
Calev and Yehoshua to understand why they didn’t participate.The Gemara in Sotah
34b tells us that Calev went to kivrei Avot – the graves of his forefathers – in order to
plead for God to have mercy on him. The Baalei Tosafot cite the Gemara in Brachos
18a which states that the dead lack knowledge of worldly events. If that is the case,
the Baalei Tosafot ask, what was the intent of Calev in visiting their graves? How
could such a visit possibly help Calev in asking for mercy from God? Furthermore,
what was the intent of Calev in asking for mercy and what did this have to do with
not succumbing to the advice of the spies? The Gemara also tells us that Yehoshua
did not join Calev in his journey to kivrei Avot because Moshe had already sought
God’s compassion on his behalf when he changed his name from Hoshea to
Yehoshua. This was done so that God would save him from the bad counsel of the
spies. How does a name change or a visit to a cemetery protect one from becoming
falling into a bad crowd?
The question that is most basic to the whole story is: why were the spies and the
rest of the nation terriﬁed about attacking the inhabitants of the land? Where was
their trust in God? As God asked Moshe, “How long will [this nation continue] not
to have faith in Me, despite all the signs I have performed in its midst?” (ibid. 14:11).
This nation witnessed the most miraculous of plagues and watched as most powerful
nation in the world was rendered powerless. This nation observed the total annihilation of the Egyptians at the splitting of the Red Sea as they marched through walls
of ﬂowing water. This was nation that God personally brought out of Egypt and
sheltered and sustained in the wilderness. What could possibly cause them to
suddenly question God’s ability to lead them into the Promised Land? Could they
have doubted His ability to protect them? Such a possibility seems absurd.
In order to answer these questions we must ﬁrst understand the state of mind of
the Jewish people at this fateful time in history. The Gemara in Sotah 34b states that
we have a tradition that the names of the various spies allude to their actions. “Setur
ben Michael” was so named because “setur ma’asav shel haKadosh Baruch Hu,” he
distorted the actions of God. His father’s name connotes “mach E-l,” he portrayed
God as weak. Rashi explains that his hatred of God caused him to lie in his report.
He portrayed God as weak by comparing Him to a homeowner who is unable
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remove his furniture from his house, the underlying accusation being that God is
unable to drive the inhabitants out of the land. “Nachvi ben Vofsi” was named
because “hechvi d’varav shel Hashem,” he concealed the words of God.” His father’s
name alludes to “pise’ah al midotav,” he ignored God’s attributes. Rashi explains
that he concealed things by not reporting things the way he actually observed them.
He also ignored the good things that God did for Bnei Yisrael by not reporting them
accurately, for example, by reporting that the land consumed its inhabitants and
giving Bnei Yisrael impression that the land was undesirable and impossible to
conquer. He distorted and concealed the fact that God caused these deaths in order
to prevent their destruction.
An analysis of the Gemara poses several considerable diﬃculties. What does it
mean that the spies’ hatred of God made them liars? Why would these spies hate
God? At the inception of the mission they were considered ha’sarim – the leaders.
These were individuals that personally experienced the great beneﬁcence of the
Creator. How could such noble individuals stoop to the base level of lying about the
God Who took them out of Egypt? What was the cause of this behavior?
The Gemara, by citing the tradition that the spies’ names allude to their actions,
provides great insight into the nature of the spies’ sin. This Gemara sheds light on
the psychological underpinnings of the actions of the spies. These men were faced
with an internal conﬂict. On the one hand they were the nobility, the leaders and
guides of the nation. But at the same time they, like all of Bnei Yisrael, had all of
their needs provided for by God. He liberated them from slavery, defeated their
masters, protected them in the wilderness, and presently led them into their new
homeland. Consequently these leaders felt impotent. They felt as though they, the
would-be leaders of the Jewish people, had no role in their salvation. With this
underlying, unconscious motivation, the leaders roused the people to demand that
Moshe send spies to scout out the land. They did in order to play an active role in the
process of entering the land, thereby satisfying their need to feel proactive and
important. Moshe was cognizant of this psychological need but was caught in a
dilemma. On the one hand he recognized that this request was a deviation from the
God’s set course of action, for God had not commanded Moshe to send the spies.
On the other hand he recognized that were he to deny Bnei Yisrael’s request their
feelings of inadequacy would only intensify, generating feelings of resentment and
possibly rebelliousness. After consulting with God, who left the decision up to
Moshe, he reluctantly agreed to send spies in an attempt to satisfy the psychological
need of the people and the leaders in a healthy manner. The Gemara in Sotah is
informing us of the psychological mindset of the spies. Obviously they didn’t hate
God. However, they resented the fact that God did everything for them, especially
since they were supposed to be the leaders of the people. Their pride would not allow
them to accept the fact the state of being completely passive and powerless. It is this
unconscious resentment that the Gemara refers to as “hatred” of God. It was this
resentment which caused the spies to be terriﬁed upon seeing the mighty inhabitants
of the land. Rather than attributing this reaction to their own failings, their inability
to confront their own inadequacy led them to project their weakness onto God,
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comparing Him to a homeowner who is unable to move his furniture. Unconsciously, they could not tolerate the notion that God would have to take care of them
again because they were totally helpless.
But the question still remains: how did this resentment prevent them from
recognizing and appreciating all of the good that God had and continued to do for
them? Why did they unconsciously project their own weakness onto God and blind
them to the display of providence they had been subject to thus far?
An understanding of the Klal Yisrael’s response to the spies’ report is quite revealing. They did not to cry out to God to assist them in conquering the inhabitants nor
did they demand that Moshe explain God’s actions. Rather their immediate
reaction was, “appoint us a leader and we will return to Egypt” (ibid. 14:4). Our
Sages teach us that this reaction stemmed from an idolatrous emotion. Bnei Yisrael
viewed God as a Father in heaven Who took care of their every need because they
were special. All of the miracles, care, and sustenance provided to them throughout
the Exodus caused them to feel like spoiled children. They failed to recognize the
mission with which they were charged at Sinai, that they were chosen to act as a
moral light unto the world. They were destined to enter the land of Israel, not
because God wanted to fulﬁll their desires, but in order to live at the highest spiritual
and intellectual level and serve as a role model for the nations of the world, causing
them to exclaim “surely a wise and discerning people is this great nation” (Devarim
4:6). It was only because of this mission that God watched over them and supervised
them. God’s providence functioned solely for the purpose of enabling them to
achieve spiritual perfection. However, like rebellious children, they could not
tolerate the fact that God had to take care of all their needs. They could not tolerate
this because the idolatrous emotion pervaded their relationship with God. They
acted as though God existed for the sole purpose of caring for their needs as helpless
children. The hatred the Gemara describes is the unconscious resentment that a
child encounters when he realizes his own inadequacies. The child cannot tolerate
his total dependence on the parent. That is why there is no answer to God’s rhetorical question to Moshe, “How long will [this nation continue] not to have faith in Me,
despite all the signs I have performed in its midst?” (Bamidbar 14:11). It is interesting to note that the word “b’tocho,” “in their midst,” is used instead of a word
indicating that the miracles were done for them. The reason why God wanted to
destroy them at this point in time is that the people had totally corrupted themselves
and their mission by adopting this selﬁsh view of their relationship with Him.
We can now also understand Chazal’s interpretation of Calev and Yehoshua’s
response to the accusation of “it is a land that consumes its inhabitants.” They
responded by assuring the people that, “God removed the protection of the inhabitants.” Chazal state that this refers to Iyov who had died and was the protector and
strength for the inhabitants of the land. Chazal are again underscoring the basic sin
of the Meraglim. Iyov typiﬁed a person whose experience taught him the proper
perspective of one’s relationship with the Creator. God does not exist merely to help
a person fulﬁll his desires. His providence is based upon man’s perfection as a
spiritual being. The spies totally misconstrued the events they witnessed in the land
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of Israel in the same fashion, which distorted their entire relationship with God.
Yehoshua and Calev did not participate in the sin of the Meraglim but instead
gave an accurate description of what they witnessed. They told the people not to
worry about the inhabitants of the land, assuring them that God would destroy
them and allow Bnei Yisrael to enter the land. They were aware of the true character
of Bnei Yisrael’s mission and their relationship with God. Yehoshua and Calev were
capable of maintaining their security in this relationship and were not overwhelmed
by the hysteria of the other spies. Moshe changed Yehoshua’s name. By adding the
name of God, “Yah” to “Hoshaya” creating “Yehoshua”, Moses told Yehoshua that
God would save him from the bad counsel of the Meraglim. Moshe was a rebbi to
Yehoshua, a teacher and guide. He recognized the dangerous attitude of the other
spies and warned his pupil. As Chazal tell us, the act of changing Yehoshua’s name
was a way of requesting compassion from God. Compassion from God is evoked
when man realizes that his sins result from the frailties of the human condition. He
seeks God’s guidance to give him the opportunity and ability to act in accordance
with his tzelem Elokim – his intellect, that which allows him to approach God. By
changing his name Moshe secured this message, ensuring that Yehoshua would
constantly remain aware of the dangers and maintained steadfast in his relationship
with God. Our Sages tell us that Calev had to go out to kivrei avot – the graves of
his forefathers – to seek compassion. He was not Moshe’s main disciple and Moshe
was not his personal rebbi, as he was to Yehoshua. Calev recognized the dangers of
his mission and he went to kivrei avot. He sought inspiration from Avraham,
Yitzchak, and Yaakov, the great forefathers of our nation, men who had the proper
perspective of man’s relationship with God. The Avot symbolized the mission and
destiny of Bnei Yisrael, for they were the origin and cause of our existence as the
chosen people. Tosafos is accurate in pointing out that the dead are unaware of
worldly events, however, Calev desired that the Avot be a source of compassion for
him in a diﬀerent sense. They were his teachers. They had the proper perspective of
the Jewish people’s relationship with God and their destiny. At this critical time, as
the Jewish people were entering into the promised land, Calev sought inspiration
from the fathers and mothers of our nation to save him from the negative inﬂuence
of his peers. He sought God’s compassion because he recognized the frailty of man
and sought and resolved to resist those weaknesses. The Torah teaches us that Calev
retained his strength of character because he had a “ruach acheret,” a diﬀerent spirit
than the others. Calev possessed the true “ruach Elokim,” the true spirit which is
line with God’s will.
Upon hearing the distorted report of the spies, the people did not discount the
strength of the inhabitants. They failed to recognize that God would destroy their
enemies and allow them to enter to the land to achieve their destiny. On the
contrary, “vayivku – and they cried,” Bnei Yisrael cried like helpless children. They
were incapable of taking security in their relationship with their Creator. Chazal
teach us that God responded by stating that they were crying for no reason and
responded by promising, “I will give them reason to cry.” That night was Tisha b’Av,
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a day indelibly etched into the calendar of our people as a day of tragedy. Tisha b’Av
represents hester panim – the total concealment of God’s special providence for the
Jewish people. Throughout the generations Bnei Yisrael would mourn on Tisha
b’Av, a day which reﬂects the distance between God and His chosen people. The
Meraglim lacked the proper perspective of the relationship between God and Klal
Yisrael. They failed to recognize their true mission. This resulted in distancing the
Jewish people from God, establishing a chasm which will only be bridged in the
Messianic Era. In the end of days, Bnei Yisrael will again cleave to God, with the
proper perspective of their mission, and then will be worthy of being a moral light
unto the world.
Another reﬂection of God’s justice as being midda k’neged midda – measure for
measure – was Klal Yisrael’s punishment for sympathizing with the Meraglim.
Those alive at the time were incapable of entering into Eretz Yisrael. Their relationship with God was marred by the idolatrous notion that they were special and that
God would take care of them as helpless children. They did not appreciate the true
character of their relationship with the Creator and were thus incapable of entering
into the land. This generation had to do Teshuva and totally reappraise their role as
the Chosen Nation. What was their punishment? They had to dig their own graves
and lie down in them, not knowing who would get up again. This was not a cruel or
unusual punishment. It was midda k’neged midda. It allowed Klal Yisrael to reﬂect
upon their relationship with God. God was not there simply to take care of their
needs. God is the Borei Olam – the Creator of the world and source of all reality, as
Iyov had recognized. Only by facing their own mortality as emanating from the
Borei Olam could their idolatrous notions be shattered.
The entire story of the Meraglim is followed by a strange sequence of events. It
tells us of a group of Jews, the mapilim, who immediately after God ravaged the spies
with the plague attempted to enter into Israel. What were they thinking? Had they
not personally witnessed God’s punishment of the spies? Did they fail to recognize
that they were not worthy of entering the land? The Torah teaches us that Moshe
and the Ark of God did not budge as this group attempted to proceed into Eretz
Yisrael. However, these people persisted, “v’yapilu la’alot el rosh ha’har – but they
were stubborn [and proceeded] to ascend to the mountaintop” (ibid. 14:44). Rashi
tells us that “v’yapilu – and they were stubborn” is “lashon choshech,” an expression
connoting darkness. Alternatively, Rashi suggests it is a language of azut – audacity.
These people were still in the dark. They failed to perceive the true sin of the
Meraglim and the character of their relationship with God. They were audacious
and arrogant. They felt they were punished because they simply doubted God. They
were like children, incapable of recognizing reality and persistent in achieving a goal
beyond their grasp. They felt that God would take care of them simply because they
were special. This was azut, arrogance. They felt that the Meraglim were punished
because they doubted God but felt that God was on their side. They felt that they
were capable of entering the land. Moshe and the Ark of God did not budge. Moshe
recognized that these people were doomed to failure. The Ark of God also did not
budge. This represented that they were not worthy of God’s intervention. The
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failure of the Meraglim was a failure of the greatest degree. It went to the core of
their very existence as a nation and demanded a generation of time to cure. These
people still suﬀered from the same malady. They were not worthy of God’s
providence and they were totally destroyed.
A careful analysis of the story of the Meraglim aﬀords us an excellent opportunity
to reﬂect upon our relationship with God as the Chosen Nation. It is only when we
have a proper perspective of our relationship with the Borei Olam and rid ourselves
of any idolatrous notions can we be worthy of redemption.

CHAPTER XXII
The Torah devotes much attention to the dispute between Korach and Moshe.
Nevertheless, an analysis of the text does not give us a good deal of insight into the
real basis of their argument. A simple reading of the pesukim indicates that Korach
was simply complaining that Moshe and Aharon had usurped too much power:
“Why do you exalt yourselves over the congregation of Hashem?” (Bamidbar 16:3).
This conclusion, however, raises several diﬃculties. First of all, Moshe’s response to
Korach seems inappropriate. Instead of directly addressing Korach’s complaint
Moshe responds with what seems like a sarcastic retort: “Is it not enough for you that
the God of Israel has set you apart from the assembly of Israel to draw you near to
Him, to perform the service of the Tabernacle of Hashem, and to stand before the
assembly to minister before them . . . yet, you seek priesthood as well?” (Bamidbar
16:8-9). Furthermore the famous Medrashic account of Korach’s argument (as
quoted by Rashi) seems irrelevant to the dispute. The Medrash explains that Korach
assembled 250 leaders of the courts, all clothed in garments made entirely of techeilet
(the blue dye which one is obligated to place on the tzitzit-fringes of a four-cornered
garment). In the presence of the leaders Korach poses the question to Moshe, "Does
a garment made entirely of wool dyed with techeilet require tzitzit-fringes?" Moses
responds in the aﬃrmative and is subsequently ridiculed by Korach, who exclaims,
“How is it possible that a garment made of another material is absolved by a single
thread of techeilet, yet a garment made entire of techeilet cannot absolve itself?”
Korach also asks him whether a house ﬁlled with Torah scrolls requires a mezuzah.
Again, Moshe responds in the aﬃrmative. Korach then mocks Moshe, saying, “If
the purpose of a mezuzah is to raise a person’s awareness and appreciation of his
Creator then surely a house ﬁlled with Torah scrolls will achieve this awareness!” If
the whole dispute between Korach and Moshe was nothing more than a struggle for
power, then of what relevance are the halakhic refutations propounded by Korach,
as recorded by the Medrash?
In order to comprehend the basis of the dispute it is necessary to analyze the
nature and cause of the conﬂict as well as the personalities of the participants. The
beginning of the parsha states, "vayikach Korach – and Korach took,” “took” being
a transitive verb. Rashi, in addressing the question, "whom did he take?” quotes the
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Targum Onkelos, explaining that the language of “taking” connotes conﬂict. The
pasuk, explains Rashi, is telling us that Korach took himself aside and separated
himself from the congregation. Generally, an argument becomes vehement when it
is fueled by passions and emotions. After the initial burst of anger and emotion
passes, however, the vehemence recedes and the conﬂict dies down. The combatants
then communicate and their identiﬁcation with one another stiﬂes the ﬂames of the
dispute. The language of “vayikach – and he took,” however, comes to teach us a
diﬀerent idea. Korach's anger consumed his essence, rendering him incapable of
identifying with others and causing him to separate himself from the congregation
of Israel. This was not a typical disagreement, but one which overwhelmed Korach
to the extent that it engulfed his very being.
Rashi identiﬁes the cause of Korach's wrath at the beginning of the parsha.
Korach was angered at the appointment of his cousin Elitzophon ben-Uzziel as
prince of the children of Kehat. Moshe and Aaron took the kingship and priesthood
for themselves. They were the children of Amram, the eldest of four brothers (the
other three being Yitzhar, Chevron, and Uzziel). Korach assumed that leadership
was conferred by birthright and concluded that he, as the son of Yitzhar, the secondoldest brother, should be appointed prince of the children of Kehat. Moshe,
however, obeyed Hashem's instructions and appointed Elitzofon ben-Uzziel, the son
of the youngest of the four brothers. This enraged Korach and fueled his thirst for
power.
Despite his rage Korach never acted rashly. He realized that a legitimate revolution could not be based on his own personal agenda for power. Korach also
recognized that other people resented the power of Moshe and Aharon and were
hostile to what seemed to be an aristocracy of the children of Amram. Korach
recognized that direct attack against the authority of Moshe and Aharon would
require great cunning. Therefore, Korach embraced the principles of democracy in
an attempt to appeal to the masses' sentiments of equality. Korach mobilized the
people by claiming that Moshe and Aharon were megalomaniacs who were only
interested in controlling the people. In truth, however, Korach himself was a power
hungry egomaniac and personally favored the principles of aristocracy. In fact, he
initially felt quite content when his cousins, Moshe and Aharon, were appointed as
leaders. He felt important belonging to such a family of honor and nobility. It wasn't
until he was denied the princedom that, feeling slighted, he began to contest the
authority of Moshe and Aharon.
The Torah tells us that Korach enlisted Doson and Avirom, renowned demagogues, as his ﬁrst supporters in his protest against Moshe and Aharon. He had
observed multiple incidents in which they were the leading rabble-rousers amongst
the children of Israel. Korach, a good judge of character, also recognized that his
campaigning of democratic principles would have a special appeal to them. Earlier
in the Torah we are told of Moshe’s ﬁrst encounter with Doson and Avirom. Moshe,
upon observing the Egyptian taskmaster cruelly whipping a fellow Israelite, was
propelled into action by his sense of justice. He smote the Egyptian and buried him
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in the sand. Later, Doson and Avirom confronted him and complained, "Who
appointed you as an authority, a ruler, and a judge over us? Are you going to kill us
as you killed the Egyptian?" (Shemot 2:14). Even at the incipient stage of the Exodus
Doson and Avirom exhibited their disdain for authority. They had emerged as the
progenitors of Jewish liberalism. Moshe had killed the brutal Egyptian for unduly
torturing a fellow Israelite, but Doson and Avirom were contended that Moshe
behaved unjustly. Korach recognized that Doson and Avirom were suitable to be the
leading advocates of his ostensible quest for democracy.
As Korach’s plan slowly unfolded he recognized that his movement required
credibility which could not be gained merely by the endorsement of Doson and
Avirom. It is here when Korach's ingenuity becomes apparent. In order for him to
attack the leadership of Moshe and Aharon he had to assert that their appointment
was not a directive from Hashem. He therefore argued that Moshe was acting on his
own initiative with respect to many issues. Everybody agreed that Moshe had
received the Torah, the Written Law, directly from Hashem. Rather, Korach
questioned Moshe’s assertion that the Oral Law was also God-given and claimed
that Moshe had fabricated the Oral Tradition. Korach further argued that God was
only concerned with the philosophy and spirit of the Written Law and that the Oral
Tradition was nothing more than a subjective interpretation of the Law based upon
the spirit of the Written Torah. He rejected the notion of halakha as a separate and
unique body of knowledge that functions as its own system, irrespective of the
philosophy of the mitzvah. He attacked the Divine authenticity of the Oral Tradition and asserted that the Oral Tradition is based upon a person's common sense.
With this in mind Korach assembled the 250 leaders of the courts and questioned
Moses about the mezuzah and tzitzit-fringes. Korach's questions were shrewdly
phrased to appeal to man's common sense, promoting the idea that God’s Law is
completely in line with man’s feelings – that He is only concerned with the basic
philosophy of the mitzvah and not the onerous details of halakha. Korach argued
that it does not make sense that if someone has a houase full of Torah Scrolls that a
mezuzah should be required. A true halakhist who appreciates the beauty of the
God-given halakhic system, who is conscious of its intellectual breadth and depth
and is aware of the creative capacity of its basic principles which operate in their own
sphere completely independent of the “spirit” of the mitzvah, would recognize the
absurdity of Korach's assertions. Nevertheless, his claim, though nonsensical to a
halakhist who has had the beneﬁt of the tutelage of our Baalei Mesora – the chain of
scholars reaching back to Moshe Rabbeinu – was a convincing argument to many of
Korach's contemporaries. Attacking the credibility of the Oral Tradition as Godgiven aﬀorded him the opportunity to denounce Moshe and Aharon's divine
appointment as nothing more than personal, discretionary exercises of power.
Now we can understand Moshe’s response to Korach. Moshe saw past Korach’s
sophistry and democratic façade and identiﬁed what was really bothering him.
Korach wasn’t concerned with egalitarianism nor was he particularly interested in
discrediting the Oral tradition. What he sought to do was to impugn Moshe’s claim
to power. This is indicated by the fact that Moshe didn’t even address the substance
159

PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H
of Korach's arguments, but simply responded "do you also want the priesthood?"
Moshe recognized the driving force behind Korach’s actions and attempted to
demonstrate that Korach was not an enlightened egalitarian championing the
concerns of the masses, but was really only interested in power and personal gain.
Thus, the only possible response was a sign from God demonstrating that Moshe
and Aharon were the true leaders of Israel and that their way of serving God was the
only acceptable way.
Thus, Korach and his congregation were ultimately destroyed by God for their
evil intentions and the authenticity of halakha and the Oral Tradition was aﬃrmed
by God's actions.
CHAPTER XXIII
Upon studying the events of Balak’s hiring Bilam we reach the inescapable
conclusion that Balak was truly awed by Bilam’s powers. He relentlessly attempts to
hire Bilam to curse the Children of Israel. It also seems apparent that God did not
want Bilam to curse the Children of Israel as he placed many impediments in this
attempted mission. God ultimately converts Bilam’s curse into a blessing.
This entire incident raises many disturbing questions. Why is this story
highlighted, throughout the generations many people have cursed us? Furthermore,
why is God concerned with Bilam’s curse? It seems that if Bilam uttered his curse it
would have been dangerous, as though it could inﬂuence the rova olam?
In order to resolve this diﬃculty we must analyze the personality of Bilam to
appreciate the threat that he posed. Chazal tell us that Bilam possessed great genius
and excellent political acumen. He was the advisor that counseled Pharoh that all
Israelite male children should be thrown into the river. He had the political foresight
to appreciate that every political movement requires a leader at its forefront.
The Gemara states that Bilam possessed great powers of perception. However, he
was also very devious. When he saw a person was in a precarious situation, albeit
political or economical, he would curse that person. The individual’s ultimate downfall was attributed to Bilam’s ostensible supernatural powers. Bilam was a machiavellian type of personality, a great political genius and adviser to kings. He counseled
his clients by exposing their enemy’s political weakness. We can therefore appreciate
the Gemara in Brachos 7a, which tells us that Bilam knew the time when God was
angry with Klal Yisroel. He was capable of determining what Bnai Yisroel’s
weakness was and when was the proper time to exploit that weakness. A student of
history can appreciate that certain critical events trigger many diﬀerent phenomena,
which in turn have very severe ramiﬁcations. History is replete with speciﬁc turning
points, which shape the course of mankind. There are two factors, which play a role
and permit the exploitation of a political vulnerability. One is the ability to know the
nature of your antagonist. Secondly, you must be cognizant of an event that can
occur which would allow this weakness in his nature to present itself. This event
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would aﬀord one the opportunity to take advantage of that vulnerability. Bilam as a
political genius had this ability. He perceived a weakness in Klal Yisroel, which
would cause their divisiveness and self destruction. Therefore, Chazal inform us that
God was not angry with Bnai Yisroel, throughout this entire event. This has added
signiﬁcance since God did not allow an event to occur that would have aﬀorded
Israel’s enemies the opportunity to take advantage of them.
Bilam’s plan was to expose the weakness of the Israelites. He recognized that God
relates to the Children of Israel as evidenced by their exodus from Israel. He could
not just wage war with these chosen people but rather he had to curse them. The
curse essentially was to expose the weakness of Israel for all generations. This
weakness, if exposed would have allowed Israel’s enemies to exploit it and ultimately
cause the self-destruction of the Jews.
We can now appreciate why Balak pursued Bilam to curse the Children of Israel.
However, Bilam utilized his talents as a means of enriching himself. Although he
had great intellectual gifts, he used them merely to cater to his materialistic desires.
Balak thereby oﬀered Bilam exorbitant amounts of money to undertake this task of
cursing the Israelites. Bilam due to his materialistic nature really desired to accept
Balak’s task. However, as part of his mystique and to profess some supernatural
talents, Bilam, told Balak’s emissaries to stay the night. He had no qualms about
going on a mission to destroy the Israelites. He previously had advised Pharaoh
concerning their destruction. However, his hesitancy was merely a clever guise to
bolster his persona as a God like ﬁgure. He professed that he was communicating
with God at night and therefore requested them to stay. Bilam was the ultimate
rationalist. He was a calculating character that used his genius to exploit people’s
insecurities and quest for the supernatural. However, contrary to his plan, God
appeared to him in a prophetic vision and warned him about his attempted mission.
God instructed him not to go curse these people because they are blessed. This vision
was startling for Bilam, the ultimate rationalist. He manipulated peoples’ fears and
merely professed supernatural powers. Thus God’s appearance to him was shocking.
He therefore, as a rationalist, was incredulous as to the revelation. Hence, he did not
advise Balak’s messengers to leave, but rather wanted them to wait another night to
determine if this was merely an illusion.
The second night when God appeared, he advised Bilam you can get up and go
with these people, but you can only do what I tell you. This second vision raises
diﬃculties. Originally God advised Bilam not to go, but seemingly changes his
mind and tells him to go, but obey what I command you. This would seem to
support the inane proposition that God changed his mind. Furthermore, after Bilam
goes, God expressed anger that he went, even though God consented to his journey,
provided Bilam did not violate his command. Upon closer analysis we can appreciate
that God relates to man on two diﬀerent levels.
God relates to man in the absolute. The best and most rational course of action is
the conduct most desired. In this instance this was set out in his ﬁrst vision. Do not
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go and curse the nation. God also relates to man in terms of the individuals own
emotional framework.
The ideal is not to even go on the mission. However, emotionally Bilam wanted
to go. His ego and materialism propelled him on the mission. Perhaps this vision was
really just an illusion and he could still salvage his self image and enrich himself.
Therefore, God also relates to man in terms of the subjective. If you feel compelled
to go, then go, but do not disobey my command. The objective remains constant.
However, God expressed his anger because Bilam fell prey to his emotions and was
incapable of acting in terms of the objective.
Bilam’s emotional makeup was unique. He was a brilliant thinker capable of great
powers of perception. He was not subject to the irrational insecurities of his contemporary man. On the contrary, he rose above his peers and his genius was unique.
However, Bilam the consummate rationalist was incapable of perceiving the
ultimate reality. He utilized his abilities merely to satisfy his ego and his materialistic
tendencies. He was totally blind to the philosophy of Judaism. Judaism maintains
that the world of chachma is the essence. It is a reﬂection of the creator, the ultimate
reality. However success and the accumulation of material goods all extraneous
concerns for the talmid chacham, were the motivating factors for Bilam.
Bilam’s only philosophy was that the intellect was merely a means for satisfying
his desires. He rejected the concept of an objective good. This notion ran counter to
his basic philosophy. That is why the Torah tells us that he initiated the mission by
harnessing his own donkey. He was demonstrating that his visions were merely
aberrations. There is no objective reality. Therefore, God expressed his anger at Bilam
for he failed to comprehend true reality. He was guided by his emotions and had to
demonstrate that he Bilam, the rationalist, was the ultimate master of his own
destiny.
Despite Bilam’s recalcitrance in pursuing this mission, God utilized his donkey as
the means for thwarting his desires. Irrespective of whether the donkey actually
talked or if the entire incident was a prophetic vision, it demands our analysis. The
donkey prevented Bilam’s progress on three separate occasions. The ﬁrst detour the
donkey went into the ﬁeld when it saw an angel of God standing in its way with a
sword drawn in his hand. Despite Bilam’s smiting the donkey and prodding it to
proceed, it was again blocked by the angel of God. This time the donkey did not
move and engaged Bilam in a dialogue. It was only after this dialogue that God
opened Bilam’s eyes and permitted him to see the angel of God blocking the road.
Rashi comments that at the outset only the donkey was capable of seeing the angel
because God gave it permission. Had Bilam seen the angel, since he was a man of
intelligence, his mind would have been damaged upon beholding this sight. Bilam
was blinded to the philosophy of Judaism and incapable of perceiving an objective
reality. The previous night’s prophetic visions were startling to him and threatened
his convictions as the master logician. However, due to the strength of his belief he
discounted them and proceeded upon his mission. Therefore, Rashi tells us, had
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God permitted him to see the angel immediately, he would have been devastated. To
suddenly be confronted with the phenomenon of a greater metaphysical reality,
would have destroyed him. Therefore, the perception of this metaphysical reality was
only comprehended by his donkey. The donkey represented his stubborn desire to
proceed, which was thwarted. At this point, he was only capable of perceiving the
truth in a distorted manner. Emotionally Bilam desired to proceed, to continue
through life with his distorted vision of reality. However, the donkey that he rode on
since his youth, did not budge. He hit the donkey three times, but to no avail. He did
not investigate the situation to determine if anything was bothering his normally
faithful donkey. He hit the donkey repeatedly, which reﬂected his irrational desire to
accomplish his goal. However, the donkey spoke to him and questioned his determination and asked Bilam whether it ever prevented his movement in the past. At this
point the Torah tells us that God opened Bilam’s eyes and he saw the angel of God
standing in the roadway. This vision was possible only after Bilam contemplated the
situation and examined his irrational behavior. He realized that his donkey would
not proceed despite being hit three times. He slowly started to realize that there was
some metaphysical force behind these abnormal events. The previous prophetic
visions and the current events, led him to realize there was a force at work that did
not want him to proceed. He was beginning to appreciate that these were not just
physical obstacles but rather a manifestation of a metaphysical reality. Three times
the donkey was hit but did not proceed. Bilam started to realize that this symbolized
that he was dealing with a unique nation that had three forefathers guided by God.
The Israelites were a special nation that celebrate three festivals whereby they
acknowledge their unique relationship with God. He slowly started to appreciate
that he was dealing with not just another political entity, but rather a unique nation
under God’s special providence. God allowed Bilam to perceive these concepts by
placing him into circumstances, whereby his genius and power of perception
enabled him to perceive this metaphysical reality.
Bilam’s ultimate blessing of the Children of Israel was a testimony to his powers
of perception. However, Bilam’s prophecy was diﬀerent that other prophets. Bilam
was only capable of this higher level of perception when aided by external circumstances. The true prophet obtains his prophecy by constantly changing and improving himself guided by his intellect. The true prophet’s prophecy is inherent to the
person and emerges as a result of the state of his intellectual perfection. Bilam only
obtained his prophecy when aided by external circumstances. Therefore, Chazal tell
us that Bilam eventually became a diviner. In the absence of external phenomena, he
fell prey to his materialistic tendencies. His prophecy was not inherent and thus
when the external circumstances were not present he was doomed to failure.
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CHAPTER XXIV
The Torah teaches us many interesting halachos with respect to wartime
situations. One of the most intriguing areas is that of the Yifas Toar, the female
captive. These Halachos are applicable when God grants the Israelites a victory over
their enemies and they capture female captives. The Torah tells us that when an
Israelite soldier sees a beautiful woman captive who he desires, he is permitted to
marry her. However there are many requirements prescribed in Deuteronomy
chapter 21 verses 10 through 15 that must be undertaken prior to marriage. He must
shave her head, pare her nails, and wait a period of nine months time. After adhering
to all these requirements he can consummate the marriage. Rashi tells us that these
prerequisites are required in order that she should no longer be appealing to him. In
fact Rashi tells us that eventually he will hate her.
This entire incident in the Torah raises many puzzling questions. The most
bothersome problem is how does the Torah permit a marriage to a gentile. Rashi on
verse 11 attempts to eradicate these diﬃculties. Rashi tells us that the Torah is only
speaking with respect to man's evil inclination. If God would not permit him to
marry this captive, he would ultimately disregard the halacha and marry her anyway.
Rashi continues and states that if he does marry her, it will invariably eventuate in
his hating her and ultimately they will have a child who will be a stubborn and
rebellious son. Rashi is obviously bothered by the notion that the Torah grants a
reprieve to the warrior and allows him to enter a relationship, which is strictly forbidden under normal circumstances. However there are many nagging questions which
remain. Why does the Torah grant a reprieve and allow the person to indulge his evil
inclination. A Torah Jew must raise his level of conduct to function on a higher
spiritual level of sanctity whereby he uses his intellect to live a life of wisdom. Simply
because a person may fail is not suﬃcient justiﬁcation to allow a person to surrender
to his desires. What does Rashi mean when he states the Torah is only talking
against man's evil inclination. Many of the laws of the Torah address the evil inclination. A person cannot always indulge his appetitive desires. Before a person eats meat
he must perform ritual slaughter. The Torah recognizes man's instinctual desires, his
evil inclinations, but teaches us to control them. Why is Yifas Toar so unique that the
Torah allows us to surrender? Furthermore how does Rashi know that he will
ultimately hate her? Perhaps he will have a happy marriage? Rashi continues his
prognostications and states that they will eventually have a son who is a Rebellious
Son. Maybe their son will be a prince in Israel. This Rashi seems incongruous to
Rashi's typical method of interpretation as Rashi seems to be more concerned with
future events. However upon closer scrutiny we can appreciate the beauty of Rashi's
psychological insights into human behavior.
There is a Gemara in Tractate Nedarim 9B which can give us insight into Yifas
Toar. The Gemara quotes a statement by Rabbi Shimon the Tzaddik wherein he
exclaims that he never ate from the trespass oﬀering of a Nazir who was deﬁled
except for one time. There was a Nazir who came from the South Country and I saw
that he had beautiful eyes, a handsome appearance, and had thick locks of hair. I
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asked this Nazir why did you destroy your beautiful hair. He replied that he was a
shepherd for his father. One day when he drew water from the well he gazed upon
his reﬂection whereby he recognized that his evil desires were driving him out of this
world. The Nazirite exclaimed to himself, “wicked one” why are you so haughty in a
world that is not yours. Your ultimate destiny is to become worms and dust. The
Nazirite swore at that moment that he would shave his beautiful locks of hair for the
sake of heaven. Rabbi Shimon thereby states that he arose and kissed this Nazirite's
head and exalted, may there be many Nazirites like you in Israel.
Rabbi Shimon is teaching us an interesting insight into human behavior. His
reluctance to eat from the sacriﬁce of a deﬁled Nazirite was because he recognized
the impetus behind a Nazirites vow. Most people are guided by their emotions.
Therefore a Nazirite usually feels compelled to enter Naziros because he feels guilty.
He is sensitive to the temptations of the physical world and feels that he cannot
control himself under his own free will. He therefore undertakes a vow to become a
Nazir to repress his urges. Rabbi Shimon is teaching us that this is not the proper
way for an individual to become a Nazir. The Mesilas Yesharim teaches us that a
person cannot jump into righteousness. Righteousness is not an overnight transformation resulting from an emotional frenzy. Rather it requires hard work and the
inner discipline to change oneself based upon one's intellectual conviction. The
Jerusalem Talmud teaches us this concept by telling us that a person who does not
enjoy certain fruits of this world is punished. A person cannot deny his instinctual
nature and aspire to attain perfection by simply repressing his urges. Change is a
gradual process which demands greater knowledge. A person must appreciate that he
has physical desires and must satisfy them in accordance with halacha but only as a
means to help him to live life based on his true essence. Therefore Rabbi Shimon as
a general principle refrained from eating the sacriﬁce of a Nazirite. Change cannot
occur through the denial of one's emotional makeup. It requires recognition of one's
nature and a harnessing of his energies to better himself.
However Rabbi Shimon did eat from the sacriﬁce of this one particular Nazir. He
recognized that this individual was unique. He undertook the Nazirite vow because
he possessed the intellectual conviction to realize that the world was not his. He
recognized the lure of the physical was transitory and that God, the creator of the
world, is truly the source of reality.
It is interesting to note the question that this Nazirite asked of himself. He
questioned his haughtiness. This question seems to be misplaced. It would appear
that his question should have been phrased in terms of his instinctual desires. Why
did the Nazirite question his arrogance?
The question was an astute one and is a reﬂection of the Nazir's appreciation of the
forces that were overwhelming him and causing him to lead a life pursuing the
instinctual pleasures. Most people do not commit sins simply because of their
physical desires, albeit extremely powerful. A person is blessed with the intellectual
capacity to recognize the good and live his life accordingly. However there is another
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major component of sin. This stems from man's ego. Every individual has an image
of himself or an image of what he professes to be. This image or ego/ideal is a powerful ally of the evil instincts and many times entices the person to adopt a particular
lifestyle. A person is constantly aware, although perhaps unconsciously, of his transitory existence and he takes refuge and security in this ego/ideal. Therefore this Nazir
questions his arrogance. He was extremely good looking and found security in his
image as a playboy. The compelling force in his life was this false image as a
handsome and suave gentleman. It is only after he contemplated regarding this
image was he capable of appreciating that it was a false perception stemming from
his ego. He therefore questioned his arrogance, recognizing that the world is not his.
The world is a reﬂection of wisdom of the Creator, and man is ultimately destined to
be nothing more than dust and worms. Rabbi Shimon concluded that this Nazir
had undertaken his commitment in the ideal framework.
We can now appreciate Rashi's insights into the Yifas Toar. The Torah is speaking
with respect to man's evil inclination. However the Torah is not just addressing itself
to man's innate physical lust. That part of the Evil inclination man must attempt to
control, as in all cases, guided by the precepts of the halachic system. The Torah is
dealing with the lure of man's ego. The soldier at the height of his conquests on the
battleﬁeld is enraptured with his own image as a great warrior. Thus his desire for the
beautiful captive is not merely an expression of his physical lust but rather the result
of the ego/ideal as the all-powerful conquering warrior. Normally man can partake
of the physical in the proper halachic framework. He recognizes it merely as a means
enabling him to continue his struggle in achieving perfection as a Torah Jew. Our
forefather Isaac enjoyed the pottage that his son Esau brought him. However, this
enjoyment did not detract from his perfection, but on the contrary, it comforted him
and allowed him to continue his essential existence as a Talmid Chocham, a wise
man. In contrast the warrior cannot justify ravishing the Yifas Toar as a means for
his perfection. This is an absurdity. Obviously, he was drawn to her as a captive, as
an expression of his image as the omnipotent conqueror. Therefore the Torah was
speaking only with respect to the evil inclination. The Torah recognized the compelling force of this image and realized that if it were to forbid the Yifas Toar, he would
still sin. Thus the Torah allows him to take the Yifas Toar as his wife. However, the
Torah was cognizant that the image that a warrior possesses is ampliﬁed on the
battleﬁeld amidst the ravages of battle. After the war is over and the sweet smell of
victory has dissipated, this ego/ideal will not be such a coercive force. Thus the Torah
commands that you should shave her head and pare her nails. These requirements
are necessary prior to your taking her as your wife. They are required in order to
make her disgusting to him. The Torah appreciated that by the time you are allowed
to marry her you will no longer be overwhelmed by the image of the ego/ideal.
Hence, Rashi teaches us that ultimately you will hate her. The warrior, after he
returns home to his wife, will feel guilty returning with the Yefas Toar. She will
resent him and mourn her family that he killed on the battleﬁeld. He will likewise
resent her sudden intrusion into his family life. His guilt will not be expressed
consciously as a wrongful action on his part, but rather will serve as a basis for his
projection of hatred and resentment upon her as a wrongful intruder. Therefore
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Rashi is not attempting to prophesy by predicting his eventual enmity toward the
Yifas Toar. Rather, Rashi is teaching us a valuable insight into human psychology
and the workings of the instincts.
Rashi further comments that the child of such a union will be a Ben Sorer
U'Moreh. The Torah teaches us to respect one's father and mother. The respect of
one's father is mentioned ﬁrst because it is more diﬃcult for the son to respect the
father. The father represents the authority ﬁgure; he teaches his son Torah. However
the son will naturally respect the mother, as she is the one who comforts him. In
contrast, the father's relationship with the son is often characterized by rebellion of
the son. This rebelliousness is usually quashed by the mother, whom he naturally
respects, since she stands together with her husband in a united front. She will
likewise demand that he respect the father. In the situation of a Yifas Toar the son
will rebel against the father as the authority ﬁgure and as his teacher of Torah. The
mother will not bolster the father's authority, since their relationship as husband and
wife is one of resentment and hatred. Besides, she will not respect the father as a
teacher of Torah because she does not appreciate the Torah life. Their hatred will
serve to foster the rebelliousness of the son as he attempts to play oﬀ one parent
against the other. Their unstable family life will facilitate the son's rebelliousness and
it will eventually become his standard mode of behavior. Therefore Rashi teaches us
that the oﬀspring of this marriage will be a Rebellious Son.
We can now appreciate the Torah's remarkable insight into human behavior as
elucidated by Rashi's insightful remarks. The Torah's logic is compelling by demonstrating that if one succumbs to the temptations of a Yifas Toar it will ultimately
cause him much travail.
CHAPTER XXV
The Rabbis dispute whether Moses wrote the last eight Torah verses. What is the
issue? The last eight verses took place after Moses died. Either Moses wrote them
through prophecy, or Joshua wrote them. Rabbi Simone says that Moses wrote
them. But how may we understand the theory that Moses didn’t write these verses?
What theory demands this view? Additionally, what is the necessity to record his
death in the Torah? The Torah is a book, which teaches truths about God. How does
Moses’ death conform to such truths?
Although the Torah contains accounts of events, these accounts do not serve as
mere, historical records, but they contain profound teachings, as is the case with all
Torah accounts. Maimonides cites the rabbinic ridicule of King Menasseh:
“There is a saying of our Sages (B.T. Sanh. 99b) that ‘the wicked king Menasseh
frequently held disgraceful meetings for the sole purpose of criticizing such passages
of the Law. He held meetings and made blasphemous observations on Scripture,
saying, ‘Had Moses nothing else to write than, ‘And the sister of Lotan was Timna.’
(Gen. xxxvi. 22)?”
“Every narrative in the Law serves a certain purpose in connection with religious
teaching. It either helps to establish a principle of faith, or to regulate our actions, and
to prevent wrong and injustice among men; and I will show this in each case.”
(Guide for the Perplexed, Book III, Chap. L)
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Maimonides establishes the principle that the Torah – every verse – must contain
religious teachings. How is this true with regards to the account of Moses’ death?
Deuteronomy, 34:6-7 reads as follows:
“And Moses died there, the servant of God, in the land of Moab by the word of
God. And they buried him in Gai, in the land of Moab, facing Beth Peor, and man
does not know his gravesite to this day.”
What is so essential about where Moses was buried, that it was facing Beth Peor?
We learn that Peor was the primary, idolatrous god. What is the connection between
Moses and Peor? Additionally, what demands that mankind not know Moses’
gravesite? And if we are not to know his gravesite, why does the Torah oﬀer so much
detail?
There are a few more statements, which are relevant to this analysis. Talmud
Sotah 13b says, “Moses didn’t die.” What does this mean? We know he died, as the
Torah records his gravesite. It is stated, “the Torah commences with God’s kindness,
and concludes with God’s Kindness. It commences with God’s kindness as we read,
“and He clothed them (Adam and Eve) with animal skins.” And it concludes with
God’s kindness, as we read, “And He buried him (Moses) in Gai.” What is this
principle, and how is burying Moses in Gai and act of kindness? We also learn that
Moses’ gravesite was prepared during the Six Days of Creation. This must be due to
some essential aspect of his gravesite, but what?
There is one more Midrashic (allegorical) statement, which deserves out attention.
After Moses died, wicked people sought out his burial site. When they were at the
summit of the mountain, they saw his gravesite at the base. When they were at the
base below, they saw it at the summit. They decided to break up into two groups:
those at the base saw his site at the summit, and those at the summit, saw Moses’
gravesite at the base. Then, they realized that what they both saw was a projection.
Why were these grave seekers referred to as “wicked”? Let is begin by examining
Moses’ unique character.
Moses’ Unparalleled Distinction
The Torah says, “And Moses died there, the servant of God…” True knowledge of
God converts one into a “servant” of God. Additionally, the ineﬀable name of God
used here indicates that Moses obtained the truest knowledge of God. God’s name
“Elohim” is not used, as this word refers to how God bestows His providence on
mankind. Therefore, we learn that Moses was the “servant of God”; as the ineﬀable
name of God is used, teaching that Moses’ knowledge was of the highest form, not
limited to knowledge of God’s providence alone. Through this knowledge, he was
converted into God’s servant.
We learn that Moses was referred to as a “Sachel Nifrad”, “a separated intelligence”. This means to say that Moses reached the highest level of any human; he
operated completely through his intelligence. Moses was in complete control of his
instincts. Thus, he, over all others, was the furthest removed from the idolatrous
emotions. Idolatry is not a “taboo”, but a natural force. Its seeds lie within the core of
every human psyche. Idolatry is not created from anywhere else than from man’s
own emotional and psychological drives. However, Moses, being completely
removed from any instinctual component, had no relationship to such drives or
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emotions. Thereby, Moses reﬂected the entire Torah. The Rabbis teach, “One who
denies idolatry, is as one who follows the entire Torah. One who follows idolatry is as
one who denies all of Torah.”
Not forming part of his prophetical teachings, Moses did not write about his own
death. However, his death was not simply an event, but it served a precise purpose: it
forms part of Torah. How so?
Moses’ Death: The Lessons
The Rabbis teach that Moses’ death atones for the sin of Peor worship. As we
stated, Moses’ very being, over all others, did not partake at all of the idolatrous
emotion. Now, as he was buried facing the primary idolatrous entity Peor, God
teaches us this was done to oppose idolatry. The study of Moses suppresses the drive
for idolatry. One cannot entertain Peor, without also recognizing that this very
location is Moses’ gravesite. This contrast between Peor (idolatry), and Moses, forces
one to recognize the fallacy of idolatry. He recognizes Moses, the one who opposed
idolatry par excellence. Thus, one being “atoned” for Peor means the sin of Peor is
forgiven, as Moses’ nature suppresses the idolatrous drive in others. “Atonement” is
anything, which functions to remove man from evil. Moses’ gravesite faces Peor
precisely to remove man from the worst evil: idolatry. For this reason, Moses’ death
was essential to Torah. It was not simply a recorded historical event.
This explains why the Rabbis state, “Moses did not die”. Of course Moses is dead,
but “not dying,” means that his death was not a negative: he didn’t simply pass with
no beneﬁt to man. Moses’ death functions to teach this truth, that idolatry is false.
He “did not die” means, his teachings have not ceased: his death was not without a
teaching of its own.
This event is so essential; the Rabbis stated that Moses’ gravesite was created
during the Six days of Creation. This means that Moses’ gravesite was so essential to
creation itself, it forms part of Creation. God’s physical world cannot exist without
an eternal and concrete lesson uprooting the fallacy of idolatry. Moses’ gravesite
achieves this teaching, thereby forming part of the goal of Creation itself.
Why were those seeking Moses’ gravesite called wicked? The reason is because a
grave can also function as a vehicle of idolatry – human worship. This was the very
reason Rashi states that Jacob asked not to be buried in Egypt, lest the Egyptians
worship his grave. Jacob did not desire that in death, he should detract from
mankind’s objective to recognize and serve God alone. Even more does this apply to
Moses, and this is why God did not reveal to man Moses’ gravesite.
Moses’ death serves to oppose idolatry. Therefore, inherent in his death, God
orchestrated this event that there would be no possibility that Moses become deiﬁed,
and mutually exclude the very goal of his death: uprooting idolatry. Moses’ gravesite
must remain hidden.
This kindness God showed to mankind: He gave us a vehicle through Moses’
death, which counters the fallacy of idolatry. God commenced His Torah with
kindness, by supplying Adam and Eve with their psychological needs. Now embarrassed at their nakedness, God placated them psychologically. God also concluded
His Torah with kindness: He gave us our metaphysical (spiritual) needs. God gave
us an essential teaching through Moses’ death.
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Part III

P I R K E I AVO S
Written by a student
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CHAPTER I
“Moses accepted Torah from Sinai and passed it over (masrah) to Joshua” (Ethics
1:1)
Rashi explains that Moses had taught all of the Torah to Bnei Yisrael. However,
the Mishna mentions Joshua exclusively, and not Elazar, Pinchas and the Seventy
Elders. This was because Moses wanted to pass it over only to he who “to he who
‘killed’ himself from his days of youth in the tents of wisdom, and acquired a good
name in the world…” Joshua was the only such person. There are a few questions
that may be asked on Rashi’s explanation: First, it is not clear from Rashi what
actually transpired: did Moses pass over the Torah to Elazar, Pinchas and the
Seventy Elders but the Mishna only mentioned Joshua; or was it truly only passed
over to Joshua? Rashi says that for the speciﬁc reasons mentioned, Moses only
wanted to pass it over to Joshua, but if that is the case, then what was bothering
Rashi that he asked why the Mishna only mentions Joshua?
Second, what are these two qualiﬁcations of 1) “he who ‘killed’ himself from his
days of youth in the tents of wisdom, and 2) acquired a good name in the world”?
Why are they so valuable?
Let us begin with the idea of ‘masrah’, the root of which is ‘masar’, to transmit or
pass over. What exactly does this connote? When Moses transmitted the Torah
speciﬁcally to Joshua, how was it diﬀerent from how Moses taught the rest of the
nation?
To address this issue, let us take up a similar problem in the Rambam: In his
introduction to the Yad Hachazaka, the Rambam says that “although it wasn’t
written down, Mosestaught the Oral Law in his court to the 70 elders…and to
Joshua his student, Moses gave the Oral Law and appointed him on it.” What does
the Rambam mean by “appointed him on it”? He already said that Moses taught it
to Joshua, so what does this “appointment” add?
Rav Soloveitchik zt”l, known as the Rav, explained that there is a unique process
of ‘Mesora’, continuing the chain of transmission of Torah, which demands its own
context of learning. When Moses taught it to Joshua, it was not enough to receive the
knowledge, but rather, it was in the speciﬁc context of the chain of the Mesora. With
this idea, the Rav explained why the Rambam says that although Achiya HaShiloni
learned Torah from Mosesin his youth, he received it from King David and his
court…why? Originally, Achiya did not learn in the context of Mesora, so in order
to be charged with transmission of the Torah, he had to ‘re-learn’ it in that speciﬁc
method, from King David.
We are now in position to understand the answer to our original question on
Rashi. While it is true that all others received the torah and learned from Moses,
only Joshua learned it in the context of Mesora, so that he speciﬁcally was charged
with transmission of the Torah.
The Rambam, in his introduction to the Yad Hachazaka, makes an interesting
statement regarding our Mesora. After listing 40 generations of the Mesora from the
time of Rav Ashi back to Moses, who heard it from God, he concludes that the entire
transmission was from God. The question presents itself: what does the Rambam
mean? He just told us that only Moses heard it from God!
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Clearly, the Rambam is trying to teach us an idea about out Mesora. When we
learn that Moses set up a chain of transmission, he wasn’t just acting on his own; it
was because this was God’s Will. God authorized Moses to pass over the Torah to
Joshua which means that God setup the system of Mesora. Therefore, anyone who is
a ‘baal Mesora’, charged with the transmission, must be viewed as partaking of a
system having been setup by God and thus having been appointed by God. This is
the idea of the Rambam: they all received it from God insofar as they all partook of
the system of Mesora, which God set in place.
Now let us take up our next question on Rashi. What does he mean that Joshua
“killed himself in his youth in the tents of wisdom”? We can begin to understand
this when we understand the metaphor of “killing oneself”- what is the idea being
conveyed? Death, we know, is the cessation of our physical existence. Here, death is
used as a metaphor (we know Joshua was certainly alive when appointed by Moses!)
to convey a removal from the physical pleasures and desires. An example of this is
seen in the statement of Chazal that expounds that Torah is acquired only by those
who ‘kill’ themselves for it: again death is used as a means of expressing a removal
from the sensual and physical enjoyments; to be redirected towards the non-physical,
conceptual world of wisdom. Joshua was one who was able to remove himself from
the world of the physical and harness those energies to be engaged in God’s wisdom.
Interestingly, Rashi points out that Joshua had done this from his youth. Why is this
important to notice? Why is one who starts at this perfection from his youth better
oﬀ? To be continued.
CHAPTER II
Last week we left oﬀ with an intriguing question, based on Rashi’s commentary
on the ﬁrst mishna in Pirkei Avos. Rashi explains that one of the reasons Joshua was
selected to be charged with transmission of the Torah was that he ‘killed himself in
the tents of wisdom from his days of youth’. After explaining the idea of ‘killing
oneself’ for wisdom, we asked: why is it important that this take place in his youth?
Why is it of interest to know at what stage in life this perfection took place?
The verse in Koheles 12:1 says “Remember your Creator in the days or your youth
before the days of hardship arrive and the years where you say ‘I have no desire for
them’.” People generally think that the time to get involved in the spiritual is when
one is older and the body is waning. Here King Solomon teaches us the opposite perfection must begin when one is young. The reasoning behind this is that insofar
as a person perfects himself in his youth…that is how much more he will be able to
perfect himself in later years. Once man’s energies ﬁnd other roots, there will always
remain a taint, no matter how much a person removes himself from those areas later
on. The Talmud says “Whomever does not marry before the age of twenty spends all
his days in sin; can you possibly mean literally in sin? Rather, all his days will be spent
in thought about sin”. Here too, the Talmud is explaining that once a person’s mind
is shaped in a certain way because his psychological energies are drawn to speciﬁc
areas (here the speciﬁc area is the realm of the sexual instinct), he will suﬀer from
those eﬀects for the rest of his life.
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At this point, another statement of our Sages may seem contrary to our idea; the
Sages explain that “In the place where those who repent stand, the completely
righteous can not stand”- this would seem to imply that although one was a sinner
before, he is on a higher level than one who never sinned and if so, then would it not
matter if one was a sinner in his youth?
The answer to this question lies in understanding the diﬀerent frameworks of the
ideas. When our Sages say that the repentant one is on a higher level, they are
referring to the speciﬁc attribute of removing and distancing oneself from sin. In this
context, the repentant person has achieved more because, as the Rambam says (Laws
of Repentance 7:4) he tasted the taste of sin and still was able to separate. In contrast,
the idea being expressed by Koheles as well as other statements of the Sages
mentioned above, is that with regards to the overall general makeup of the psyche of
a tzadik, one who is righteous, is better oﬀ because he never sinned, and therefore
does not direct his energies towards sin.
Rashi says that the second reason that Joshua was chosen for this role was that he
‘acquired a good name’. Here too, we need to ask: what exactly is meant by a ‘good
name’? And why is it so valuable? Is the Torah endorsing the selﬁsh concern that an
individual has for his own reputation? Certainly, we would demand more from a
leader of a nation!
To answer this question, we need to understand how a perfected individual relates
to other people. The Rambam, towards the end of his work, the Moreh Nevuchim
(Guide to the Perplexed) explains that the highest level of man is where his behavior
towards others is based solely on his ‘Ahavas Hashem’, his love of God. He does not
involve himself in kindness towards others for any selﬁsh reason, but rather only out
of appreciation for God’s Will. It is interesting to notice that in society, people can
sense the motivation that others have for doing good deeds. There is an ability
amongst people to detect whether an individual is doing something for personal
reasons or for some good other than himself. We may then say that one doesn’t have
a great reputation, despite the fact that he may perform many good deeds, because
people recognize those selﬁsh motivations. People generally have their own selﬁsh
considerations so that when one acts based on his selﬁsh goal, others will sense that
this person is really not so unique - he is just acting on the same motives that others
have. In contrast, one who has a ‘good name’ will be one who operates on the higher
level of doing kindness out of recognition of an objective, selﬂess good to the extent
that it is noticed as such. When people sense that this is an individual who is
sincerely interested in the welfare of others, they will admire him and praise him for
this so that he will develop a good reputation.
We can now explain the value of the ‘good name’ and why it was important that
the leader of the Jewish nation have this characteristic: as a leader, Joshua was going
to come under many pressured situations where a personal weakness would be able
to express itself in a wrong decision. Therefore, not only did he need to possess the
trait of perfection from youth, so that his energies were ﬁrmly rooted in the proper
paths and directions, but he also needed the ‘good name’ to express the degree to
which he had reached a level of love for God, such that it was also recognized by
others. With these two characteristics, Joshua was ﬁt to deal with all pressures of
being a leader, internal as well as external.
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CHAPTER III
We last explained how Joshua was selected to be responsible for transmission of
the Torah due to his unique qualities of perfection. The idea that our ‘Mesora’ is only
entrusted to these types of individuals can also be seen in the type of people to whom
Joshua selected to transmit the Torah. The Mishna states that Joshua passed it over
to the ‘Zekanim’, the Elders of the nation. Rashi comments here that Joshua did not
give it to all the Elders but rather only a select few, those who policed and ruled over
the society. The question again presents itself: why only these elders? What is it about
being ‘policemen’ that qualiﬁed them as ﬁt to be charged with responsibility for
transmission of the Torah?
The simple fact that these elders acted as policemen, supervising and ensuring that
the Jewish society be structured and run in according to the Torah, shows that they
were involved and concerned with the community. They were not just great
individuals who had reached tremendous levels of Torah knowledge - they were
‘Osek B’Tzarchei Tzibbur’, involved in the needs of the Jewish community, to a great
degree. As such, they had reached a diﬀerent level of perfection and therefore
warranted being entrusted with transmission of the system as a whole.
We are now in a position to take up a basic question with regards to our Mishna:
Why would Pirkei Avos, a tractate designated to ideas of perfection, begin with a
historical account of our Mesora? How does this history ﬁt as an introduction? It
would seem that a more appropriate place would be at the beginning of the entire
Gemara as an introduction to the entire system of laws!
From our analysis of the Mishna, we see that the history of the Mesora is not just
a factual recounting of what occurred. From the process of transmission we see that
those who were charged with the Mesora were great Torah giants, people who
reached the heights of perfection. When we study ideas about how to perfect
ourselves and how to make internal, psychological changes to live in line with God’s
Will, it is these great individuals that we turn to in order to learn from and model our
lives. Learning about perfection means turning to these ‘baalei Mesora’, great people
who were geniuses in the realm of ethical perfection.
The Mishna continues that the Elders passed on the Mesora to the Prophets who
then passed it on to ‘Anshei Knesset Hagedola’, the Men of the Great Assembly.
Rashi asks how the Great Assembly got this name and answers with an interesting
Gemara from Tractate Yoma (69b) that says they brought back ‘the crown to its
place’. The Gemara states that Moshe described God in the Torah with the terms
‘Hakel Hagadol Hagibor Vehanora’, meaning the Almighty God Who is Great,
Strong and Awesome. The prophet Yirmiyahu, while living at a time when non-Jews
were deﬁling the Temple, said “where is His Awesome Power?” and therefore left out
the term ‘Nora’, which means Awesome. The prophet Daniel, while living in a time
when Jews were enslaved to non-Jews, asked “Where is His Strength?” and therefore
left out term ‘Gibor’ which means strength. Then came the assembly of men and said
“Just the opposite! His Strength – Gibor – is seen in how He controls His Will,
tolerating and giving time to wicked people. His Awesomeness - Nora - is seen, for
without it how could one nation survive amongst all the other nations?” So, the
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Gemara asks, how could these rabbis (referring to the prophets Yirmiyahu and
Daniel) originally uproot the terms that Moshe had previously established? Rabbi
Eliezer explains that it was because they knew that God is Truthful so they didn’t
deceive him. Rashi on this Gemara elucidates this answer, saying that God agrees to
that which is true and hates that which is false.
When we read this Gemara a number of questions arise. First, what bothered the
Gemara that it asked why those prophets took out the words? Is the Gemara suggesting that they still should have used these adjectives when they weren’t applicable and
then be involved in a lie? At ﬁrst glance, we can simply answer that all these terms
describe our relationship with God so that even if we don’t see these aspects of the
relationship manifest, the terms are still applicable and would not be considered a lie
or deception.
But then we are left to understand the Gemara’s conclusion - if in fact these
statements are always true, why did the prophets not use them? How does saying that
“God is Truthful” answer the question if in fact the terms are truthful?
Apparently, the Gemara is saying that in order to be able to express these descriptions of God, one must be able to see the ideas clearly. Since these prophets lived in a
time when the terms could not be appreciated as manifest in a clear manner, they did
not use those terms.
At this point, however, the issue doesn’t seem to be fully resolved. Were these
terms manifest or not? If not, how could the Men of the Great Assembly reinstate
them? The apparent disagreement between the prophets Daniel and Yirmiyahu and
the Assembly needs to be clariﬁed - what exactly is the reasoning behind each side?
(To be continued)
CHAPTER IV
We last left oﬀ with questions on the Gemara that describes how the Men of the
Great Assembly received that title. The Gemara relates that Moshe had praised God
with the terms ‘Gibor’, meaning Strong, and ‘Nora’, meaning Awesome but Yirmiyahu and Daniel, living in times where these qualities were not manifest (being
enslaved by enemies who controlled the Temple), did not recite them. Later, the
Assembly reinstated these terms, explaining, that these qualities were seen in how
God was tolerable of, and patient with wicked people, and in the astounding fact
that His nation survived amidst all the other nations. The Gemara concludes that
Yirmiyahu and Daniel were justiﬁed in their omission of these terms because ‘God
is truthful’ so they did not want to be deceitful. Our basic goal is to understand the
apparent disagreement between these prophets and the men of the Assembly; what
was the reasoning for each position?
To appreciate the core issue of this argument, we must review a fundamental idea
about the use of adjectives in reference to God. When we describe God, none of the
terms we use are truly accurate. For example, when we use the term Gibor (strong),
we generally refer to one who performs heroic acts to force another party to surrender. In connection with God however, such an idea is impossible: there is no contest
between God and anything or anyone else. Therefore, when we use the term Gibor
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to refer to God, we are using it metaphorically, bringing to mind the idea that God’s
actions reﬂect the perfection, which in our terms can only be described as strong, as
Gibor. The Rambam expresses this idea when he says that “God is ‘called’ Merciful”.
Meaning, God does not actually possess mercy, this is limited to animated creations.
Rather, Gibor is ‘our’ term applied to God, for His acts that – to our minds – reﬂect
the same quality of “strength” which we witness in mortals.
With this framework, the disagreement between the Prophets and the Assembly
can be understood- since the praise given to God is solely an idea that is perceived by
us from His Actions, the question arises as to what exact idea or perception we are
expressing. According to Yirmiyahu, the term ‘Nora’ was no longer applicable
because it was not seen in a clear and manifest manner. At the time the non-Jews had
control of the Temple, we did not receive an impression of an Awesome God, since
God’s enemies were in control of the place designated to His Name. The Assembly,
however, argued that although it was not manifest, the quality of ‘Awesome’ was still
extant and perceivable in the fact that the Jewish nation still existed amongst all the
other nations. So too by ‘Gibor’: the issue was of a similar nature. Whereas the
prophet Daniel said that the term reﬂects a manifest strength over the enemy, the
Assembly held that the term may refer to the internal quality of strength as well, and
although the Jews were subdued to their external enemy, the term could still be
accurately used to refer to an idea of internal strength reﬂected in God’s tolerance for
the wicked. Thus, the debate centers on which idea is referenced in our praise of
God: God’s manifestation through these actions, or that He demonstrates these
qualities, though they not need be manifest.
After this analysis of the Gemara, we may yet ask what greatness this debate
reveals regarding both parties, warranting the appellation “Men of the Great Assembly”? What did the Gemara consider “returning the crown to its place”? The praise
that we give God is essential to our relationship to Him, for it is through these ideas
that we may relate to Him and have some concept of Him. As such, when the Prophets removed those terms from our prayer, though they were justiﬁed in doing so
because, as the Gemara says, ‘God is Truthful’, our prayer still lacked this element.
When these men found a reason for bringing it back they removed this problem.
The Mishna continues with ethics taught by the Men of the Great Assembly, the
ﬁrst of which is “Be patient in issuing a verdict”. Rabbeinu Yonah gives a lengthy
commentary on this statement, saying that anyone who is in a position to issue a
decision, whether in a court verdict or a halachic question, must be sure to have
patience in coming to a conclusion, for everyone is subject to error so that very step
must be thought through carefully and discussed until the truth is reached. He
describes how when one thinks over an issue, initially, he may not be able to see
things that he can, when he thinks it through a second time. He goes so far as to say
that one who decides to quickly may even be called a Rasha, a wicked person.
At this point, clariﬁcation is needed: what does Rabbeinu Yonah mean that one
who does not wait is considered a wicked person? Why should this hasty decision
render someone wicked? And what is the meaning of ‘be patient’? Is there a certain
amount of time that one needs to wait?
Let us begin by understanding why a person would hurry to issue a verdict in
general. When one rushes to a decision, they have a sense of self-assurance as to the
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outcome they have reached. This sense, though, stems from a certain belief that the
knowledge comes from within himself, residing somewhere in his personality, so
that he can be sure that whatever comes to mind will be correct. It is this ‘haste’ that
the Mishna describes: one must appreciate that in the pursuit of knowledge; he must
be tied only to the process of thought. It is this process that is responsible for gains
made in the realm of knowledge and therefore everyone must go through it to the
full extent in order to perceive the correct idea. Thus, ‘be patient’ isn’t a question of
time – it refers to a characteristic and an attitude in man that he must strive to
perfect.
With this idea in mind we may ask another question on the Mishna: if the idea
concerns how one relates to the process of knowledge and the pursuit of wisdom in
general, why does the Mishna speciﬁcally refer to patience in the process of ‘din’,
issuing a court verdict? Why not make this remark with regards to all knowledge?
(To be continued)
CHAPTER V
We last explained that the mishna which says to ‘be patient when coming to a
verdict’ is teaching us how one must relate to the process of knowledge. There is a
tendency in man to have a false sense of assurance and conﬁdence when searching
for knowledge and it is this attitude that is responsible for people coming to a quick,
hasty decision. The source for this feeling is the mindset that the knowledge comes
from within the person, as if it resides somewhere within the personality, so that all
they have to do is think for a short time and the knowledge will ‘come to him.’ The
mishna thus teaches that we must relate to the process of knowledge as a process of
seeking and discovering a reality ‘outside’ the self. This demands an attitude of
patience and thinking things over to make sure that we have gone through the
process correctly. We were left, however, with the question: why would the mishna
refer speciﬁcally to the process of ‘din’, coming to a court decision, when the idea
truly applies to all areas of knowledge?
The Rabbeinu Yonah on our mishna addresses the question. He says that
monetary law is essential- ‘a great root’- to Torah, quoting the midrash that before
the Ten Commandments, the verse says ‘And you will judge the nation at all times’
and after the Ten Commandments the verse says ‘And these are the judgments’,
showing how Torah must be centered around a proper court system. To understand
the import of this commentary, we need to understand why the court system, and
justice in general, is so important. Why is the court system and monetary law central
to Torah?
When it comes to performing commandments of God, there can be diﬀerent
internal, personal motivations that a particular individual may have. Though one
person may have the motivation of ‘lishma’, doing it for the right reason only,
another may have a materialistic motivation - fulﬁlling God’s word so that God will
reward him with the worldly goods which he desires. A way in which one’s attitude
and motivation can be discerned is through his attitude towards the system of
monetary laws. It is in this area where his materialism is at risk, so he is put to the test
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to see how he behaves. There are a few examples of this found in the Talmud. The
Talmud says that the ﬁrst question one is asked when they reach the world to come
is “were you honest in business?” Also, the Talmud says that the prime example of
Fear of God is seen in the story of one of the Tanaim who was in the middle of
reciting the Shima prayer. A buyer, unaware of his involvement in Shima, kept on
raising his price for an item, thinking that his previous oﬀer wasn’t high enough. Yet,
when he was done reciting the Shima, the Tana said that he accepted the original
price. This Tana’s Fear of God was seen in his attitude towards his money.
When we look at monetary laws, we see that they play a greater role than just
maintaining and promoting the welfare of society - there is individual perfection
involved. Our Sages pointed out that when it comes to laws of returning lost possessions, the Torah speciﬁcally gives the case of ﬁnding the lost animal of your enemy
to show how a person must be ‘kovesh hayetzer’, be able to control one’s emotions in
order to do what is correct. Why did the Torah give us this ethical perfection in this
commandment? There are many other opportunities to instruct a person to control
himself! Here too, we see that how one relates to material goods is part of the perfection of the individual: the Torah tells us that embedded within the monetary law of
returning lost possessions is the responsibility to control, and thus, perfect oneself so
that we must treat our enemies’ possessions like anyone else. Built into our legal
system dealing with ﬁnancial matters is the need for perfection of the individual.
With this idea, we can now understand the commentary of Rabbeinu Yonah on
our mishna. Central to Torah, is the perfection of a person, and that is speciﬁcally
expressed in the realm of material goods. This is the idea of the midrash that the Ten
Commandments have the idea of justice mentioned both before and after: teaching
that in order to uphold these commandments correctly, one must have the correct
appreciation for justice. It is for this reason that the mishna speciﬁcally highlights the
realm of ‘din’, a court decree, emphasizing the value of the correct attitude when
dealing with a decision of the courts in the monetary realm.
CHAPTER VI
The ﬁrst Mishna in Avos concludes with the dictum: “And make a fence for the
Torah”. Rashi, commenting on the Mishna, explains that it means that protections
should be created for God’s laws so that one should not come to violate a Biblical
commandment. The Rambam in Hilchos Mamrim, of his halachic work Yad
Hachazaka, explains that the injunction to follow Rabbinic laws comes from the
Biblical commandment of ‘Lo Tasur’, which means that one is not allowed to sway
from the words of the Rabbis. Thus, every time our Sages created a law they were
placing an additional Biblical prohibition since one who violates the law passed by
the Sages will necessarily be in violation of a Torah law as well. At ﬁrst glance, this
would seem to defeat the purpose of ‘making a fence’ for the Torah. If the purpose is
to decrease the possibility of violating a Biblical commandment it would seem that
every Rabbinic law increases the possibility of violating a Biblical commandment,
since one must follow the Rabbinic law because the Torah itself says so! How are the
laws of the Sages then going to act as fences for the Torah law?
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To understand what is gained by the addition of Rabbinic law, we must contrast
the structure of Rabbinic laws and Biblical laws. In general, Biblical laws have a
deﬁnite conceptual structure so that they are necessarily abstract. This results in a
situation where activities may appear to be prohibited, but are not. For example,
there exists a Biblical commandment that prohibits the cooking of meat and milk
together. However, if one were to “cook” milk and meat in a hot spring, then he
would not be in violation of this commandment because the use of a hot spring does
not register in the conceptual deﬁnition of “cooking”. Though the physical outcome
may look the same, in concept there are diﬀerent processes involved so that the law
will diﬀerentiate between them.
In general, people are not naturally conceptual thinkers - they tend to view things
in a simpler manner, usually following what appears permissible or prohibited. Take
the example stated above - most people would assume that if it is permissible to heat
milk and meat together in a hot spring, then actual cooking itself is no diﬀerent and
would be permissible as well. For this reason, our Sages made ‘fences’- laws that
would complement the framework and mode of thinking for most people to protect
them from violating the Biblical laws themselves. Again in this example, by prohibiting the ‘cooking’ of meat and milk in a hot spring, people would not come to think
that real cooking (over ﬁre) is permissible. In this manner, the technical Biblical
prohibition would not be violated. By creating such laws, the Rabbis ‘made a protection’ to the Biblical laws. Thus we see a valuable lesson taught in our Mishna. The
idea of making a ‘fence’ for the Torah is that people must be aﬀorded the ability to
see Torah in their own terms. If people cannot distinguish between the laws of the
Torah, it must be spelled out to them in a manner in which they will be able to
understand, and uphold.
Another possible answer to the purpose of Rabbinic law can be found by
understanding the system of Biblical law on its own. The 613 Torah commandments
are part of one whole system, which is structured for perfection. Each speciﬁc
Biblical commandment has a role in developing individual and national perfection
amongst the Jews. The Torah therefore includes a system for Rabbinic laws that
would serve to ‘protect’ this system. Thus, although they were adding prohibitions,
even if one were to violate a Rabbinic law the underlying system of perfection that
the Torah sets up would remain intact.
The second Mishna in the ﬁrst chapter of Avos states: “Shimon the righteous one
said: The world stands on three things: Torah, Avodah (which literally means
service), and Gemilut Chasadim (literally, acts of kindness).” The immediate
problem that confronts us when studying this statement is how to understand the
ﬁrst phrase of “the world stands on three things”; what does this mean? What is the
idea behind “the world stands”? Furthermore, we need to address how these three
things make ‘the world stand’.
Rambam, in his commentary on this Mishna, deﬁnes the meaning of each of the
three things (we will come back to this later) and says that together they “constantly
maintain society (tikun haolam) and order the world to be on a perfected path.”
From the Rambam, we can derive the framework with which our Mishna is dealing:
that of a complete society. Now the phrase “the world stands” becomes meaningful:
the Mishna teaches the key factors in maintaining the proper social atmosphere that
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allows ‘the world to stand’. The next step is to understand what precisely these three
factors are and how they work together. To be continued.
CHAPTER VII
“On three things the world stands…”
We last explained that the phrase “on three things the world stands,” means that
these factors are essential to maintaining the correct social atmosphere. The next step
is to understand these factors and how they work together in this framework.
When we begin to analyze these elements on a social level, we must keep in mind
that society is composed of individuals: these elements must ﬁrst be understood on
an individual level. This contrasts to certain theories of the social sciences that
maintain there is a ‘herd instinct’, which means that individuals in a group are a new
phenomenon behaving with a new quality of instinct in their makeup. People act
diﬀerently in crowds, not because of something new that suddenly appears in them,
but rather because a certain part of the individual’s makeup, which was always there,
grows exaggerated. This part is not new - it is exists in the individual level as well.
Our Mishna is teaching us that these three factors combine to maintain a productive social environment. This means that without these three elements, man would
be destructive and bring about the downfall of society. How do these factors remove
man from acting destructively?
The ﬁrst factor in the Mishna is Torah. The Rambam on the Mishna says this
refers to “chachma”, wisdom. How does this play a role in preventing man from
becoming destructive? Through intellectual involvement, man’s energies, including
the aggressive, are channeled and given an outlet so that no harm will result. The
area of knowledge is harmless in that one individual’s gain, says nothing about nor
takes away from another individual’s knowledge.
The next factor we will take up is that of “Gemilut Chassadim”, acts of kindness.
Rashi makes a few, interesting remarks on this element. He says that it refers speciﬁcally to one who lends money to a poor person because this is greater than Tzedaka,
charity. Furthermore, he continues, acts of kindness are greater than charity because
they can be done whether one is poor or wealthy and this is what our Sages say
“greater are acts of kindness than charity”. Rashi then quotes the verse “The
Kindness of God is forever on those that fear Him” to teach that the world stands on
kindness.
This commentary of Rashi is quite perplexing. Let us focus on one basic, logical
problem: if giving charity is itself an act of kindness than how can an act of kindness
be better than charity? Charity is the act itself!
The Rambam, at the end of the Moreh Nevuchim explains that whereas the term
Chesed, kindness, refers to an excess of some moral quality, the term Tzedaka,
charity, refers to giving each being its due and showing kindness to the degree that
each individual deserves. Kindness, then, expresses itself diﬀerently from charity acts of kindness are expressed wherever one overextends himself in a situation,
helping someone more than they deserve. In contrast, charity stems from the
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existence of an intolerable situation - so, for example, in the case of giving money to
a poor person, the giving expresses the perception of the right of the poor person to
exist, so you help him sustain himself.
Let us clarify this distinction by emphasizing the diﬀerence in how the
performer of the act relates to the poor person - whereas one who gives charity relates
to the poor person purely on an objective level based on the intolerability of the
situation, one who does kindness overextends himself so that he identiﬁes with and
relates to the person on a more personal level. This is what Rashi means that giving
a loan to a poor person is greater than charity, for in a loan there is an ongoing
relationship between the giver and the poor individual, whereas giving money
represents how the giver cannot tolerate the situation.
Now we are in a position to understand what our Mishna means that acts of
kindness are one of the elements that the world stands on. Since in these activities
there are relationships created between people, and society is founded upon such
relationships, they are integral to maintaining a proper social environment.
CHAPTER VIII
“On three things the world stands: Torah, avodah, gemilut chasadim”
After deﬁning the framework of this Mishna as the maintenance of a functioning
society, we explained the meaning and place of the factors of Torah, and Gemilut
Chasadim (acts of kindness). We now move to the element of Avodah, which literally
means ‘service’ and generally refers to the services performed in the Beit Hamikdash,
the Holy Temple. Rashi on our Mishna thus comments that here the Mishna refers
to the service in the Temple which, quoting from our Sages, allows for the heavens
and earth to exist.
The Rambam makes an interesting remark on our Mishna, which deserves a
thorough analysis. In explaining the term ‘Avodah’, he says that it refers to the
keeping of all commandments which are the sacriﬁces brought in the Temple. This
comment is quite perplexing; what does the Rambam mean that the keeping of
commandments is the bringing of sacriﬁces? Sacriﬁces are a group of commandments themselves! Which group is being referred to in the mishna: the keeping of all
commandments or the laws of sacriﬁces?
To unravel the meaning of the Rambam’s commentary we must ﬁrst investigate
the area of sacriﬁces in general and understand their import. Let us begin with the
commentary of the Ramban on the verse in Vayikra 1:6. The Ramban begins by
quoting the Rambam from the Moreh Nevuchim (Guide to the Perplexed) who says
that the Jews had lived amongst idolatrous nations, such as the Egyptians, who
would use animals to sacriﬁce to their gods. Therefore, God commanded the Jews to
use those animals as sacriﬁces so that we use that, which they used for sin, in order
to serve God. In this way, says the Rambam, there can be a cure for the ‘sickness of
the soul’ by going to the opposite extreme. After quoting the Rambam, the Ramban
launches a number of criticisms on this approach. We will focus on one of those
criticisms.
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The Ramban says that according to the Rambam’s idea, there won’t be a ‘cure’ but
rather it will be even more harmful to bring sacriﬁces, because the idea of the
idolaters was that these animals have power so they were used in worship. Now, the
Jews are going to give honor to this belief by using those very animals in the worship
to God! The best way would have been to eat it for ourselves, when it was forbidden
to them, in order to show how stupid are their beliefs! (At a later point, we will
attempt to defend and explain the idea and meaning of the Rambam)
After rejecting the Rambam’s reasoning, the Ramban continues with his own
explanation of the institution of Temple sacriﬁces. He explains that God obligates a
person to bring a sacriﬁce after he sins in order so that he should reﬂect that really it
is his own body and blood that should be spilled and burned, if not for the kindness
of the Creator who accepts the animal as a replacement.
A bit of elaboration is needed to clearly grasp the idea of the Ramban. According
to the Ramban, the idea behind the bringing of sacriﬁces is repentance. People have
a sense of identiﬁcation with animals, seen in human remorse in killing animals. By
a sacriﬁce, the person realizes that what is being done to the animal should really be
done to him, bringing about the recognition of the person’s own evil state. This is a
means to the process of repentance and removal of one’s own sin.
We may now explain the element of Avodah in our Mishna, using the idea of the
Ramban. Avodah refers to sacriﬁces and the idea of sacriﬁces according to the
Ramban is repentance. In the framework of maintaining society, repentance is
essential in that it reﬂects man’s ability to evaluate his own actions. Repentance is a
constant process that allows a person to examine his actions and emotions, as he
strives to discern if he is following the path of the instinctual towards destruction.
What about today when we don’t have sacriﬁces? How is this element achieved so
that the “world stands”? Our Rabbis say that one who learns through the laws of
sacriﬁces is considered as if he brought the sacriﬁce himself. Also, we mention
sacriﬁces in our prayers. The idea is that although we no longer have the beneﬁt of
the actions of sacriﬁces, we still maintain the beneﬁts of sacriﬁces through our
awareness and study of them. When one studies the laws of sacriﬁces and sees the
wisdom contained in them, he too has access to the beneﬁts of the institution of
sacriﬁces. In this way, sacriﬁces continue to exist in the maintenance of our society.
At this point, we are still left to wonder about the position of the Rambam on
sacriﬁces. How can we explain his position and address the criticisms of the
Ramban?
To be continued.
CHAPTER IX
“On Three Things the World Stands: Torah, Avoda, and Gemilut Chasadim”
After having setup the framework of the Mishna as referring to the maintenance
of social order, we last explained how Avoda, sacriﬁcial service, applies to this framework according to the opinion of the Ramban. We would like to now understand
the position of the Rambam on sacriﬁces in general and his explanation of sacriﬁces
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being relevant to our Mishna. Let us review the various statements of the Rambam
and the questions we were left with.
The Rambam on our Mishna says that Avoda refers to the safekeeping of
commandments in general which are the sacriﬁces. We pointed out that this
statement is quite problematic: sacriﬁces themselves are a type of commandment.
Therefore, how could one term refer to both, commandments in general and a
speciﬁc type of commandment?
The next step is to understand the general institution of sacriﬁces according to the
Rambam. We started with the Ramban’s commentary on the Torah where he quotes
the Rambam from the Moreh Nevuchim (Guide to the Perplexed, Book 3, Chapter
46) who says that the Jews had lived amongst idolatrous nations, such as the Egyptians, who would use animals to sacriﬁce to their gods. Therefore God commanded
the Jews to use those animals as sacriﬁces so that we redirect those animal oﬀerings
which they used for sin, in order to serve God. In this way, says the Rambam, there
can be a cure for the ‘sickness of the soul’ by going to the opposite extreme. After
quoting the Rambam’s opinion, the Ramban launches a number of criticisms on this
approach. We will focus on one of those criticisms. The Ramban says that according
to the Rambam’s idea, sacriﬁces won’t be a ‘cure’ but rather will be even more harmful. He explains this as due to the idolaters’ assumption that these animals have
power, so they were used in worship, and now the Jews are going to give honor to this
belief by using those very animals in the worship to God! The best method to
counter idolatry would have been to eat those animals, while it was forbidden to
them, in order to show how stupid are their beliefs.
To fully appreciate the Rambam’s opinion we need to look at another comment of
his on sacriﬁces, also written in the Moreh Nevuchim (Book 3, Chapter XXXII).
The Rambam says that it is impossible for beings to suddenly go from one extreme
to another, and that is the reason for certain commandments. An example he gives
is that in those times it was customary to perform sacriﬁcial rituals to idols. Therefore, God did not prohibit these types of worship, since that would be against the
nature of man. Rather, God commanded that these activities be performed to Him
alone and to no other being.
When we compare this explanation with the one quoted above by the Ramban,
we are faced with two seemingly contradictory reasons why sacriﬁces are required.
According to this last statement, it seems the commandment of sacriﬁces was given
because the Jews were not be able to cleanly break from their attachment to that
form of worship, so God had to allow for it in some context; namely that they only
be brought to Him. However, according to the Ramban, the reason for the
commandment seems to be the exact opposite: sacriﬁce was a method of teaching
the correct ideas through breaking the emotion towards idolatry. Is sacriﬁce a way of
breaking the emotions toward the primitive form of worship or not?
The Rambam says it would have been too diﬃcult to give up sacriﬁces as a
method of worship so what had to be changed was the object of worship. Clearly, the
Jews had to be removed from the primitive framework of idolatry and directed
towards true ideas. How was this done? The sacriﬁces commanded in the Torah have
a unique system of the Temple and the Priests: only with these circumstances and
with certain people could sacriﬁces be brought. In this way, the primitive emotions
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would always be in check, subordinated to the guidelines and ideas of Halacha
(Jewish law). Halacha safeguards our correct use of the Temple; it is regulated by
logic and ideas. Conversely, primitive emotions (expressed I pure idolatrous sacriﬁce)
are attached to particular actions and objects. It was vital that man remove himself
from that emotional mindset and relate to the universal ideas of halacha. This is also
the reason why only the Priests could bring the sacriﬁces – as they were the ones who
were entrusted with the system of Halacha, and they generally worked only two
weeks a year in the Temple so that they were involved in Torah study the rest of the
time. Thus we see how the two statements of the Rambam work well together in
deﬁning the overall framework of sacriﬁce. While man could not give up worship
through sacriﬁces quickly, the system given by God was constructed in a way where
it broke the primitive emotions of man and directed them towards reality.
Now we are in a position to understand how the Rambam would answer the
Ramban’s question. The Ramban argued that allowing sacriﬁces to be brought
would only encourage the false ideas of other nations and religions. The Rambam
may answer that when done according to Halacha, the primitive emotions cannot
prevail. The Temple is diametrically opposed to primitive religions because now the
primitive emotions are subjected to a rigorous intellectual system in Halacha so that
they will be broken. The criticism of the Ramban is based on the premise that the
same emotions from idolatry will carry through into the Torah’s system of sacriﬁce.
However, according to the Rambam, though the action may look the same as those
of the other nations, the demanded framework of Halacha changes it. Thus the
beneﬁt of sacriﬁces is to break the primitive emotions of man.
With this understanding of the institution of sacriﬁce, we may now understand the Rambam’s comment on our mishna. What does he mean that Avoda refers
to safekeeping of commandments, which are the sacriﬁces? Sacriﬁces sublimate the
emotions of man towards God. This idea is applicable for all commandments,
though sacriﬁces are a speciﬁc, unique form of it. The term Avoda in the Mishna
represents the removal of the primitive emotions in man, which is accomplished by
all commandments, but by sacriﬁces to the highest degree. The commandments are
for all man’s basic needs whereas the institution of sacriﬁces is a speciﬁc response to
a speciﬁc primitive emotion in man.
In the end, though, all commandments have the common denominator of removing man from his basic instincts. It is this idea that is necessary for ‘the world to
stand’ as it essential that man perfects himself, raising himself to a higher level of
existence, thereby permeating society with morally and intellectually correct ideas,
and individuals.
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CHAPTER X
“Ontignos, the man from Socho… said: Don’t be like servants who serve their
master to receive ‘pras’. Rather, be like servants who serve their master not to receive
‘pras’ and let Fear of Heaven be on you.”
The ﬁrst diﬃculty in reading this Mishna is the meaning of the Hebrew word
‘pras’. Rashi explains that the term ‘pras’ means a gift. The Rambam also says that it
does not mean ‘sechar’, reward, which one deserves, but rather ‘chesed’, kindness and
favors that are unearned and given for free. The implication here is that though one
should not serve God for a gift or a favor, which he does not deserve; it is okay to
serve God for reward, which he deserves. This requires some understanding: is the
Mishna allowing one to fulﬁll commandments in order to receive reward?
The notion of performing commandments in exchange for reward is, on
reﬂection, illogical. Reward has a notion of owing, that we did something so that, in
return, God must pay us back for it, as if God owes us something. This cannot be
true in relation to God: man cannot possess a claim of being owed something as he
does towards another man. Within human society, there is a system that we call
justice, and within that system, man realistically makes claims on others. God,
however, does not exist within our system – as such, we cannot claim that ‘God
owes’ a human being anything. Unlike our relationships with man, we cannot
beneﬁt or detract from God, so that by deﬁnition any claim on God would be
absurd. Thus the Mishna does not mention serving God for reward because it is
unnecessary: with some thought, it is easy to see how it is wrong.
The Rambam explains that the Mishna is teaching us that we should not serve
God so that He will do kindness and favors for us, but rather we should serve God
out of love. According to this, the parable given in the mishna is very precise: not
only does it say that the servant should not serve the master to receive beneﬁts, but
the servant should do it out of love for the master. Relative to God, this would mean
that it is not only that one should not perform commandments in order to receive
favors, since there is another possibility: one might still serve God for the beneﬁts of
the commandments. This is what the second half of the parable tells us not to do; the
highest level one should strive for is where he carries out the Will of God out of love
for Him, without any care for personal beneﬁts. Love of God demands that the
individual has the perspective of the self where his own value is obliterated: the
higher the level of the person, the less importance he gives to his own self.
“…Let the Fear of Heaven be upon you”. Rashi explains that there is no reward
for fulﬁlling commandments in this world, as the verse says “as I commanded you
today”- to perform today, but not to receive reward for them. According to Rashi’s
interpretation, this Mishna addresses a problem that many religious people have
when they experience some type of evil. They end up losing their Fear of God
because they then maintain that God is not concerned with man.
A similar lesson is learned from a Gemara in Tractate Kiddushin (39b). The
Gemara records the story of a child whose father told him to go up on a roof and get
the birds that were there. The child went up, sent away the mother bird (thereby
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performing the commandment of sending away the mother bird before taking the
chicks), he took the pigeons, and then died when returning. The Gemara asks:
doesn’t this seem to contradict the verses in Torah that say that one who performs
these commandments will receive good and long days? The Gemara answers that
these verses are referring to receiving the good of the world which is only good and
having lengthy days in the world that is only lengthy, meaning Olam Haba, the
world to come. This, the Gemara explains, is what is meant when we say that there
is no reward for the fulﬁllment of commandments in this world.
When we reﬂect on the idea that there is no reward for fulﬁlling commandments,
we need to consider its implications. What does this mean for the notion of Divine
Providence? If the Torah says that there is Divine Providence over those who keep
God’s commandments, how then could it be that there is no reward for the
commandments? To be continued.
CHAPTER XI
Chapter 1, Mishna 3: “Ontignos, the man from Socho said: Don’t be like servants
who serve their master to receive ‘pras’ but rather be like servants who serve their
master not to receive ‘pras’ and let Fear of Heaven be on you”
We last learned how Rashi and Rambam explain that our Mishna is teaching that
one should serve God out of love for Him, since there is no reward for serving Him
in this world. We then left oﬀ with the following question: if there is no reward in
this world, what are the implications about Divine Providence and the blessings in
the Torah? If we receive them when fulﬁlling commandments, as stated in the
Torah, then what is meant that there is no reward for serving God?
Clearly, the Torah tells us that there is the reward of Divine Providence in this
world for one who serves God. However, this is a very speciﬁc type of reward: for one
who lives correctly, God provides a situation where he can perfect himself to the
greatest degree. The issue in our Mishna pertains to pleasures of the world, which
have no eﬀect on the soul, neither positively nor negatively. I such a case, does God
reward a person with such pleasures in this world? Ontignos, in our Mishna, rejects
this notion. Sensual pleasures that one receives are not part of a reward, as they are
only accidental. It is for this reason that one cannot look to the physical for reward:
God creates the best possible situation, but only He knows what that is. The real
‘good’ to be received cannot be translated into “this” world’s terminology. People lose
their Fear of God because of this mistake: they expect that their good deeds will
result in some physical enjoyment.
This idea is similar to what Rambam says concerning the story of Job. Job was a
traditional Jew who enjoyed the commandments but he mistook the enjoyment for
the real good. He thought the enjoyments would be secured for him because of his
good deeds, and that was his mistake. People wish to translate their service of God
into physical enjoyments. However, this cannot be done. As Rambam says elsewhere
(in his introduction to his commentary on “Perek Chelek” in Tractate Sanhedrin)
there is no spiritual enjoyment in this world.
The challenge that our Mishna presents is that most of us value that which is good
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to our senses and it is diﬃcult to remove ourselves from this state. The only way we
can do this by perceiving a diﬀerent type of good: that which is non-physical and
abstract, namely knowledge.
Rambam in his commentary on our Mishna explains that the import of the
Mishna is to teach that we should serve God out of love, but at the same time still
remain in fear of God, for fear of God is also a commandment, and our Sages say
“serve with love, serve with fear” as well as “He who loves will not stay away from
fulﬁlling a commandment and he who is fearful won’t transgress on a prohibition”.
Fear plays great part in the prohibitive commandments. This commentary on
Rambam leads us to the relationship between the two commandments, fearing God
and loving God. From this statement of Rambam it sounds like they are two distinct
commandments that must be upheld at all times.
However, Rambam in his Laws of Repentance 10:1 seems to contradict this,
saying that one who serves God in order to avoid punishment either in this world or
in the world to come is considered one who serves God out of fear and “it is not
appropriate to serve God in this manner except by the ignoramuses, women, and
children, that we teach them to serve with fear until they increase their knowledge so
that they may serve with love”. From this statement, it seems that fear of God is only
valuable as a means to loving God, as fear is just a training tool to be used for a
person to reach the level of love. How are we to understand these two conﬂicting
statements of Rambam?
In order to understand the relationship between fear and love of God, we need to
also examine what is meant by love of God. Here too, Rambam seems to contradict
himself: In Laws of Repentance 10:2, Rambam says that one who serves God out of
love involves himself in Torah and its commandments only because he recognizes
them as true and as the ultimate good. Rambam states further that this is a level of
greatness that not even every wise man can reach. However, further in the same
chapter, in law 5, he says that we train ignoramuses, women, and children to serve
God out of fear and then increase their knowledge so that eventually they will have
knowledge of God and serve Him with love. From this statement, it would seem that
anyone can reach a level of love of God: even an ignoramus, after gaining a level of
knowledge. How can we reconcile these two statements of Rambam: on the one
hand, love of God is a level that not everyone can reach; on the other hand, with the
correct education, anyone can reach the love of God! To be continued.
CHAPTER XII
Chapter 1, Mishna 3: “Ontignos, the man from Socho said: Don’t be like servants
who serve their master to receive ‘pras’ but rather be like servants who serve their
master not to receive ‘pras’ and let Fear of Heaven be on you”
We last left oﬀ with an analysis of the comments of the Rambam on our Mishna,
where he says that while one must strive to serve God from love, he must also serve
God from fear. In trying to appreciate to this relationship between the commandments to love and fear God, we came upon a contradiction within the Rambam’s
Laws of Repentance: on the one hand, he says (10:2) that love of God, meaning
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involvement in Torah because it is the truth and the ultimate good, is not a level that
is attainable for everyone, even for all the wise and scholarly. Yet, Rambam also says
(10:5) that with the correct training and education, every individual has the ability
to serve God out of love. How are we to resolve these seemingly contradictory
statements of the Rambam?
The description of ‘love of God’ may refer to two diﬀerent individuals. One type
may be a person who is moved by an idea that he learned so that he gains an appreciation for God and is motivated by this appreciation. Due to this experience, he is
moved to serve out of love. However, this doesn’t mean that the whole individual has
changed: in a couple of hours, he will still return to the same level he was at before.
Another type of individual is one who the Rambam describes as ‘lovesick’ with God.
Just as when a man falls in love with a woman, she absorbs all his psychological
energies, so too when one becomes lovesick with God, all of his energies are directed
towards God. In this person, there has been a fundamental change within his
internal makeup so that there is a new level of constancy of the emotion, always
feeling drawn towards God.
With these two categories, we may now understand the statements of the
Rambam. When the Rambam says “the level of serving God out of love can be
reached by everyone”, he is talking of the experience and motivation of love, the ﬁrst
type in the above paragraph. Any individual with the proper training and education
may have the ability to hear a beautiful idea and be moved by it so that he will act out
of love. However, this experience may be limited in that when the experience is over,
the person returns to the level he was at before. In contrast, there is the other type of
person who becomes lovesick with God, making changes within his internal being
so that he is a diﬀerent person who is always drawn to God. It is to this level that the
Rambam says that only a few people, not even every wise man, can reach. The two
statements of the Rambam no longer are contradictory: they are each referring to a
certain type of ‘love of God’ and each one is accessible according to the nature of its
level.
With these ideas in mind, we may now understand the comment made by the
Rambam on our Mishna, that one must serve God with love and with fear. We
asked what the relationship between the two commandments is. If love means
serving God out of an appreciation for the truth and the ultimate good, fear means
that the person doesn’t fully recognize this to appreciate it. Thus, there is still some
part of him that desires something else. Fear of God allows him to keep his desires
in check so that he may always overcome those desires to do what is correct due to
the recognition of the greatness of God. Since it is diﬃcult for a person to constantly
be in a state where his energies and desires are directed in the pure form of love,
meaning towards the truth, the element of fear must always exist. In this way, the
person will always be able to move towards perfection, for even when he doesn’t have
the pure form of “love” of God, he will still be able to check his emotions and
channel them through “fear” of God.
We mentioned previously another comment of the Rambam on our Mishna: love
of God is tied to fulﬁlling positive commandments and fear of God is tied to the
safeguarding of the prohibitions of the Torah. At ﬁrst glance, this statement is
perplexing: why should it be so? Why should my love or fear towards God diﬀerenti188
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ate based upon the commandment that I am keeping? Either way, they are all
commandments of God! To be continued.
CHAPTER XIII
Chapter 1, Mishna 3: “Ontignos, the man from Socho… said: Don’t be like
servants who serve their master to receive ‘pras’ but rather be like servants who serve
their master not to receive ‘pras’ and let Fear of Heaven be on you”
We last left oﬀ with questions on the commentary of the Rambam on our
mishna. In explaining the concept of love of God, the Rambam says that love of God
is tied to fulﬁlling positive commandments whereas fear of God is tied to safeguarding the prohibitions of the Torah. We asked why this should be the case; if they are
all the commandments of God, why should it matter which one is being performed?
The only factor would seem to be the attitude of the person involved!
It is interesting to note that the Ramban uses the same idea to explain a famous
legal ruling of the Talmud. Whenever a person is confronted with a situation in
which he must choose between safeguarding a prohibition or fulﬁlling a positive
commandment, the Talmud rules that the positive obligation overrides the prohibition so that one may transgress on the prohibition in order to fulﬁll that commandment. In his commentary on Exodus (Chapter 20, verse 8) the Ramban explains
that this ruling is based on the idea that positive commandments are greater in that
they are tied to love of God whereas Prohibitive commandments are tied to fear of
God. Here, too, we need to understand how this works; for example, why can’t a
person avoid transgressing a commandment out of love?
Let us start by examining a relationship between two people. When two people
want to interact, there needs to be some positive activity between them; just avoiding
negative actions will not create anything. While it is true that once a positive
relationship is forged, avoiding negative actions will maintain that relationship.
However, a lack of action to avoid transgression, alone, will not create a relationship.
When we speak of a person pursuing perfection, we must refer to positive actions.
Why? Because the very nature of perfection is a relationship with God. The
avoidance of transgressing the word of God sets the stage for the experience of
relating to God, but that experience demands positive action on the part of man.
Now we can understand the meaning of the comments of the Rambam and
Ramban. Fulﬁlling positive commandments is a means for man to be actively
involved in his relationship with God. This is what is meant by love of God, where
the person can engage and enjoy his relationship with God. If he isn’t active, then the
prohibitive commandments keep man in a state where he can maintain that relationship and not violate it. This is what is meant by fear of God, where man safeguards
the word of God in order to uphold his relationship with God. These prohibitions,
however, can’t be a source of love of God since, by nature, they demand of man to be
passive. It then follows that man’s greatest involvement, that of perfection, will only
be through the positive commandments.
The Rambam, commenting on our mishna, continues with the story of Tziduk
and Bitus, students of Ontignos, the author of our mishna. He says that they misun189
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derstood the statement in our mishna to mean that there is no system of reward and
punishment at all according to the Torah. They tried to gather a following; known
as “Tzidukim” and “Bitusim”. However, they failed to convince people of this belief
so they began to argue that they believed in the Written Torah but not in the Oral
Law of the Torah, arguing that the Oral Torah transmitted was incorrect. The
Rambam says that they did this in order so that they could excuse themselves from
many obligations and so that they could choose how to explain certain verses in the
Torah according to how they liked, and not according to the interpretations and
rulings of the Rabbis.
In this account given by the Rambam, there is a seeming contradiction regarding
the motives of Tziduk and Bitus. First, the Rambam says that their motivation was
to lead a movement, trying to convince people to follow them. Then the Rambam
says that they were motivated by their desire to rid themselves of the obligation to
keep many of the Rabbinic laws. How do we resolve this seeming contradiction? We
may also ask another question on the Rambam: how did he know that they had
these motivations? Perhaps they were sincere in their doubt about the validity of the
Oral Law that was in the hands of the Rabbis! To be continued.
CHAPTER XIV
Chapter 1, Mishna 3: “Ontignos, the man from Socho… said: Don’t be like
servants who serve their master to receive ‘pras’ but rather be like servants who serve
their master not to receive ‘pras’ and let Fear of Heaven be on you.”
We last left oﬀ with questions from an analysis of the Rambam’s account of the
story of Tziduk and Bitus. To review the history: the Rambam, in his commentary
on our mishna, explains that these individuals were students of Ontignos, the author
of the mishna, and when they heard this statement, they thought he meant that
there is no system of reward and punishment in the system of the Torah. They tried
to convince people of this idea in order to start a movement but failed. They then
tried to convince people that the Written Law of the Torah was valid but that the
Oral Law of the Torah, transmitted through generations of Rabbinic authorities, was
invalid. The Rambam comments that they argued this point in order to exempt
themselves from many Rabbinic obligations and to have the power of interpreting
verses in the Torah in their own manner. In this way, they created a following of
people known as Tzidukim and Bitusim, named after them.
We raised two problems with the Rambam’s account. First, the Rambam seems
to contradict himself with regards to the motivation of Tziduk and Bitus: ﬁrst he says
they were trying to gain a following of people and later he says that they were just
trying to exempt themselves from the authority of the Rabbis. Which one was it?
Second, how did the Rambam know that they had these devious motivations?
Perhaps they sincerely doubted the authority of the Rabbis!
Let us begin with the ﬁrst question: what was their motivation to gather a following or remove the authority of the Rabbis? The Rambam apparently held that both
are true, that they had both in mind. Though it seems like a contradiction, the
Rambam understood that these ‘leaders’ weren’t clear thinkers. For a thinker, only
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one of these motivations could be the real goal. For one who isn’t a thinker, he may
not even realize his own inner workings and motivations. Most people fall into this
second category - they don’t clarify their real motivations and for that reason they
will do things for a few poor reasons, rather than one good reason. However, one
who is an honest and clear thinker will act based on one good reason. Here, Tziduk
and Bitus were looking to accomplish two goals: one, to exempt themselves from
religious obligations and, two, to remove their own guilt by gaining approval from
the masses.
Now we may move to our second question: how did the Rambam know this? The
answer is that the Rambam knew that such a belief, the denial of the validity of the
Oral Law, is rationally impossible. That’s why he says that this belief is the opposite
of what the Torah itself says with the verse “according to the Torah they teach you
and the statutes that they say to you”. It is simply impossible to accept the Written
Torah and deny the Oral Torah. Either one denies both or accepts both, for which
the commentaries bring proof. Therefore, the Rambam concludes that their irrational claim must have been motivated by ulterior, selﬁsh motives.
Someone once asked how we learn from the verse “according to the Torah that
they teach you” that the Rabbis have the right to establish laws, such as preventative
measures? Maybe it means that they just have the right to interpret the Written Law?
The answer to that question is that by doing the former they are doing the latter they said that it means that they have the right to set up laws.
It’s impossible to have the Written Law of Torah without the Oral Law. For
example, the verse says that on the Sabbath one isn’t permitted to do ‘melacha’,
creative activity. What is the deﬁnition of ‘melacha’? How does one determine the
meaning of ‘creative activity’? The punishment for doing this type of production on
the Sabbath is death - it would not make sense for there to be a system that punishes
with death for violations which no one knows the meaning.
In this story, Tziduk and Bitus were not guided by reason: there is simply no
rationale for their position, so the Rambam must say that they had personal motives.
This also explains why the Rambam adds that the Sages did not deal with them. This
was because they weren’t interested in the truth so talking to them about the issue
would not accomplish anything.
Chapter 1, Mishna 4: “Yose the son of Yoezer, them an of Tzeraida,said: Your
house should be a place of gathering for wise men…” Rashi explains that this means
that it should be a place they go to learn. To understand this, we need ask the simple
question: why? What is the signiﬁcance of the house in this advice? Why not just go
to a ‘Beis Medrash’, a place designated for learning? To be continued.
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CHAPTER XV
Chapter 1, Mishna 4: “Yose the son of Yoezer, the man of Tzeraida said: Your
house should be a place of gathering for wise men, follow in the dust of their feet, and
drink with thirst their words.”
We previously noted the comment of Rashi that the goal here is to make the home
a place of learning. We then asked what the value of this is: why not just go the ‘beis
medrash’, a place of learning?
To understand the lesson of the mishna, we need only reﬂect on what the ‘home’
represents to a person. When people ﬁnish their day at work, they come home and
want to relax so that the home becomes a place of leisure. The house thus becomes a
place of security and comfort. The idea presented here is that one’s leisure should be
observing how wise men partake of their activity, which is the study of Torah, being
involved in knowledge of God.
Our mishna is really touching upon a more general question: how could one who
ﬁnds value and comfort in the material world become attached to the world of
knowledge and ideas? The mishna directs us to what one must do ﬁrst: he must
remove attachments to other activities that he views as essential, such as entertainment. As long as he does those things for their own sake, then they become the
purpose of his existence. In its place, a person must have Torah. However, since, at
the outset, one doesn’t appreciate the beauty of Torah itself, he must make his house
a place for the wise man to gather so that in this manner, Torah becomes the essence
of his life. In this way he may recognize the importance of Torah, though he still
doesn’t have the knowledge of Torah itself yet.
After this, the mishna follows with the next step: “be in the dust of their feet”. This
reﬂects the need to attach oneself to the wise men. In such a manner, he sees them as
a great people, depletes his own ego, and feels worthless so that his only point is to
serve them. Rashi on this statement comments in this vein: the purpose is to serve
them, teaching that the highest recognition possible is seen in such activities where
the ego is depleted. Through attaching oneself to these people, he will eventually see
the ideas and their ultimate value.
This approach can also be seen in the commentary of the Rabbeinu Yonah on our
mishna. Commenting on the last phrase of the mishna, he quotes the verse from
Proverbs (Chapter 27, Verse 7): “A satisﬁed body will despise honey, but a hungry
body will ﬁnd even bitter things sweet.” He explains that this verse is a parable which
teaches that while for one, who is “full” from Torah so that he doesn’t desire anymore
of it, he’ll despise even pearls of Torah; while for another who desires Torah, even if
he hears something without understanding the reason, he’ll enjoy it because he
knows it is true since his teacher said it. The man being spoken of in our mishna,
according to the Rabbeinu Yonah, is clearly not someone who, on his own, can
discern abstract truth and false. At this point, his recognition of truth comes through
the wise men. The next step, though, must come naturally, where the individual
comes to appreciate the ideas themselves.
Chapter 1, Mishna 5: “Yose the son of Yochanon the man of Jerusalem said: Your
house should be open wide (for guests), you should have poor people in your home,
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and do not engage in lengthy talk with women. This is said with regards to one’s own
wife, certainly with another man’s wife.”
Our mishna begins with the advice of having one’s home open to guests. Rashi
explains that open wide means that its open all four sides for travelers to enter. He
quotes the Talmudic statement with regards to Yoav, the general of King David: the
verse says that he was buried in his house in the desert. The Talmud asks: was his
house in the desert? Rather it means that his house was like a desert in that it was
open in all four directions. Yoav himself says “Did I eat my bread alone?” implying
that he constantly hosted other people in his home. Similar statements are made
about how our forefather Avraham also had his house open in all four directions.
The obvious question arises: why is this so valuable? Speciﬁcally, what is this distinct
characteristic of having one’s home open in all directions? Isn’t it enough for one to
just host other people? To be continued.
CHAPTER XVI
Chapter 1, Mishna 5: “Yose the son of Yochanon the man of Jerusalem said: Your
house should be open wide (for guests), the poor should be people of your home, and
do not engage in lengthy talk with women. This is said with regards to one’s own
wife, certainly with another man’s wife.”
We previously noted how Rashi explains that an “open wide” house means that
the house is open on all four sides, so that it is open to anyone. He quotes the Talmud
that says that Yoav, the general under King David, made his house like a desert;
meaning anyone could join him in his house so that his home appeared ownerless.
We asked: what is the signiﬁcance of the house being open on all four sides? Why not
just say that one should host poor people in his home?
When one’s house is open on all four sides, there is a lack of control for the owner.
If there are only one or two doorways into a house, then the owner of the house may
have control over who is allowed in and out of the house. The fact that all four sides
of the house are open to the public demonstrates a lack of ownership in that anyone
has the ability to walk in, and whenever they want.
Based on our Mishna, Rashi is teaching us that recognizing the reality of the lack
of ownership is involved in the giving of charity. When we see people who are in
poverty and lack in material needs, we need to learn to identify with them by
recognizing that no person can truly own possessions. In that sense, when one gives
charity, they must reﬂect that they don’t see themselves as real owners of the materials they are giving. When people walked into the house of Yoav, they felt as if there
was no owner of the property, as it was ‘like a desert’. This was a high level of charity,
giving in a manner in which the poor felt like they were not taking from a person.
In the context of modern times, it is interesting to note that Yoav was the general
of his army, and despite his high rank, he reached this level of humility and perfection. When we view our society, the general pattern is that the greater one becomes,
the more he becomes removed from the common people, through gates, fences,
security, etc. In Judaism, it is the exact opposite: as an individual reaches greater
levels of perfection, he identiﬁes more with all human beings.
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“…the poor should be people of your home…” Rashi explains that rather than
having servants and maidservants, one should have poor people serve in his home
and he will receive reward for paying them. The Rambam on our Mishna gives a
similar explanation, saying that one should hire poor people as servants rather than
acquiring servants. Rambam says that the Sages would degrade those who acquired
servants and praise those who hired poor people to serve them.
At ﬁrst glance, the suggestion of the Mishna is problematic. If I have the opportunity to hire a competent servant or an incompetent poor person, why should I hire
the poor person?
To understand our Mishna, we need to understand why people have servants. The
value of hiring servants is more than just practical. Servants also add a quality of
sophistication to one’s home. Though poor people may not be sophisticated, they
can do a practical job. Our Sages did not value sophistication because it stems from
a denial of human nature. A person senses his instinctual makeup and tries to deny
it by being sophisticated, like eating with speciﬁc forks, knives, etc. However, this
assumed sophistication is meaningless: the Nazis were also sophisticated in this
manner. Such a combination of sophistication with a distorted mindset isn’t impossible. Sophistication does not lead to perfection.
So what do our Sages recommend? That is the lesson of our Mishna: acts of
kindness. Notice how our Mishna says that the poor should be ‘people of the home’.
The emphasis here, again, is on more than just the act of giving. The giver must
identify with those in poverty, sand this identiﬁcation is to be that, which moves
them to care for the poor person. While those who wish to feel sophisticated desire
to feel superior, Judaism suggests that a person should desire to identify with people
in distressed situations.
At this point, we may explain why the Mishna includes both ‘Your house should
be open wide’ and ‘the poor should be people of your home’. The ﬁrst part is advice
on how one should relate to his property. The second part advises a person on how
he should relate to himself. It is possible to have either one of them without the other;
one could not care about his possessions yet still feel superior to the poor, or, in the
opposite scenario, one could identify with the poor, but relate be selﬁsh regarding his
possessions.
When a person tries to separate his possessions away from other people, there is a
break in his identiﬁcation with other human beings, and that is an imperfection. The
Rambam, towards the end of his philosophical work called ‘The Guide for the
Perplexed’, says that at the highest level a person only wants to do loving kindness.
Some people claim that the Rambam himself never wrote this because the Rambam
always praises intellectual perfection and here he is praising ethical perfection. In
truth, though, there is no contradiction. The idea of the Rambam is that a perfected
individual will do kindness because naturally he identiﬁes with other human beings.
Generally, people are prevented from identifying with others because of their
individual egos. Without the ego, a person would naturally identify with others.
When one reaches intellectual perfection, they will act kindly because of that natural
identiﬁcation.
This trait of identiﬁcation can be seen in our forefather Avraham. The Rambam
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says that Avraham’s eﬀort to go out and convince others about the proper service of
God was an expression of love of God. How? Because with his intellectual perfection, there was identiﬁcation with others and from that identiﬁcation, he was
motivated to give them the greatest good, knowledge of God.
CHAPTER XVII
Chapter 1, Mishna 5: “Yose the son of Yochanon the man of Jerusalem said:
…and do not engage in lengthy talk with women. This is said with regards to one’s
own wife, certainly with another man’s wife. From here the Wise Men said: As long
as one engages in lengthy discussions with women, he will cause evil for himself,
remove himself from words of Torah, and come to inherit hell.”
The Rambam, in his commentary on this mishna, explains that most discussions
with women are about sexual matters. It follows from this explanation that the issue
in the mishna isn’t that a man is talking to a woman: it is not a question of the people
involved in the dialogue. Rather, the issue at hand is the nature of the dialogue itself.
The mishna’s example of the diﬀerent sexes merely reﬂects that the nature of the
discussion pertains to sexual topics. Still, we need to understand: what is the lesson
our mishna is trying to teach us?
When the Torah describes the creation of man, it says “And man was living
being” (Genesis Chapter 2, Verse 7). The commentator Onkelos explains this verse
to mean that man was a “speaking spirit”, meaning that the capacity for speech
makes man distinct from all other creatures. This leads to a unique ability for
instinctual satisfaction, merely through talking. Whereas animals must perform an
action in order to satisfy their instincts, man’s psyche allows for satisfaction through
speech. This mechanism isn’t limited to speech: it includes all forms of fantasizing,
such as movies, where words and ideas are conveyed through speech. Man’s instincts
are spoken about more than actually performed. A prime example of this is ‘Lashon
Hara’, when one person speaks negatively about another person. This is considered a
form of ‘character assassination’ where a person can be killed, not with a weapon, but
with words. The romantic feelings of love are given the same expression through
words, as seen by the degree to which people constantly joke about sexual matters or
read or write about them. This is a unique ability of man that stems from his ‘speaking spirit’, the ability to express his instincts through speech.
According to the Rambam, the phrase “don’t engage in lengthy talk with women”
teaches us to not cater to the instincts through speech. The idea of “lengthy talk”
means that there is a greater involvement than is necessary. As much as a person
needs it, there will be a necessity for expression. However, when one oversteps the
boundary, the desire is awakened and will lead to a type of life, which isn’t the
highest level. Our Sages are emphasizing that speech is a means to express an
instinct, and if one excites the instincts too much through this vehicle, it will lead to
problems.
Chapter 1, Mishna 6: “Yehoshua the son of Perachia and Nitai the Arbeili
accepted from them. Yehoshua the son of Perachia said: Make for yourself a Teacher,
195

PHILOSOPH Y OF TOR A H
Acquire for yourself a Friend, and Judge everyone to the side of Innocent”
“Make for yourself a Teacher” Rashi explains this to mean that one shouldn’t just
learn alone but also from a teacher and those listening. We may ask why Rashi adds
that one should learn from those listening also: why not just learn from the teacher?
The idea of learning from others listening to the teacher is that one should not be
concerned who he is learning from. Even if one is on a lower level of wisdom, with
the correct approach to knowledge, he may have the capacity to add from an
intuition that you may not have.
“Acquire for Yourself a Friend” Rashi explains, that some say this means that a
person should have a book to study from while others say that it means that a person
should have a friend to learn with because, quoting from a verse in Ecclesiastes, “two
are better than one”. There is also a statement in the Talmud that one who studies
alone, even if he is a wise scholar, will start saying foolish things.
Rashi refers to two diﬀerent interpretations as to what is the meaning of a
“friend”, a book or an actual person. When we analyze this disagreement, we need
to understand what is the reasoning of each side. Why would a book be suﬃcient to
qualify as a friend? Why does the other opinion disagree? (To be continued)
CHAPTER XVIII
Chapter 1, Mishna 6: “Yehoshua the son of Perachia and Nitai the Arbeili
accepted from them. Yehoshua the son of Perachia said: Make for yourself a Teacher,
Acquire for yourself a Friend, and Judge everyone to the side of Innocent”
We last mentioned the two opinions mentioned by Rashi with regards to the
meaning of ‘acquire a friend’. According to one opinion it means to learn with a
book, whereas according to the other opinion it means that one should have an
actual person to learn with. We wanted to understand the underlying issue in this
disagreement: on what are these opinions arguing?
We mentioned last week that one should not learn alone because on his own, he
may tend to say foolish ideas without realizing it. The question then becomes: what
does a person need in order to keep his own theories “in check”? One possibility is
that he merely needs other views to think about; this alone will challenge his mind
to think and consider why another possibility is wrong, whereas his is correct.
According to this possibility, it would be suﬃcient to learn with a book. Another
possibility is that man needs more than that: he requires interactive thought to
challenge him and sharpen his thinking. According to this, a person demands
another person to interact with in the learning process.
The Rambam and Rabbeinu Yonah make an interesting comment regarding the
language of the Mishna: one should “acquire” a friend. They explain that to
“acquire” a friend means to be willing to give up of one’s self in order to have the
friend, even if it entails being embarrassed by him. At ﬁrst glance, this statement is
perplexing. What do they mean that one should give up of oneself for the friend?
What kind of friendship is this?
To understand this comment, let us begin with how individuals generally relate to
other people. An individual likes to maintain a positive self-image, feeling that he
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lives in a good and proper manner. However, this leads him to judge other people in
order to maintain a sense of superiority that goes along with this positive self-image.
He creates subjective criteria, based on his own personal life, through which he
judges and reduces people, showing himself that he doesn’t partake of these ‘defects’.
In this way, a person can live with a sense of comfort about his own lifestyle.
In truth, though, there is really not that much diﬀerence between the two people.
His emotions ﬁnd a method to elevate his self-image. Also, a process of exaggeration
goes on: when “he” performs an injustice, it is not such a big deal, though, when
“others” errs similarly, he emphasizes the gravity of their error.
The idea behind the comment of Rambam and Rabbeinu Yonah is that one
should not only recognize this framework within himself, but that other people have
it as well. One must recognize that others have their subjective criteria as well. As the
Rambam quotes from our Sages: “Don’t befriend another based on your own ways;
but rather, based on the ways of the friend.” This means that a person has to
recognize the framework within which another person functions, and generously
operate accordingly.
In doing this, the individual demonstrates that these criteria are really not the
essence of man. Friendships should not be based merely on shared likes and dislikes,
and as such, one should do things that another likes even if he himself doesn’t. The
Rambam even mentions that one should pay money for it. Here too, the idea is that
if another person gains a psychological enjoyment through something you don’t, you
should still help him obtain it and not feel that you are in any way superior just
because you don’t have that emotion. If the friendship can beneﬁt a person, then he
should be willing to forego the petty emotions of likes and dislikes.
Such a notion of separating between personality traits and other traits is diﬃcult
for us today because of the Christian inﬂuence. Christianity maintains that the
essence of a person is his psychological makeup, his instincts. Judaism says on the
contrary, a person should use his instincts to perfect himself. This is seen in the
statement of our Sages that a person with aggressive tendencies should become a
slaughterer. As long as you can gain from the individual, then that is one who you
should befriend.
CHAPTER XIX
Chapter 1, Mishna 6: “…Acquire for yourself a friend…”
Rabbeinu Yona, in explaining the language of ‘acquire’ with regards to a friend,
cites an interesting verse from Proverbs: “One who covers an oﬀense, seeks love, but
one who harps on the matter alienates a ruler.” (17:9) Rashi, in his commentary on
the verse, explains that if one sins to another and doesn’t tell him he sinned nor shows
anger towards him, he will cause the sinner to love him. But if he holds on to the
enmity and keeps reminding the sinner of the sin, then even close friends will
separate from him. Rashi goes further by adding that the ‘Ruler of Above’ will
separate from him since he violated the commandment of “You shall not take
revenge nor bear a grudge” (Leviticus 19:18)
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Rabbeinu Yona gives a diﬀerent interpretation of the verse. He says that the verse
means that if a friend covers up another’s sins, then the love between them will last
because he tolerates the sins. However, if a friend says something bad about him and
he tells others, “Look at what he said about me” then his friends will separate from
him.
According to Rabbeinu Yona the verse is describing what we would call a petty
relationship. People won’t look past the fact that this person is making a mistake by
telling others about another person. The correct perspective, as we mentioned
previously, is that there is only one criterion for a friendship: whether it is beneﬁcial.
One should not get caught up in the petty emotions and mistake them for a person’s
essence. The essence of a person is deeper than that, so that if there is what to be
gained, one should look past these smaller issues.
Rashi’s explanation of the verse goes further by saying that the gossiper is bearing
a grudge, using his friend’s imperfections for his own advantage and not recognizing
his own imperfections. This is against reality and so it is against God. Here again,
man indulges his petty emotions, and misjudges man’s essence.
With regards to the issue of revenge and bearing a grudge, there is an interesting
Rambam that discusses these prohibitions. In his Laws of Traits (Chapter 7, law 7)
the Rambam writes: “One who takes revenge has a bad trait for he should be a
person who foregoes his own rights since they are just over matters of this world and
those with proper understanding see that things of this world are worthless, so they
won’t have feelings for revenge.” The Rambam is telling us that it is because people
put a value on things in this world that causes them to feel that their happiness is
being taken away when deprived of these things. In truth, what was taken away in
this world was nothing, so one should not feel as if there was any harm done.
We may ask on the Rambam: what about the fact that the person tried to harm
us? Doesn’t that warrant some reaction? Furthermore, what if someone would take
away time from learning-that isn’t just a matter of this world, so would revenge then
be justiﬁed? It seems as if it would have been simpler for the Rambam to just say that
there is nothing to gain by revenge, and that would have been the end of it.
The idea behind the Rambam’s explanation goes deep into the mindset of how
one relates to other people. We all realize that we are in need of various goods from
others, and so we need friends. As a result, we divide others into two groups - friends
and enemies. Enemies get in the way of what is good for us so we try to get rid of
them. This is where revenge comes from - this person tried to take away my goods so
I need to destroy him in return. The Rambam is saying that a correct thinker understands that there is no need to make this division of friends and enemies because the
real good is perfection, and that is a good, which is achieved, independent of others.
Once one realizes that others cannot give him the real good, nor take it away, then
one will be neutral to such situations. There should be no desire for revenge because
one person can never truly harm another.
This idea can be seen in the story of Joseph and his brothers. After Jacob dies,
Joseph tells the brothers that they should not worry that he would take revenge on
them for what they did. He explains that all that occurred was from God and that
God had prevented any harm from being done to him. With this response, Joseph
was saying to his brothers that Divine Providence was the controlling factor in the
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situation and as a result there he harbored no personal feelings. He related to them
without hatred for what they had tried to do, because he knew they could not beneﬁt
or harm him - only Divine Providence could. Therefore he would not retaliate
against them.
Yet, the idea of the Rambam requires further clariﬁcation. If there is no reason for
revenge in case of worldly matters, what about when one tries to take away your
opportunity for the next world, the true good? For example, would one be justiﬁed
in taking revenge on another who took away time from learning?
The issue here concerns how one relates to the true good. Most people redirect
their materialistic emotions and attach them to Torah. They simply swap the object
of their desires. They fail to understand that the object of their attachments can not
be the only thing that is diﬀerent - it must be a diﬀerent relationship. If one learns so
as to become a great Torah scholar then he is replacing money with Torah. When
one is interested in a life of perfection, he isn’t interested in any status. The Talmud,
in Tractate Berachos, tells us of a discussion that took place when Rabbi Yochanon
visited Rabbi Eliezer who was sick. Rabbi Eliezer was crying so Rabbi Yochanon
asked him why he cried. He continued, “if because you didn’t learn enough Torah,
then that is not a problem for “whether one has a lot or a little, as long as his heart is
towards heaven”. At ﬁrst glance, the consolation of Rabbi Yochanon seems diﬃcult
to understand: is he saying that how much one knows doesn’t matter? There is a
statement in the Jerusalem Talmud that says one word of Torah is worth as much as
all the commandments! To be continued.
CHAPTER XX
Chapter 1, Mishna 6: “…Acquire for yourself a friend…”
We last left oﬀ discussing the Rambam’s explanation of the prohibition to take
revenge and bear a grudge. The Rambam says that one who recognizes that the true
good is not to be found in the material world will not feel the need to take revenge,
for another person can never take away this true good. We asked how this principle
would apply in a case where one does take away the real good, such as where one
person takes away another’s time for involvement in learning Torah. In such a case,
would the Rambam then say that revenge is justiﬁed?
In order to understand this question, we took up an interesting story in the
Talmud that gives us insight into how one should relate to knowledge and learning.
The Talmud, in Tractate Berachos, tells us of a discussion that took place when
Rabbi Yochanon visited Rabbi Eliezer who was sick. Rabbi Eliezer was crying so
Rabbi Yochanon asked him why, for if he was crying that he didn’t learn enough
Torah, then that is not a problem for “whether one has a lot or a little, as long as his
heart is towards heaven”. At ﬁrst glance, the consolation of Rabbi Yochanon seems
diﬃcult to understand- does he mean to tell us that how much one knows doesn’t
matter? This would seem to contradict a statement in the Jerusalem Talmud that says
that one word of Torah is worth as much as fulﬁlling all of the commandments!
Understanding this gives us an understanding of how we are to relate to learning
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Torah. A wise man doesn’t relate to learning as a conquest and acquisition of Torah;
rather, to him the overall relationship to Torah is the value: a few pages of learning
don’t make the diﬀerence. If one lost the ability to learn a bit more than he can now,
he isn’t on a lower level, because his relationship to Torah is the same.
This idea is also expressed by the law of ‘Toraso Umenaso’, that one whose work is
learning Torah, is exempt from certain commandments. Rabbeinu Asher (known as
the Rosh), an early commentator on the Talmud, explains that to be considered one
who is ‘Toraso Umenaso’ one doesn’t have to spend all day learning. Rather, one
must utilize every free moment for learning. In doing so, he demonstrates that
involvement in the knowledge of Torah is most valuable to him. From here we can
also see that the issue isn’t merely the amount of time spent learning, but rather the
relationship to learning that is important.
With this point of view, we can return to the Rambam and answer our question.
One who values his relationship to knowledge will never take revenge, even on time
taken away from learning, for he knows that his perfection is found in his state of
mind and nothing can take away from that. What another person does can’t aﬀect
the way another person relates to Torah and knowledge. Therefore, revenge is never
justiﬁed.
An interesting observation may be gleaned: one who perfects himself for his own
personal gain actually lacks in perfection. When one reaches a level of perfection
where one loves God, his actions are not done for himself, but rather for God. Love
of God means that the person is focused on that which is external to the self, namely
the idea of God, so that personal gains are no longer the motivation of the person.
From our discussion, it appears that the prohibitions to take revenge and bear a
grudge are for people who are already on a high level. How could the Torah demand
of everyone that they reach this philosophical level? While it may be true that most
people don’t have this viewpoint constantly, at least at the time that they guard these
prohibitions, they will realize these ideas. This, in and of itself, will be of beneﬁt to
the person.
The Rambam, commenting on this part of the Mishna, quotes Aristotle as saying
something beautiful: “You are your own friend”, and then he cites Aristotle’s three
types of friendships. The ﬁrst types of friendship are those who are friends for
personal gain and beneﬁt. The second type is where the friends gain pleasure from
being with each other. The third level is where they are friends for a higher purpose,
which is to help each other do the good.
When we analyze these categories of friendships, there are a number of questions
that arise. First, why does the Rambam say that the ﬁrst type of friendship, where
friends seek some gain, is considered a friendship at all? Second, what exactly is the
diﬀerence between the second type and the third type? They both are intended for
some gain, so what is the diﬀerence if it is for personal purpose, or a ‘higher’ purpose?
Third, the Rambam makes the point that in the friendship for the higher purpose,
they want the good for each other. Here too we may ask: why is this characteristic of
the third type…the other types can have it as well? Take the ﬁrst type for example:
the two may wish both to beneﬁt and gain. Why does the Rambam say this is only
applicable to the third type of friendship? To be continued…
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