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Torah V'Avodah-Learning, Labor and the Iierarchy of Jewish Values
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R. Hanina b. Papa pointed out a contradiction. It is written, Therefore will I take back My
corn in the time thereof, etc., and it is elsewhere written, And thou shalt gather in thy
comn, ete.! There is no difficulty: the one text speaks of where Israel do the will of the
Omnipresent, the other of where they do not perform the will of the Omnipresent. Our
Rabbis taught: And thou shalt gather in thy corn. What is to be learnt from these words?
Since it says, This book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth, I might think that
this injunction is to be taken literally. Therefore it says, 'And thou shalt gather in thy
corn’, which implies that you are to combine the study of them with a worldly occupation.
This is the view of R. Ishmael. R. Simeon b. Yohai says: Is that possible? If a man
ploughs in the ploughing season, and sows in the sowing season, and reaps in the reaping
season, and threshes in the threshing season, and winnows in the season of wind, what is
to become of the Torah? No; but when Israel perform the will of the Omnipresent, their
work is performed by others, as it says. And strangers shall stand and feed your flocks.
etc., and when Israel do not perform the will of the Omnipresent their work is carried out
by themselves, as it says, And thou shalt gather in thy corn. Nor is this all, but the work
of others also is done by them, as it says. And thou shalt serve thine enemy etc. Said




Abaye: Many have followed the advice of Ishmael, and it has worked well; others have
followed R. Simeon b. Yohai and it has not been successful. Raba said to the Rabbis: I
would ask you not to appear before me during Nisan and Tishri so that you may not be
anxious about your food supply during the rest of the year. Rabbah b. Bar Hanah said in
the name of R. Johanan, reporting R. Judah b. [la'i: See what a difference there is
between the carlier and the later generations. The eatlier generations made the study of
the Torah their main concern and their ordinary work subsidiary to it, and both prospered
in their hands. The later generations made their ordinary work their main concern and
their study of the Torah subsidiary, and neither prospered in their hands.
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From-Leo Tolstoy-“On Labor and Luxury”

And the same is the case with physical labor, The dignity of man, his sacred duty and
obligation, consists in using the hands and feet which have been given to him, for that for
which they were given to him, and that which consumes food on the labor which
produces that food; and that they should be used, not on that which shall cause them to
pine away, not as objects to wash and clean, and merely for the purpose of stuffing into
one's mouth food, drink, and cigarettes. This is the significance that physical labor
possesses for man in every community; but in our community, where the avoidance of
this law of labor has occasioned the unhappiness of a whole class of people, employment
in physical labor acquires still another significance,--the significance of a sermon, and of
an occupation which removes a terrible misfortune that is threatening mankind.

To say that physical labor is an insignificant occupation for a man of education, is
equivalent to saying, in connection with the erection of a temple: "What does it matter
whether one stone is laid accurately in its place?" Surely, it is precisely under conditions
of modesty, simplicity, and imperceptibleness, that every magnificent thing is
accomplished,; it is impossible to plough, to build, to pasture cattle, or even to think, amid
glare, thunder, and illumination. Grand and genuine deeds are always simple and modest,
And such is the grandest of all deeds which we have to deal with,-- the reconciliation of
those fearful contradictions amid which we are living, And the deeds which will reconcile
these contradictions are those modest, imperceptible, apparently ridiculous ones, the
serving one's self, physical labor for one's self, and, if possible, for others also, which we
rich people must do, if we understand the wretchedness, the unscrupulousness, and the
danger of the position into which we have drifted.

What will be the result if I, or some other man, or a handful of men, do not despise
physical labor, but regard it as indispensable to our happiness and to the appeasement of
our conscience? This will be the result, that there will be one man, two men, or a handful
of men, who, coming into conflict with no one, without governmental or revolutionary
violence, will decide for ourselves the terrible question which stands before all the world,
and which sets people at variance, and that we shall settle it in such wise that life will be
better to them, that their conscience will be more at peace, and that they will have nothing
to fear; the result will be, that other people will see that the happiness which they are
secking everywhere, lies there around them; that the apparently unreconcilable
contradictions of conscience and of the constitution of this world will be reconciled in the
casiest and most joyful manner; and that, instead of fearing the people who surround us,
it will become necessary for us to draw near to them and to love them.

A.D.Gordon “People and Labor” in Arthur Hertzberg-The Zionist Idea pes. 372,
374 '

Now it is true that every people has many individuals who shun physical labor and try to
live off of the work of others. But a normal people is like a living organism which
performs its various functions naturally, and labor is one of its basic and organic




functions. A normal people invariably contains a large majority of individuals for whom
labor is second nature. But we Jews are different. We have developed an attitude of
looking down on manual labor, so that even those who are engaged in it work out of mere
compulsion and always with the hope of escaping to “a better life.” We must not deceive
ourselves in this regard, nor shut our eyes to our grave deficiencies, not merely as
individuals but as a people. The well-know Talmudic saying, that when the Jews do
God’s will their labor is done for them by others, is characteristic of our atfitude, This
saying is significant. It demonstrates how far this attitude has become an instinctive

feeling within us, a second nature.

...Let me put it more bluntly: In Palestine we must do with our own hands all the things
that make up the sum total of life. We must ourselves do all the work, from the least
strenuous, cleanest, and most sophisticates to the dirtiest and most difficult, In our own
way we must feel what a worker feels and think what a worker thinks-then, and only
then, shall we have a culture of our own, for then we will have a life of our own.

It all seems very clear: From now on our principal ideal must be Labor. Through
no fault of our own we have been deprived of this element and we must seek a remedy,
Labor is our cure. The ideal of Labor must be the pivot of all our aspirations. It is the
foundation upon which our national structure is to be erected. Only be making Labor, for
its own sake, our national ideal shall we be able to cure ourselves of the plague that has
affected us for many generations and mend the rent between ourselves and Nature. Labor
is a great human ideal. It is the ideal of the future, and a great ideal can be a healing
sun...

A.D. Gordon as quoted by Abraham Shapira, “Work” in 20™ Century Jewish
Religious Thought pg. 1065

The Principal distinguishing feature of what we are creating lies in the fact that each of us
must begin by recreating himself...He is bound to recognize that if is in our own torn
souls that the national rupture took place. And so let each one come and make himself
whole, bringing peace to his own spirit... Thus, each in his own way, shall we arrive ata
pure national self.




