The Scope of Torah: Aggadah, Normativity, Madda, Part I11:

What Are the OQuter Bounds of Torah?

Shlomo Zuckier
Drisha Institute

The Sugya on Saying Birkat ha-Torah

1. Berachot 11b, Davidson Translation (sefaria.com)
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Therefore, Rav Yehuda said that Shmuel said: One who arose to
study, until he recites Shema he must recite a special blessing over
the Torah. If he already recited Shema he need not recite that
blessing, as he has exempted himself by reciting the blessing of: An
abounding love, which includes the components of the blessing over
the Torah.

Having mentioned the blessing recited over Torah, the Gemara focuses
on a dispute over what constitutes Torah in terms of requiring a
blessing. Rav Huna said: For the study of Bible, one must recite a
blessing, as it is the word of God, and for halakhic midrash, the
derivation of halakhot from verses, one need not recite a blessing.
And Rabbi Elazar said: For Bible and midrash, which includes
halakhot derived from verses themselves, one must recite a blessing;
for Mishna, which is only comprised of halakhic rulings issued by the
Sages, one need not recite a blessing.

And Rabbi Yohanan said: Even for Mishna, which includes final,
binding halakhic rulings, one must recite a blessing as well, but for
Talmud, which comprises a study of the Mishna and the rationales for
its rulings, one need not recite a blessing.

And Rava said: Even for Talmud, which is the means to analyze the
significance of the halakhot, and is the only form of Torah study that
leads one to its true meaning, one must recite a blessing.

This statement is supported by the practical halakha derived from
observation of Rav’s practice. His student, Rav Hiyya bar Ashi, said:
Many times | stood before Rav to study our chapter in the Sifra,
also known as Torat Kohanim, the halakhic midrash on Leviticus, of
the school of Rav, and | saw that Rav would first wash his hands,
then recite a blessing, and only then he would teach us our chapter.
This demonstrates that even before their study of Torat Kohanim,

the equivalent of studying Talmud, one must recite a blessing.

The Gemara clarifies: What formula of blessings does he recite?
There is a dispute over the formula of the blessings as well. Rav
Yehuda said that Shmuel said: The formula of this blessing is like the
standard formula for blessings recited over other mitzvot: Blessed are
You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who sanctified us with his
mitzvot and commanded us to engage in matters of Torah.

And Rabbi Yohanan concludes the blessing by adding the following:
Lord our God, make the words of Your Torah sweet in our mouths

which, due to Rav’s explanation of the reasons behind the halakhot, was
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and in the mouths of Your people, the house of Israel, so that we
and our descendants and the descendants of Your people, the house
of Israel, may be those who know Your name and engage in Your
Torah. Blessed are You, Lord, Who teaches Torah to His people
Israel.

And Rav Hamnuna said an additional formula: Who has chosen us
from all the peoples and given us His Torah. Blessed are You, Lord,
Giver of the Torah. With regard to this formula, Rav Hamnuna said:
This concise blessing is the most outstanding of all the blessings over
the Torah, as it combines thanks to God for giving us the Torah as well
as acclaim for the Torah and for Israel.

Since several formulas for the blessing over Torah were suggested, each
with its own distinct advantage, the Gemara concludes: Therefore, let
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us recite them all as blessings over the Torah.
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Qualitative Levels of Talmud Torah
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Can Secular Studies Qualify as Torah?

14. Norman Lamm, Torah Umadda: The Encounter of Religious Learning and Worldly
Knowledge in the Jewish Tradition (Magqgid Books, Third Edition, 2010), pp. 67-71
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15. Norman Lamm, Torah Umadda: The Encounter of Religious Learning and Worldly

Knowledge in the Jewish Tradition (Maggid Books, Third Edition, 2010), pp. 138-39
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16. Yonason Rosenblum, “’Torah Umadda’: A Critigue of Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm?’s

Book,” Jewish Observer, March 1992, 27-41. at pp. 27-29

“Torah Umadda”

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm’s
book and its approach to
Torah study and the
pursuit of secular

A NEW APPROACH
TO AN OLD CHALLENGE

t is gver 200 years since Moses
I Mendelssohn brought to the fore
of German Jewry the issue of
Judaism's stanece towards the sur-
rounding culture, and of the proper

Rabbi Yonason Rosenblum

relationship between Torah learning

and secular studies. And when
Napoleon's armies spread the French
Enlightenment 30 years later, the
confrontation between Torah and
secular ideals reached Eastern Eu-
rope as well,

But the nature of the struggle be-
tween Jewish life and modernity has
changed over the years. The intellec-

tual challenge to Torah today is, if

anything, less than it was sixly years
ago. It is doubtful that any current
Rosh Yeshiva would feel the need to
prove that Torah is deeper than Kant,
as one well-known mashgtach did in
post-World War [ Lithuania. Nor is
there any modern-day parallel to the
intellectual attraction that socialism
and Zionism once exercised on ye-
shiva students.

Though hedonism and material-
ism seem more powerful lures today
than great ideas, modern, post-tech-

Rabbl Resenblum, o member of a Jerusaiem
Hedlel. 15 a regubar condributor to these pages.

The Jetwish Observer, March 1992
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| letter,

A critique of

knowledge.

nological socicty poses its own urnigue
set of challenges. The isolation in
which Jewish communities once
flourished is but a historical memory.
It is inconceivable today to Imagine
large numbers of Jews unable to
speak the language of their host
country, as was true in Eastern Eu-
rope & century ago. The openness of
American democracy. the pervasive
nature of the modern media, and the

fact that most of us are consumers of |

advanced technology, make it harder
than ever to erect barriers o the out-
side world. With the world a far
smaller, more integrated place than
ever, knowledge of the surrounding
sociefy often seems more necessary
than in previous generations.
Budding yeshiva students, kollel
fellows, and Torah-directed laymen
must all deal with a secular world, its
resources of information and its value

quires comprehensive knowledge of
both the circumstances of the case
being judged and the halacha.)

By contrast, Rabbi Samson
Raphael Hirsch, exponent of Torah Im
Derech Eretz, assigned a place to
secular knowledge as an auxiliary of
Torah knowledge, but only to the ex-
tent that it first pass the test of con-
sonance with Torah. In the Hirschian
worldview, there is no place for the
sciences or the humanities as a
source of values, or as a co-equal to

| Torah as an area of study.

In his recently published work, To-
rah Umadda: The Encounter of Reli-
giots Learning and Worldly Knowl-
edge n the Jewish Tradition, Rabbi
[ir. Norman Lamm, president of Ye-

i shiva University, presents yet a differ -

ent vision of the relationship between

| Torah learning and non-Jewish stud-

system. Through the years, Gedole

Yisroel have prescribed different ap-
proaches to this challenge. Rabbi
Elchonon Wasserman, 1n, for ex-
ample, addresses the question in a
published in Koveitz
Maamarim, wherein he limits secular
studies to areas that do not deal with
prohibited topics—such as alien
forms of worship or athelsm—and
that are essential for career prepara

tion. {Of course, psak halacha re-

ies. Before examining his approach to
this topic—which defines the Jew's
view of himselfin the broader world—
it would be appropriate to briefly
sketch the traditional approach to
Torah learning.

THE PRE-EMINENT MITZVA:
TORAH STUDY

he study of Torah, we affirm
| daily. is not only pre-eminent

among the mifzeos, but equal

27
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L TORAH AND MADDA AS

COMPLEMENTARY AND EQUALLY
VALID WAYS TO VIEW THE WORLD

et us first examine how Dr,
Lamm invests secular studies
with intrinsic religious value:
Throughout Torah Umadda, he
dwells on the potential for “fascinat-
ing creativity” offered by a “symthesis”
of Torah and Madda (p.2). on the op-

portunity afforded by worldly knowil-
edge “to create something new and
original in the world of the spirit”
(p-128). Worldly knowledge, he
claims, offers to the religious Jew, “a
large and embracing vision.., and a
more capacious theoretical frame-
work into which jone] can integrate
his most precious Jewish ideals”
{p.85) than he would have in a pure
Torah-only setting.

The effect of this emphasis on syn-
thesis is to transform Torah and
Madda into what appear as co-equal
forms of knowledge. Torah and
Madda are presented as composite
parts of some primordial unity of all
knowledge (p. 141, 184), complemen-
tary—and equally valid—ways of
viewing the world. just as the appar-
ently contradictory descriptions of
light as waves and as particles are
both true and complementary
(pp.232-236).

“Torah. faith, religious leamning
on one side, and madda, science,
warldly knowledge on the other, to-
gether offer us a more overarching
and truer vision than either one set
alone, Each sel gives one view of the

Creator aswell as His Creation, and
the other a different perspective
that may not agree at all with the
first....Each alone is true. but only
partially true; both together present
the possibility of a larger truth...."#

So great is the value of Madda for |
Dr. Lamm that the distinction be- |

tween it and Torah finally blurs alto-
gether:

“5o long as we conlinue to leam
Scripture and Oral Law, to acguire
new knowledge and to refrain from
forgetting what we Know, then the
studyy of the sciences and Rumani-
ties (s, in effect, the study of Gemora

and thus a fulfillment of the study of |

Torah” [emphasis added] (p. 165).%
This conclusion leads him to en-

FThis extracrdinary quotation gives us some idea
of the vast gulf between Rabbi Lamm's Torafh
Umadda and the Torah Im Derech Eretz of Rabbi
Samson Raphael Hirsch=—a theory which Dr,
Lamm finds wanting in comparison vo his own.
Complementarity reguires, Dr, Lamm argues, that
the distinct methodologies of the Torah and secu-
lar studies be preserved and that secular studies
not be taught from a Torah perspective. This posi-
tinm s diametrically opposed to that of Rabbl 5.R.
Hirsch, for whom Torah wis always Lhe litmus test
for the value of any idea from non-Torah sources,

3 We shall consider the valldity of this view in Sec-

| tonll

tertain seriously such questions as:
Should one recite birkchat ha-Torahon
entering the chemistry lab? May one
study calculus all day and thereby
fulfill his obligation of Talmud Terah?
(pp.163-64).

Torah learning, devoid of secular
knowledge, becomes in this view de-
ficlent. In a recent speech to Yeshiva
University alumni entitled, “Is
Chiddush a Chiddush®™, Dr. Lamm
maintains that one no longer hears of
students in traditional yeshivos who
are oker harim [lit., “uproot moun-
tains"|, blessed with creative insight,
as opposed to being repositories of
vast stores of knowledge. The very
concepts of creativity and innovation,
he maintains (based on two bits of
anecdotal evidence heard second-
hand), are suspect in such yeshivos.*

And in Torah Umadda he ex-

* Ome wonders what procisely Dr. Lamim means by
creativity and innovation, If he is referring only to
chiddusihe] Torak, then his comments reflect noth-
g more than gnorance of what js going on in tra-
ditienal yeshives, But i he iz championing some
wther type of innovation. then his eriticism of (ra-

| ditjonal yeshives may indicate an even more fun-

damental divergence of approach,

17. Mayer Schiller, “Torah Umadda and The Jewish Observer Critique: Towards a

Clarification of the Issues,” The Torah U-Madda Journal 6 (1995-1996), pp. 58-90, at p. 68

68

The Torab U-Madda Jfournal

not embraced by the halakhic tradition. Rabbi Rosenblum, who
writes that Rabbi Lamm entertains “seriously” the possibility of recit-
ing a birkbat ba-Torab upon studying organic chemistry, is guilty of
distorting his position. Dr. Lamm himself describes this question (and
the other cited by Rabbi Rosenblum of studying calculus all day long
and thereby fulfilling Talmud Torah) as “equally absurd” (pp. 163-64).
His reference to Rambam’s position is presented as speculative and a
possibility only according to the Mishneb Torah, a view which he
grants has not been codified into law.?
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