Pluralist Epistemology: A Yeshivat Yale
Adventure

Nedarim 25b:1

MISHNA: What are examples of
vows that are unintentional
vows? If I ate or if I drank, and
then he remembers that he ate or
drank. This loaf is konam for me if I
will eat or if I will drink, and he
then forgets and eats or drinks.
Also, one who said: Benefiting
from me is konam for my wife
because she stole my purse or she
hit my son, and then it became
known that she had not hit him or
it became known that she had not
stolen.

Nedarim 25b:3

GEMARA: The Sages taught: Just
as vows that are unintentional are
dissolved, so too, oaths that are
unintentional are dissolved. What
are the circumstances of
unintentional oaths? For example,
as in the incident of Rav Kahana
and Rav Asi. This one said: I take
an oath that Rav said like this. And
that one said: I take an oath that
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Rav said like this. As each one took
an oath properly in his own mind.

Shevuot 26a:17-18

The Master says: The phrase “a
man...with an oath” serves to
exclude a victim of circumstances
beyond his control. The Gemara
asks: What are such circumstances?
Itis as in the case of Rav Kahana and
Rav Asi, when they were taking leave
of Rav, one swore that Rav said this,
and one swore that Rav said that.
When they came before Rav, he said
in accordance with one of them. The
other one replied: "Did I swear
falsely? He said to him: "Your heart
coerced you.
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In sources 5-7, try to spell out what's underlying the dispute between Rambam, Raavad, and
Abarbanel. What do you think of the arguments in play? Who's right?

Mishneh Torah, Repentance 3:7

Five individuals are described as
Minim:

a) one who says there is no God nor
ruler of the world,;

b) one who accepts the concept of a
ruler, but maintains that there are
two Or more;

c) one who accepts that there is one
Master [of the world], but maintains
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that He has a body or form;

d) one who maintains that He was
not the sole First Being and Creator
of all existence;

e) one who serves a star,
constellation, or other entity so that
it will serve as an intermediary
between him and the eternal Lord.
Each of these five individuals is a
Min.

Hasagot HaRa'avad on Mishneh Torah,

Repentance 3:7:1

He who says that there is One Lord
but that He is corporeal and has a
form. Why does he call such one an
atheist? Many greater and better
than he followed this opinion
according to what they saw in
phrases, and more particularly in
the texts of the Agadot (legends of
the Talmud) which misdirect
opinions.

Abarbanel, Rosh Amanah, 12

But from this reflection makes clear the

downfall: From what he says, it follows
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that anyone who denies a fundamental
unintentionally belongs in the world to
come. And so even the faith of the
Christians, as they understand the
words of the Torah and prophets in
their simple sense, and believe their
intent to be as they understand it, will
be without conflict with the true
success and we will not say of them
that they are deniers and heretics? It
would be possible, according to this, to
find someone who did not believe in
any fundamental of the fundamentals,
or in any of the doctrines of the
doctrines of the Torah, and will be
called neither a heretic nor a denier if
what brought them to this was
stupidity and blindness and their
failure to understand the intent of the
Torah. Neither Torah faith nor sound
reason will suffer these things. As
when the false belief, when it relates to
one of the fundamentals of faith, will
already have removed the soul from its
true felicity, and will not bring him to
the world to come, even though he has
not done this with intent to rebel. For
just as poison kills one who eats it even

as they believe it to be healthy and
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nutritious food, so too heresy and false
belief with regard to the roots of faith
will drive out one's soul and prevent
them from inheriting the world to

come, without a doubt.

Malki b-Kodesh 2:3

The third type are those great
engravers of the heart, people of
integrity and good character who love
their nation and all that brings glory to

their nation, and among them are

saviors of Zion, shepherds, and princes.

But the great light of the sciences has
blinded them, and they do not see

what s in front of them, and they err in

many fundamentals from among the
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fundamentals of the Torah in both
thought and deed, and in the purity of
their heart they commit transgression
large and small from among the
matters which stand in the firmament

of the Jewish religion.

Now, with respect to the aspect of
learning and thought, it is well known
what the Raavad wrote in his
glosses...The Raavad Z"L tells us that
one who errs in their beliefs by way of
belief-confounding rabbinic teachings,
not only are they not called a heretic,
but they are also called great and good.
For their mind erred not due to
wickedness of heart and so their
greatness, goodness, and preciousness
of their soul has not left them. And it is
for naught that the genius, the author
of the Kesef Mishneh Z"L expressed

surprise at the Raavad's language, that

he called them great and good, for if we

assume that thought, analysis, and
give-and-take during the process of

study makes one who errs into a

heretic and apostate one has left no life

for any sage or researcher. For truth in
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its fullness only comes after
investigation and seeking, and at the
outset of the investigation and study
everyone is false and erring until they
reach clarity. ANd the Rambam Z"L
himself, who brought his soul into
deep philosophical investigations,
prior to reaching the truth of the
matter, which he determined was
truth, there was a moment just before
that where he was in error, and only
after that did he reach the truth, for
thus is the way of seeking [derekh
ha-drishah]. And that s the intention
of the Raavad Z"L with his barb
"greater and better than him." Thatis
to say, that at the outset of his
investigations he came to many errors
via Greek philosophy. And they came
to error via Scripture and rabbinic
teaching. And there is room to say
about them "blessed are you that you
were ensnared by words of Torah," and
so on. This is without a doubt the

intent of the Raavad Z"L.
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With regard to the mitzvah of Talmud
Torah they said "...one should split
their years into three, one third
Scripture, one third Mishnah, and one
third Talmud" (Kiddushin 30a).
Rambam explains: "One is obligated to
split his study time into three, one
third for the written Torah, one third
for the oral Torah, and one third to
understand and comprehend the
finality of the matter from its origin,
deriving one thing from another,
comparing one thing to another,
understanding the rules through
which the Torah is expounded, until
they know how the primary principles
operate and how one derives the
prohibited and permitted and such
from what one learns from tradition.
And this is called gemara" (Talmud
Torah 1:11). Without a doubt anyone
who judges and analogizes fulfills the
commandment of Talmud Torah even
if they have not yet reached the truth
until a certain time in their
investigation and reflection. And this is
as they say, Even though the halakha is
like Beit Hillel, these and these are the

words of the living God. That is, even
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one who has not yet reached the
absolute truth, raising up the teaching
according to the halakha, has
nonetheless fulfilled the mitzvah of
Talmud Torah. For if one thinks that
only one who merits to raise up the
teaching according to the halakha
fulfills the mitzvah of Talmud Torah,
behold you have robbed the mitzvah of
Talmud Torah from many of the great
sages of Israel, a large bulk of whose

Torah is not in accordance with the

halakha.

And as with regard to small matters,
arguments between Abaye and Rava,
just so with regard to great matters, the

account of the chariot -- itis not only
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in knowledge that one fulfills the
mitzvah of Talmud Torah but through
study and seeking. For the mitzvah of
Talmud Torah generally is the mitzvah
of study and seeking, not knowing. For
we have no mitzvah called "knowing
the Torah," but rather "learning
Torah." For knowledge is not a
function of choice, and anything which
is not a function of choice cannot be
called a mitzvah. But learning is a
function of choice and desire, which is
the seeking. And in all seeking, prior to
reaching the truth one considers as
possible many false propositions, and
nonetheless we say of the "these and
these are the words of the living God,"
that s to say, they fulfill the mitzvah of
Talmud Torah. What matters is purity
of heart and the desire to grasp the

truth and to endeavor to find it...

And the truth shows its way, as the
awesome punishment of the one who
"has no share in the world to come" is
only for the one who says and
publicizes their view, and endeavors to

win many students who will hold this
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view with him. This is why the
mishnah says "one who says" rather
than "one who denies" the resurrection
of the dead, one who denies the Torah

is from heaven...
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But with regard to my topic here, it is
not matter only of thought and study
but of action which comes about as a
result of errant thought. The question
is whether, given that it is forbidden
for them to act in accordance with
their error -- since their views against
the views of the rabbis of the Talmud,
from whose mouths we live regarding
actions which one does in order to live
through them -- they are nonetheless
exempt on account of lack of agency
[ones]. As it says in Shavuot 26a: "Our
rabbis taught: "A person [expresses] an
oath" - thatis to exclude a case of a
coerced person...How so? As in the case
of Rav Kahana and Rav Asi, when they
were taking leave of Rav, one swore
that Rav said this, and one swore that
Rav said that. When they came before
Rav, he said in accordance with one of
them. The other one replied: "Did I
swear falsely? He said to him: "Your

heart coerced you."
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Malki B-Kodesh, 2:4

The second type is the light-minded
youth, who through their reading of
newspapers and popular books, and
through their hearing superficial
lectures on new science, philosophy,
and sociology, which they don't
understand at all, since these things
require real work and not just
superficial reading and listening, and
these popular books corrupt our nation
and every nation, implanting
deviousness and superficiality, making
them half-learned and people
unsettled in their thinking, shifting
every day, even every hour, sometimes
they are completely wicked and
sometimes completely righteous.
These people should be taught that not
only does their lack of Torah and
religious knowledge bring them to
error and heresy, but so too does their
lack of wisdom and science and

philosophy, to show them that they
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have heard only names and concepts
but have not comprehended their
intention, and they waste away their

days in confusion and doubt.

Now, what can be said about this third
type from a halakhic perspective. The
Ran Z"L explicates three types of
deviant with respect to the laws of
slaughter: (1) A deviant-from-desire
[mumar I-tei'avon], for whom it is
enough to check the knife and there is
no requirement to stand over their

shoulder from beginning to end, (2) a

rebellious deviant [mumar I-hakhis], for

whom even standing over their
shoulder from beginning to end is not
adequate, and (3) a deviant neither
from desire nor rebelliousness, for
whom we require someone standing
over their shoulder from beginning to
end. See the glosses of Derekh Tamim

of Rav Barukh bar David Ganon there
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who is confounded as to what this
third category, a deviant neither from
desire nor rebelliousness, is supposed
to be? For once the person leaves aside
permitted food in favor of prohibited
food they are already qualified as a
rebellious deviant, and so what is it to
be neither out of desire nor

rebelliousness?

But this appears to be one of the areas

of Torah which we merited only by way

of the exile of freedom in America, as
there are many areas of Torah which
we merited by way of the ten exiles of
the Sanhedrin and America is deeper
than all of them. And from there too
will be raised up many sparks of
holiness through which to explain
many areas of Torah. And it would
appear that in Grenada, Spain this
third type which we have spoken

about, which is so prevalent in
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America, was present too. People who
are not fixed in their views, all their
days filled with various regrets,
regretting the wickedness and
sometimes regretting the goodness,
sometimes observing mitzvot and
sometimes relinquishing the permitted
in favor of the prohibited, and
sometimes not relinquishing the
prohibited. In a moment, in their
anger, they regret and change, like the
crest of a rooster in its moment of rage.
All of this comes from the confusion in
their minds, not knowing who they
are, the good and bad perpetually
doing battle inside them, and as this
one ascends the other descends. Such
people are surely not to be judged as
rebellious, as someone who doesn't eat
things which the soul is disgusted by is
not presumptively rebellious (Horiyot
11a). As such there is no basis on which
to suspect them of being rebellious,
given that we have seen them regret
their ways and repent many times, and
their teshuvah is accepted, "

Truly, God does all these things

Two or three times to a man" (Job

33:29), even as we know that many
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times they will return to their vomit
and their deviant ways. But they are
not free of the suspicion that perhaps
they waited or pressed (thus
invalidating the slaughter) unless
someone is standing over their

shoulder from start to finish.
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