The Center for Modern Torah Leadership

“Taking Responsibility for Torah”
DEEPENING FAITH


The Rav Speaks, (Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik zt”l) p. 173 – 178, 
excerpted and edited by Rabbi Aryeh Klapper for CMTL 

The second fundamental principle upon which our (Mizrachi) movement is based is expressed in the fourteenth Ani Maamin – I believe.  What does this ani maamin say?  By straightforward declaration it states: “I believe with perfect heart that this Torah is given to be observed, realized, and fully carried out in every place and at all times, within every social, economic, and cultural framework; in every technological circumstance and every political condition.”


The Torah was given for realization in the simple society and homogeneous economy of the ghetto where the Jews “ate manna” as it were, and the environment was saturated with Judaism, the street being the extension of the home; and in modern, developed society with its scientifically planned technological economy in which the Jew is an integral part of his environment, which has no connection with his private domain ... 


Actually, this ani maamin is intimated in the ninth of the thirteen principles of the faith: “That this Torah will never be (ex)changed” …


This ani maamin negates two theories which seem at first sight distant from one another.  On the one hand, it rejects all the experiments of those who would “improve religion” … However, the ani maamin … rejects a further theory, that separation from the world is the only way to observe Torah … those who uphold this theory of complete isolation admit by their silence the position of the reformers to the effect that within the modern, historical constellation the observance of mitzvot and the study of Torah are almost impossible.  


In their heart of hearts they also lack the recognition that Torah, as the eternal Torah, was given for practice within all the social changes and meanderings to which a dynamic society, that is constantly on the move like a mighty stream, is subject …


We declare that the principle of the eternity of Torah bestows upon us the promise that it is possible to study Torah and to observe it not only at home and in the ghetto, but everywhere in the world, be it the modern home, the laboratory, the campus, or the industrial plant; in public as well as in private life.


This is not to belittle the difficulties and complicated problems connected with exemplifying a life of sanctity within modern society.  But we believe that “We can go up and possess it, for we can overcome it”! (Bamidbar 13:30)
Questions for discussion:

1.  Rabbi Soloveitchik claims that religious isolationism reflects not a lack of faith in ourselves, but rather a lack of faith in Torah itself. Do you agree?
2.  Is “exemplifying a life of sanctity” an important goal for you as a religious Jew?  What do you see as the major challenges to “exemplifying a life of sanctity” on campus?
רמב"ם הלכות עבודה זרה פרק ב הלכה ג
וכל הלאוין האלו בענין אחד הן והוא שלא יפנה אחר עבודת כוכבים . . . 
ולא עבודת כוכבים בלבד הוא שאסור להפנות אחריה במחשבה אלא כל מחשבה שהוא גורם לו לאדם לעקור עיקר מעיקרי התורה מוזהרין אנו שלא להעלותה על לבנו ולא נסיח דעתנו לכך ונחשוב ונמשך אחר הרהורי הלב, 
מפני שדעתו של אדם קצרה ולא כל הדעות יכולין להשיג האמת על בוריו, ואם ימשך כל אדם אחר מחשבות לבו נמצא מחריב את העולם לפי קוצר דעתו.

כיצד? פעמים יתור אחר עבודת כוכבים, ופעמים יחשוב ביחוד הבורא שמא הוא שמא אינו, מה למעלה ומה למטה מה לפנים ומה לאחור, ופעמים בנבואה שמא היא אמת שמא היא אינה, ופעמים בתורה שמא היא מן השמים שמא אינה, ואינו יודע המדות שידין בהן עד שידע האמת על בוריו, ונמצא יוצא לידי מינות, 
ועל ענין זה הזהירה תורה ונאמר בה "ולא תתורו אחרי לבבכם ואחרי עיניכם אשר אתם זונים", כלומר לא ימשך כל אחד מכם אחר דעתו הקצרה וידמה שמחשבתו משגת האמת . . . 

Maimonides, Laws of Idolatry 2:3

All the negative commandments listed above share a single theme, namely that a person must not turn after idolatry . . . 
but it is not only idolatry that one is forbidden to turn after in thought, but rather all thoughts that cause a person to uproot any root principle of the Torah, we are commanded neither to consider them nor to let our minds wander to them idly so that we think and are attracted after the musings of our hearts, 
because the human mind is limited and not all minds are capable of comprehending truth as it is, and were every man to be attracted after the thoughts of his heart they would end up destroying the world in accordance with the limitations of their minds.  
How would this occur?  Sometimes he would investigate idolatry and sometimes he would think whether the One Creator existed or not, or about “what is above, what is below, what is before, what is after”, and sometimes whether prophecy is true or not true, and sometimes whether the Torah is from Heaven or not, without knowing the proper tools of reasoning to the extent that would enable him to know the truth as it is, with the result that he would exit into heresy.  
Regarding this the Torah warned and said “and do not investigate after your hearts and after your eyes that you stray after”, meaning that not each of you should be attracted after his limited mind and imagine that his thought comprehends the truth . . . 

Questions for discussion:

1.  What analytic tools, if any, do you believe are necessary to enable people to properly understand theological truths?  How widespread do you think knowledge of these tools is today?  
2.  Is it possible to be a serious participant in contemporary culture – even or perhaps especially contemporary Jewish culture - without considering the questions that Maimonides seems to discourage considering?  Does Maimonides mean to discourage all thought about these issues for most people?
3.  How does your college education relate to both the above questions?
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