Torah Study as a Spiritual
Practice.

prepared by
Rabbi Michael Balinsky




1. Rambam 1137-1204- Maimonides Laws of Torah Study 1:8
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Every man in Israel is obligated to study Torah, whether rich or poor, healthy or seriously ill,
whether young or old and weak, even a poor person who is supported through tzedakah and
knocks on doors, even married with children, must set time for study of Torah day and night
as its says (Joshua 1) “you shall medidate upon it day and night”

Chapter 3:8

09109 O0'N3N 1TNKR 73°37 1"IUN IR J0 73 X1 TININA 90 RIN (17" 1I°N O7TN W 11"T N9Nn n
JINWY N1 NNWY NI 7INNW NN 8 "3 AnWYJ 11 01711N31 O07TN J1ow”

The first question asked in the judgment of a man is ‘Have you studied?” and after that he is
asked about other deeds. The sages stated: 'Let a man always study the Torah whether for its
own sake or not; even if it is not at first for its own sake, the study leads on to that.
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For Rab Judah said in Rab's name: A man should always occupy himself with Torah and
good deeds, though it is not for their own sake, for out of doing with an ulterior motive
there comes doing good for its own sake.
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But the blessings over Torah of asher bachar banu and la-asok bedivrei torah which are the
primary Torah blessings exempt the need to bless before studying the whole day. If you ask
what is the difference between this and blessing upon entering a sukkah where one must
bless before each meal lesher basukkah?

Torah Blessings
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Blessed are you, Lord, our God, King of the universe, Who has sanctified us
with His commandments and has commanded us to engross (busy) ourselves
in the words of Totah.




Please, Lord, our God, sweeten the words of Your Torah in our mouth and

in the mouth of Your people, the family of Israel. May we and our offspring
and the offspring of Your people, the House of Israel -all of us- know Your
Name and study Your Torah for its own sake. Blessed are You, God, Who

teaches Torah to His people Israel.

Blessed are You, Lord, our God, King of the universe. Who chose us from
all the peoples and gave us His Torah. Blessed are You, God, Giver of the
Torah.
71321 13082 091 120w 2.8 m37a .01n 4.

M3 "1 19" OnT' 132 N1 3'N37 TINYY 2™INN 0TR AUW 937 1NUT WNRN 11'R1W 1710 INWT 371
.D13P NLW W* 13102 193X 9AN .p0IA NI 01N 93 2w

We can answer that Torah study is different because one does not put it out of one’s mind
because one is constantly obligated to study as it is written (Joshua 1) “You shall meditate
upon it day and night”. This is like studying all day without an interruption. But eating in a
Sukkah has a set time.

5. Nefesh HaHayim- Chaim of Volohzin- 1749-1821
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Nefesh HaHayim Shaar 4: Chapter 14

And each time that a person studies Torah and “clings” to it propetly, the words are as
joyous as when they were given at Sinai. As it is written in the Zohar: Come and see that the
words of the Torah are holy, exalted, and sweet as it is written (Psalm19:11) More 0 be desired
are they than gold, even very fine gold; sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb. One who studies
Torah is as if he stands each day at Sinai to receive the Torah as it is written:(Deuteronomy




Chapter 27:9). And Moses and the priests the Levites spoke to all Israel, saying, Take heed, and listen, O
Israely this day you have become the people of the 1ord your God.

We also learn from the Zohar: Any individual who is attentive to the words of Torah, he is
happy in the world as if he received the Torah from Sinai. Even from any person you are
obligated to listen to words of Torah, and when you incline your ears to hear them, you give
glory to the Holy King and to the Torah and this is what is written “#is day you have become the
people of the Lord your God.”

The reason for this is that just as at that holy moment (Sinai), it was as if people were
attached to the utterance of God, so too now any time a person studies Torah, he is attached
through it to the actual utterance of God, since all of Torah was spoken at Sinai, even that
which a young student would ask his teacher.

Now when a person is actively engaged with each word, that word itself is actually hewn as if
it is a fiery flame from the mouth of God, and it is considered as if he is receiving it now
from Sinai.

Tanach - Psalms Chapter 19

8. The Torah of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the Lord is sure,
making wise the simple.

9. The statutes of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is
pure, enlightening the eyes.

10. The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring for ever; the judgments of the Lord are true and
righteous altogether.

11. More to be desired are they than gold, even very fine gold; sweeter also than honey and
the honeycomb.

Tanach - Deuteronomy Chapter 27

9. And Moses and the priests the Levites spoke to all Israel, saying, Take heed, and listen, O
Israel; this day you have become the people of the Lord your God.

10. You shall therefore obey (listen to) the voice of the Lord your God, and do his
commandments and his statutes, which I command you this day.

6. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik 1903-1993 Torah and Shekhinah in Family Redeensed

At best, the law pertaining to &evi'at itim, establishing specifically fixed times and dates, is
prima facie enigmatic. The question is simple. Why is it necessary to set aside definite
hours? What difference does it make how one studies as long as he puts in long hours
and as long as the results are good? In respect to other mztzvot no rules have ever been
formulated about regularity and orderedness. Why should Zalnud Torah be different from
other mitzvot? Why is a person compelled to answer two questions pertaining to Zalmud
Torah on the day of judgment? One question is concerned with the "what," the other
with the "how."




At a second glance, it begins to dawn upon us that what appeared at first as
incomprehensible reflects an exalted idea which aspires to transcend intellectual
formalism and rise to a sublime drama of faith. In this drama we will see presented,
under veils, the adventures of restless man, adult and child. Apparently, za/mud Torah is a
dual activity. At one level, the mind is preoccupied with the study of Torah. As such, it is
a regular intellectual performance which fits into the framework of the classical formula
of learning. At this level, the relationship prevailing between Jew and Torah can be
compared to, or rather equated with, the universal subject-object encounter which takes
place in any intellectual performance. In essence, the encounter is purely functional, and,
using Martin Buber's jargon, exhausts itself in "I" facing "it," which means the absence
of relationship.

At the second level, za/mud Torah becomes a total performance claiming the whole of the
personality, and it cannot, as a total performance, be pressed into the classical formula of
learning as an I-it confrontation. It is rather, to use again a Buberian phrase, an I-thou
relationship. Talmud Torah is not just acquisition of knowledge but a personal meeting of
the Jew with the Torah. At this level, the Jew cannot just walk into the beit ha-midrash
unannounced and unexpected and study Torah in his leisure time. As long as the Torah
is an it, an object, one can act vis-a-vis an "it" at random; the scientist opens up the door
of the laboratory, walks in and picks up the test tube. If the Torah, however, is a "thou,"
one must arrange a meeting, make a date with her. Otherwise she will not wait for him.

The Jew has a rendezvous with the Torah. Maimonides placed enormous emphasis upon
the sanctity of this rendezvous, the significance of keeping the engagement. Neither pain
(ba'al yissurin), nor hunger or abject poverty (anz), nor the dreariness and desolation of old
age (zaken), nor the aggressive excitement of youth can serve as an apology for breaking
the engagement with the Torah. If an hour was designated, the appointment made, the
meeting arranged, no excuse is good enough to disappoint the Torah. Any delay, no
matter how potent the reason was, is a violation of the precept of ve-hagita bo yornam va-
latlah (Josh. 1:8), studying Torah day and night.

The question arises again. Why is it important that the Jew have an engagement with the
Torah?

It is self-evident that the halakhic emphasis upon a rendezvous with the Torah and the
significance of punctuality and promptness in keeping this rendezvous is to be
understood as referring to someone else who trails behind the Torah, namely the
Shekhinah. God, the Ribbono Shel Olam, in this case disguised as Mother Shekbinah, never
separated Herself from Her daughter; veiled in humble anonymity, She accompanies Her
daughter princess, the Torah. She is present wherever Her princess happens to be. Can
one meet the Mother Shekhinah alone without having a date with Her daughter? Nol
Whoever is eager to invite Mother Shekhinah must first set up a meeting with Her
daughter, the princess. She always accompanies her; she is the princess' mother, the
princess' friend and the princess' chaperone, who does not leave her out of sight. By
dating the daughter, one dates the mother as well. "Moses received the Torah from
Sinai" (Avot [Ethics of the Fathers|l1). The Mishnah does not say "The Kadosh Barakh
Hu gave the Torah to Moses at Sinai." Why? Because Torah and Shegbinah are




inseparable. The Shekhinah never divorced Herself from the Torah. The latter is still Toraz
Hashem, Her word. Her beloved princess. They never parted company. She lets Moses
and Her chosen community share in the great adventure, in the wonderful unitive love
affair of Shekbinah and Torat Yisrael. "When two sit together and engage in Torah, God's
Shekhinah rests upon them" (Berakhot 6a).

The mitzvah of talmud Torah begins as an intellectual activity which requires exertion,
concentration, absorption, a trained logical mind. The aim of this activity is acquisition
of knowledge. However, once the activity is initiated it turns into a great total experience
of meeting Shekhinah, of having a rendezvous with God. The Jew studying Torah is like a
traveler who, within sight of the initial goal, stops to take a breath and then continues
with new strength upon his endless journey toward an unknown destination. Knowledge
alone, at first very much desired, does not satisfy any more; he is in love with the
Shekbinah.

In this context another problem is resolved. Have all Jews an equal share in Torah, or is
the share proportionate to the accomplishment, to the amount of knowledge one
possesses? On the one hand, we know the singular importance we ascribe to Talwud
Torah. On the other hand, we also know what Moses proclaimed: ""Torabh tzivah lann
Moshe, morashah kebillat Ya'akov" (Deut. 33:4). The whole congregation of Jacob owns the
Torah — the scholar and the ignorant have the same rights and prerogatives!

The process of learning Torah is both esoteric and exoteric. At the esoteric level the
brilliant mind accomplishes more, the dull — less. This cannot be helped. No process of
democratization can change the character of education from esoteric into exoteric. There
is an aristocracy of the brains, an institution which Congtress cannot abolish — an
intellectual gesture is esoteric. However, when we come upon the second aspect of talmnd
Torah — as a rendezvous with the Shekhinah, as a meeting with God — the act of falmud
Torah becomes exoteric and completely democratized.

7. Rambam Laws of Study of Torah 3:13

Even though it is a commandment to learn by day and by night, most of one's wisdom
comes at night. Therefore, someone who wants the crown of Torah will be careful not to
waste even a single night on sleeping, eating, drinking, talking, et cetera, but will learn Torah
instead. The Sages said that there is no crying out of Torah except at night, as it is written,
"Arise, cry out in the night" (Lamentations 2:19). Anyone who learns Torah at night will be
treated kindly duting the day, as it is written, "The Lord will command His steadfast love in
the daytime, and in the night His song shall be with me, a prayer to the God of my life"
(Psalm 42:8).
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8. Rambam Sefer HaMitzvot 5
WORSHIPING GOD

By this injunction we are commanded to serve God (exalted be He). This commandment is
repeated several times in Scripture, e.g., "And you shall serve the Lord your God" (Ex.
23:25); "And Him shall you serve" (Deut. 13:5); "And Him shall you serve" (ibid. 6:13);
"And to serve Him" (ibid. 11:13). Although this commandment is of the class of general
precepts which are excluded from the 613 commandments under the fourth principle, it
nonetheless imposes a specific duty, viz. that of prayer. The Sifre says: "'to serve Him' means
prayer." The sages also say: " 'to serve Him' means study of the Law."
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9. Joseph Soloveitchik U'vikashtem Misham

Father’s lectures were delivered in my grandfather’s parlor, where my bed stood. It was my
custom to sit on the bed and to listen to my father talk. He spoke regularly about
Maimonides. This is what he did: he would open the Talmud and read the passage. Then he
would say something like...”This is the explanation of Ri and Tosafists; now we will examine
Maimonides to see how he explained the Talmud.” Father would regularly find that
Maimonides did not explain the Talmud as they did and that he deviated from the simple
approach. My father would say, almost in complaint against Maimonides: ‘I understand
neither Maimonides’ conceptualization nor his approach to explaining the passage.” It is as if
Father accused Maimonides himself: ‘Our teacher Moses, why did you do this?” ‘It would
appear’ father continued, ‘that Rabad is right.” Members of the group would leap from their
seats and each one would propose his idea. Father would listen, then reject their words, and
say again: “The words of our teacher are as hard [to understand] as iron.” Nevertheless, he
would not say that we should despair. He would lean his head on his fist and sink deep into
thought. The group remained quiet and did not disturb him. After a long time, he would lift
his head and slowly begin: ‘My friends let us see...” and he started to speak. Sometimes he
would speak at length, at other times just a short while. I strained my ears and listened to his
words. I understood nothing about the substance of what was said. Nevertheless a double
impression was woven into my young mind:

(1) Maimonides was surrounded by those who opposed him, enemies who sought to do him
harm;

(2) the single defender of Maimonides was my father. Without my father who knows what
would happen to Maimonides. I felt as if Maimonides himself were with us in the patlor,
listening to father’s words. Maimonides was sitting with me in my bed. What did he look
like? I do not know exactly. But his countenance was similar to father’s good and
handsome face. He also had the same name as father—Moses. Father would speak; the




students with eyes fixed upon him would listen intently to his words. Slowly the tension
would dissipate; father proceeded with power and strength. New concepts came forth; laws
were articulated and formulated with wondrous precision. A new light shined. Problems
were resolved and the topic explicated. Maimonides emerged victorious. Father’s face
shone with great joy. He had defended his ‘friend” Moses, son of Maimon. A smile of
contentment appeared on Maimonides’ lips. I too joined in the joy. I was bursting with
happiness. I would jump from my bed and run quickly to my mother’s room with the
joyous news: ‘Mother, mother, Maimonides is right. He has overcome Rabad. Father helped
him. How wonderful is father!

But once in a great while my father did not succeed, and despite all his efforts the enemies of
Maimonides defeated him. Their questions were as strong as iron. Although my father
mustered all his strength, he could not save Maimonides from his detractors. Salvation did
not come for Maimonides. Deep in thought, my father would lean his head on the palms of
his hands on the table. The students and I, and even Maimonides, waited in great tension for
my father's words. But my father would raise his head and sadly state: "There is no answer.
The wotds of Maimonides are difficult. No one is capable of resolving these questions." The
shiur ended with no explanation. The students were sad, and even my father was depressed.
A sense of despair descended upon all of us. I cried. Even the eyes of Maimonides glistened
with teardrops.

With a broken heart, I would walk slowly to my mother and cry out to her: "Mother, father
cannot answer Maimonides. What will we do? He did not succeed today." And my mother
would tell me: "Don't worry. Father will find an answer to Maimonides. If he does not
succeed, then when you grow up perhaps you will find an answer to Maimonides. Always
remember, my son, the important thing about Torah is to study it in happiness and
enthusiasm."

This was a childhood experience. Nevertheless it is not the golden fantasy of a young boy;
these feelings are not mystical. It is a past psychological reality which lives even now in the
depths of my soul. When I sit and study Talmud, I immediately find myself in a group of
the wise men of tradition. The relationship between us is personal. Maimonides is on my
right; Rabbenu Tam is on my left. Rashi sits in front and explains; Rabbenu Tam asks a
question. Maimonides decides the law and Rabad criticizes. All of them are in my room
sitting around my table. They look at me with love, join with me in conceptualizing, and
encourage and strengthen me like a father. Learning Torah is not just a didactic, formal, and
technical experience whose purpose is the creation and exchange of ideas. Learning Torah is
the intense experience of uniting many generations together, the joining of spirit to spirit,
and the connecting of soul to soul. Those who transmit the Torah and those who receive the
Torah are invited to meet one another at the same historic juncture.




