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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

2 - TORAH AND SECULAR STUDIES

PART 1 - TORAH IM DERECH ERETZ
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2016

A] SECULAR STUDIES TO MAKE A LIVING
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Chazal propose a combination of ‘Torah with Derech Eretz’ - Torah without ‘work’ will eventually cease and lead to sin
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Every Jew is required to know the whole Torah. Yet without money how can a person live? Chazal discuss the most
appropriate mix of Torah and other activities which are needed to make a living. We see two divergent views here. R.
Yishmael says that the Torah mandates a combination of Torah and ‘Derech Eretz’ - here meaning the activities that go
into making a living. He does not however seek to define here the balance of Torah and other activities (see below). R.
Shimon bar Yochai rejects this and sees the model for a Jewish life as one entirely of Torah. To have to work for a living
is a punishment which comes about due to our misdeeds. The gemara does not rule between the two views. It does,
however, say that, for the majority of people, Rashbi’s model will not work practically
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The Shulchan Aruch clearly rules like R. Yishmael and rules that a person should go out to work since Torah cannot be
maintained without work and a lack of employment will bring a person to sin
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However the Rambam, having described the holy role of the Levi’im and Cohanim as set apart from the rest of the people
for a spiritual life, maintains that this role can be taken by on others too. If they wish to dedicate their life to Torah, they
can throw off the obligation of making a living and opt to be maintained by others. Such a life is called ‘kodesh
kedoshim’. But the Rambam is clearly not advocating this for every person.
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The Mishna Berura clearly qualifies the general rule of ‘Torah and Derech Eretz’ proposed by R. Yishmael. This is only
for the masses. But there are individuals who are able (and therefore obliged?) to act in accordance with Rashbi, to
dedicate their lives to Torah and to avoid involvement in anything else
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The Nefesh Hachayim (talmid of the Vilna Gaon) writes that a person who can dedicate his life to Torah only, must do so
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The Rema rules that every man must learn Torah, regardless of his work or life pressures. He adds the halacha of
Rashbi as a bare minimum - the obligation to learn Torah can be fulfilled with a minimal learning morning and evening

* On the question of whether it is allowed to take leave Torah to pursue parnasa, the halacha is like R. Yishmael for the
masses and like Rashbi for select individuals.

* On the question of what is the basic obligation of Torah study, the halacha is like Rashbi that a minimal learning will
fulfil the basic obligation if absolutely necessary.
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The Rambam gives guidance as to the daily work/Torah balance - 3 hours of work and 9 hours of Torah!
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The Shulchan Aruch does not however mention a specific ratio but states that, however long you learn, the Torah must be
‘kevah’ - fixed and the parnasa should be ‘arai’.

In practice, many people must work long hours and can learn for only short periods. They must therefore achieve an
attitude whereby their Torah learning, however short, is regarded as ‘kevah’ and their work as ‘arai’ - a means to an end
and not an end in itself - see also below

As such, according to the halacha, whilst a man is obligated to know the whole Torah and should therefore learn as

much Torah as possible, it appears legitimate (for most people) to take time from Torah to work in order to make a
living and therefore also to study for those purposes

B] SECULAR STUDIES FOR THEIR OWN SAKE
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Here, we find a parallel disagreement between R. Yishmael and Rashbi which, apparently, has them taking opposite
positions! Rashbi (who above in source 3 said that a person should learn only Torah) says that, actually, one can fulfil
one’s obligation to learn by a minimal amount at day and at night. R. Yishmael, however (who above said that the Torah
sanctioned making a living too) seems to give ‘this Torah shall not leave your mouth ..." a very strict interpretation and,
apparently, told his nephew that he could never learn other studies.

The resolution of the two gemarot may be as follows. R. Yishmael rules that the obligation to learn Torah is constant but
he does sanction taking off time from Torah to do what is necessary to make a living (sowing, reaping etc). Presumably,
this is not only for farmers but would include professions and whatever vocational training and study is required for the
job. R. Yishmael does not appear to sanction leaving Torah learning at all for academic interests not related to parnasa.
Rashbi’s position is that a person is obligated to learn only a minimal amount to fulfil the mitzvah of talmud Torah.
However, he should extend this and fill his whole day with Torah if possible and trust to God to give him parnasa.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that studying ‘other wisdoms’ is permitted only on a temporary basis. This raises a number of
questions.-
» What does the Rema include in ‘other wisdoms’?
o Is he talking about study only for parnasa or also for other purposes?
* Ifthey are permitted, why only on a temporary basis and if they are forbidden, why is temporary study allowed?
» What does ‘temporary’ mean?

Much will turn on the definition of ‘Derech Eretz’ in sources 1 and 2 above. We have seen above that one interpretation
is ‘earning a living’.
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The Rambam defines Derech Eretz as acceptable social norms of conduct to ensure a polite and functioning society
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Chazal point out that ‘Derech Eretz’ preceded the Torah by 26 generations (from Creation to Matan Torah). This is
associated with the ‘Derech’ in Bereishit 3:24 which leads to the Tree of Life i.e. Torah

15. "In .... Vayikra Rabba 9 the Sages designate the road that leads to the Tree of Life ... as ‘Derech Eretz, as the the way of
culture - the way of that social refinement which results from people living together in the world, as being the first tutor and
educator to morals, manners and order. ... ‘Culture’ starts the work of educating the generations of Mankind and Torah
completes it; for the Torah is the most finished education of Mankind. ... For us Jews, ‘Derech Eretz’ and ‘Torah’ are one ... But
in the general development of mankind, culture comes earlier. ... That is why the Jew rejoices whenever and wherever culture
elevates people to a perception of true values and to nurture goodness. But, of course, where culture and civilisation are used
in the service of sensuality, the degeneration only gets all the greater. But still, such misuse of culture does not do away with
the intrinsic value and blessing of Derech Eretz for nn X ¥ X 777 N ON. Therefore, Jews too are to attach themselves to
and love all good and true culture and by the ways and manner of their behaviour and demeanor appear as educated people,
and show that being a Jew is only a higherstage of being a man. And, of course, on the other side too, 777 PX NN PN OX
NN - if culture and education, instead of leading to Torah, take the place of it, then it is not the way that leads to the Tree of
Life, but is the way that leads to degeneration.

Rav S.R. Hirsch - Commentary on Bereishit 3:24
Rav Hirsch defines ‘Derech Eretz’ here as culture and education which create an ‘educated person’ by building a
person’s morals and manners as a preparation for Torah. Similarly, on the Mishna in Avot 2:2, Rav Hirsch defines
Derech Eretz as ‘anything related to the general wisdom of mankind, society and civilisation’. Where is the source for
validating a system of chochma outside Torah?
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The Torah includes a mitzva to learn Torah and be involved in it
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Chazal are apparently saying that one’s sole enterprise should be Torah and not secular studies. However, Rav Hirsch
read this source in a different manner ....

18. If we understand these sentences ... aright, then the sentence which stands at their head ‘ make them the primary [focus] and
not subsidiary’ forewarns one not to take the following sentences to mean that one is completely to ignore and remain in
ignorance of all knowledge and science which has been gained and nurtured by non-Jewish sources or which have no direct
bearing on the knowledge to be gained by the study of the Torah. Inasmuch as what is commanded is ‘ make them the primary
[focus] and not subsidiary’ the permission to occupy oneself also with other spheres of knowledge is assumed. Only, the
knowledge of Torah and the understanding we derive from it is to be our principle concern and to be regarded as having been
given to us as the absolute and firmly established Truth. Only as accessory knowledge and in so far as they serve to truly help
the study of the Torah and are subordinated as the ‘tofel’ to the ‘ikar’, are they to be studied. But the Torah and all its
teachings must ... be the yardstick by which we measure the results obtained by other spheres of learning. Only that which is
in accordance with the truths of the Torah can remain true for us. All that we accept intellectually .... must always be
considered from the point of view of the Torah and must be within the lines of the doctrines it teaches so that we .... do not
adulterate the knowledge we draw out of the Torah with ideas which have developed from other and strange premises. We are
not to consider Torah as being the same as other knowledge, so that the Torah is for us only another branch of all other
knowledge.

Rav S.R. Hirsch - Commentary on Vayikra 18:4
Rav Hirsch understands that secular subjects are not forbidden per se. But they must always be seen as subordinate.
This is what the Rema means by ‘akrai’. The emphasis is on making a qualitative as well as quantitative distinction
between Torah and other studies. If that is done, other wisdoms may be studied, provided that they are not objectively
prohibited.

It thus seems that there is a place in Judaism for the study of external wisdoms, as long as they are kept ‘akrai’. Some
authorities (such as the Rogachover) understood this to mean that they could not be taught publicly. Thus setting up
schools for secular studies would be assur. Others (Rav Baruch Ber Leibovitz) extended this to teaching parnasa too, so
that there could not be Jewish schools for learning trade either. The view of many others (Rav Hirsch and R. Elchonon
Wasserman) was that the critical issue was to see Torah as superior to non-Torah activity.

But in Rav Hirsch’s model of Torah Im Derech Eretz, which wisdoms are considered to be part of the ‘Derech Eretz’
which builds a person to achieve Torah?

Science

WD PYNOY PIAND DTN LY NI 19D MP NN D DTN MNAM HNONA D%IWNDY PIAND MNY THD DTRD TIN .. 20.
NMHNNOTID? MIOON NWINIY

1 D99 2 P9 NAWN M BN
The Rambam mandates the study of the sciences as a practical route to understand the Creator

History and Literature
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that secular books of poetry, literature and history are prohibited to read, even on weekdays,
due to ‘moshav leitzim’ - being an unproductive waste of time. Literature of an arousing nature is also prohibited under
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However, the Mishna Berura rules that, when it comes to history, this is not a blanket ban - certain books are definitely
permitted since they are productive in that they lead to yirat shamayim
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The Torah itself instructs us to ask about the history and nature of the known world as a means to strengthening our
understanding of the the experience of Sinai

24, The sphere for human research is limited both in time X0y DN DPON N2 YN DPD-Y - to after the creation and in
space D)YN NP~ TY) DN NNPn - from one end of the heaven to the other end of the heaven. We are denied knowledge
of and it is useless to try and probe to find out what was before the creation or what lies beyond the created material world ...
But to obtain knowledge of Nature and History which is open to our research within these limits is not only something
permitted but something which is eminently desirable to the fullest possible extent, for only a mind armed with such a wide

panoramic view on all matters can draw the right conclusions of the Jewish position in the world ...

Rav S.R. Hirsch - Commentary on Devarim 4:32

Philosophy

The permissibility of the study of philosophy is a very complex issue which needs to be dealt with in full separately

Works of Heretics

The Rema’s reference to ‘Sifrei Minim’ (above) relates to the secular chochma that he is discussing there. As such, it is
unlikely that he is discussing works of actual heresy discussing other religions or views on Judaism which are heretical
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Books of actual heresy are not even allowed to be look at. As such, the Rema may be talking about works of secular
chochma which are written by ‘minim; i.e. people with anti-Torah views and perspectives

26. ... Know, my masters, that | myself have investigated much into these matters. The first thing | studied is that science which
is called judicial astrology - that is, (the science) by which man may know what will come to pass in the world or in this or that
city or kingdom and what will happen to a particular individual all the days of his life. | also have read in all matters
concerning all of idolatry, so that it seems to me there does not remain in the world a composition on this subject, having
been translated into Arabic from other languages, but that | have read it and have understood its subject matter and have
plumbed the depth of its thought. From those books it became clear to me what the reason is for all those commandments
that everyone comes to think of as having no reason at all other than the decree of Scripture. | already have a great
composition on this subject in the Arabic language (namely, the Guide of the Perplexed) with lucid proofs for every single
commandment but this is not required of us now. | now return to the subject of your inquiry.

Maimonides Letter on Astrology
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