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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

149 - CHANUKAH, TORAH AND SECULAR WISDOM

PART 1 - LIGHT, MORALITY AND CHOCHMAT YEVANIT
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2019

A] THE PARADOX OF THE GREEKS AND SECULAR WISDOM
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Noach gives the beracha of beauty to Yefet and then states - ‘and HE shall dwell in the tents of Shem .
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Rashi, following Targum Onkelos, understands that God will dwell in the tents of Shem - ie to the exclusion of Yefet.
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Targum Yonatan however understands that the verse means that Yefet is given special beracha as long as he (ie Yefet)
dwells in the tents of Shem - ie in connection with Shem.
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Thus a Sefer Torah could be written ENTIRELY in Ancient Greek and be kosher! yps =y» +8
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The beginning of creation focuses on the creation of light - even though the sun and moon had not yet been established.
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Rashi writes that the original non-physical light was set aside exclusively for the tzaddikim in the future.
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The Original Spiritual Light burned for Adam and Chava for 36 hours and it gave them both total insight.
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Our 36 candles are a reference back to that light.
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The Midrash associates the naming of Light with the deeds of the Tzaddikim.
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In Tehillim too, Light is sown for the tzaddikim

Y'D = 92020722 WX (o ymywy) INIY DY D1 NPIY AN MDAPNT MOTY NIPYY PNONN NNJY N NI MIN N 12.
NN NIPYY PNON NIVDMA

9 N0
And, appropriately, there are 36 Tzaddikim in the world who connect to this Light.
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The Greeks represented ‘Darkness’ more than other exiles since they attacked the very roots out our spiritual connection
to the Original Light - Shabbat, Milah, Torah. They attacked ‘tzidkut’ - taking this world and rising above materialism.
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The prophet Yechezkel has his vision of ‘Chashmal’ with light shining around it.
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Fascinatingly, this light is understood by the Zohar to represent the Greeks!! They have light AROUND but not in them.
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The Greeks are CLOSE to Emunah but not there. They are not Tzadikim but have a certain potential for tzidkut.
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As such the Zohar instructs us not to reject the Greeks entirely, because of their potential.
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Rav Tzadok Hakohen learns that Greece represents external light - intellect without morality; wisdom without obligation.
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The Jewish people are a Wall of morality.

..... DNINYN 93 INNVYIITIN MMNINIYY  DNNWYN MDA RN OIDY INIP) DY 20.

NS YN
In Maoz Tzur we sing that the Greeks broke down our wall.
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The Greeks made 13 breaches in the ‘Soreg’ which was the dividing fence between the area of the Temple open to
non-Jews and the inner area open only to Jews. Chazal instituted 13 special places to bow in the Temple, parallel to the
breaches made by the Greeks.
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The Greeks tried to blur the distinctions between Jew and non-Jew - all part of intellect without morality.
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In his summary of Chanukah, the Rambam stresses the ‘pirtzot’ of the Greeks and the restoration of the Chashmonaim.

B] CHOCHMAT YEVANIT - FORBIDDEN FRUIT OR DESIRABLE WISDOM?
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In this disagreement between R. Yishmael and R’ Shimon bar Yochai, Rashbi rules that, actually, one can fulfil one’s
obligation to learn by a minimal amount at day and at night. R. Yishmael, however seems to give ‘this Torah shall not

leave your mouths ..." a very strict interpretation and, apparently, tells his nephew that he could never learn Greek
Wisdom' (or could he ....?).
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Tosafot immediately raise a question. Surely, Chazal already prohibited the learning of Greek Wisdom much earlier.
Why doesn’t R’ Yishmael simply prohibit it on that basis!?

1. There is a debate in the mefarshim as to what exactly Chochmat Yevanit is - see below. Many understand it as Greek philosophy. Some however understand it to be a type of
linguistic rhetoric used in Greek debates which normal people did not understand. Some explain it as relating to astrology.
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B1] THE ORIGINS OF THE PROHIBITION OF CHOCHMAT YEVANIT
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The Gemara records that, during the civil war between Hyrcanus and Aristoblus and siege of Yerushalayim, Chochmat
Yevanit was instrumental in the terrible episode when Aristoblus sent up a pig to be offered as the korban Tamid! As a
consequence, Chazal prohibited the teaching of Chochmat Yevanit. Nevertheless, there were always exceptions.

YD) .NTD_NNN NN NONN DTN DY 12D NOVINY NN DTN NMONX TP NNIN D" 9™ Y PRNPN 290 AND) 27.
NDY 1292 TY NNONN NPPN NN DIV PNY DNPIVN YD20IV DT NNID NA OIIN DNV TN ONOYW MIYN
DIOWN DMONN GN) NTNHOD DNY IMN ,0I12TN 922 NOIDN NYTI MNONA DIV NINY M NONX TI YD PAIPN PN
IINI I DNN INY MIVND ODIP T2 PR MINXND MHITIOY NTINOM NNNN TN NN PN IWA DD INDN IOV

2"y .V XD DINDNA NTN PINDY OMPOY DYND XTI NTNOD DN AN 23702 02271 22 (0:n 9wn)

39 NDP N33 NI0D N¥PH HOOY
The Meiri explains that the teaching of Chochmat Yevanit was prohibited as it has the potential to draw a person away
from religious commitment. The two main exceptions for people who were permitted to learn Greek Wisdom were: (i)
Jews working closely with the non-Jewish government who needed an understanding of their wisdom, and (ii) advanced
Chachamim who had already mastered Torah and its secrets. In their case, the learning of Greek philosophy would
actually strengthen their religious commitment. This may therefore have been the question of R’ Yishmael’s nephew.
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The Mishna records that the prohibition of teaching Greek Wisdom’ came much later during the time of Titus!
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Tosafot resolve the contradiction by explaining that the prohibition strengthened and became more accepted over time.
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The Yerushalmi records the same discussion as we saw above in the Bavli with R’ Yishmael. Here it adds a reason for the
concern - that those who learn Chochmat Yevanit will assimilate with non-Jews and cease to be observant. It also adds
that women should be taught such wisdom as this is in fact an added benefit and attraction for them.
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2. Although the wording here is simply ‘Greek’, many of the later mefarshim understand that this is a reference to Greek Wisdom - see below.
3. Rav David Naftali Hirsch Frankel, Berlin 18C (Korban Haedah)
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A number of mefarshim note that the prohibition was only ever on teaching Chochmat Yevanit and never on a individual
learning it if they felt confident that they could resist its negative impact.

B2] WHAT IS CHOCHMAT YEVANIT - PHILOSOPHY OR RHETORIC?

We saw above that many mefarshim explain Chochmat Yevanit as Greek philosophy. However, many others reject this and understand
the entire discussion (and prohibition) as relating to something else entirely.
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Rashi explains Chochmat Yevanit as a form of language used by politicians that no one else can understand!
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The Rivash also takes this line. He rejects any suggestion that the concern could have been the Greek language itself
(which everyone was familiar with and which Chazal praise!). He also rejects the understanding that the prohibition was
Greek philosophy or science. Nevertheless, he warns that any such study should be undertaken with care and awareness
of the need to avoid any studies which distance one from emunah.
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The Rambam also identifies Chochmat Yevanit as some form of ancient linguistic rhetoric which no longer exists. Thus
the prohibition is not in force (and there is no halachic problem learning Greek philosophy!)
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Rav Moshe Feinstein also agrees with this understanding, but learns that the prohibition continues to exist in relation to
any language is communicated in that kind of style.

B3] HALACHIC CONCLUSIONS?
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4. Spain, 13/14C - talmid of the Rosh
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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: (i) What does the Rema include in ‘other wisdoms’?; (ii) Is he talking about study only for parnasa or also for
other purposes?; (iii) If they are permitted, why only on a temporary basis and if they are forbidden, why is temporary
study allowed?; (iv) What does ‘temporary’ mean?
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The Midrash about Esav biting Yaakov's neck is well known. But is its underlying message in fact about the possibility of
filtering secular learning in a way which enables us to gain from it, whilst not being affected negatively by it?
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