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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

1./// o·�J�h�k
v�
t �C i« ­F �J�h �u , �pº�h�k Æohe«k�t �T �p³ h
zf:y ,hatrc

Noach gives the beracha of beauty to Yefet and then states - ‘and HE shall dwell in the tents of Shem’.

2.////oa hbfanc vh,bhfa hrahu ,phk hh h,ph
 zf euxp y erp ,hatrc xukebut

3.oa hkvtc iufahu - ktrahc u,bhfa vrah 
oa h"ar

Rashi, following Targum Onkelos, understands that God will dwell in the tents of Shem - ie to the exclusion of Yefet.

4.iIv�k sh �c*g i  g
b �f h �vh �u o �J �s t 
J 
r �s �n �C iUr �J�h �u hIb �C iUrh�h d �,�h �u , �p�h �s Vh �nUj �T 
h�h r  P �J h 
 zf euxp y erp ,hatrc i,buh oudr,

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.

5.tre rnt ?kthknd ic iugna icrs tngy htn //// ,hbuuh tkt uc,fha urh,v tk ohrpxc ;t :rnut kthknd ic iugna icr
(wy ,hatrc) oa hkvtc ifahu ,phk ohvkt ,phoa hkvtc uhvh ,ph ka uhrcs - 

:y vkhdn

                                             Thus a Sefer Torah could be written ENTIRELY in Ancient Greek and be kosher!  iuhm = iuh + m

6.h¬�b �P�k  g , �p­�j  r �n ohe«k�t  jUŕ �u oI ·v �, h́�b �P�k  g Q �J ­j �u Uv«ºc
u ÆUv«̧, v¬
,�h �
v . �r À
t 
v �u c :. �r�
t 
v ,¬�t �u o�h­ n 
@  v ,¬�t ohe«k�t t´
r
C ,h­�Jt �r �C t

�h �v�h ohe«k�t r �nt«¬H  u d :o�h �
N  vrI ·t�h �v�h� u rI �t�, �t ohe«k�t t �r̄ H  u s :rI  t !v ih¬�C ohe«k�t k´�S �c H u cI ·y�h �F rI  t !vt 
̧r �e�H  u v :Q �J �«j  v ih¬�cU 

ohe«k�t"rIt!k s�
j �t oI¬h r �e« ­c�h �v�h� u c �r¬�g�h �v�h� u v
k�h·
k t 
r 
́e Q �J ­«j k �u oIºh 
v-t:t ,hatrc

The beginning of creation focuses on the creation of light - even though the sun and moon had not yet been established.

7.kschu cuy hf rutv ,t ohvkt trhu-  ///  tck sh,gk ohehsmk ukhscvu ohgar uc an,avk htsf ubhta uvtr
 s:t ,hatrc h"ar

Rashi writes that the original non-physical light was set aside exclusively for the tzaddikim in the future.

8.,ca hkhkc vrag oh,au ,ca crgc vrag oh,a iuatrv ouhc ,trcba vrutv v,ut vanha ,uga aau ohaka /// 
 /,cac vrag oh,auupux sgu okugv ;uxn uc yhcn iuatrv ost vhvu /// 

(c ruy ch ;s)  v:j ,ufrc hnkaurh
The Original Spiritual Light burned for Adam and Chava for 36 hours and it gave them both total insight.
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9.,urb u�k vfubjc ihehksnu /// ,hatrc vagnc vrutv vanhaa ,uga u�kk znr ?,urb u�k vnku
vfubj ,ufkv - jeur

Our 36 candles are a reference back to that light.

10.  - ouh rutk ohekt trehu ohehsm ka ivhagn ukt
 j:d vcr ,hatrc

The Midrash associates the naming of Light with the deeds of the Tzaddikim.

11.v�
j �n �G c¬�k�h �r �J�h�kU eh·�S  M k  g H́r
z rI ­t
th:z�m ohkhv,

In Tehillim too, Light is sown for the tzaddikim

12. rntba 'ouh kfc vbhfa hpt hkcens hehsm t,hau ih,k,n tnkg ,ujp tk :hhct rnt(jh:k uvhgah) «u �k h �f«u ¬j�k 
F h ­�r �J  t u"k -
 uuv t,hau ih,k, thrynhdc

:vn vfux

And, appropriately, there are 36 Tzaddikim in the world who connect to this Light.

13.uv, v,hv .rtvu - /// kcc ,ukd vzuvcu /// hsn ,ukd vz -  - laujuivh,urhzdc ktrah ka ovhbhg vfhajva iuh ,ukd vz ///// 
 ic a"r s:c varp vcr ,hatrc

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.

14. ,  j º E k �, �n J´�t �u ÆkIs
D i³
b
g iI Àp
M  v�i �n v´
t
C v ¹
r
g �x  jUŗ Áv�B �v �u t �r ¿�t
uch·�c 
x I­k V� d«¬b �uJ��t 
v QI¬T �n k­ n �J  j� v ih¬�g �F V º
fIT �̧nU 
s:t ktezjh

The prophet Yechezkel has his vision of ‘Chashmal’ with light shining around it.

15.chcx uk vdbu uvc ch,fs vdb uvc tku vdub iuk trjxs iuh ,ufkn uvht ts chcx 
 c sung dx ;s ur,h ,arp asj rvuz

Fascinatingly, this light is understood by the Zohar to represent the Greeks!!  They have light AROUND but not in them.

16.oun vc iht rat(c:yh rcsnc)t,ubnhvn hjrtk ihchre iubhts iuh ,ufkn ts 
/zkr hsuep �p c lrf rvuz

The Greeks are CLOSE to Emunah but not there.  They are not Tzadikim but have a certain potential for tzidkut.

17.chcx uk vdb uctxns tryx tkt ts tryx ,hks cd kg ;ts tbphkut tfvn //// /chcx uk vdbab rck vhk lhrymt tku 
ts kgu /tbke vhc tdvbtk lhrymt tku vhk ,ht t,ubnhvns vauses tryx /chcx uk vdbs ihdc - y"n /rck vhk thhjsk

t,ubnhvns vauses tryxc tekuj vhk cvhnk lhrymt
  c sung sme ;s kvehu ,arp c lrf rvuz

As such the Zohar instructs us not to reject the Greeks entirely, because of their potential.

18.

                

�j hbhna �p ehsm hrp

Rav Tzadok Hakohen learns that Greece represents external light - intellect without morality; wisdom without obligation.
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19. ,I·k 
S �d �N  F h­ s 
J �u v º
nIj h́ �b*t /////(h:j aSva)ohcuy ohagnu ,umn shngbu vnuj ubt g"acr v"cev hbpk ktrah urnt - vnuj hbt 
vnujf

 j varp vcr ohrhav rha

The Jewish people are a Wall of morality.

20. ohbnaj hnhc hzt hkg umceb ohbuh   hksdn ,unuj umrpu///// ohbnav kf utnyu 
rum zugn

In Maoz Tzur we sing that the Greeks broke down our wall.

21.vrag aka osdbf urzdu oursdu urzj /iuh hfkn oumrpa oa uhv ,umrp vrag akau /ohjpy vrag vucd drux ubnn ohbpk
 //// ,uhuj,av

 d:c ,ushn vban

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.

22. /////khtuv ,umrp uc umrp ohbuhv if khcaca ///// ktrah ihcu wv ,hcc kkp,vk ihxbfbv ohcfuf hscugv ihc kscvu ouen ,,k tuva
cuy hf wvk ,usuvk vhuj,av rsd kf kg ube, orsdk ufzu ktrah urzjaf lfku /hnhbp r,uh tucn o,ut khscvk vagbu

d:c ,ushn cuy ouh ,upxu,

The Greeks tried to blur the distinctions between Jew and non-Jew - all part of intellect without morality.

23.obunnc osh uyapu ',umncu vru,c euxgk o,ut ujhbv tku o,s ukycu ktrah kg ,urzd urzd iuh ufknaf hba ,hcc
ojhra sg 'kusd .jk oumjku ovhbpn stn ktrahk ovk rmu ',urvyv utnyu ,umrp uc umrpu kfhvk uxbfbu ovh,ubccu
ushngvu /oshn ktrah ughauvu oudrvu ohkusdv ohbvfv htbunaj hbc urcdu /okhmvu oshn oghauvu ubh,uct hvkt ovhkg

 hbav icrujv sg vba oh,tn kg r,h ktrahk ,ufkn vrzju ohbvfv in lkn
 d erp vfubju vkhdn ,ufkv o"cnr

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?

24. ouan ibjuh hcr rnthjuh ic a"r ohhe - ,hcrgu ,hrja gna ,hre tkt ost tre tk whpt :aunh tkic vns ic kta /// 
:vzv trenv uhkg tre ?,hbuh ,nfj sunkk uvn 'vkuf vru,v kf h,snka hbt iudf :ktgnah wr ,t ktgnah wr ka u,ujt

vkhku onuh uc ,hdvu lhpn vzv vru,v rpx aunh tk,nfj vc sunku vkhkv in tku ouhv in tk vbhta vga euscu tm '
 ,hbuh

:ym ,ujbn

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
1
 (or could he ....?).  

25.,hbuh ,nfj sunkk uvn - ktgnah hcr ahrc h,arhp khgku ?!vhkg urzds gsuh vhv tk hfu !vnh, (rurt vws :sx)

uvn vws oa ,upxu,

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

26.uhvu 'ihrbhs vpuec ovk ohakan uhv ouh kfcu /.ujcn xukcuyxhrtu ohbpcn xuberuv vhv 'vz kg vz htbunaj ,hc urmaf
 /ihshn, ovk ohkgn,hbuuh ,nfjc rhfn vhva sjt iez oa vhv/ofshc ohrxnb iht vsucgc ihexuga inz kf :ovk rnt /

gcrt ktrah .rt vgzgszbu 'vnujc uhbrpm .gb vnujv hmjk ghdva iuhf /rhzj ovk ukgvu 'vpuec ihrbhs ukakha rjnk
 'ohrhzj ksdha ahtv rurt :urnt vga v,utc /vxrp ,utn gcrt kg vxrp ,utn,nfj ubc ,t snkha ostv rurtu

,hbuuh :hrnt ///// !,hbuh iuak ut asev iuak ut //// ktrah .rtc :hcr rnt 'thb,vu ?trhxt hn ,hbuuh ,nfju //// /hbuh iuak
sujk ,hbuh ,nfj 'sujk'tct ,hcc uhv ohskh ;kt //// :d"car ouan ktuna rnt vsuvh cr rntvu ?trhxt hn ,hbuh ,nfju /

ka //// ,ufknk ohcure uhva 'kthknd icr ,hc hbta :hrnt //// !,hbuh ,nfj usnk ,utn anj 'vru, usnk ovn ,utn anj
 ,ufknk ohcurea hbpn ',hbuh ,nfjc rpxk ovk urh,v kthknd icr ,hc

 :cp tne tcc

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.  

27. ost ka uck ,fauna hbpn vsnkk vruxt ,hbuh ,nfj :k"zu k"z hrhtnv crv c,fu,sv ,ubpn vcrv ,xruvuhcureu /
tku 'vcrvk sg vnfjv ,rhej rjt ohfanb uhva ovhfkn hxhxfyc ohrcs vnfk vc ohfhrm ova smn ovka ,ufkn
ohnkav ohnfjv ;tu /vsnkk ovk r,uv 'ohrcsv kfc vkukm u,gsu ,unfjc oka tuva hn tkt lf kf ihcren uhv
rntb hrvu ovn r,uh ,ufknk ohcure lk iht vh,uumn ,usuxu vsunk,u vru,v rnuk vmr ihhu rac oxhrf utkn rcfa

(uy:j hkan) Uf«k �n �h oh �f
k �n h �C f"g /yunh tk ohrnxnc ,sv ezjku ovhkg chavk hsf vsnkk ovk r,un '
 /dp tne tcc ,fxn ,mcuen vyha

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. 

28. ,hbuh ubc ,t ost snkh tkau ,ukf ,uryg kg urzd xuyhy ka xunkupc
sh vban y erp vyux ,fxn vban

The Mishna records that the prohibition of teaching Greek Wisdom
2
 came much later during the time of Titus!

29. vyuxs tr,c wpc t,htsf urzd xuyhy ka xunkupc tkvu rnt, otu(/yn),nfj ubc ,t ost snkh tkau ,ukf ,uryg kg urzds 
htbunaj ,hc ,ufkns (/y ;s) z"gs e"pc t,htsf tcuy unse htbunaj ,hc ,ufknu icruj ,gac vhv xuyhy ka xunkupu ',hbuuh

 iugna hcrc cegh r"v .rh,u /akau vtn ,hcv hbpc expuvhhbhn ukcheu urzd ;uxcku uvhhbhn ukche tku urzd trehgnsah sugu 
/// hrndk urxtu urzd ;uxcku 'hra ibcrs t,uyk whkg hkucek hgc htu tnkgc rurtc hte trehgns rnuk

 :sx ,ujbn ,upxu,

Tosafot resolve the contradiction by explaining that the prohibition strengthened and became more accepted over time.

30.whb,n  /// ,hbuh ubc ,t ost snkh tkau ,ukf ,uryg kg urzd xuyhy ka xunkupc //// wndsnkha uvn gauvh hcr ukta ///
 ch,fs vkhk tku ouh tk vbhta vgac ubsnkh ivk rnt /,hbuh ubc ,t ostvkhku onuh uc ,hdvuvhhj hcrs vhrc tc hcr //// /

 ibjuh wr oac tc rc,uruxnv hbpn ,t snkk ostk r,un ibjuh wr oac uvct hcr /u,c/vk yhaf, thva hbpn ,hbuuh 
 y erp vyux ,fxn (tbkhu) hnkaurh sunk,

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.   

31.,hbuh ,nfj ubc ,t ost snkha uvn ,ujbnc hkccc /(:ym)hfu tnh, wxu, wfu ///// hbt iudf ktgnah wr ,t vns ic kta whxrd 
 b"ku  /// vhkg urzds gsuh vhv tku"j rucgh tka unmgc gsuha unmg tuv kct ,uruxnv hbpn ubc ,t sunkh tka tkt urxt tks

 /hra vru, hrcs kg
icre hrhha3 y erp vyux ,fxn hnkaurh sunk, kg 

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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32. urnt tku ,hbuh ,nfj ubc ,t snkha rurt urntsunkhaost snkha uvn gauvh wr ,t ukta urnt sugu ///// ,hbuh ,nfj 
ubc er urhfzv tk itf od /vkhkv in tku ouhv in tk vbhta vgac ubsnkh ovk rnt ?,hbuh ,nfj ubc ,t

uskuyn ktrah wr wp4sh:c ,uct kg 

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.
  

33.- ,hbuuh ,nfj iuakuc ihrhfn ogv rta ihtu ihykp hbc uc ohrcsna vnfj 
:yn vyux h"ar

Rashi explains Chochmat Yevanit as a form of language used by politicians that no one else can understand!
  

34. :vktavnu hgcy gnaf okugc ohnxrupnv ohrpx o,ut ov otu 'ostv ejr,h rat ,hbuh ,nfj thv vn ,ktaa vnu
gcyv rjta

/uc ihthec uhv okfu 'rxtb tk iuakv 'hbuh iuakc ohcu,f ova smn ota 'uz vrzd kkfc ovv ohrpxv ihta 'vtrb vznu ////
 rnt vcrstu(:jh vkhdn) /raf kfk 'hbuh zgk ?tuvv iezv ovk zgka vz uvn 'vnmgc vnfjv smn otu,hbuh ,nfja 'k"b ifku 

///// /,ushjv i,utc  ukdruvu usnka o,ut er 'iunvv u,ut ubhch tka 'ou,x iuakcu ,ushjc hbuh iuakc rcsk thv
ubh,ru, hreg ruegk ohmnt,n ov ot ovn gbnhk hutr kct vz tuv oav in tk ohnxrupnv gcyv hrpx obnt

//// vausev
,ktaa vnu v"s vn inhx a"chrv ,"ua

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.

35.ihbg ivk ah tkt oyuapf obhta ohrcs ifu 'rucsca ohznrv ,t xhbfn uhva hpk ',hbuh vnfj rnuk vmur ',hbuh urntu
,ushju ohznr ihgf ohmura vn ovc ohjjuana uz vnut kmt ohsjuhn vkt ihgn ohrcs ohbuhv kmt vhvu //// /vnfj r,xb
ubnn rtab tku ge,aba epx hk iht vz rcsu /ovc rcsk ohbuhv uthmnva ohznrv o,ut ost oua snkha urxt ////

!vcrv tku ygn tk ouhv okugc
sh vban y erp vyux ,fxn vban kg o"cnr

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!) 

36.d"vf wndc ubhmnu /ohrav ihrcsn uca vnfjc ,ujm iuaku 'ogv kf uc ihrcsna yuap iuak t,ht iuak kfca rtck ah
vkhdnc t,htsf 'ohrpx uc cu,fk r,un vhva vkusd ,uchaj vk aha ,hbuuh iuakc(:j)  tfhtu /,hbuuh ,nfj treba iuak

 e"cc t,htsf 'ibcr uvurxta(,hbuuh v"s 'vyux hvka o"cnrk a"nvhp whgu ':cp)'o,nfjc ,ujmv iuak tuva iuakvs kkv wr arpnu /
iuak kfs tkt ',hbuh ,nfjs iuak er tk hrxtu /ruxt 'iuak kfc od vz tfhta

aurhpc vbvu v"s th inhx s s"uh ekj van ,urdt ,"ua

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?

37. ////  ot hf sunkk ostk ihtutrndu vban tren tcv okugvu vzv okugv vbeh vzcu /ovhrjt ohfanbv ohexupvu sunkc tk kct
,unfj rta sunkk r,un n"nu  /htretcohbhn hrpx uhvh tka sckcu ',unfj rtac 

 s ;hgx unr inhx vgs vruh lurg ijkua t�nr

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?

38. y uveahu u,trek uag .rhuwr uk rnt /uck kfc ueabu vgav v,utc uhnjr urnfba snkn //// rzgkt ic a"rt /uhkg sueb '
ka uhbha uveu aha ka cegh ubhct ka urtum vagbu ufabk tkt ueabk tc tka snkn tkt ?!uhkg sueb vnk if ot htbh

 k", vnu /gar u,utufchu uhbha kg vfuc vzu urtum kg vfuc vz tkt
y:jg varp jkahu ,arp (tbkhu) vcr ,hatrc

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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