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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

150 - TORAH AND SECULAR STUDIES

PART 2 - TORAH WITH DERECH ERETZ
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2019

1. Few matters concern us - both disturb and affect us - more than the relationship between our religious and secular studies. As
students committed to Torah and the study of Torah, and yet deeply engaged in the pursuit of a general education, we feel -
and should feel - a strong need to understand the respective positions of the two areas in our lives. The need is related to both
our outlook and our experience. Philosophically, we recognize the necessity to determine how these varied aspects of our
pluralistic culture coalesce within our overall Weltanschauung. Practically, we are often confronted with the need to reconcile
the demands that these aspects make upon our loyalties and our energies. The formulation of a Torah attitude toward this
question thus takes on paramount importance.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein - A Consideration of Synthesis from a Torah Point of View. Leaves of Faith Vol 1 p.89

2. The problems arising from the integration of Torah and secular studies .... are still pressing. We would be committing the
gravest folly were we to regard this controversy (as | am afraid many of us do) as a remotely irrelevant issue, almost as a
historical curiosity ... A question gedoleiYisrae/could discuss with such fervent interest cannot be lightly dismissed.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein - A Consideration of Synthesis from a Torah Point of View. Leaves of Faith Vol 1 p.95

A] TORAH IM DERECH ERETZ OR TORAH ONLY - CLASSIC SOURCES
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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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Chazal rule that if a father does not teach his son a trade, it is as if he taught him to steal. This presumably implies that
the child should be also be willing to learn! Hence, there is a halachic imperative to learn a trade.
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Yet we also see another ‘Torah Only’ approach in Chazal, which advocates teaching boys ONLY Torah.
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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 - that a person should go out to work since Torah cannot be
maintained without money, and a lack of employment will bring a person to sin.
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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 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.
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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 writes that a person who can dedicate his life to Torah only, must do so!
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As we saw in Part 1, here we find a parallel disagreement between R. Yishmael and Rashbi which, apparently, has them
taking opposite positions! Rashbi (who above ruled 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 ruled that the
Torah also sanctions making a living) seems to give the words ‘this Torah shall not leave your mouth ...” a strict
interpretation and, apparently', told his nephew that he could never learn other studies.’

* This opens up the question of learning other wisdoms in addition to Torah, not for the purpose of making a living, but for the
broadening of one’s mind and understanding of the world.
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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. As such, 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.

* On the question of what is the basic obligation of Torah study, the halacha is like Rashbi - that a minimal learning. day and night, will
fulfil the basic obligation if absolutely necessary.
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The Rema goes on to rule that studying ‘other wisdoms’ is permitted only on a temporary basis. Such study, when
permitted, is called ‘walking in the Pardes’, and may be done only AFTER first studying Torah properly.

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?; (v) How much Torah must be learnt before embarking on the study of other secular
subjects?

1. We saw in Part 1 that, in fact, Rabbi Yishamael may be permitting the pursuit of secular studies in an ‘incidental’ manner.

2. 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 Gra rejects the idea that the ‘walk in the Pardes’ has anything to do with learning secular studies’! In fact, this
relates to studying kabbala and, in his view, neither the Rema nor the Rambam ever walked into the real Pardes!
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The Rema describes the disagreement of ‘Torah With ... or ‘Torah Only’ as an ancient debate between the Rabbis.

B] TORAH IM DERECH ERETZ OR TORAH ONLY - MODERN REVIVALS

* This debate has continued through the centuries.

¢ In the times of the Rishonim it divided roughly between Ashkenazim and Sefardim, with the Ashkenazim favoring ‘Torah Only’ and
the Sefardim promoting the learning of Torah with secular studies - astronomy, grammar, poetry, medicine, philosophy and others.

* In times of the early Acharonim, we saw this disagreement on the pages of the Rema’s teshuvot above - with the Rema, Maharal and
others advocating for ‘Torah With ...” and the Maharshal and other promoting ‘Torah Only’.

 As the ghetto walls in Central Europe crumbled in the late 18C and the emancipated Jews flooded into the universities and
professions of Western Europe throughout the 19C, this question became highly relevant once again.

» We will briefly examine some of the key voices in this over the last 150 years, including:

- Rabbi Shimshon Refael Hirsch (mid 19C) on Torah Im Derech Eretz.

- Rabbi Shimon Schwab (mid 20C) on Torah Im Derech Eretz vs Torah Only.

- Rabbi Norman Lamm (late 20C) and the Yeshiva University expression of Torah U'Mada.

- Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein (late 20C) on Torah U’Chochma.

» We will also try to look (in Part 3) at how these ideas translate into the new realty of the 21st Century.

B1] RAV HIRSCH
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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

20. "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 px XN 777 P 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 higher stage of being a man. And, of course, on the other side too, 777 PN NN PN DX
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?

3. Of course, this disagreement on the meaning of the ‘Pardes’ does not mean that the Gra is opposed to the study of secular subjects per se.
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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 ....

23. 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 anotfier 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 upon 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, according to Rav Hirsch, 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 prohibited. Others (Rav Baruch Ber Leibovitz) extended this to teaching parnasa too, so that there
could not be Jewish schools for learning a 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.

» We will iy’H in Part 3 look, through the writings of Rav Aharon Lichtenstein at the difficult questions of which areas of secular learning
should be included in this concept. Will it be restricted to the natural sciences, or expand into the social sciences, humanities, music,
fine arts, theatre, film etc?

24, The sphere for human research is limited both in time Y05y DT DFON XI2 YN DPD Y - to after the creation and in
space D)Wn NP~ TY) DNYN N¥PNI - 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

e In Part 3, we will look at the mid-20th Century perspective of Rav Shimon Schwab and late 20th Century perspective of Rav
Lichtenstein to see how the concept evolved into our times. We will also try and draw some conclusions about the best direction of
travel into the mid-21st Century!
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