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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 40 - CHANUKA & THE BATTLE OF CHOCHMA
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - WINTER 2025/6

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

NaY O NIYY DNYY NIV 29Y2 NIYY DNY PYRIN DY INIDY DNIXRD DI DYDY MY Yv) OWOY .. 6.
- N0 TV O2WN NPON I VAN NYXRIN OTX PN NIV NIVY DN

(3 M2 97 NN M WOV
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 Tzadikim.
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In Tehilim too, Light is sown for the tzadikim
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And, appropriately, there are 36 Tzadikim 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, Mila, Torah. They attacked ‘tzidkut’ - taking this world and rising above materialism.
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The prophet Yechezkel has a 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 Emuna but not there. They are not Tzadikim but have a 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'.
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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.

1. Note that in Maoz Tzur we sing that the Greek broke down our walls - ©WN 92 IXNVYODTIN DN ININ
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The Greeks tried to blur the distinctions between Jew and non-Jew - an expression of intellect without morality.

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 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!?
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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.
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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!

2. There is a debate in the mefarshim as to what exactly Chochmat Yevanit is. 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.
3. Although the wording here is simply ‘Greek’, many of the later mefarshim understand that this is a reference to Greek Wisdom.
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Tosafot resolve the contradiction by explaining that the prohibition strengthened and became more accepted over time.
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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.
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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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Some commentators’ explain that women were thought to be much more trustworthy with this secular knowledge and
would not use it to endanger the Jewish community.
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The Rema in 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 Ya’akov’s neck is well known. But its underlying message is 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. As we
have seen above, this question is HIGHLY subjective and the recommendation, or not, to study secular wisdom will very
much depend on who, when, why, where and how.

4. Rav David Naftali Hirsch Frankel, Berlin 18C (Korban Haedah)
5. Spain, 13/14C - talmid of the Rosh
6. Rabbi Yechiel Avraham Barlev (b. 1943) - see https://yedidnefesh.com/
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




