T TORAH

STUDIES

TO COMMIT, TO QUESTION, OR ... . BOTH?

A License to Question Isn't a License to Reject



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Shelach

Moses sends twelve spies to
the land of Canaan. Forty
days later they return,
carrying a huge cluster of
grapes, a pomegranate, and a
fig, to report on a lush and
bountiful land. But ten of the
spies warn that the
inhabitants of the land are
giants and warriors “more
powerful than we”; only
Caleb and Joshua insist that
the land can be conquered,
as G d has commanded.

The people weep that they’d
rather return to Egypt. G d
decrees that Israel’s entry
into the land shall be delayed
forty years, during which
time that entire generation
will die out in the desert. A
group of remorseful Jews

storm the mountain on the
border of the land, and are
routed by the Amalekites and
Canaanites. The laws of the
menachot (meal, wine, and
oil offerings) are given, as
well as the mitzvah to
consecrate a portion of the
dough (challah) to G d when
making bread. A man violates
the Shabbat by gathering
sticks, and he is put to
death. G d instructs us to
place fringes (tzitzit) on the
four corners of our garments
so that we should remember
to fulfill the mitzvot (Divine
commandments).
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Deuteronomy 1.22
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of Canaan that | am giving to the Jews.

Numbers 13:2




T EXT 2 B TXON AR ,TR TN ORI ,INYTY 77 mhwr Send for yourself: As you understand. | am
oW

not telling you to send. If you want to send,

send.
Rashi, ad loc.




-I- EX-I- 3A TR O PY A2 W7 710 0K R0 AW L PIRT oo What is the nature of the soil—is it fat or
PR 5% ORGP DAPIANM lean? Are there trees or not? Gird yourselves

and take from the fruit of the land.

Numbers 13:20
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Don’t be afraid that if you take fruit from the

: land, you might be exposed as spies.
Nachmanides, ad loc.
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Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib
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The primary reason to perform a mitzvah is
that G-d commanded it. This is greater than
all other intentions.

Nadab and Abihu, some of the greatest Jews
of their time, had many lofty intentions. Yet
they were punished for doing something that
they were not instructed to do.

When applied to the positive, this principle is
even more compelling. It tells us that simply
performing a mitzvah with no
understanding—purely out of obedience to G-
d—is loftier than all sacred intentions.
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Rashi, Genesis 1:1
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Although all of the Torah’s statutes are
suprarational decrees, .. . it is appropriate to
meditate upon them and, wherever possible,
provide a reason. The sages of the early
generations said that King Solomon
understood most of the rationales for all of
the statutes of the Torah.
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Rabbi Shlomo Aviner,
Sefer HaKuzari, Pirush
2:28, p. 219
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The Talmud (Shabbat 10a) relates that Rabbi
Yirmiyah was sitting before Rabbi Zeira and
studying Torah. The time for the afternoon
prayer service had arrived, and Rabbi Yirmiyah
hurried to complete his studies. When Rabbi
Zeira saw this, he proclaimed, “One who turns
his ear from hearing the Torah, his prayer is
also an abomination” (Proverbs 28:9).

If you don’t study the Torah appropriately, no
matter how mindful you are during prayer,
your prayer is abominable. You might pray to
G-d with all your heart, but you won’t know
who G-d is and how to worship Him properly.




“We will listen” is
the ultimate form
of Judaism because
G-d wants us to
understand Him
and connect with
Him through our
minds as well.




TEXT 6A

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Likutei Amarim, ch.
38
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This too is G-d’s will. G-d wants us to bind
our minds and thoughts to Him. He wants us
to be mindful as we fulfill His
commandments, recite the Shema, pray, and
chant the blessings.

When we use our minds, the degree of
Divinity we channel is immeasurably greater
than the Divine will channeled by a mindless
fulfillment of His will, utilizing only our
actions and/or words.
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are distant from me. They obey me by rote.




TEXT 7

Rabbi Lord Jonathan
Sacks, Rabbi Jonathan
Sacks’s Haggadah: Hebrew
and English Text with New
Essays and Commentary
(Jerusalem: Maggid Books,

2015), pp. 106-108

There are three conditions, though, for asking a Jewish question.

The first is that we seek genuinely to learn—not to doubt, ridicule, dismiss, reject. That is what the ‘wicked
son’ of the Haggadah does: ask not out of a desire to understand but as a prelude to walking away.

Second is that we accept limits to our understanding. Not everything is intelligible at any given moment. There
were scientists at the beginning of the twentieth century who believed that virtually every major discovery had
already been made—not suspecting that the next hundred years would give rise to Einstein’s relativity theory,
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, Gédel’s theorem, proof of the ‘Big Bang’ origin of the universe, the discovery
of DNA and the decoding of the human genome.

In relation to Torah, there were many German and American Jews in the nineteenth century who could not
understand Jewish prayers for a return to Zion, and deleted them from the prayer book.

These facts should induce in us a certain humility. Not every scientific orthodoxy survives the test of time. Not
everything in Judaism that we do not understand is unintelligible. The very features of Jewish life one
generation finds difficult, the next generation may find the most meaningful of all. Faith is not opposed to
questions, but it is opposed to the shallow certainty that what we understand is all there is.

Third is that when it comes to Torah, we learn by living and understand by doing. We learn to understand
music by listening to music. We learn to appreciate literature by reading literature. There is no way of
understanding Shabbat without keeping Shabbat, no way of appreciating how Jewish laws of family purity
enhance a marriage without observing them. Judaism, like music, is something that can only be understood
from the inside, by immersing yourself in it.

Given these caveats, Judaism is a faith that, more than any other, values the mind, encouraging questions and
engaging us at the highest level of intellectual rigor. Every question asked in reverence is the start of a journey
towards G-d.
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Rashi, Genesis 6:6
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A heretic asked Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah, “Do
you not admit that G-d foresees the future?”

Rabbi Yehoshua replied, “Yes.”

The heretic retorted, “But the passage states, ‘And
He became grieved in His heart’” (Genesis 5:6).

Rabbi Yehoshua replied, “Was a son ever born to
you?”

“Yes.”
“And what did you do?”

“l rejoiced and ensured that everyone else rejoiced as
well.”

“But did you not know that he was destined to die?”

“At the time of joy, joy; at the time of mourning,
mourning.”

Rabbi Yehoshua replied, “So is it with G-d. Though He
knew that the people would sin, and that He would
destroy them, He created them for the sake of the
righteous people who would arise from them.”




TEXT 8B

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Torat
Menachem 5751:1, p. 201
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The heretic asks questions in a heretical
style: “How can you believe that G-d
foreknows the future if the passage states,
‘He became grieved in His heart’” (Genesis
5:6)? His point is that it is impossible to
believe that G-d knows the future.

A Jew asks the same question, but in the
opposite manner. We ae absolutely certain
that the Torah is true, that G-d foresees the
future, etc. However, we seek to understand
how there can be a change or what causes
change in G-d’s mind, etc.







TEXT 9A

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
28, pp. 93-94
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The reason G-d left the decision to Moses
with “if you want to send, send”:

The purpose of sending the spies was to
activate the “we will listen” dimension of
Judaism—enabling the people to understand
how they would conquer Israel. Therefore,
the dispatch itself had to come from them:
“If you want to send, send.” It had to be done
because they felt it necessary to send spies,
not because G-d instructed it.




TEXT 9B

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Ibid.
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G-d had indeed informed the Jews that Israel
is a good and prosperous land, but G-d
wanted the Jews to understand this truth on
their own.

Moses, therefore, instructed the spies to
bring back some of the fruit. When the
people would behold the fruit, they would
surmise that it is truly a good and prosperous
land. Their desire for Israel would be kindled,
not because G-d had instructed it and they
had pledged to obey Him, but because they
would truly want to go.
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The same applies to the first part of their
mission—to discover the surest methods to
conquer lIsrael. G-d’s purpose was to enable
the Jews to understand, not just to be told,
that the land could be conquered.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Sefer
Hasichot 6749:2, p. 538

"X °NY2 PIV IRD WO wWwh XY wnw 72527 KO
NTIAVW 7T NIV WITIT OV AW 3077 720X KON
X7 977237 NOWon 77°12 S 19IRA 119 2N Tunn
RN INYTA QR 03 KT N2 WITRI XTI
7k e ivi7ihi K aivlata)'ssaRakrakhvalalkrsilivdiak tson lviiz
R 7102

Not only was Moses unconcerned that G-
d’s ambiguous response portended a
negative outcome, he was elated over the
new opportunity. Jews would now be
empowered to serve G-d because they
chose to rather than because they felt
compelled by G-d’s instructions. To do
what G-d wants because they understand
it to be good and want to do it. To be
spontaneously synchronized with G-d’s
will.




KEY POINTS

1. The foundation of Judaism is to accept the truth of G-d and to obey Him
without thinking.

2. The ultimate form of Judaism is to probe, ask, and understand so that our
minds and hearts are alighed with G-d’s thoughts and wishes.

3. The license to think is not a license to reject, but there is a risk that some
might take it that way.

4. To avoid this, it helps to remember that we don’t ask to satisfy our curiosity,
but because G-d wants us to connect with Him through our minds and hearts.



KEY POINTS

5. This shapes the way we formulate our questions. Rather than questioning the
Torah’s truth, we seek to understand it. If we fail, we don’t reject. We simply
keep looking.

6. Sending the spies was the first experiment with independent thought. Although
the spies misused their license, we learn from their mistakes and get it right.






