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The Gaon of Rogatchov:
A Study in Abstraction

By: DOVBER SCHWARTZ

Introduction

Rabbi Yosef Rosen, known as the Rogatchover Gaon (the Genius
of Rogatchov), and also often referred to by the title of his main
work Tzafnas Paane’ach (Decipherer of Secrets), was one of the most
prominent Talmudic scholars and rabbis of the 20" century.

He was born in Rogatchov, Belarus, in 1858. His father, Fishel
Rosen, was a well-known and respected Lubavitcher Chassid. At
the age of five he was taken by his father to see the third
Lubavitcher Rebbe, the Tzemach Tzedek, who instructed him to
learn Maseches Nazir.!

Upon reaching the age of bar mitzvah, his father sent him to
Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, the Rav of Brisk, where he became a
study partner of Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik for a year. He was
known there by the nickname of the iluy ha’chatzuf (the impish ge-
nius) due to his sharp wit and biting humor.

After this he went to the city of Shklov, where he studied with
the Maharil Diskin (Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin). In 1889, when
the Rogatchover was 31, the Kapuster Rebbe, Rabbi Shlomo
Zalman Schneersohn, appointed him to be the Rav of the
Lubavitch-Kapust community in Dvinsk. The Lithuanian Rav there

1 There are those who posit that he took this as a sort of nezirus and there-
fore never cut his hair. Other theories are that he did not want to uncov-
er his head since he would not be able to learn Torah, or that it hurt him
to cut his hair.

Dovber Schwartz lives in Brooklyn with his wife and son, and is a
student at Cardozo Law School. After studying in various yeshivos,
he undertook the project of unraveling and presenting the writings
of the Rogatchover Gaon to the English-speaking public.
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was Rabbi Meir Simchah HaCohen (the author of Obr Same’ach
and Meshech Chochmah), with whom he enjoyed good relations.?

The Rogatchover was a unique personality. He would answer
those who came to him with questions very concisely and summari-
ly. Many of his responses were extraordinarily biting and sharp or,
at the very least, incredibly short, with ayin’ after ayin and nothing
more.

His sefer, Tzafnas Paane’ach* was, and generally remains, a closed
book even for scholars. It is written with extreme conciseness and is
riddled with ambiguous hints as to his intent. Adding to the diffi-
culty is that often the sources cited in building his theory are so
numerous and dense as to make understanding the text a near im-
possible feat.

Another obstacle is that his theory on a given subject is not
usually easily compartmentalized, nor is it presented as incremental-
ly increasing building blocks. If that would be the case, it would be
easier to digest a piece of his writing, since one would be able to fo-
cus on breaking down and understanding one line and then advanc-
ing. The problem is that often what he is trying to convey can only
be understood in conjunction with all the other parts of the theory.
Standing on its own, one part may not be comprehensible. The
reader is forced to jump into the nucleus of the idea without the aid
of independent pieces of information that indicate where he is
headed with a certain concept.

This was his “Written Torah.” His “Oral Torah,” however, was

entirely different. He had a unique ability to communicate even

Much of the following brief description of the Rogatchover’s character is
translated from an article written in Hebrew (“Turei Yeshurun” Volume
44, Shvat-Adar 1975) by Noah Zevulini who lived with the Rogatchover
from 1932 until 1933.

Ayin means to look up the source referenced. For example he would
write “ayin Makkot page 17.” Aside from being indirect and forcing the
questioner to look up numerous sources, these responses were often ex-
tremely ambiguous as to what part or concept on the page he was refer-
ring to.

Literally “Decipherer of Secrets,” meaning the book deciphers the secrets
of the Torah. However, there are those who, in a play of words, interpret
the title that one must decipher the secrets of the book itself.
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dense and technical ideas in a clear and lucid manner. Most of the
content of his books was taken from what he wrote in the tiny
margins of his sefarim. When asked what he meant in a particular
place of his writing, he often explained it at length and in an unam-
biguous manner.

In this he was the polar opposite of the Lithuanian Rav of the
town, Rabbi Meir Simchah HaCohen, who reportedly was extreme-
ly brief in his verbal responses to people, yet very clear and explan-
atory in his writing.

In stark contrast to all the other leading rabbis of his day, he
had a small bookshelf and very few sefarim that he would use on a
consistent basis. The sefarim he did have included a set of the Baby-
lonian and Jerusalem Talmud, a 7ur and some Rishonim. The
crown jewel of his small study was his Mishneh Torah; he considered
Rambam to be his teacher. He would refer to the Rambam as “my
master” and reportedly would talk to him, bidding him good morn-
ing or expressing his delight when unraveling a complex concept
from his works.

He was very popular with the yeshivah students for his humor
and sharp wit. He often was critical of Acharonim, and while being
respectful of the Rishonim, he would neglect to study them at
times. Instead he would, on occasion, draw conclusions straight
from the Talmud itself.

Shmuel Yosef Agnon, a Nobel Prize laureate writer and one of
the central figures of modern Hebrew fiction, visited the
Rogatchover and wrote the following:’

I went into his room and found him suffering immensely from
his sickness. When he noticed me he started to pour out his
heart to me. “I am afraid,” he said, “that all my suffering is a re-
sult of my not being respectful enough of the Rishonim. All
my days I immersed myself in the Rambam’s Mishneh Torab; it
was my central focus and toil and even when I learnt other
Rishonim, I only studied them to gain more understanding and
perspective of the Rambam’s approach.”

“He then started to cry,” continued Agnon, “and yelled out,”

As told by Yair Buruchav in his biographical book HaRogatchovi, p. 158.
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“Where are the other masters of the Torah? Where are Rashi
and Tosafot? Where are the Raavan and the Ri? What have I
done? Why did I not put effort into understanding and ex-
pounding upon their words? It is because of this I am being
punished.”

He was silent for a bit, and then a spirit of calm settled over
him.

“It is all worth it,” he declared suddenly. “If I am suffering be-
cause of my connection and bond to the Rambam I accept the
pain joyously!”

Noah Zevulini relates the following:

Every day I would enter his house and study and talk to the
Rogatchover. One day the Rogatchover told me that Nachman
Bialik had come to him and they had discussed various matters.
The Rogatchover then gave him a copy of his book the Tzafnas
Paane’ach, at which point Bialik left.

Bialik later wrote that from the mind of the Rogatchover could
be carved out two Einsteins. Legend has it that when the
Rogatchover heard this statement he dryly remarked, “And
from the leftover specks one could create numerous Bialiks.”

The Rogatchover Gaon passed away in 1936 at the age of 78 and
was buried in Dvinsk.

His main work, a commentary on Mishneh Torah, was published
during his lifetime, as were five volumes of halachic responsa. The
remainder of his surviving writings appeared in the United States
many years after his death. All are titled Tzafnas Paane’ach, a title
given to the Biblical Joseph by Pharaoh (Bereishis 41:45).

His manuscripts were smuggled out of Latvia on microfilm dur-
ing World War II by his successor, Rabbi Yisrael Alter Safrin-Fuchs
(1911-1942), who remained in Latvia to complete this task, and his
daughter, who had come to Dvinsk from Eretz Yisrael to help pre-
serve her father’s manuscripts. Both died at the hands of the Nazis
as a result. A portion of these manuscripts were edited and pub-
lished by Rabbi Menachem M. Kasher.

His works include the following:

o Tzafnas Paane’ach—his magnum opus, a two-volume set on
the Rambam’s Mishneb Torah
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o Chibur al Moreh Nevuchim—found in the back of his Torah
commentary

o Tzafnas Paane’ach al HaTorah—a five-volume set on the To-
rah

o  Tzafnas Paane’ach al HaShas—four volumes covering the
tractates of Bava Kamma, Bava Metzia, Makkot, Horayos and
Sanbedrin.

o Tzafnas Paane’ach Responsa—the Dvinsk edition contains
two volumes. The Warsaw edition contains three volumes.

o  Sh’ut Tzafnas Paane’ach HaChadashos—Responsa on Orach
Chaim and Yoreh De’ah and glosses on the Tur.

o Michtevei Torah—a book of correspondence between the
Rogatchover and Rabbi Mordechai Kalina, containing 290
letters from the years 1922 to 1926. The entire correspond-
ence started with one letter from Rabbi Mordechai Kalina
and the ensuing 289 letters were all derivative concepts and
debates from the first letter.

Books on the Rogatchover’s writings are few. The most exten-
sive is the Mefaane’ach Tzefunos by Rabbi Menachem M. Kasher.
The first part of the book contains several essays on the methodol-
ogy and conceptual framework of the Rogatchover. The second
part is a compilation of sources from the Rogatchover on several
key concepts. Unfortunately, this part of the book is still essentially
unintelligible unless vast amounts of time are spent unraveling the
sources, since no explanatory or supplementary material is provided.

Another book was written by Rabbi Moshe Grossburg called
Tzefunos HaRagatchovi. It is more conceptual and analytical then
the Mefaane’ach Tzefunos. In it, the author takes several core con-
cepts that the Rogatchover revolutionized and provides some back-
ground and context. Rabbi Grossburg also annotated much of the
responsa of the Rogatchover, adding background information on
the sources cited in the letters.

Another source is an essay written by Rabbi Shlomo Yosef
Zevin. In his book Ishim VeShittos, which is a methodological and
conceptual analysis of several of the giants of Torah scholarship in
the last century, he explains some of the central guiding principles
behind the Rogatchover’s system of Torah analysis.
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Another source—and probably the most readily understandable
and user-friendly one—is the Pirkei Mavoi written by Rabbi Moshe
Shlomo Kasher, the son of Rabbi M. M. Kasher. They are printed
in the beginning of each volume of the 7Tzafnas Paane’ach al
HaTorab.

Rabbi M. S. Kasher also translated an article written by Rabbi
Chayim Sapir titled “Der Lebediker Shas” or “The Living Talmud.”

Another two scholars who added to this area are Rabbi
Yehoshua Mundshein (Paane’ach Raza) and Rabbi M.M.
Tenenbaum (Shittas Limudo shel HaRagatchovi).

Recently a biographical book was published by Yair Buruchav
on the life of the Rogatchover.

Part One®

This article is an excerpt from a book I am writing in English on the
Rogatchover’s system of Torah thought, focusing on the conceptual in-
novations inherent within it. I do research independently and in conjunc-
tion with several professors and Torah scholars who are knowledgeable
on the topics. I hope to publish the first volume within the coming year.
It will contain several sections, most notable being an analysis of the
Rogatchover’s conception of a Torah-based political theory—that is to
say, how collectives are formed and what the individual’s relationship is
to societal obligation and collectivist constructs. Concurrently I am trans-
lating and annotating the Rogatchover’s glosses on Bereishis and will be
publishing a chumash with his commentary. This essay is an explanation
of the unique style and approach of the Rogatchover Gaon.

The sources used for this article can mostly be found in Mefaane’ach
Tzefunos, Perek 1, Siman 3 and in the various Pirkei Mavoi scattered
throughout the chapter. I have primarily relied on the sources that the
Mefaane’ach Tzefunos brings, although I have taken liberty with restruc-
turing the order and often the thrust and theme of various sources. I have
also relied on word searches, consultation with the few people well versed
in Tzafnas Paane’ach and cross-referencing from the Klalei HaTorah
V’Hamitzvos. Mefaane’ach Tzefunos greatly reduces the workload for the
researcher trying to unravel the works of the Rogatchover. However, I
have not bound myself to Kasher’s understanding of the text and at times,
after careful study of the source material, have deviated from the theme
that Kasher understood that piece to fall into. Kasher’s understanding it-
self is only implied by his ordering of the various sources from the
Tzafnas Paane’ach since his comments are sporadic and terse.
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To begin to understand the innovations and impact of the
Rogatchover Gaon, it is helpful to start by considering the nature of
the Talmud.

In its some 6,000 pages one engages with thousands of facts and
arguments on a vast number of topics. Written as a series of conver-
sations, the Talmud is fluid and tangential, jumping from topic to
topic, unconstrained by subject or order. A conversation in tractate
Shabbos can be picked up in Sanhedrin, and an argument touched
upon in Pesachim is fully explained in Rosh Hashanab, despite their
being many volumes apart.

Besides the lack of a structured sequential progression of ideas,
the Talmud’s content is complex and often intimidating, lending
itself to multiple interpretations. The Talmud’s structure demands
careful scholarship and much commentary. Yet, as centuries of Jew-
ish scholars discussed and debated the Talmud, the complex and
fractious nature of the Talmud only expanded.

In the world of the Rogatchover, however, a Talmudic dispute
is never just what it seems to be on the surface. The dispute record-
ed is simply the result of a long stream of more primary and basic
disputes ending in the argument recorded in the Talmud.

This type of approach has numerous, profound consequences
for how one views the Torah. If one would simply read the Talmud
from cover to cover, one would come away knowing thousands of
facts and arguments, yet they would all seem to be independent and
fragmented items of information and disputes.

The Rogatchover radically altered and reconstructed the way
one can view the body of Torah knowledge. From his perspective,
all the fractious and disparate items of knowledge and disputation in
the Talmud are derivatives of more basic and inclusive concepts. In
field after field of Torah, the Rogatchover took numerous debates
on seemingly disconnected subjects and showed how they are all
predicated upon one core concept. All the disagreements were seen
as ramifications and extensions of underlying core concepts.

The Rogatchover is reported to have said that he could refine
and abstract all of Torah knowledge into ten ideas! Thus, in the
eyes of the Rogatchover, the Torah is a unified, interconnected and
harmonious body of knowledge, with all the apparent disparateness
being merely the outer, superficial layer of thought.
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A Mishnah in Uktzin regarding apple stems, a Mishnah in Shab-
bos concerning perfume, and a Gemara in Bava Kama discussing
property damages may all be expressions of the same idea. The co-
herency and cogency that he developed in Torah was so pervasive
and prevalent in his learning that one is hard-pressed to find a single
piece of his writings that doesn’t show how apparently unrelated
laws are, in fact, all one and the same.

Minute technical laws about animal hides and candles were his
building blocks for grand sweeping theories on the nature of life,
religion and reality.

A debate about grass fibers became a debate about the very ex-
istence of our world, and whether halachah views physicality as the
primary determinant or spirituality as the primary determinant.

An argument about slaves and converts was transformed into an
argument about the ability of an entity to change its intrinsic iden-
tity.

A prophecy about the wolf lying with the lamb became a con-
ceptual construct within which to discuss the advantages of quality
versus quantity.

The finesse and grace with which the Rogatchover abstracted
seemingly innocuous and technical Gemaras was and is unparal-
leled. The Rogatchover did not just excel in Torah. He created an
entirely new field, not dissimilar to what Einstein did in helping to
create the field of quantum physics and relativity.

His style differed somewhat from the schools of lomdus which
were prevalent in his day and which still enjoy widespread domi-
nance in the yeshivos. Although an analysis of the differences be-
tween Reb Chaim (the father of modern /lomdus) and the
Rogatchover’s style is beyond the scope of this work, I think it
might be captured somewhat by the following parable. Reb Chaim
was a microscopic scholar. He took laws and delved into their com-
plex ambiguous depths to discover their inner core, their molecular
structure, if you will. He split hairs and refined each element of a
law until the difference between all the parts became clear.

The Rogatchover, on the other hand, was a telescopic scholar.
In each minute law he saw the universe of Torah. In his mind each
subject of Torah orbited around the others until they were all inter-
twined and fused together. He abstracted each law until it took on
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massive proportions and gained immense applicability to all other
fields of Torah.

The following quote from Rabbi Hillel Tzeitlin is somewhat in
line with this characterization:
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I remember that the greatest Chabad scholars in my town once
were describing the exceptional greatness of the genius of
Rogatchov. All of a sudden, they whispered to each other: “But
his localized knowledge of each sugya is not so exceptional.” In
other words, all his greatness was expressed in his breadth and
scope and in his ability to construct a tower comprised of hun-
dreds of pieces from Bavli, Yerushalmi, Tosafos, the Rif, the
Rosh, and most importantly, the Rambam. But localized learn-
ing meant to delve into the depths of the sugya as is; to be pre-
cise with every single word, to drill deeper and deeper into the
internal structure of the sugya until reaching its roots. And
then to grow from the roots a beautiful tree with branches,
twigs, foliage and fruits.

And it was not uncommon to delve so deeply into a sugya that
we would stroll and wander [in the sugya] as if we were on a
path in a gigantic forest.”

The following is a demonstration of this style of abstraction and
harmonization.

7 His article can be accessed at: <http://www.shturem.net/

index.php?article_id=648&section=blog_new>.
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Part Two: The Spiritual and the Tangible

The schools of Shammai and Hillel were intellectual and scholarly
rivals for hundreds of years and were major influencers of the de-
velopment of Torah. Between Hillel and Shammai there were only
three (possibly five) disputes. But 316" arguments between the
schools they founded are recorded in the Talmud. Of these argu-
ments, 221 revolve around various halachos, 66 are gezeiros (preven-
tative laws), and 29 are discrepancies over Biblical and legislative
interpretations.® Despite Shammai’s tendency to be strict and Hillel
to be lenient, in 55 of these disputes (fully one-sixth), the school of
Shammai ruled on the side of leniency.

Many theories have been proposed as to the central (or at least
one of the central) differences between the schools. The theories as
to the core conceptual difference between the schools range from
psychological and hermeneutical, to socio-economic and analytical
preferences.

The Rogatchover Gaon’s key insight into the core difference
between Hillel and Shammai is related to their differing perspec-
tives on the degree to which spiritual versus tangible elements of
reality should be taken into account in determining halachah.

The Talmud (Chagigah 12a) states: “The school of Shammai
says, ‘The heavens were created first and then the earth.” The school
of Hillel says, ‘The earth was created first and then the heavens.””
What does this argument revolve around? Is there an underlying
theme?

Indeed there is.”,'° Shammai says the heavens were created first.
By heavens, Shammai means spirituality and the intangible. In
Shammai’s view, spirituality is the primary determinant in halachah
and is the main barometer of reality. It was created first since it is
the dominant reality.

Jewish Encyclopedia, “House of Hillel and House of Shammai.”

In Michtevei Torah letter #289: 751N X121 N7 20 A7 7302 772 DWW N
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In Mabadurah Tinyana p. 180: 771N 121 D°AWT ,27 A7 7312 23997 177 N
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[Spirituality in this context does not have any sort of other-
worldly implication. It simply means something that exists in our
universe yet is immaterial and lacks concrete substance.]

Hillel says, however, that in our physical world, material con-
siderations are of primary importance, and one must use the physi-
cal spectrum as the dominant factor in deciding halachah. Therefore
the earth, meaning physicality, was created first.

The Rogatchover" proceeds to pinpoint this dispute as the epi-
center of two Gemaras that seemingly have no connection to this.
The Talmud in Shabbos 62b states the following (I paraphrase):

A woman may not go out on Shabbos carrying a spice bundle
(an ornament worn around the neck in which women would
place spices so as to create a fragrance) or a flask of balsam oil.
If she did go out she has transgressed the Shabbos and is re-
quired to bring a korban chatas (an atoning sacrifice in the
Temple). This is Rabbi Meir’s opinion.

Rabbi Eliezer disagrees and says she has not transgressed the
Sabbath and is exempt from a korban. The reason she is ex-
empt is because a pendant containing spice or a small flask con-
taining oil are considered to be in the category of rachshit (or-
naments). Items that are categorized as a tachshit are Biblically
permitted to be worn on Shabbos since it is not considered car-
rying when going out with them. Just as wearing a shirt on
one’s back is not considered “carrying,” so, too, items that,
while not being essential, have aesthetic or secondary uses and
benefits are allowed to be worn on one’s person.

Rabbi Eliezer then qualifies his ruling and states that she is on-
ly exempt when the spice bundle contained spices inside and
the flask contained oil inside. But if they did not have spice or
oil inside them then she is obligated to bring a korban (mean-
ing she has transgressed the Sabbath). Since it is not the norm
to wear a pendant or a flask when they are empty, they are not
considered ornaments when worn empty. Therefore, since
they are not able to be classified as ornaments, they revert to
masa (carrying) status.

" In Tzafnas Paane’ach Sh”ut Dvinsk, Siman 50: M372 "V , 90 891 70X 1 707
2PWH NIND T 1OV W OX ,b20 NAW 112 991 ,WNN 12 PRT 1D 7101 8RN,
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[To facilitate a fluid, smooth understanding of the next part of
the Gemara, it is necessary to preface the following principle about
carrying on Shabbos. In order to transgress the Shabbos it is not
enough to simply carry something outside in the public domain.
One must carry a certain minimum quantity in order to be Biblical-
ly culpable. Each item has its own minimum requirement or shiur.
For example, one carrying food must take out (generally) enough
food equal to the size of a dried fig.

The minimum amount for other objects may be less or more,
depending upon the specific item in question. For example, one tak-
ing out a vessel such as a jar would be Biblically liable even for car-
rying out a tiny jar, since one has carried a whole, complete vessel.
With food, however, it is not dependent on whether one has carried
a complete item, but rather on the amount of food.]

The Talmud in Shabbos 93b discusses an intriguing case concern-
ing one who takes out a jar containing food, where the food does
not satisfy the minimum requirement yet the jar does satisfy the
shiur (since it is a complete vessel). What is the din (law)?

Seemingly, there should be no question as to their culpability.
For the jar (which satisfies the shiur) they are liable, and for the
food (which does not) they should not be liable.

Yet it is more complex than that. Since the jar is being used as a
receptacle for the food, it is viewed as not having its own independ-
ent existence and is merely an accessory of the food. Thus, one is
not liable for carrying the jar, since it is not its own halachic entity.
Rather, it 1s an extension of the food. Yet for the food one also can-
not be liable since the amount of the food is less than the shiur.
Thus, counter-intuitively, for carrying out more (the food as well as
the jar) one ends up not being liable (as opposed to if one would
have just carried out the jar without the food, in which case one
would indeed have been liable).

The Gemara attempts to deduce something from Rabbi
Eliezer’s opinion. Rabbi Eliezer said that when the flask is empty
one is liable since then it is not a tachshit (because it is not the nor-
mal custom to wear an empty flask).

But what about the scent of the balsam oil that still emanates
from the flask? Isn’t that comparable to the case brought before
where one took out food less than the shiur in a vessel?
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Here too one is taking out two things: the scent that is wafting
from the flask (which is less than the shiur, since scent has no sub-
stance to which we could pin a minimum shiur) and the flask itself
(which satisfies the shiur since it is a complete vessel). Yet still Rabbi
Eliezer holds that one is liable in this case! Is he not arguing on the
Mishnah on 93b and forming his own opinion? According to the
Mishnah on 93b, one should not be culpable for the scent since it
lacks a minimum shiur, and also not for the flask, since the flask is
carrying the scent, and is therefore merely an accessory and exten-
sion to the smell.

The Talmud answers that these two cases are not conceptually
parallel. Smell has no tangibility (leis bei mamasha) since it has no
substance, and the flask is considered empty and cannot be said to
be an accessory to the scent.

What essentially is the discussion here in the Gemara? The
Rogatchover sees it as being predicated upon the tension between
the tangible and the intangible realms.

Scent here is classified as belonging to the spiritual realm. It is
not tangible or concrete at all, and halachically it is viewed as being
the only sense that is a sensory tool of the soul, as opposed to being
a sensory faculty of the body. (This is why on Saturday night, at the
closing of Shabbos, we smell spices to comfort the soul as we head
into the lesser holiness of the week.)

This, then, is the point. Is smell part of our reality? Are non-
tangible items viewed as determinants in our decisions and perspec-
tives? If they are, then the smell of the oil in the flask should be
viewed as being “something,” albeit less than the shiur. If that is so,
then the two cases are conceptually parallel and we can build a cor-
ollary from one case to the other. That would dictate that just as
when one carries out food in a jar one is patur (exempt), since the
jar is considered to be an accessory to the food and the food itself
lacks the minimum requirement, so too when one carries out a
scented flask without actually having scented oil inside, one should
be patur, since again, one cannot be liable for the jar being that it is
an accessory of the scent.

If scent is not viewed as part of our considerations, and halachah
only deals with tangible factors, then fragrance is not considered an
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entity and the flask is properly defined as being empty, thus ending
any hopes of building a comparison between the two cases.

Peppery Potential

Another expression'? of this battle of perspectives is in a Mishnah in
Uktzin 3:6. The Mishnab records a dispute between Beis Shammai
and Beis Hillel regarding black cumin (katzach). Shammai says it is
tabor (ritually pure) and not susceptible to tumab (ritual impurity)
since it 1s not considered a food, as it is too harsh and bitter to eat.
Hillel says it is susceptible to tumah since it is able to be eaten. On
the surface they seem to be arguing about the physical existence of
cumin and disputing a factual truth, which is not considered to be
an optimal way of understanding halachah and Talmud (ein
machlokes b’metziyus).

However, our analysis will shed light on this strange, seemingly
factual, dispute. In order to do so, we must first avail ourselves of
another statement from the Talmud.

The Talmud in Berachos 40a states:

What is katzach? Rabbi Chama the son of Chanina said, one

who eats a lot of cumin (katzach) will not experience illness or
heart pains. Rabi Shimon ben Gamliel then asked, but karzach
is recorded as being one of 60 plants that hasten death?

The resolution in the Talmud is that one of the teachings (that
katzach averts pain and illness) was stated regarding its taste, and the
other (that katzach hastens death) was concerning its smell. The
smell is harsh and hastens death, whereas the taste is healthy and
wholesome.

That being the case, Beis Shammai holds that black cumin is not
susceptible to tumah since its smell is harsh and unhealthy and not
fit for consumption; whereas Beis Hillel holds that we only consid-
er tangible factors, and since smell is intangible it is not a factor.
Thus we only consider the taste, and the taste is healthy and fit for
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consumption. Therefore it is susceptible to twmah since it is
halachically considered a food.

Alcoholic Abstraction

This essential argument between these two schools is also reflected”
in the following Gemara in Berachos 43b:

If one has wine (which he intends to drink) and scented oil
(which he intends to smell) in front of him, he should take the oil
in his right hand and the wine in his left hand. He should then
make a blessing on the oil, smell it and then make a blessing on the
wine and drink it. This is the opinion of Beis Shammai.

Beis Hillel says the opposite: One should take the wine in his
right hand and the oil in his left, make a blessing on the wine and
then proceed to the oil.

The explanation given by the commentaries is that Beis
Shammai holds that the blessing on the oil takes precedence (and
thus is held in the right hand) since the pleasure gained from it is
immediate and does not require an action on one’s part, whereas the
wine’s pleasure is only once one drinks it and digests it.

Beis Hillel, however, reasons that wine, which is consumed by
the body, is more significant than oil, which is merely smelled,
therefore the blessing on the wine takes precedence.

This does not explain, however, why Hillel holds that tangible
intake of pleasure (consumption of the wine) is more significant
than intangible intake of pleasure (smelling)?

Additionally, what does Shammai say to Hillel’s point about
consumption of pleasure versus merely smelling pleasure?

According to our analysis it is clear. Hillel holds that tangible
pleasure is more significant than intangible pleasure in accordance
with his world view that tangible factors are the primary determi-
nants, as opposed to intangible factors. Shammai retorts that quite
the contrary, intangible and abstract factors are the primary deter-
minants. Thus the oil (merely smelling) takes precedence.

B See footnote 8 above.
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The Solidity of the Sotah Water

There is a debate in the Talmud about how much of G-d’s name
needs to be erased before we force the sotah™ to drink the sotah wa-
ter. Beis Hillel says at least two letters (the first yud and the first bei)
need to be erased. Beis Shammai says even one letter is enough to
compel the drinking of the water (Yerushalmi Sozah 2:4).

Elsewhere in the Gemara there is an inquiry concerning how
many letters a Sefer Torah must possess in order to retain its status
of sanctity. We know from the oral tradition that it needs 85 letters,
but the Rabbis weren’t sure if the 85 letters needed to be together,
or even if they are all from different parts of a Torah scroll (Shabbos
115b).

In addition, there is an argument about how many extra letters
invalidate a mezuzah—whether even just one or at least two extra
letters are required to make it passul (Menachos 32b).

What is the thread running through these questions? The com-
monality they all share is that," they all revolve around the identi-
ty and character of a single letter. In the Hebrew language there are
no one-letter words. A word can be composed of even two letters,
but a single letter can never be a word. That being so, perhaps a let-
ter does not have its own inherent identity? Maybe it can never be

The sotah was a woman suspected of adultery who was brought to the
Temple and given a special concoction to drink, which had Divine pow-
ers to ascertain the veracity of her claims of innocence. She had the op-
tion of demanding a divorce instead of drinking the potion. But if the po-
tion had already been prepared, she was forced to drink it, because part of
creating the drink involved erasing the Divine name. The Sages debated
how much of the Divine name needs to be erased before she would be
compelled to drink.
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seen as its own idea, and is always a building block of a word, with-
out ever embodying meaning and content on its own.

Or perhaps there is some intrinsic meaning to a letter on its
own and it is considered to be its own halachic entity, notwith-
standing its deep-seated need to pair with another letter in order to
form a word.

Although seemingly disconnected, this is actually the same de-
bate that we saw regarding the sotah waters. Shammai says that even
if only one letter of G-d’s name was erased, it is sufficient to activate
the full status of sotah. Shammai says this because in his view a sin-
gle letter is its own entity, and thus by erasing even one letter from
G-d’s name, one has fragmented the name of G-d and the sanctity of
the document has been destroyed.

Hillel disagrees. One letter on its own is nothing,” and is mere-
ly a part of the whole. Therefore, by erasing only one letter from
G-d’s name you have not erased a significant entity and therefore
the sanctity of G-d’s name is still there. Consequently, the sotah wa-
ters were not activated and the woman is not forced to drink and
may still recant.

Obviously, this is also the debate regarding a mezuzah. If one
letter has intrinsic identity, then even one extra letter adds to the
mezuzah scroll and invalidates it.

This also applies to the “85-letters argument.” If a single letter
stands on its own conceptually and halachically, then the 85-letter
requirement can be satisfied from 85 single letters. If a letter is not
its own entity, then the 85 must be comprised of paired letters.

What does all this have to do with the differing Welranschauungs
of Shammai and Hillel? Well, if tangibility is the primary determi-
nant of halachah and reality, then a single letter would not stand on
its own. This is because in concrete terms and from an empirical
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viewpoint, a single letter can never contain content or meaning.
Thus, a single letter on its own is not considered its own entity.

If, however, as Shammai asserts, intangibility and spiritual ele-
ments are factors to be reckoned with, then a single letter does
stand on its own. This is because spiritually each letter of the He-
brew alphabet contains intrinsic and individualized holiness and
metaphorical and symbolical meaning.

This whole subject is further amplified in light of how the
Rogatchover understands® the infusion of holiness into G-d’s name.
The Yerushalmi in Berachos 5:1 states:

If a scribe was writing a Sefer Torah and was in middle of writ-
ing the name of G-d, then even if the king himself asks him a
question, he is not allowed to respond.

Rambam codifies this in Hilchos Tefillin 1:15:

If one was writing a Torah and did not have full intent when
writing G-d’s name (kasav shelo lishmab), the entire Torah is
invalid. Therefore, if a scribe is in middle of writing G-d’s
name, he should not even respond to the king.

Simply speaking, the reason is that by responding to the king
the scribe is partially distracted and not able to have full concentra-
tion on writing G-d’s name. Yet, why can’t the scribe stop writing,
respond and then continue writing G-d’s name? This way he could
have full concentration while writing G-d’s name, with only a short
intermission between starting to write and finishing the name.

The reason the Rogatchover offers is that G-dliness is not able
to be compartmentalized. What this means is that the name of G-d
in a Torah is expressing and constitutes an actual embodiment of
G-dliness. G-dliness is not an existence given to fragmentation and
disparate parts. Thus, since it is absolute and not able to be parti-
tioned, the physical letters of the name of G-d (which is the vehicle
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in which this G-dliness will be revealed and communicated to the
world) must also be one and absolute.

We can ask, however, why can’t the tangible expression be dis-
similar in its character from the idea and truth it carries and embod-
ies? This is because from the perspective of Torah and halachah the
physical must resonate and be a transparent conduit through which
G-dliness will flow into the world. There can be no friction be-
tween the physical and the G-dly. Therefore the physical letters
(that are the expressers of the Divine truth inherent in the name of
G-d) must reflect in their physical character the G-dly characteris-
tics of Divine truth. They therefore cannot be written in a frag-
mented manner.

Thus we find that the authentic way of writing G-d’s name was
by holding four quills in between the five fingers and writing all
four letters of G-d’s name at the same time. The knowledge of how
to perform this maneuver was known by one man who refused to
share it with others, bringing down the condemnation of the Sages
upon him."”

This explains an intriguing halachic discrepancy. The halachah
is that one is not allowed to write on Shabbos. How much does one
need to write in order to have transgressed this Biblical prohibition?
The halachah is that writing two letters violates the Biblical di-
rective not to write. Yet Yerushalmi Shabbos 13:1 states that “all
agree that regarding writing G-d’s name, one has not transgressed
until he writes the complete name of G-d (more than two letters).”

What is the reason for this legislative inconsistency concerning
writing G-d’s name? After writing a yud and bei (the first two letters
of G-d’s name) one should be liable to the full extent of the law!

Our analysis on the nature of the relationship between
G-dliness and the letters of G-d’s name, however, sheds light on this
enigma. Since the letters of G-d’s name are not given to fragmenta-
tion and disparateness, therefore, by only writing two letters of
G-d’s name one has not written anything. The letters existentially
do not stand on their own and are viewed as an entity only in their
complete state of all four letters of G-d’s name together.

Y See Yuma 38a.
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Domestic Dualities

This distinction remains valid® in another important controversy,
regarding the relationship between two women who were both
married to a man who died childless. Generally, the deceased’s
brother would have a mitzvah to marry one of his brother’s wid-
ows. There are situations, however, where a brother may be exempt
from yibum (marrying his brother’s widow) or chalitzah (perform-
ing the ritual that releases his brother’s widow). One such case is if
the brother is related to the widow in a way such that yibum would
constitute a Biblically forbidden relationship — an “issur ervah” (see
Yevamos 3b). The first Mishnah in Yevamos lists those cases where
the widow would be forbidden to the brother but was not forbid-
den to the deceased.

What about the other wives? If only one of the deceased’s wives
is forbidden to the brother, does that automatically exempt all the
other wives? There is a disagreement. Shammai permits the non-
related widows to marry the brother, and Beis Hillel forbids it
(Mishnah Yevamos 1:4).

According to Beis Shammai, from a legal point of view there is
no point in linking the fate of the widows together. The widow
who is his wife’s sister cannot enter into a Levirate marriage with
him because it is a prohibited marriage, while the other widows are
autonomous and can marry the brother of the deceased.

Beis Hillel holds the opposite: the two women are not autono-
mous; their status is conditional on their being the ex-wives of the
same deceased man and their destinies continue to be interconnect-
ed.

What is the core matter being debated? Beis Shammai holds that
even though one of the wives is forbidden to the brother, this does
not affect the other wife. Why is this, though? The Talmud in
Yevamos 3b states that the other widows are released from any obli-
gation to the brother if any one of them is forbidden to the brother.
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Shammai, however, doesn’t view the prohibited wife as even ex-
istent (ervah abrai kayma), that we would then be able to say that
due to her unavailability she exempts the other wives. Since she is
assur (forbidden) she is not even considered to be in front of the
court. This is because the issur is not peripheral or secondary, but
rather, an issur is laid onto the very essence of the forbidden item or
person. This is, of course, a more abstract and intangible “take” on
the nature of an issur.

Hillel, on the other hand, views the related and forbidden wid-
ow as being here and existent in the case, just that the issur prevents
her from marrying the deceased’s brother. This is in keeping with
Hillel’s tangible and grounded worldview.*

Categorical Colors™

The Gemara in Chullin 136b brings a machlokes (dispute) between
Shammai and Hillel regarding different colored figs. The halachah is
that one cannot take terumah (one of five different types of tithes a
Jew had to take from his produce) from one species of produce for
another. So, for example, one could not take a tithe of oranges to
permit apples, etc. Each plant, vegetable or fruit had to have the
tithe separated from it to make the rest of that species of produce
permitted for consumption.

' This touches upon another well-known debate concerning the definition

of a Torah prohibition: Whether the issur affects the very essence of the
item (issur cheftza) or is instead merely a rule forbidding a person (issur
gavra) to engage in the assur item. While one might make the argument
that Shammai, keeping in tune with his intangible dominant theme,
would gravitate more towards an issur cheftza opinion, and Hillel would
relate to an issur gavra, 1 have not seen this correlation made anywhere.
While the Rogatchover makes a very similar correlation in the above case,
it is clear (to me at any rate) that he means it in a way that is very local-
ized and specific to Levirate marriage.
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Here the Gemara asks, what about taking terumah from black
figs in order to exempt and de-sanctify white figs? Is that permissi-
ble? Beis Shammai says no and Beis Hillel says yes.

This is a dispute revolving around the tangible versus intangible
question. What is color? Is it merely an accessory part of an item, or
is it an absolute existence? Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim 1:73 dis-
cusses the nature of color. He brings the opinions of the
Mutakallemim that color is intrinsic to physical matter. They say
that if one takes snow, for example, the white color is there in eve-
ry piece of snow and is part of its very existence.

Rambam, however, rejects their opinion and says that one sees
that when things are ground down into tiny flecks and turn into
powder the color is gone. Therefore, color is only part of the whole
and not existent in the individual parts.

At any rate, we see that there are differing perspectives on the
nature of color. According to some it is merely a superficial layer of
existence while others view it as being firmly part of the item that it
is coloring.

This, then, is the debate about black and white figs. According
to Hillel, we permit the taking of terumah from black to white, be-
cause the different colors are not important and significant enough
to make us consider the black and white figs as different species of
produce. This is because the colors are only skin deep and not re-
flective of the essence of the figs. This, in turn, is because Hillel is
grounded in concrete reality, which allows Hillel to see that differ-
ent colors are simply just that, and not existential divides.

Shammai, however, considers the differently colored figs to be
different types of fruit. Therefore, one cannot take terumah from
one to the other. This is the result of Shammai’s abstract perspec-
tive that different colors actually create a different category.

Sinai and Harim/Quixotic Quality”

Another instance of the Talmud’s preference can be seen in Horayos
14a:
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Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel and the Rabbis debated. One said
that sinai is a superior quality in learning, while the other side
said oker harim is a finer trait.?*

Who is a man embodying sinai qualities? Rav Yosef. Who is a
man embodying oker harim abilities? Rabbah. They sent the
debate to the east (Eretz Yisrael) for a resolution and the an-
swer sent back was, sinai (vast knowledge) is superior.

Sinai verus oker harim is essentially a debate on quality versus
quantity. Sinai, which is broad global knowledge, is equivalent to
quantity of knowledge. Oker harim, which is localized sharp think-
ing, is equivalent to quality of thought.

With this in mind, we can uncover a further layer of depth,
which is that quantity versus quality is, at its core, a debate about
tangibility versus intangibility.

Quantity is a tangible and quantifiable (the very word implies
concrete objective data) factor. It is a physical reality of having
more. For example, the concept that majority rules, since there are
more people who hold a certain view, is a concept predicated upon
tangible, readily observed phenomena.

Quality, on the other hand, is a whole different beast. It is non-
concrete and intangible. Although the majority wants a certain ap-
proach, if the minority is smarter and more experienced, follow
them, says quality.

We now come back to sinai versus harim. This is yet another
place where the Talmud makes clear its position that tangible fac-
tors must outweigh (for the time being; see later) intangible ele-
ments. Hence sinai is superior, hence quantity is superior (i.e., ma-
jority rules in halachic decision-making), and hence tangible and

*  Sinai generally refers to Mt. Sinai. Here the Talmud uses sina: as a meta-

phor for the quality of vast knowledge and scholarship. As if to say, one
who has the entire Torah at his fingertips as it was given at Mount Sinai.
Oker harim literally means the “uprooter of mountains.” The Talmud us-
es it as a metaphor for one who has sharp and incisive analytical skills.
Although this individual may not know all of Torah by heart, and is not
as knowledgeable as the other, he is possessed of superior and deeper in-
tellectual abilities. Thus the Rabbis and Rabbi Shimon are debating which
is the more desirable and admirable trait in Torah study.
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physical phenomena must be of primary consideration to us, while
spiritual factors are of secondary importance.

What does this have to do with Shammai and Hillel? The Tal-
mud in Yevamos 14a records that Beis Shammai held the high
ground in terms of superior thinkers and scholars, while Beis Hillel
had a larger number of scholars and Torah legislators.

Beis Hillel, however, followed its own opinions /’halachab (prac-
tically). This was an astonishing phenomenon, when one considers
that Beis Hillel knew and acknowledged Beis Shammai’s superior
caliber of scholars and legislators!

Yet according to our analysis, it was a phenomenon that makes
perfect sense. Since Hillel held the view that tangible factors must
always trump intangible ones, they concluded that their quantity of
scholars outweighed the quality of Shammai’s.

The Sin of Following Shammai’s Rulings
The Talmud in Berachos 58b relates the following:

Rav Pappa and Rav Huna were walking along a road and they
met Rabbi Chanina. Rabbi Chanina proceeded to make the
blessing of chacham harazim,” telling them that they are as
wise as and equal to 600,000 people in his eyes.

They then rebuked him, saying, “Are you indeed this smart
and knowledgeable [to make such a character judgment]?” A
short time later, Rabbi Chanina died.

What is the deeper meaning of this enigmatic story? Rabbi
Chanina was a follower of Shammai.®® He subscribed to their
worldview. He therefore felt that since they were as wise as 600,000
people, he could make a blessing. Even though the required number

»  The blessing of chacham harazim is a blessing made upon seeing 600,000

people gathered together acknowledging G-d’s omnipotent ability to cre-
ate infinite variations of wisdom within people.
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of people to make the blessing was not gathered together, qualita-
tively there was the requisite amount of wisdom.

He was punished so severely because the halachah is that any-
one who follows the opinion of Beis Shammai is liable to the death
penalty (Berachos 11a).

Tangible Torah

Whom does halachah follow? Who has the final say? It turns out
that it’s not so simple. Although intangible and spiritual factors are
considered to be a stronger reality, as we will see in a discussion
about the era of Moshiach, tangibility is closer to the human expe-
rience, and as such is the primary determinant in the decision-
making processes of Torah.

Since Torah is a system for dealing with our physical world and
since physicality is a stronger reality to us, therefore it is the main
factor in halachah. In light of this, consider the following halachah
(Yerushalmi Yuma 6:1):7

If one has two animals he can use for a korban, but one is
stronger and of superior stock while the other simply looks
better aesthetically, which one is he to bring? The one that is
stronger physically is the preferred animal and is used as the
korban.

The requirement regarding korbanos is to bring the best animal.
Here we are faced with a decision in which one animal is superior
physically while the other is superior in matters that are not as con-
crete. Take the tangibly superior one, says the Torah, thus inform-
ing us that when we need to make a decision, we should use tangi-
bility as our main measuring stick of reality.

Messianic Times

The Rogatchover’s pinpointing of the fundamentally different ap-
proaches related to spirituality versus tangibility can be applied to
the well-known and fascinating assertion that in the times of the

¥ Pirkei Mavoi, Bereishis, p. 21.
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Moshiach the halachah will switch to be in accordance with Beis
Shammai (Mikdash Melech to Zohar, Vol. 1, 17b).

In day-to-day life we grant supremacy to the tangible and mate-
rial while intangible factors are only accorded secondary status.
However, when Moshiach comes it will be a time of, as the
Rambam says (Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Melachim 12:5): “The Jews
will be great sages, and know the hidden matters;” (Mishneh Torah,
loc. cit. 11:4): “Moshiach will perfect the entire world;” and (Isaiah
11:9): “They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy moun-
tain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the L-rd as the
waters cover the sea [bed].”

When Moshiach comes, our spectrum of reality will be elevated
to a more refined and subtler level. Spiritual and intangible truths
will resonate even within our physical spectrum.

The halachic switch to Shammai will be an instinctive natural
gravitation instead of a conscious legislative effort. The fragrance of
the small vessel being carried on Shabbos will seem real and practi-
cal, the intrinsic independent identity of a single letter will be clear,
and the validity of subscribing to a spiritual-based worldview will
seem compelling and precise. &®





