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  Asking individuals to respond to the query, “Why Learn Talmud in the 

21st Century?” assumes that the zeitgeist in which we find ourselves is such that 

anyone choosing currently to invest significant time and effort in the pursuit of 

Talmudic literacy can seriously be challenged. Attacks leveled at the worthiness for 

contemporary study of the material contained in the Talmud might include that much 

of its contents appears to be objectively false,1 abjectly arcane,2 politically incorrect,3 

                                                 
1 Examples of material included in the Talmud that has been demonstrated to be based upon flawed 

understanding of the natural world include: 

a)   Shabbat 107b—the belief that vermin spontaneously reproduce rather than engage in sexual  

reproduction, leading to the conclusion on the part of one Rabbinic authority, that it is 

permitted to kill such creatures on Shabbat, since the prohibition against taking life of animals 

does not apply to creatures that are not deemed “sufficiently” alive.  

b)   Bava Batra 25b—a Ptolemaic understanding of the sun revolving around the earth.  

c)   Avoda Zora 28a ff—various medical cures and protocols that would never be taken seriously 

today.  

(It must be kept in mind that while a particular Halachic position may have been reached with respect to 

killing vermin on Shabbat that is based upon a scientific assumption that is now considered false, this does 

not lead to the conclusion that Rabbinic views regarding other Halachic matters can be or even deserve to 

be similarly summararily challenged. See the introduction of R. Avraham ben HaRaMBaM appearing in the 

first volume of the compendium Ein Yaakov, originally compiled by R. Yaakov B’Rav Shlomo Ibn 

Chabib.) 
2 Examples of passages in the Talmud whose literal understanding appears to be beyond normal 

comprehension include:  

 a)   Gittin 68a-b—Solomon’s interactions with the destructive impish spirit Asmodai; 

 b)   Berachot 55 a-b—a series of interpretations of dreams;  

c)   Chagiga 14b—the esoteric vision that caused four great Rabbinic figures to die, go crazy or 

lose religious faith, with only one emerging unscathed.  

(R. Moshe Chaim Luzzato in Derech HaShem suggests that the Rabbis spoke in code in order to conceal 

potent spiritual ideas from the uninitiated and unqualified.)  
3 Talmudic references to women are often non-complimentary, such as:  

a)   Mishna Sota 20a—why a father should not teach his daughter Tora; 

b)   Mishna Kiddushin 82a—an assumption that women are likely to tempt men to engage in 

immoral behavior; 

c)   Shabbat 152a—an extremely unflattering description of female physical characteristics. (This 

source is one of the subjects of the ongoing debate between Amiel Hirsch, a Reform Rabbi, 

and Yosef Reinman, a Talmudic scholar, in One People, Two Worlds, Schocken Books, New 

York, 2002, p. 200 for example.) 

References to non-Jews are also for the most part particularly unflattering:  

a)    Avoda Zora 25a ff.—all sorts of abominable and murderous behavior attributed to heathens; 

b)    Bava Kama 38a—the corruption of heathens is so extensive that they cannot honor even the 

seven Noachide Commandments;  
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and extremely irrelevant.4 Is it therefore true that the relatively significant numbers 

of contemporary Talmud students, not only formally studying in Yeshivot 5 and 

Jewish day schools, but also voluntarily participating in adult education classes 

sponsored by synagogues and the increasingly popular Daf Yomi study program,6 

could be spending their time in much more constructive pursuits? Moreover, if there 

are redeeming aspects of Talmud study, what are they? 

 Jews organizing their lives in accordance with the dictates of the Halachic7 

tradition can contemplate such questions only in a very limited manner. For these 

individuals, Tora study is defined as a Biblical Commandment,8 and Talmud is 

believed to be an intrinsic part of the Tora to be studied.9 Without Talmud study, this 

particular Commandment cannot be fulfilled, resulting in a fundamental void in one’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
c)   Sukka 30a—the postulate that heathens have obtained their real estate holdings  by means of 

thievery. (For a general discussion of the image of the non-Jew in Jewish primary sources, see 

my “The Modern Orthodox Jewish Day School and the Non-Jew” in Formulating Responses 

in an Egalitarian Age, ed. Marc D. Stern, Rownan and Littlefield, Lanham, MD, 2005.) 

(Although ostensibly, sources such as these would appear to confirm typical attacks on the Talmud, this 

does not mean that there aren’t approaches for dealing with this material and presenting it as less negative 

and judgmental, at least with regard to contemporary women and non-Jews. Levels of morality, education, 

sophistication have increased, and it is therefore possible for at least some to posit that the individuals 

referred to in the Talmud are not identical with the women and non-Jews of today.) 
4 Entire sections of the Talmud, e.g., the tractates of the order of Kodashim (lit. holy things; sacrifices and 

other aspects of Temple ritual) deal with rites that depend both upon the existence of a Temple, which 

currently is not built, as well as the state of ritual purity of the people, which cannot be achieved in the 

absence of the Red Heifer ritual, itself dependent upon the Temple. The general and universal condition of 

ritual impurity in turn renders the tractates of the order of Taharot (lit. purities; the laws of ritual purity and 

impurity) similarly irrelevant, at least for the moment. (There are those who have studied such material in 

anticipation of the coming of the Messiah and the rebuilding of the Temple.) Furthermore, Jewish civil law, 

contained in the tractates in the order of Nezikin (lit. damages) can only be enforced in a theocracy adhering 

to Tora law, which is not extent today even in Israel. While Jews who are involved in disputes with one 

another are encouraged to submit their disagreements to a Beit Din (lit. a house of law; a Jewish court) for 

adjudication, such institutions have no power of coercion to encourage compliance with their ruling, at least 

in most circumstances. (The response to such a charge would include the assertion that while a specific law 

may not be relevant, the principles underlying such a law can be extended to aspects of Jewish life that are 

currently being practiced.) 
5 Lit. places where people sit; institutions devoted to study of Jewish primary sources, often leading to 

Rabbinic ordination. 
6 Lit. a daily page; an orchestrated system of study whereby participants complete the entire Talmud each 7 

½ years. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daf_Yomi  
7 Lit. the way of Jewish law; since traditional Judaism includes directives applicable to all human pursuits, 

its totality is referred to as “the path in accordance with which to walk”.  
8 Deuteronomy 5:1; 6:7; 11:19; Joshua 1:8. 
9 Tractate Kiddushin 30a; RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Talmud Tora 1:11; Tur, Orech Chayim 50; 

Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 246:4; Aruch HaShulchan, Yoreh De’ah 246:13. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daf_Yomi
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spiritual experience, comparable to failing to pray or giving charity. However, 

Halacha does consistently define ranges of acceptable practice for Mitzva10 fulfillment 

with respect to the various Commandments,11 and therefore how much Talmud one 

ultimately studies and the amount of time that he commits to this particular type of 

learning are in the end left to each individual’s discretion.  Obviously, a particular 

Jew’s ongoing engagement with the Talmud will depend very much upon the degree 

of value, relevance and benefit that he believes he derives from such study.    

 But if we were to detach learning Talmud from the dimension of religious 

obligation, there are still a number of significant reasons why such study should be 

considered valuable and particularly enlightening even for contemporary experience. 

Talmud is one of the central components of the Jewish Oral Tradition12 

complementing the Written Tradition contained in the 24 books of the Jewish Bible. 

Traditional Judaism maintains that along with the Revelation of much of the written 

Tora text on Sinai,13 as well as subsequent communications between the Divine and 

                                                 
10 Lit. Commandment. 
11 For negative Commandments, e.g., do not steal, do not eat non-Kosher food, minimum standards are 

established in order to know when the law has been objectively violated to the extent that it is actionable in 

a Jewish court of law—stealing the value of a Peruta (an ancient coin); consuming a KeZayit (the volume 

of an olive). Obviously, however, there are no maximum standards, i.e., once the prohibition has been 

violated, there are in most cases no further delineations with respect to the transgression. This is in contrast 

to rules governing positive Commandments, e.g., praying, giving charity, where not only are minimum 

requirements defined—giving a Peruta, certain words contained within a blessing if there is insufficient 

time to recite the complete prayer—but also maximum limitations, e.g., one is not to give away as charity 

more than 1/5 of one’s possessions since this will impoverish him to the point where he will require being 

given charity; one is not to spend his entire day in prayer; since this will preclude him from engaging in 

other necessities of everyday life, as well as leading him to depend upon the charity of others for his 

expenses. 
12 Additional elements of the Oral Tradition include Midrash (interpretations of the verses of the Bible from 

homiletic and legal perspectives),  Mishna (edited by R. Yehuda HaNasi, and the structure upon which the 

Talmud is developed), the Tosefta (material from the Mishnaic period that was not included in the Mishna), 

Codes of Jewish law (logically arranged collections of the laws that are based for the most part upon 

Talmudic discussions), Responsa literature (answers to questions regarding the application of Talmudic law 

to contemporary situations), and commentaries clarifying various ambiguities and perceived inconsistencies 

in the Talmudic text.  
13 Clearly, much of the Tora records events that took place historically well after the Revelation at Sinai. 

Verses following Numbers 10:11 explicitly occur at places in the desert other than Sinai. Consequently, 

two views are expressed in the Talmud—Gittin 60a—regarding how the Tora text evolved. Either the Tora 

was given Chatuma (sealed, complete) only at the end of Moses’ life, as is recorded in Deuteronomy 31:9; 

prior to that point there was no official written Tora. Or, it was given Megilla, Megilla (lit. scroll by scroll; 
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His chief Prophet Moses as recorded in the books of Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy, verbal clarifications and instructions regarding this written material 

were per force also simultaneously imparted.14 From the traditional Jewish 

perspective, Bible study independent of the accompanying Oral Tradition is 

incomprehensible in terms of attempting to understand “authentic”15 Judaism.16 

                                                                                                                                                 
i.e., following a particular incident, like “the blasphemer” (Leviticus 24:10 ff.), or a particular revelation of 

an aspect of law like the topic of the Nazirite (Numbers 6:1 ff.), an official record would be committed to 

writing. However, only after all of the individual scrolls were completed was the Tora finally assembled in 

its entirety and at that point assumed the status of a holy book.  
14 One example which in effect demands that we posit that some form of Divine Oral Clarification 

accompanied the Revelation of the Written Tradition is the delineation of the scope of Sabbath observance. 

While we are reminded numerous times in the Written Tradition that Melacha (creative physical activity) is 

not to be performed on the Sabbath and to some degree also not on Festivals,  the Bible is exceedingly 

ambiguous with respect to how exactly these prohibited activities are defined.  There is a considerable gap 

between the sparse number of examples of Sabbath prohibitions that are explicitly extent in the Tora text  

and the listing of the 39 major categories of Melacha, let alone the derivatives of these major categories, 

that are discussed in Tractate Shabbat.  How can the prophets, who lived well before the coming into 

existence of the compendium known as the Mishna,  let alone the Talmud,  encourage Sabbath observance  

if there was no explicit tradition delineating what such observance entails?   Consequently it must be 

presumed that whereas the specifics of the laws of the Sabbath may have been first committed to formal 

writing  by R. Yehuda HaNasi at the beginning of the 3rd century CE, these clarifications and explanations   

were already being transmitted orally from a period long before. Consequently, only the careful study of 

the Talmudic discussions regarding the Sabbath enables the student to understand the fundamental nature 

and development of this central area of Jewish observance. 
A second example of a topic in Jewish law which begs the question as to whether explanations 

accompanied the Written Tradition is the issue of ritual slaughter. Here too the Tora is very unforthcoming 

with regard to the requirements for the method of slaughtering that would prepare an animal for either 

sacrifice  or consumption as ordinary food.  Who is qualified to be a Shochet (ritual slaughterer)? What are 

the requirements for the implement to be used and what condition should such a piece of equipment be in 

order to properly carry out this ritual? Where exactly on the animal is the incision to be made and how 

deeply must it cut? How can one investigate whether the action was properly carried out?  Etc. Once again, 

familiarity with the discussions in Talmudic Tractates such as Chullin and Zevachim are essential for even 

those who themselves do not actually engage in ritual slaughter to at least understand what is entailed, and 

how the practices upon which they and others rely for their food, are arrived at and codified. 
15 Obviously, what one individual or group considers “authentic” might be viewed as heresy by another. 

Nevertheless, it would be difficult to argue that at least for the time up to the Enlightenment and the 

Haskala, the Talmudic perspective on Jewish tradition was the dominant one. Consequently, at least in 

terms of historical perspective, familiarity with the Talmud is essential even in this day and age. 
16 Of course, the opposite, i.e., exclusive study of Talmud to the exclusion of devoting significant time to 

the Bible also results in a misrepresentation of Judaism. The study of Talmud in its entirety, or, at least as 

much of it as a student can possibly cover, clearly serves as a means of accessing a basic primary source 

describing in great detail the totality of the practices and assumptions of Judaism. However, exclusively 

studying the Oral Tradition can easily result in one missing the “forest for the trees”, i.e., the infinite 

complexities of the Halacha  can overwhelm and blind the student from perceiving the gestalt of the 

Halachic system as embodied in the totality of the Bible’s  generalizations. Furthermore, each of the six 

orders of the Mishna,  let alone an individual Talmudic tractate, can offer sufficient intellectual challenge 

and complexity whereby one could devote his entire life to the study of a single text or a related series of 

texts.  The totality of Judaism covers an extremely broad swath of theological conceptions, esoteric rituals, 

ideal human behavior and obligatory as well as codified social responsibilities. Consequently, even if an 
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Exclusive focus upon the Biblical text independent of the Oral Tradition’s 

interpretations and definitions have led groups such as the Sadducees17 and the 

Karaites18 to be viewed as outside the pale of Rabbinic Judaism, and continues in the 

present day to serve as the basis of fundamental disagreements between various 

denominations of the Jewish faith.19 Furthermore, Jews advocating particular types of 

untraditional lifestyles20 should recognize that they conflict with not only Biblical law, 

but Talmudic dictums and interpretations as well.  Even if an individual ultimately 

decides to reject both the Biblical as well as the Talmudic perspectives regarding a 

particular Jewish law, making sure that he understands every aspect of the point of 

view that he finds objectionable is required if he wishes to be truly intellectually 

honest about his decision. Acquainting oneself deeply with all of the primary sources 

of Jewish tradition either well before one finally breaks away from religious 

observance, or even subsequently is an important exercise in checks and balances.  

In order to assure oneself that he has not acted precipitously, and irresponsibly 

overlooked with respect to his life-changing, decision-making process facts or ideas 

that might cause him to reconsider, appears necessary in order for him to make 

                                                                                                                                                 
individual due to his personal predilections and personality, profession, academic interests, spiritual 

aspirations, etc. is drawn more to one aspect of Jewish tradition than another, it would be impossible for 

him to reach a nuanced understanding of even the single focus that he has chosen to concentrate upon, 

without at least some surface familiarity with the components of the rest of Jewish tradition found in the 

rest of the Oral and Written Traditions.    
17 Examples of Sadducee disagreements with the ultimately accepted Pharisaic tradition, later referred to as 

the Rabbinic tradition include: the manner in which the High Priest lights the incense offering in the Holy 

of Holies of the Temple on the Day of Atonement; the day from which the counting of the Omer is to 

begin; and whether there actually is a World to Come in which the soul can be rewarded or punished 

subsequent to one’s death.  
18 Examples of Karaite interpretations of Biblical law include: because of the Biblical prohibition against 

lighting a fire on the Sabbath, whether one is expected to sit in the dark and eat only cold food; is the 

Biblical declaration “an eye for an eye” to be taken literally; and does the prohibition against seething a kid 

in its mother’s milk extend beyond cooking only a young goat in its own mother’s milk.  
19 Contemporary denominational disagreements include areas about which the Tora is not explicit, but 

Rabbinic legislation recorded in the Oral Tradition has created particular practices, e.g., the number of days 

of a Festival that is to be observed outside the land of Israel; whether driving an automobile permitted on 

the Sabbath; and the ordination of women.  
20 Recent contentious debates have surrounded Biblical statements independent of the Rabbinic tradition as 

enunciated in works such as the Talmud regarding homosexuality, feminist issues, conversion and the 

manner in which divorces are conducted.  
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peace with himself, his family and community.21 When one understands Jewish 

religious life as something more than mere culture, and that a consistency of ideas 

and concepts underlies the gestalt of the faith’s practices and beliefs, then serious 

comprehensive study of Judaism’s primary sources, including the Talmud, becomes 

indispensable for arriving at such understandings and making potentially life-altering 

decisions accordingly.22 

 While those contemplating alternative religious modes of behavior may have, 

in my opinion, a responsibility to come to grips with the sources of their personal 

traditions before abandoning the religion in which they were raised, this does not 

mean that those intending to remain faithful to their spiritual traditions can ignore 

Talmud study.  E. D. Hirsch Jr. was the first to develop and popularize the notion of 

“cultural literacy” with respect to secular culture.23 He assumed that in order for an 

individual to effectively communicate and function within a given society, a finite 

number of terms, phrases and concepts can be identified which he must understand 

and be able to use in his day-to-day interactions with others. Joseph Telushkin has 

                                                 
21 Contemporary Jewish thought typically defines the term “Min” or “Apikorus” (heretic)” narrowly in the 

sense that it refers to an individual who rejects that with which he is fully familiar and of which he is well 

aware. See R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook, Igrot HaRAYaH, #15.  Consequently, someone who has 

been brought up in a manner which is judged to have precluded him from being able to make independent 

decisions regarding beliefs and lifestyle is categorized as a “Tinok SheNishba” (lit. a child who has been 

captured; someone who was deprived of the type of education which would have allowed him to reach 

proper understanding of faith and law). (See RaMBaM, Mishne Tora, Hilchot Mamrim 3:3 with regard to 

children of Karaites.) This results in the possibility of a person’s ostensibly making a conscious decision to 

reject the religious life, and nevertheless being objectively considered by Halachic authorities as one for 

whom it was impossible to make a proper choice due to his upbringing, education, environment, 

personality, etc. Yet in terms of an individual’s intellectual honesty and integrity, it would seem that he has 

the responsibility to investigate the implications of what he is deciding to the best of his ability either 

before embarking on or while following one course of action or another.   
22 Naturally, such an argument assumes a level of intellectual honesty and a striving for religious 

consistency that might not always inform an individual’s or group’s decisions regarding observance and 

lifestyle. R. Norman Lamm, in his essay, “Faith and Doubt” (Faith and Doubt: Studies in Traditional 

Jewish Thought, Ktav, New York, 1971, pp. 10-12) notes that while for some questioning and the 

evaluation of available answers, which is what any learning process entails, precede decisions that affect 

personal behavior, for others questioning serves as a rationale after-the-fact to account for how a person 

has decided to break with tradition (“spurious doubt”).  
23 Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1987. 
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written an adaptation of Hirsch’s concept with respect to Jewish culture24 that 

includes material found in the Talmud.25 However, both Hirsch’s and Telushkin’s 

approaches to general and Jewish cultural literacy can be criticized in terms of their 

encouraging a perfunctory formalism with respect to acquiring familiarity with a 

particular culture. Can a modicum of understanding of the contents of lists of words, 

facts and phrases accompanied by brief explanations26 substitute for encountering 

and appreciating these terminologies and concepts in context, i.e., within the 

primary texts in which they originally appear?27 From the strictly Talmudic 

perspective, followers of Hirsch might contend that Talmudic literacy could be 

developed by means of resorting to specialized dictionaries and volumes containing 

short definitions and listings of various aspects of Talmudic thought and discourse. 

However I would maintain that it would be difficult to claim that even after careful 

memorization, let alone a mere passing review of the material contained in volumes 

such as these, an individual would be equipped to meaningfully understand such 

ideas in depth and how they might function within a reflective discussion or a 

conceptual framework. Even if such lists of words, concepts and ideas were to be 

                                                 
24 Jewish Literacy: The Most Important Things to Know about the Jewish Religion, Its People and Its 

History, William Morrow, New York, 1991. 
25 In the index of Jewish Literacy, pp. 685-6, 53 citations appear under “Talmud”.  
26 An example of Telushkin’s referencing of the Talmud: 

(p. 56) Although the Bible abhors unnecessary bloodshed, it does, like every society before and 

since, distinguish killing from murder—which is nonpermitted killing. That’s why we don’t speak 

of  “murdering in self-defense”, but of  “killing in self-defense”, an act that the Bible—though not 

Mahatma Ghandi…--heartily endorses. As the Rabbis of the Talmud later put it: “If somebody 

comes to kill you, kill him first” (Sanhedrin 72a). 

Although the concept contained in the Talmud is appropriately cited and explained, a reader who does not 

look up the citation in the original would not be exposed to, let alone internalize, neither the text’s original 

language “Im Ba LeHargecha, Hashkem VeHorgo”, nor its context, in which specific cases and 

applications are considered and the derivation of the rule from a Biblical source is established. While the 

essential position of the Talmud in this matter is captured by Telushkin, the text’s ethos by definition can 

only be appreciated by study of the original in the original language.  
27 A more charitable approach to the works of Hirsch and Telushkin would contend that these lists merely 

constitute a syllabus for what should be covered in greater depth using primary sources, such as the 

Talmud. Whether their listings are actually utilized in this manner, in light of programs such as No Child 

Left Behind in the public schools, or the BJE 8th grade examinations in the New York area, which 

emphasize the learning of basic skills and finite facts that are easily evaluated on comprehensive multiple 

choice tests, and therefore conducive to studying lists, is a matter of ongoing controversy among 

educational theorists and practitioners. 
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studied within a classroom setting, I am skeptical regarding the extent to which they 

can become an intrinsic part of a student’s mindset and the manner in which he 

relates to the world around him.28 29 Consequently, if we believe that authentic 

comprehensive Jewish cultural literacy can only be achieved by, among other things, 

engaging regularly in first-hand30 Talmud study, then the Jew who wishes to consider 

himself truly Jewishly educated and cultured simply cannot forgo this type of 

learning.   

 Not only does genuine Jewish cultural literacy depend upon healthy doses of 

classical Talmud study, but to my mind, such knowledge and experience also plays 

an important role with regard to the traditional Jew’s general education and his 

ability to fully appreciate the human civilization in which he participates.31 Robert 

                                                 
28 Michael Wex (Born to Kvetch:Yiddish Language and Culture in All of its Moods, Harper Perennial, New 

York, 2005, p. 15) remarks about the relationship between Talmud and the Yiddish language:  

Talmudic ways of speech and thought are not so much the forerunners of Yiddish as its matrix, the 

womb and long-term gestational home of a language that was waiting to happen, a language that 

couldn’t help but be born. From a linguistic point of view, the Talmud is nothing less than Yiddish 

in utero. The Jews who initiated the transmutation of German into Yiddish were those Jews most 

deeply connected to Jewish law, people for whom the categories and mental processes of Halacha, 

of Jewish law, were practically second nature.  

The familiarity with Talmud of the original Yiddish speakers was gained from an intimate relationship with 

the texts rather than acquaintance with lists of words and concepts. 
29 A singular high school experience that remains lodged in my memory concerned a Junior English class. 

During this period, students would prepare for the upcoming Scholastic Aptitude Tests and a part of this 

preparation entailed expanding one’s vocabulary. I recall the day when I was asked to transcribe an essay 

that I had written on the chalkboard so the class could critique it, being challenged by the teacher for 

incorporating numerous words in my writing that were clearly “SAT words”. I resolutely maintained that if 

I had to learn these words, I might as well use them, but the instructor preferred to deride my writing with 

“SAT words” of his own, e.g., “prolix”, “verbose”, etc. If the typical student or reader similarly retains 

Talmudic terminology and concepts on a surface level, rather than trying to internalize and make them part 

of his general perspective and religious life, then in my opinion, this hardly can be considered “literacy”. 
30 All sorts of aids and translations exist to help less experienced students achieve some level of mastery 

over the text. But there is a danger that relying on short-cuts will acquaint one with a particular author’s 

approach and orientation towards the sources rather than the sources themselves. It is a truism that every 

translation is per force also an interpretation at least to some extent. Usually, the reader who is accessing 

such a study aid is in no position to evaluate the underlying biases and assumptions of the translator. 
31 I am reflecting an approach to learning that has been referred to as Tora U’Madda (Tora and Knowledge) 

or Tora Im Derech Eretz (Tora with the way of the world), among other terms. Since I am an advocate of 

understanding Tora and Judaism as part of humanity’s attempts to comprehend the human condition—even 

if one accepts, as I do, that major portions of the Jewish literary tradition are comprised of Divine 

Revelations, this does not mean that God, Who Created the world and its inhabitants, was not presenting 

man with the means  by which he could best cope with the challenges of life as he experienced it—it is 
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Maynard Hutchins,32 when he launched the “Great Books”33 program at the 

University of Chicago, employed a magical metaphor for learned thought that has 

been accumulating down through the ages. He described the contributions of the 

greatest philosophers, scientists, mathematicians, political leaders, artists and 

theologians in each historical epoch as contributing to a “Great Conversation”34 that 

has been conducted across continents, cultures and vast stretches of time. Hutchins 

assumed that even non-contemporaries, by reacting to the most profound thinkers 

and writings of the past, and then proceeding to build upon their insights and 

achievements by their own contributions to the present were figuratively and 

perhaps even literally in dialogue with their earlier counterparts.  Furthermore, those 

who respond either positively or negatively to their predecessors’ great ideas, end up 

not only contributing to the present state of learning and research, but also to the 

researchers, opinion makers, and thinkers  who will inevitably follow them in future 

generations. While Hutchins himself apparently considered neither the Bible nor the 

Talmud as components of the “Great Conversation”,35 36 every educational syllabus, 

which in effect is what the Great Books program represents, is ultimately a matter of 

choice37 among a vast array of deserving and important materials on the part of 

                                                                                                                                                 
important to me to see Judaism in general, and Talmud in particular, as part of civilization’s striving to 

make sense out of its collected experience.  
32 See http://writing.upenn.edu/~afilreis/50s/hutchins-bio.html   
33 For the list of the Great Books developed by Hutchins and Mortimer Adler, see 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Books_of_the_Western_World  
34 http://www.ditext.com/hutchins/west.html  
35 Hutchins’ and Adler’s list’s earliest volumes are the works of Homer. See the reference in fn. 33. 
36 The Great Books Foundation which sponsors publications and training sessions designed to foster 

reading groups to engage with at least portions of the Great Books—most of the reading passages that 

appear in their collections are excerpts rather than entire works—addressed this lacuna to some extent by 

issuing a volume entitled The Soul of the Text: An Anthology of Jewish Literature. This book contains not 

only sections from the Bible together with commentary, but also examples of Rabbinical Literature, 

including Talmud. While excerpts of Talmudic discussions together with study questions are an 

improvement over lists of phrases and explanations of concepts, nevertheless, reading the original in its 

entirety would offer a far better idea of what the Talmud has to offer. 
37 The aforementioned wikipedia internet site (fn. 33) summarizes criticisms levied against the list 

compiled by Hutchins and Adler, which include: 

 a)   There is an overrepresentation of authors from certain parts of the western world, 

http://writing.upenn.edu/~afilreis/50s/hutchins-bio.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Books_of_the_Western_World
http://www.ditext.com/hutchins/west.html
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some authoritative individual or advisory body. Consequently, every person who 

aspires to become a life-long learner beyond the years of his formal education will 

have to make conscious decisions for himself regarding what aspects and 

manifestations of past and present world culture deserve his careful study in the 

interests of best developing and refining his personal worldview. I, as a committed 

Jew, cannot imagine the Talmud being excluded from the list of humanity’s key 

developments in thought and conduct, and therefore it must serve my “fellow 

travelers” as well as me as an indispensably important object of study, along with 

other key human contributions, Jewish as well as non-Jewish,38 to thought and 

understanding.  Jewish traditions of values, philosophy, law, theology, ritual, close 

textual interpretation and analysis, contained in the Talmud have profoundly 

contributed not only to Jewish life, but also to the societies with which Jews have 

come into contact.39 Ideas articulated within the Talmud have significantly influenced 

the great Western religions of Christianity and Islam as well as the societies and 

cultures that developed around them, and therefore full understanding of these 

traditions  cannot be achieved, whether by “outsiders”, or even “insiders”, without 

                                                                                                                                                 
b)   The works focused upon the complete works of certain authors to the exclusion of even a few 

books by others,  

c)    Some of the books included were incomprehensible to the average reader.   
A most interesting critique included in the web article, is taken from Robert Persig’s Zen and the Art of 

Motorcycle Maintenance (Bantam, 1984): 

 "He came to hate them vehemently, and to assail them with every kind of invective he could think 

of, not because they were irrelevant but for exactly the opposite reason. The more he studied, the 

more convinced he became that no one had yet told the damage to this world that had resulted 

from our unconscious acceptance of their thought."   
38 A key Rabbinic statement that acknowledges the importance of at least some of the great ideas of the 

non-Jewish world is stated in the Midrash Eicha Rabba 2:9,  

If someone says to you, “There is wisdom among the nations”, believe it, as it is written, (Obadia 

1:8) “There is no discernment in him, for Shall I not in that day, Says God, destroy the wise men 

of Edom and understanding out of the mountain of Edom?” 

If God has to Destroy the understanding of Edom, that implies that prior to such a time, understanding is to 

be found that people and culture! 
39 Books such as The Passion of the Western Mind:Understanding the Ideas that have Shaped Our World 

View by Richard Tarnas (Ballantine, New York, 1991) devote significant space to the contributions of 

Judaism to Western Civilization. The interplay is powerfully felt in the writings of the French philosopher 

Emannuel Levinas.  
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profound familiarity with the broad ranging discussions found in the Talmud.40 In the 

spirit of Matthew Arnold, who stated that an educated individual is enjoined to 

acquaint himself with “the best that has been known and said in the world, and thus 

with the history of the human spirit”,41 I would contend that Jews striving to become 

educated not only Jewishly, but also in a broad and worldly manner, cannot forgo 

Talmud study.  

                                                 
40 The following is a discussion of Thomas Jefferson’s acquaintance with the Talmud that appeared on the 

MailJewish listserve at http://www.ottmall.com/mj_ht_arch/v47/mj_v47i93.html#CACQ :  
From: Alex Heppenheimer <aheppenh@...> 

Date: Fri, 13 May 2005 06:56:42 -0700 (PDT) 

Subject: Re: Jefferson and Baba Kama 

In MJ 47:91, Bernard Raab wrote: 

> The fact that US civil tort law follows much of our halacha in these 

> matters may not be entirely coincidental. We know that Thomas 

> Jefferson studied Baba Kama because he had a copy in his personal 

> library (the Vilna edition) which he clearly was able to read since he 

> made notes in the margins. It is now in the Library of Congress in 

> Washington (as is Jefferson's entire library, which was the initial 

> collection of the LOC) and was on display some years ago. 

Very interesting! Out of curiosity, I looked up the record for it in the 

LoC's online catalog. Assuming that I've found the right one 

(http://catalog.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&SEQ=20050513094820&PID=583&CNT=25&SID=3), 

then it's actually a Latin translation of Baba Kamma, printed in Leiden 

in 1637. Which means, I guess, that Jefferson was not _that_ much of a 

talmid chacham. :) 

(Incidentally, the Vilna press - which eventually became the famous 

"Widow and Brothers Romm" firm - was founded in 1789, but they didn't 

begin publishing their first edition of the Talmud until the 1830s, some 

years after Jefferson's death.) 

Kol tuv, 

Alex 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

From: Mark Steiner <marksa@...> 

Date: Fri, 13 May 2005 14:17:24 +0300 

Subject: RE: Jefferson and Baba Kama 

We know that Thomas Jefferson studied Baba Kama because he had a copy in 

his personal library (the Vilna edition) which he clearly was able to 

read since he made notes in the margins. 

I doubt that Thomas Jefferson lived till 1842 (when the Vilna edition of 

Baba Kama was published). 

Mark Steiner 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

From: Nathan Lamm <nelamm18@...> 

Date: Fri, 13 May 2005 05:42:33 -0700 (PDT) 

Subject: Jefferson and Baba Kama 

I highly doubt Jefferson had a Vilna Shas, which was published sixty 

years after his death. Of course, the Talmud, since its earliest printed 

editions, has followed the same basic format, so his would look similar 

to ours. 

While Jefferson himself didn't have much to do with the foundation of US 

law (he wasn't involved in writing the Constitution, for example), it 

certainly is true that the early Americans, in both the 17th and 18th 

Centuries, had great interest in Jewish traditions. I'm not sure if this 

would have filtered down to tort and insurance rules, though. 

Nachum Lamm 
41 From “The Function of Criticism in the Present Time” in Essays in Criticism: First Series, 1865. 

http://www.ottmall.com/mj_ht_arch/v47/mj_v47i93.html#CACQ
http://www.ottmall.com/mj_ht_arch/v47/index.html#VQB
http://catalog.loc.gov/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&SEQ=20050513094820&PID=583&CNT=25&SID=3
http://catalog.loc.gov/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&SEQ=20050513094820&PID=583&CNT=25&SID=3
http://www.ottmall.com/mj_ht_arch/v47/index.html#VQB
http://www.ottmall.com/mj_ht_arch/v47/index.html#VQB
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Just as I believe that the Talmud is an important part of civilization’s “Great 

Conversation”, the literary work itself constitutes a record of a supremely Jewish 

“Great Conversation” in which participated the scholars of the Mishnaic and Talmudic 

periods.42 Time and history conflate when a student encounters a typical Talmudic 

disputation since the views that are contained in each of these compendiums span 

several centuries. From such a perspective, the Talmud is essentially an ahistorical 

document since views expressed by various authorities who may individually have 

lived hundreds of years apart, appear in the Talmud’s pages as if these great 

scholars were all gathered together in the same room debating, criticizing and/or 

supporting one another. In addition, when commentaries and super-commentaries 

are included in the study of an issue raised in the Talmud, the insights of scholars 

who may have lived even two thousand years after one another43 become involved in 

the discussion and debate. While at times an authority within the Talmud or one of 

its commentaries will quote an earlier opinion and react directly to it, in the majority 

of instances, the onus is upon the student to imagine such scholarly exchanges. The 

effort to understand a Talmudic topic inevitably entails the student recreating an 

earlier conversation of which only a brief, telegraphic record of its essence remains 

on the page before him, or even more creatively imagining a give-and-take bridging 

centuries that in real time obviously never took place. Talmudists seeking to reach a 

practical conclusion as to how a religious or legal principle is to be applied to a 

contemporary situation are required to assume certain limits of Halachic authority as 

a function of when a particular Rabbinic opiner lived.44 However, during actual 

                                                 
42 The Mishnaic period covers the years from the 3rd century BCE until 200 CE. The Talmudic period 

stretches between 200 CE until 500 CE. 
43 E.g., the Mishna in Avot 1:2 continues to be both challenged and commented upon in even the most 

recent of commentaries such as Anaf Eitz Avot by R. Ovadia Yosef, published in 5761 (2001). 
44 Those who lived after @1600 CE (Achronim [latter authorities]) are precluded from out-of-hand 

rejecting earlier views, just as those living after 1000 CE (Rishonim [earlier authorities]) cannot dispute 

without support positions originating in the Talmudic period (Amoraim [authorities of the Talmud]), whose 

own authorities in turn cannot refute points of view dating from the Mishna (Tannaim [authorities from the 
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classical45 Talmud study when we can concern ourselves exclusively with theory 

rather than practice, studying Talmud allows one to transcend time and exclusively 

luxuriate in pure ideas, irrespective of their actual authors or points of origin.46 Rabbi 

J.B. Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL, movingly describes his memories as a small boy listening 

to his father learning and teaching. Although there were in fact only a small group of 

non-descript students around R. Moshe Soloveitchik’s, ZaTzaL, study table, his young 

son imagined that his father was surrounded by and conversing with some very 

special Rabbinic dignitaries from another time and place, first and foremost being 

Maimonides.  The impression was felt so deeply that the Rav describes his own 

personal sensibility while studying Talmud as an adult, in identical terms: 

This was not a golden fantasy of a young boy; this feeling was not the 

result of a mystical experience. It is a complete psychological historical 

reality that lives even now in the depths of my soul. When I sit to 

study, I find myself immediately among a group of the sages of the 

tradition. The relationship among us is personal. Maimonides47 is to my 

right, Rabbeinu Tam48 to my left. RaShI sits at the head and explains, 

Rabbeinu Tam asks questions, Maimonides renders Halachic decisions, 

the RA’AVaD49 critiques. They are all in my small room, sitting around 

my table. They look upon me fondly, they engage me with original 

thoughts and received traditions, they encourage me and support me 

like a father… 

It (the study of Tora in general and Talmud study in particular) is a 

powerful experience of the collegial interactions of many generations, 

the melding of one spirit with another, the unification of one soul with 

another. Those who transmitted the Tora and those who have received 

it come together in a single meeting place in history.50 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Mishna]). See Kesef Mishna on Mishne Tora, Hilchot Mamrim 2:1, as well as R. Yaakov Kaminetsky’s 

Emet LeYaakov, pp. 426-7. 
45 While scientific, academic Talmud study readily attributes inconsistencies to errors of  transmission,  

limitations of the knowledge of  Rabbinic authorities or a historical evolution of thinking down through the 

ages, traditional approaches to Talmud assume, at least at the outset, that inconsistencies are in fact 

reconcilable without impugning the integrity of either the text, the individuals whose views are represented 

therein, or insisting that the difficulties reflect Halachic changes over time.   
46 While it is possible to try to analyze a single authorities overall approach to Jewish law and textual 

interpretation by amassing all of the comments attributed to him and attempting to then extrapolate a 

personal philosophy or attitude, classical Talmud study does not make this a prerequisite for understanding 

a particular dispute or discussion. 
47 1135-1204; Spain, Morocco, Egypt. 
48 1100-1171; France. 
49 1120-1197; France. 
50 “U’Bikashtem MiSham” in Ish HaHalacha—Galui VeNistar, HaHistadrut HaTziyonit HaOlamit, 

HaMachlaka LeChinuch U’LeTarbut Torani’im BaGola, Jerusalem, 5739, pp. 231-2. (my translation). 
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Consequently, anyone opening a Talmud and studying in depth the material before 

him can imagine the individuals participating in the immediate debate not as 

disembodied names, but as people who lived real lives in real time, and who now are 

sharing their ideas with you.  Not only does this give one the opportunity to continue 

the memory of those who lived so long ago,51 but also to interact with them,52 to try 

to understand what made them think in the manner that they did, to take one’s own 

place in the eternal history, and “Great Conversation” of our people. The Talmud 

student participates not only biologically in the “great chain of being”53 that 

constitutes Jewish tradition and peoplehood, but by means of his Talmud study, he 

does so intellectually as well.  I find such an approach to Talmud study extremely 

resonant, broadening and captivating. 

 Talmud study not only provides entrée into the worlds of Jewish scholars of 

long ago, but it also promotes a mode of thought that I believe to be extremely 

important particularly for those who are attracted to extreme religious perspectives 

and beliefs. It has always occurred to me that the Talmud student whose usual 

motivation to study Talmud in the first place is due to his religious beliefs, by virtue 

                                                 
51 The Talmud’s eerie and evocative image for this phenomenon is found in Yevamot 96b-97a: 

R. Yehuda stated in the name of Rav: What is the meaning of the scriptural verse,  

 (Psalms 61:5) “I will dwell in Your Tent forever”?  

Is it possible for a man to dwell in two worlds? (The implication of the verse was that David 

wished to continue to be alive even after his death.)  

But in fact it is this that David said to the Holy One, Blessed Be He: Lord of the Universe! May it 

be Your Will that a traditional statement may be reported in my name in this world (as opposed to 

the World to Come), for R. Yochanan stated in the name of R. Shimon bar Yochai: The lips of 

the deceased scholar in whose name a traditional statement is reported in the world, move 

gently in the grave.  
Not only does this passage illustrate the concept of how an individual’s contributions to the world of ideas 

can live on eternally, beyond his material life span, but also how later scholars are used to explain earlier 

statements. While David might not have had the idea eventually expressed by R. Yochanan in the name of 

R. Shimon bar Yochai in mind when he wrote Psalms, nevertheless, we attribute to him such a view, 

regardless of when it was ultimately formulated and recorded.  
52 Several years ago, a guest in our family’s home one Shabbat expressed his frustration that he does not 

live in the 17th century so that he could have met the great Rabbinic minds of that age. Aside from his 

failure to include in his imaginings the life expectancy of that epoch, the state of medical knowledge, the 

violence that was often directed against Jews, etc. it is probable that he could more likely make the 

acquaintance of such luminaries vicariously through accessing their writings, than actually trying to meet 

them face to face! 
53 See http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/ren.html  

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/ren.html
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of the nature and construction of the material that he delves into, is paradoxically 

engaging in a type of “heretical” endeavor. Virtually every discussion in the Talmud 

contains numerous challenges to all sorts of assumptions: “What is the basis of this 

law?” “Isn’t this a contradiction of something that we have learned elsewhere?” “How 

can the same authority state a rule as well as its apparent opposite?” “Why is this 

case left out of the ones that have been cited?” Typically, we think of the “true 

believer” as someone who has no questions.54 Yet the Jewish intellectual tradition 

resounds with questions at every turn. When Talmud is taught properly to students, 

rather than being angered by a student’s question, the teacher will heap great praise 

for being original and insightful upon the individual who has challenged some 

assumption in what is being studied that had been overlooked by his fellow 

classmates, and perhaps even by the teacher himself. Once an individual has 

imbibed the Talmudic style of questioning, whatever he subsequently studies, 

whether other aspects of the Jewish tradition, or even topics and disciplines in 

general studies, he turns a critical and analytic eye upon the material, recognizing 

inconsistencies and attempting to reconcile contradictions. Although many of the 

questions raised in the Talmud and its commentaries are ultimately resolved in one 

way or another, there are numerous occasions when a discussion is left open-ended 

and a clear-cut resolution is not reached. In such instances, a typical comment to 

account for feeling that we have been left hanging, is  “Eilu VaEilu Divrei Elokim 

Chayim” (these and these are the Words of the Living God).55  The sense of such a 

pronouncement is that while none of the views raised in the discussion qualify as the 

                                                 
54 In a Chassidic Haggada that I purchased, in the commentary on the section of the four sons (the wise, the 

wicked, the simple and the one who did not know how even to pose a question) it was asked why there was 

no mention of the son who was a “Tzaddik” (a righteous person). The answer was that a Tzaddik has no 

questions. While the commentary presented this as a badge of honor, and perhaps it is a reflection of deep-

seated faith with respect to theological matters, in particular issues of theodicy, nevertheless one could 

never be a very good student were he to never entertain any questions at all.  
55 Eiruvin 13b; Gittin 6b; Yerushalmi Berachot 1:4; Kiddushin 1:1. Although the Talmud originally applies 

states this concept with respect to the disputes of the Yeshivot of Hillel and Shamai, it is readily applicable 

to other controversies as well.  
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all-encompassing absolute answer to the question at hand, this also does not mean 

that each of the answers is entirely false. Such an attitude, i.e., “Eilu VaEilu…”, if it is 

truly felt and meant by those expressing it, reflects a belief that absolute truth must 

be understood to be the exclusive purview of God,56 with man at best only being able 

to approach such perfect understanding asymptotically.  One would hope that the 

experience of plunging into a world of so much uncertainty, where competing views 

of Tannaim and Amoraim as well as those both challenging and commenting upon 

their words, must be respected and mined for the truths they may contain, would 

lead the Talmud student to relate to his contemporaries, particularly those with 

whom he disagrees both inside and outside his religious milieu, with similar empathy 

and respect. 

 An additional important way of thinking encouraged and modeled by the 

Talmud, is imaginatively recognizing connections between diverse aspects of the 

Jewish tradition. Although the organization of the Mishna and the Talmud into 

tractates is logical, i.e., at least initially, all of the material having to do with holy 

days was placed in one order of tractates, while everything connected to monetary 

matters was put into another, Talmudic discussions seldom remain on point. Instead, 

the Rabbinic authorities associate one idea with another, an expression in a 

particular verse with parallel language in entirely another book of the Bible, a 

sequence of stories whose interconnection might be nothing more than the individual 

in whose name they are quoted. Jewish law is presented as an organic whole, with 

one topic naturally flowing into another, where proofs or challenges to a contention 

in one tractate are brought from discussions that at least at first glance did not have 

any relevance. The Talmud student becomes accustomed to allowing his mind to 

roam in a manner similar to the Tannaim and Amoraim that he encounters on the 

                                                 
56 See R. Aharon Lichtenstein’s essay, “Torat Chesed and Torat Emet: Methodological Reflections”, in 

Leaves of Faith: The World of Jewish Learning, Vol. 1, Ktav, Jersey City, NJ, 2003. 
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Talmud’s pages and in its commentaries. Particularly in today’s era of extreme 

specialization, where the area of interest and responsibility of even a professional or 

academic is extremely limited and circumscripted, the Talmud advances a different 

sort of thinking that is liberating and romantic, a powerful counterforce to 

contemporary forms of intellectual activity. 

 The difficulty encountered when attempting to understand completely a 

relatively concise but invariably oblique topic in the Talmud, is compounded by the 

work’s sheer vastness. While explicitly relevant passages scattered throughout the 

Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmud’s numerous individual tractates can be readily 

identified with the help of printed study aids, as well as the search engines of many 

of the latest CD RAM programs, the subtly nuanced parallel sections of the Talmud 

that might shed additional light on a particular discussion are more difficult to 

discover and reference. Only the particularly sharp-witted as well as erudite Talmud 

student57 will be able to draw the inference from a seemingly irrelevant parallel 

passage to throw light upon a conundrum in the subject matter that is of present 

concern. An apt metaphor for this primary Jewish source is “Yam Shel Talmud” (the 

sea of the Talmud),58 a description earned not only because the text is literally so 

vast,59 but also due to the challenges and extraordinary skill demanded of those 

capable of navigating it successfully. The number of individuals in any given 

generation who can be said to have mastered the Talmud, the “captains” of this 

daunting “ocean”, is typically extremely small, and therefore it can be expected that 

most Talmud students should be beset with considerable intellectual humility as a 

direct result of their studies. Consequently, it seems to me that the truly reflective, 

                                                 
57 See the discussion regarding the relative merits of the Sinai (an individual who has great breadth of Tora 

knowledge, hence it is as if he was together with Moses on Sinai) vs. the Oker Harim (lit. the uprooter of 

mountains; the individual who has great analytical skills and can plumb the depths of specific topics in 

Jewish law) in Berachot 64a. 
58 See Midrash Shir HaShirim Rabba 5:14. 
59 For the number of tractates and their respective sizes, see 

http://www.library.yale.edu/cataloging/hebraicateam/talmud.htm  

http://www.library.yale.edu/cataloging/hebraicateam/talmud.htm
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sensitive and philosophical individual who has seriously and for a prolonged period 

grappled with the Talmud, per force should as a result be singularly humble, aware 

of his personal intellectual capabilities, open-minded to numerous possibilities, 

respectful of differences of opinion, and studiously avoiding exercising judgment 

regarding those who differ from him.60 61 

 Of course, there are now numerous means by which even thoroughly 

observant Jews can refuse to “dip their toes into the Sea of the Talmud”, and 

thereby insulate themselves from the positive character traits that serious Talmud 

study should engender. Recent publications of the Talmud in extremely accessible 

English translation, mp3 audio classes whereby an entire Talmudic folio is studied 

daily and countless compendiums of Jewish law which at best cite the Talmudic 

sources for their final Halachic conclusions in their footnotes without the expectation 

that the reader actually study these references for himself, all contribute to a Jew’s 

not having to struggle to achieve Talmudic literacy.  I would contend, however, that 

in addition to the benefits to one’s character that deliberate and thoughtful Talmud 

study offers, there is also a fundamental theological objective of the Commandment 

of Tora study that can only be achieved by means of engaging with the Talmudic 

text. I believe that it is not coincidental that the Blessing recited early in the morning  

preceding each day’s Tora study ends with the words “LaAsok BeDivrei Tora” (lit. to 

engage/contend with the words of Tora; i.e., to struggle to understand them, to 

strive to comprehend why Jewish law was articulated in the manner that it is). 

Perhaps the intellectual challenge to understand Jewish law exclusively by grappling 

                                                 
60 Lest anyone accuse me of being naïve, I realize full well that since these same Talmud students are also 

usually carefully observant of practical Halacha, where usually clearly defined acceptable practices and 

behaviors have been promulgated within the observant community, they will engage in judges those who 

fail to comform to their Halachic standards, regardless of the number of theoretical possibilities considered 

by Jewish tradition.   
61 The fact that such qualities are not ubiquitous in Talmud students begs the question whether only an elite 

can be expected to be reflective and philosophical, or there are insufficient role models of this type of 

sensibility, while there are many exemplars of a less refined, coarser manner of deportment and view of the 

world.  
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with unwieldy and challenging sources62 is as spiritually significant experientially as 

the concern to learn and then carry out the dots and tittles of the practices 

themselves that make up the traditional Jewish lifestyle.  Listening exclusively to 

pre-digested lectures and consulting only concise formulations regarding how to live 

Jewishly can often lead to non-thinking, even mechanistic religious practice.63 

Talmud study, on the other hand, can be experienced as a form of the religious 

quest, where total understanding is striven after, but never totally achieved, thereby 

paralleling the truly religious individual’s yearning to come ever closer to God, to 

understand His Will,64 but never actually realizing this goal. The ultimate desire of 

the spiritual seeker is first articulated most profoundly by Moses, shortly after 

gaining Divine Forgiveness for the sin of the Golden Calf:  

Exodus 33:18  

“…Hareini Na Et Kevodecha” (Show me please Your Glory).  

 

Although God Rejects a literal fulfillment of His Prophet’s request,  

 (Ibid. 20)  

 “…Lo Tuchal Lirot Et Panai Ki Lo Yirani HaAdam VaChai” (You cannot 

 see My Face because man cannot see Me and live),  

 

He does Share with Moses a listing of His Qualities and Characteristics:  

(Ibid. 34:6-7)  

“…HaShem HaShem Keil Rachum VeChanun, Erech Apayim VeRav 

Chesed VaEmet. Notzer Chesed LoAlafim, Noseh Avon VaFesha 

                                                 
62 On one occasion while I was in the Talmud class of R. J.B. Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL, a student cited one of 

these modern day Halachic compendiums. The Rav’s disdain was immediately evident; he directed the 

class to first understand the Talmud’s presentation of the issue prior to consulting Halachic “how-to” 

books. 
63 Already during the times of the prophets, this type of religious practice was considered extremely 

undesireable. See Isaiah 29:13. 
64 R. Norman Lamm (Tora for Tora’s Sake in the Works of R. Hayyim of Volozhin and his 

Contemporaries, Ktav, Hoboken, NJ, 1989, p. 218) summarizes one of the interpretations of R. Shneur 

Zalman of Lyady with regard to the term LiShma (lit. for its sake) as it applies to Tora study:  

The study of Tora…is, as an epistemological act, a process of interpenetration between the student 

and the object of his studies. The mind of the learner both encompasses and is encompassed by the 

subject matter. This subject matter, Tora or Halacha, is now both the Will and Wisdom of God , 

and these attributes, in turn are inseparable from God Himself. Therefore the study of Tora is an 

act of communion with God.  

While this understanding of Tora study applies to any aspect of Tora, I would contend that the innate 

difficulty of Talmud study conveys in a particularly intense and personal manner the dimension of how 

God’s Inscrutability and Complexity is perceived and experienced by human beings. 
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VeChata’a, VeNakeh Lo Yenakeh, Pokeid Avon Avot Al Banim VeAl Bnai 

Vanim Al Shileishim VeAl Rieba’im” ([the repetition of the 

Tetragrammaton connotes qualities of Compassion and Timelessness], 

a God who is Merciful and Gracious, Slow to anger and of great 

Kindness and Truth; Saving up kindness for the thousands, Forgiving 

iniquity, transgression and sin. But, Who will not Clear the guilty, 

Visiting the sins of the fathers upon the children, and on their children, 

for three and four generations). 

 

Moses, the human being who was privileged to communicate with God on Sinai in a 

manner more intimate than any prophet either before or after, apparently wanted to 

be given a clear-cut, definitive understanding of the Divine. Instead, he is told that 

God will have to be imperfectly contemplated by human beings, without any 

reasonable expectation of ever reaching true understanding, at least not during their 

earthly existences. Whereas the Yud Gimel Middot (the 13 Divine Attributes)65 offer a 

theological framework by which one can think about God and emulate His Attributes, 

the Revealed law of the Written and Oral Traditions, primarily contained in the 

Talmud, consisting of both broad strokes and minute detail, that God Revealed to the 

Jewish people via Moses, fleshes out our understanding even further—at least to a 

point.  Nevertheless, in light of the ultimate limits of the human mind, particularly in 

the face of the Perfect Infinite Intelligence from which the Jewish Tradition 

originates, we are compelled to maintain an awareness that we cannot ever be sure 

that our conclusions regarding the Revealed law constitute absolute truth or clear-cut 

comprehension. Consequently, study of difficult, abstruse portions of the Tora 

tradition, as well as its commentaries and applications, constitutes an intellectual 

representation of  the process of man’s striving to understand God, and, to the 

extent that man is created in God’s Image,66  also himself. Kabbalists had an acute 

awareness of how Tora study mimics the religious dynamic of the ebb and flow of 

gaining understanding of the Divine Will, and the Zohar (II 99a) offers the following 

parable: 

                                                 
65 Exodus 34:6-7. 
66 Genesis 1:26-7; 5:1. 
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To what can this [Tora] be compared? To a lovely princess, beautiful in 

every way and hidden deep within her palace. She has one lover, 

unknown to anyone; he is hidden, too. Out of his love for her, this 

lover passes by her gate constantly, lifting his eyes to every side. She 

knows that her lover is hovering about her gate constantly. What does 

she do? She opens a little window in her hidden palace and reveals her 

face to her lover, then swiftly withdraws, concealing herself. No one 

near the lover sees or reflects, only the lover, and his heart and his 

soul and everything within him flow out to her. And he knows that out 

of love for him, she revealed herself for that one moment to awaken 

love in him. So it is with a word of Tora: She reveals herself to no one 

but her lover… and his heart and soul and everything within him flow 

out to her. That is why Tora reveals and conceals herself. 

        (translated by Daniel Matt) 

In the final analysis, Talmud study entails a great deal that could be deemed 

arcane, obscure and difficult. However, the window that it opens to the great cultural 

conversation of human civilization, the insights that it provides for the evolution of 

Jewish law, the salutatory effects that such study can have for its students, and the 

replication of the ultimate religious experience that the quest for Talmudic 

understanding can be seen to constitute, strongly encourage Jews at all times and in 

all places to engage in prolonged, inspired, and heartfelt Talmud study.  

 


