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A Legitimate Rationale  

for Engaging in Tora Study and Observance? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Ha’azinu, Shabbat Shuva, 5774 

 

An admonition by Moshe to take the Tora and Judaism seriously. 

 At the conclusion of Parashat Ha’azinu, Moshe advocates a life of Tora and Mitzvot as 

follows: 

 

Devarim 32:47 

“Ki Lo Davar Reik Huh Mikem” (For it is no empty/vain thing from you); because 

it is your life, and through this thing (Tora observance) ye shall prolong your 

days upon the land, whither ye go over the Jordan to possess it.  

 

Compared to the “Seifa” (the verse’s concluding portion)  it is unclear what is meant by 

the “Reisha” (the verse’s initial portion). 

The second part of the verse echoes what has been stated numerous times before,1 i.e., 

in order for the Jews to dwell in the land of Israel for an extended period of time without 

suffering exile, observance of and compliance with God’s Demands will be required. Such an 

understanding presumes that God Gave the land to the Jews with a specific purpose “in Mind”, 

i.e., that a society will be created that will embody God’s Principles and serve as an exemplar to 

the rest of humanity. Obviously, as soon as the Jewish people disassociate themselves from such 

a lifestyle, they no longer are Granted the right to remain in the land.2 This is graphically and 

                                                           
1
 E.g., Devarim 4:40 

And thou shalt keep His Statutes, and His Commandments, which I command thee this day, that it may go 

well with thee, and with thy children after thee, and that thou mayest prolong thy days upon the land, 

which the LORD thy God Giveth thee, forever.  

Ibid. 11:21  

(The end of the second paragraph of Shema where the consequences of both complying with and 

neglecting God’s Tora are presented, with the conclusion that observance should be a priority so) That 

your days may be multiplied, and the days of your children, upon the land which the LORD swore unto 

your fathers to give them, as the days of the heavens above the earth.  

Ibid. 28:3-6 

(If the Jews will listen to God’s Directives, then they can look forward to success and prosperity in the land 

of Israel because) Blessed shalt thou be in the city, and blessed shalt thou be in the field. Blessed shall be 

the fruit of thy body, and the fruit of thy land, and the fruit of thy cattle, the increase of thy kine, and the 

young of thy flock. Blessed shall be thy basket and thy kneading-trough. Blessed shalt thou be when thou 

comest in, and blessed shalt thou be when thou goest out.   
2
 The initial RaShI on Beraishit also implicitly makes this point: 

Said R. Yitzchak: It was not necessary to begin the Tora from a place other than Shemot 12:2 

“And this month (Nissan) will be to you…” (the initial presumption is that if Tora is primarily 
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viscerally depicted in Parashat Kedoshim, following an inventory of prohibited sexual 

relationships which constitute violations of the overall holiness of life that God Wishes to 

exemplify His People and His Land, the Tora states:  

 

VaYikra 20:22 

Ye shall therefore keep all My Statutes, and all Mine Ordinances, and do Them, 

that the land, whither I bring you to dwell therein, vomit you not out.  

 

However, the initial phrase in Devarim 32:47 is intriguing in its ambiguity. What exactly 

does the Tora mean when we are told that “the Tora is not empty to you, because it is your 

life”?3 Particularly from the Maimonidean perspective, whereby any and all ulterior motives are 

                                                                                                                                                                             
intended to convey the Commandments that the Jewish people are to follow, then the first such 

Commandment appears in the run-up to the Exodus from Egypt, and that should be where the 

Tora begins!) for this was the first Commandment that the Jewish people as a nation were 

Commanded. (Prior to this, Commandments were given to individuals, e.g., Noach—the 

prohibition against murder [Beraishit 9:5-6]; Avraham—circumcision [Ibid. 17:11-14]; Yaakov—

not consuming the Gid HaNasheh [the sciatic sinew] [Ibid. 32:33], but none as yet to the nation 

as a whole.) So what is the reason that it (the Tora) begins with the story of Creation? Because 

(Tehillim 111:6) “He hath declared to His people the power of His works, in giving them the 

heritage of the nations.” For if the nations of the world were to say to Israel, “You are thieves! 

You conquered (and took illegally) the lands of the seven nations”, they could respond, “All of 

the earth belongs to the Holy One, Blessed Be He. He Created it, and Gave it to whomever was fit 

in His Eyes. By His Will He gave it (the land) to them, and by His Will He Took it from them (when 

they inordinately sinned and violated even the Seven Noachide Commandments) and Gave it to 

us.” (Consequently, if God Demands that the tenants of the land of Israel live in a certain manner 

in order to remain, the same fate that happened to the Canaanim could, and has, befallen the 

Jews. While HaShem has Entered into a Covenant over the generations to the effect that the 

Jewish people will never be permanently exiled from their land, that does not mean that they will 

not be in exile for great amounts of time until they experience a general return to the observant 

life, as is suggested in the Tochecha of Bechukotai [VaYikra 26] among other places.)    
3
 A commentary offered by Tosefet Beracha (insights of R. Baruch HaLevi Epstein that are a bit more “far-

fetched” than those he included in his classic commentary Tora Temima), aside from being creative, in my 

view supports the contention that this phrase is challenging to understand: 

The words “ כםכי לא דבר רק הוא מ ” according to the approach of Gematria (calculating the 

numeric value of the letters of words and comparing them with other words) is equivalent to the 

word “679 = 20+10+30+1+4+2+200+200+100+5+6+1+40+20+40) (!) ”גימטריאות; 

3+10+40+9+200+10+1+6+400 = 679). This suggests that the Tora itself gives credence to 

attributing importance to such calculations and the conclusions to which they lead.  

While an explicit Rabbinic support for engaging in Gematriot, albeit somewhat less than conclusive 

regarding how reliable such interpretations may be, appears in Avot 3:18:  

R. Elazar ben Chasma says…the calculations of the seasons of the year and Gematriot are 

“Parparot” (condiments) for wisdom, 

applying Gematria calculations to the phrase in Devarim 32:47, particularly in such a self-referencing 

fashion, in my opinion, begs the question more than answers it. 
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suspect for impugning the ideal of Tora LiShma (Tora for its own sake),4 what does Moshe have 

in mind when he uses these words? 

 

RaShI suggests that Moshe is describing a particular frame of reference for the Tora’s 

contents. 

In RaShI’s second interpretation,5 the commentator sets an intriguing standard for how 

a student of Tora should approach what he is studying: 

 

Another interpretation: There is nothing “empty” in the Tora, that if you 

“Tidreshenu” (lit. pursue its meaning; the root is “D-R-Sh”, pursue, seek out; in 

this case seeking the true meaning of a particular text), there will always be 

something rewarding. You should know that so it was said: (Beraishit 36:22) 

“And the children of Lotan were Hori and Hemam; and Lotan's sister was 

Timna.” (Ibid. 12) “And Timna was concubine to Eliphaz Esav's son; and she bore 

to Eliphaz Amalek. These are the sons of Adah Esav's wife.” Because she said: I 

am unwortht to be a wife to him (Eliphaz, Esav’s son, due to his genealogical 

status of being Yitzchak’s grandson and Avraham’s great-grandson). If only I 

could be his concubine (a lesser status than being a wife). And all of this 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 I would place in a similar category the Rabbinic interpretation appearing in Yerushalmi Pe’ah 1:1 : 

Said R. Mana: “For it is no empty thing”. And if it appears to you as if it is “empty”, “from you” 

(i.e., it is due to your lack of understanding rather than something intrinsically lacking in the 

Tora). And why is this? Because you are not applying yourself diligently to its study. To teach you 

that anything that the Beit Din seriously determines to comprehend, in the end it will be 

successful under their hand. (In effect, this interpretation parses the Tora phrase as follows: 

“For it is no empty thing; (and if you think it is, that is) from you”.  

While we can understand how important intellectual humility is for respecting tradition and the veracity 

and importance of the Tora tradition, to assume that Moshe is presenting this idea directly to the Jewish 

people in these words and at this point is a difficult argument to make. While such an approach may 

satisfy “Derash”, it appears distant from Peshat. 
4
 In his introduction to the last chapter of Mishna Sanhedrin, Perek Chelek, RaMBaM asserts that the 

rewards and punishments that are found throughout the Tora are either meant for the unsophisticated 

masses who require a “carrot-and-stick” approach in order to achieve compliance the God’s Will, or they 

are not actually rewards per se, but rather the means by which an individual’s path is smoothed in order 

that he be able to go on to accomplish additional Mitzvot. However, ultimately Tora should be studied 

and Mitzvot observed for no other reason than because it is the right thing to do, the thing that has been 

Decreed by God. Similarly, although RaMBaM is typically laconic in his comments to the various 

Mishnayot in Pirkei Avot, regarding the text in Chapt. 4, Mishna 5: “…R. Tzadok says, ‘Don’t make them 

(the Tora’s contents) a crown by which to aggrandize yourself, or a shovel with which to excavate…’”, he 

goes on at length regarding his view of  the impropriety of individuals who expect to be supported by the 

community in exchange for their Tora study.  
5
 In my view, his first interpretation where he stresses the reward that is in store for someone who studies 

Tora, feeds into the possibility of not studying LiShma and therefore does not address the concern that I 

presented as the problematic in the Tora phrase in question. 
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happened for what reason? To make known the praise of Avraham, that 

potentates and members of royal families desired to be attached to his 

offspring.6   

 

Certainly, the lists of genealogies, not only of the Jewish people, but all the more so of non-

Jewish groups, beg the question of relevance and importance. RaShI suggests that it is 

incumbent upon the student of Tora to presume that if the Tora devoted space to a particular 

subject matter, there are ideas of significance that are embedded within that should be 

pursued, if at all possible. At the very least, such material should not be disparaged.7  

                                                           
6
 It is notable that the Talmud learns an additional lesson from these verses that RaShI apparently chooses 

not to cite:  

Sanhedrin 99b 

À propos, what is the purpose of [writing], “And Lotan's sister was Timna”? — Timna was a royal 

princess, as it is written, “Alluf [duke] Lotan,  alluf [duke] Timna;”  and by 'alluf' an uncrowned 

ruler is meant. Desiring to become a proselyte, she went to Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, but 

they did not accept her. So she went and became a concubine to Eliphaz the son of Esav, saying, 

'I had rather be a servant to this people than a mistress of another nation.' From her Amalek was 

descended who afflicted Israel. Why so? — Because they should not have repulsed her. 

Tora Temima offers an explanation for the rejection of Timna’s candidacy to join the Jewish people: 

Comment #2 on Braishit 36:12 

 The fact that the Avot did not accept her was certainly not because they rejected converts. 

Tradition describes Avraham as having converted great numbers of people to Judaism…but 

rather the reason for their not having accepted her is in accordance with what RaMBaM writes in 

Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Isurei Bi’ah 13:14, that if someone is motivated to convert due to the 

social advantage that they think they will acquire by doing so, the individual is not accepted. The 

source is found in Yevamot 24b. She was motivated by wanting to join Avraham’s family, and 

therefore her motivations were suspect. Nevertheless they were punished (by the birth of 

Amalek who eventually constituted the Jews’ most resolute opponent) because they went 

further than they had to with regard to turning her away, as it says re Rut (Rut 1:18) “And when 

she saw that she was steadfastly minded to go with her, she left off speaking unto her.” And we 

see in the case of the potential convert who came before Hillel and wished to become Kohen 

Gadol, (Shabbat 31a) and this certainly would appear to be motivated by a quest for greatness 

and honor, nevertheless he converted him and afterwards the individual became a true 

wholehearted convert. And this is an example of what is said, “Out of an ulterior motive one can 

come to do things for the proper reasons.” 

 RaShI chooses to emphasize the particularistic aspect of the story, i.e., how great Avraham was 

considered among the nations, whereas the Talmud also suggests that it would have been proper to 

adopt a more universalistic approach in terms of dealing with Timna.   
7
 RaMBaM makes a similar point concerning Mitzvot for which the reasons are unknown, or at best 

obscure: 

Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Me’ila 8:8 

It is appropriate for a person to meditate on the Judgments of the holy Torah and know their 
ultimate purpose according to his capacity. If he cannot find a reason or a motivating rationale 
for a practice, he should not regard it lightly. Nor should he break through to ascend to God, lest 

http://halakhah.com/sanhedrin/sanhedrin_99.html#99b_18
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An existential version of RaShI’s approach. 

I think that R. S.R. Hirsch adds an extra psychological perspective to RaShI’s comment 

thereby not only accounting for “it is not empty thing” , but also “because it is your life”. He 

writes: 

 

…This (the Tora) is not something that you are empty of it, that you are not full 

of its contents... The pursuit to understand and fulfill the Tora’s contents is not 

irrelevant to your being and desires. But rather, all of your being and desires are 

included in this thing, or, there is nothing in the Tora which does not pertain to 

you, that does not include your entire being and desires… 

 

R. Hirsch appears to make the claim on behalf of Moshe’s words, that not only is there meaning 

in the Tora, but that meaning is immanently personal and pertinent to whomever happens to be 

                                                                                                                                                                             
God Burst forth against him. One's thoughts concerning them should not be like his thoughts 
concerning other ordinary matters. 
See how severe the Torah rules concerning misappropriating sacred property. Now if wood, 
stones, earth, and ash become holy because the Name of the Lord of the world was called upon 
them through speech alone and anyone who treats them as ordinary articles violates the 
prohibition against Me'ilah and even if he acted unknowingly, he is required to secure 
atonement, how much more so with regard to the Mitzvot which God Ordained for us should a 
person not treat them derisively, because he does not understand their rationale. He should not 
conjure up matters that are not true concerning God, nor should he think about them with his 
mind as he would ordinary matters. For Leviticus 19:37 states: "And you shall guard all My 
Decrees and all My Judgments and perform Them." Our Sages commented:This adjures us to 
guard and perform both the Decrees and the Judgments. The meaning of "performing" is well 
known, i.e,. that one should observe the Decrees. "Guarding" means to treat them with caution 
and not think that they are any less than the Judgments. 
The Judgments are those Mitzvot whose motivating rationale is openly revealed and the benefit 
of their observance in this world is known, e.g., the prohibitions against robbery and bloodshed 
and honoring one's father and mother. The Decrees are the Mitzvot whose motivating rationales 
are not known. Our Sages said: "I Ordained Decrees and you have no license to question Them." 
A person's natural inclination confronts him concerning them and the nations of the world 
challenge them, e.g., the prohibition of the meat of a pig, milk and meat, the calf whose neck is 
broken, the red heifer, and the goat sent to Azazel. To what degree did King David suffer because 
of the heretics and the idolaters who would issue challenges concerning the Decrees! As long as 
they would pursue him with false retorts that they would arrange according to man's limited 
knowledge, he would increase his clinging to the Torah, as Psalms 119:69 states: "Willful 
transgressors have stacked falsehoods against me, but I guard Your Precepts with a full heart." 
And ibid.:86 states concerning this matter: "All of Your Mitzvot are Faithful; they pursue me with 
falsehood; Help me." 
All of the sacrifices are in the category of Decrees. Our Sages said: "The world exists for the sake 
of the service of the sacrifices." For through the performance of the Decrees and the Judgments 
the righteous merit the life of the world to come. And between the two of them, the Torah Gave 
precedence to the Command for the Decrees, as Leviticus 18:5 states: "And you shall heed My 
Decrees and Judgments which a person will perform and live through Them." 
 

 

http://www.chabad.org/9920#v37
http://www.chabad.org/16340#v69
http://www.chabad.org/9919#v5
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studying it and living by its precepts. Perhaps in the case of the verse describing Timna and her 

offspring, this would suggest that each of us should strive to make the positive impression upon 

all with whom we come into contact that Avraham managed to do.8  

 

Believing that the ancient Tora has immediate and personal reference to each of us constitutes 

a true leap of faith. 

Logically speaking, it seems impossible that a single document and complex tradition 

could simultaneously speak to all individuals in all times and in all places. Perhaps that is a 

function of the belief that this material was Divinely Revealed and not subject to change or 

alteration. If we assume that regardless of one’s historical context and social situation, the 

human race has certain things in common that transcend all of the details that often convince 

each of us that we are unique and separate from the rest of mankind, then the Tora that was 

given to Israel in order to represent its values to others, per force has to be assumed to address 

such a need. There might be an element of self-fulfilling prophecy in the sense that if there is an 

expectation that the Tora addresses all human needs and desires at all times, we are 

intellectually agile enough to find credence for that which we understand, and defer judgment 

on whatever appears beyond us; yet there is the possibility that this is absolutely true, and 

therefore Tora study and observance is transformed into a profound journey of self-discovery as 

well as trying to come to a better understanding of the Holy One, Blessed Be He.  

 

 

  

 

                                                           
8
 By extension, in light of fn. 6, a personal lesson would be to be welcoming rather than off-putting to 

whomever we come into contact with, offering them the benefit of the doubt, rather than suspecting and 

critiquing their motives! 


