7504 SEVEN MILE LANE - BALTIMORE. MD 21208
410-415-3755 * INFO@GONC.ORG * WWW.GOIC.ORG

o, sl
A
Y

An Introduction to the Philosophy of Judaism

Mitzvos and Their Reasons

Rabbi Tzvi H. Weinreb

November 12th, 2012

&
vgpamd o
i w;;,v

3 5

Y
P
v
THIS COURSE 1S DEDICATED IN MEMORY OF:
2% MR DTN 42 1Y 27 TRUD MWD VRY 1A Rava NP2V PO I N T TN INOR
DPNN NI MY OBV NN

MAY THEIR SOULS BE BOUND IN THEL EVERLASTING BOND OF LIFE



T3
Introduction to the Philosophy of Judaism
Mitzvos & Their Reasons
Rabbi Dr, Tzvi H. Weinreb
Institute for Jewish Continuity
www.goijc.org
11/12/12

R 1997 7 b nPvy msbn omann L1
TPV W NNPRT WKW fp 933 12 MIYRI 13 19103 1OYm 9 N /AR riaty

- 1PY0D 35 pIb ot .2
R DMIBRT 7Y NEI7 ORITI Q7873 IR DFIBR PN HY R Py Y92 1T Pavb sy TP X9
1073271 %Y OR7 npn &Y ooyean by

19105 35 pID B3 1"amn .3

R7p*) IR D13 VAW K? 132 AT INIR 12 NIRIID 180 7 0F — PIBY 1B 1P R 09 () K
MYY? 29037 PR° ROW 18,0191 K91 MR 25 1% 1R *hvab orraws ayen oo .19 39
IR QP2 TIATI ORT AT MR P03 T0NwR PR 0o by gx pan 11pyy nnnwn
I PRI N2 2R YWD 1197 0P NI BNIR NPT

VMR D1 10N K 133 NRYINIK DYV 20 MW Gy %3 (M9 3) 0991337 7712 377 2097 .9
PAXT °2 WADH X172 172770 MART MnaY WY 93 O 2¥2 1377 UIM? K9 1D Y15
M2 FOWR MR WY IR 7303 135 THIM BRT NATK °5 00232 SY NIHAT NARTS 0TRA
TIOPRT 7Y PR LT3 ORI .OTRI 3982 RO WK NITA IR0 7AW 7Y YD RIT YaN
PR 297 N1 .ITIRNI KPR 112932 ,7193 101 e Hon Bar 109K 122 27733 DRI NN
sNYIAD *NWD AR W7 20,07 1°2% DY 1 ¥ MW (2 25 NI973) PO 0 %9y 3own
702 FPTPW IPIWH K120 BRI 1ININT XM PO KOK Mgnb oy TR %3 XD 1ab
T2 DI 1°2 7173112 12 NDIPR M2 37 (X T) 1733 R¥NW i1 TV THY Py .y N

73 (7 *Ywm) MWRIY NPT R D3 §I%Y KOR MEAT 103 RY R AN 1o MR RIEn
1DYI¥ PR NN

1PN R7YINT OYY TR 732 95 TRE RIT WD 0¥ OIS W NIER2 19 Y 1V T .
"RYY 12303 KD 713 735 (3 R PITTI0) YT 1221 TIAN° 172 T80T NN 115w 72%n 0N’
TPIORDY POV POAY AOOW T2 {7930 7,70V 70911 (X 1% DTOD) W ,M97 H1IN

2w MwIBY NIy 53 Yy inbw KW (73 07 173 T3) THTIR 753 WT 1999 19N YL
OV 7N (3D T NDP) 231 TR RO ARINK NI S NWOWDT "YKWY *NIpR ABTIR 77D
2°N27 7PN DOINKD 23R MHTIN 79D DYDY ;774 I o TwnS KT P2 WITRT 12 THR X302
07192 00 D0 BT, 27N PIRR? ,JIROPY N1TRY MK 1 KD RITT 0P 7O (0T h00)
DY SNINTI (T 22 PYW?) 2NDT DT R0 PIID K37 B DD Navd PNy
T .R2PY 172 BNWY 120V 00TV XYY DRWY 01377 TR (W) 27107 ,197° ’Y T2
QITIW MBI DYV 72303 1352717503 11 KIR 1200 71N YD NI PRY 198

02 IR 3777,10 PP O°271 8™ RIPHIT TN ,07179373 11T APRDT DRI nonb

4. The Nineteen Letters: The World of Rabbi S.R. Hirsch
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Mayan, vol. V, no. 4, 1965, pp. 50-51), Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s insis-
tence that the slaughtering of sacrifices was not the main point of the
sacrificial act is explained by the Zohar's statement that the kohanim
should not do the slaughtering. Rabbi Elie Munk (“Rabbiner Hirsch als
Rationalist der Kabbalah,” NZ, 111, 1933, pp. 54ff., quoted by Dayan
Grunfeld in his discussion of Rabbi S. R. Hirsch and Kabbalah, IH,
pp. cxx-cxxix) notes that Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s explanation of the
symbolic significance of the numbers 6, 7 and & follows the interpreta-
tion of the Zohar. In fact, it is said that Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s personal
Siddur contained marginal notes of a kabbalistic nature. There is,
therefore, no basis at all for the assertion that he rejected the basic
approach of Kabbalah, i.e., its emphasis on the effect of religious
actions upon supra-mundane spheres and their mystical significance in
eliciting Divine responses.

Why, then, did Rabbi S. R. Hirsch put so little stress on kabbalistic
teachings, and why was he so circumspect when he was drawing upon
them? His claim in Letter Eighteen that he was uninitiated and therefore
could not comment upon the teachings of Kabbalah reflects his humility
rather than his actual limitations, for he was certainly familiar with the
basic approach of Kabbalah; in fact, when still in his youth, he received
the Zohar as a present from his grandfather who had great influence on
him (Shemesh Marpeh, p. 276). Dayan Grunfeld suggests that Rabbi
S. R. Hirsch side-stepped kabbalistic interpretations in favor of his
ethical and symbolic approach because he felt that this would have
greater appeal to his audience at large and would produce more clarity
about the meaning of the mitzvos.

A more likely reason for his attitude was his strong concern (ex-
pressed later in this letter and in Letter Eighteen) about the misuse of
kabbalistic ideas, which was prevalent then as now. There was always
the danger of flight from rationality as well as of misunderstanding
kabbalistic ideas. Kabbalah necessarily uses ordinary language, expres-
sions and concepts to describe profound and otherworldly ideas and
processes. All too many people exposed to a smattering of kabbalistic
ideas understand this language in its literal sense, fail to grasp the
deeper meaning and profound perceptions hidden behind it, and are left
with simplistic and crude materialistic and anthropomorphic ideas about
matters that are purely spiritual. Prayers and practices designed to lift
the individual to great heights become mere incantations and mechanical
efforts to manipulate God’s universe. It was these concerns that caused
Torah leaders to prohibit the study of Kabbalah before a man had
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reached a mature age.

"‘Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s avoidance of mystical and otherworldly
speculation does not, however, indicate a denial of kabbalistic ideas. His
ethical interpretations of the mitzvos and of Judaism in general merely
represented emphasis on a different aspect of the Torah’s teachings
which complements the kabbalistic approach, rather than contradicting
it. Both Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s approach to mirzvos (which follows in the
path of many earlier Torah thinkers) and the kabbalistic approach stress
that all human action produces effects. They differ only in that the
kabbalistic approach emphasizes the effects on the whole universe,
whereas the other approach underlines the effect on the doer and his
world (see n5 below). (For a fuller treatment of this subject, see Dayan
Grunfeld, IH, pp. cxx ff.; and Jakob Rosenheim, pp. 63ff.)

4. Basic outlines In this work, Rabbi S. R. Hirsch provides only the

very briefest outline of his classification of the rmitz-
vos according to their deeper significance. At the time that he wrote the
Nineteen Letters, the Horeb was already completed, and it offers a
detailed presentation of the six groups into which the author divides the
mitzvos (omitting, however, a discussion of those mitzvos that do not
apply nowadays, in exile). In his Foreword to the Horeb, the author
stated that he would reexamine his interpretation of the spirit of the
mitzvos; and in a new edition of the Horeb, prepared shortly before his
death, he added, in a footnote, that the results of the reexamination
could be found in his commentary on the Chumash. (For a summary of
various previous efforts to classify mifzvos and a detailed description of
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s six categories, see Dayan Grunfeld, TH, pp. li-
1xx.)

The purpose of Rabbi 5. R. Hirsch’s classification is to highlight the
general ideas that the various groups of mifzvos convey to us and to
provide a basis for understanding the individual rizzvos in each group,
and thereby to capture the spirit of the Law and help us appreciate its
profundities, lest it become “a duty of men that has become a habit”
(nnbp owix mun [Yeshayah 29:13]). The author, even while stressing
the great importance of studying the reasons for the mitzvos, seeks
neither to provide a defense of the mitzvos nor to justify their obser-
vance. As explained in note 1 above, they have to be observed, whether
we find meaning in them or not, because they are God’s Will. “God has
-enacted these laws, whose Divine origin is sufficient reason for observ-
ing them” (Horeb, §441; see also the Foreword to the Horeb, pp. clv-
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clvi). In fact, even if a mifzvah makes perfect sense to us, that should
not be the reason we observe it, for that would be tantamount to doing
the bidding of our own intelligence, rather than submitting to God’s
Will (see L5n4, and nl to this letter). On the other hand, if our mind
finds fault with a mitzvah, or any detail about it, we do not have the
right to change the law, for that would mean. sitting in judgment on the
Will of God, the Infinite Mind and Absolute Being (see IH, p. x; and
Horeb, the end of §454).

Indeed, there has been strong opposition to any inquiry into the
reasons for mitzvos. In Sanhedrin 21b the Talmud warns that it may
influence our obsetvance of mitzvos; and the Tur declared that we
should “not seek reasons for the mitzvos, for they are ordinances of the
King for us, even if we know no reason for them” (YD 181). We
should be ready unconditionally to do God’s Will, for our primary duty
is acceptance of the yoke of God’s rulership (kabbalas of malchus
Shamayim). Some of this unquestioning obedience may be lost if we
speculate about the purpose of the mitzvos as we do them, even if this
does not affect the manner in which we fulfill them or the respect that
we have for them. Moreover, even though there is a general consensus
that God’s commandments all have profound meaning and purpose, not
only are we unable to fathom the depth of God's thought but we may,
in fact, arrive at misinterpretations and wrong ideas.

Yet the Talmud as well as later Rabbinic authorities provide support
for inquiry into the spirit of the mitzvos (see Pesachim 119a; and see
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s first note to Letter Eighteen, as well as CD
24:17). As the Rambam states, the laws of the Torah “are but counsel
from afar, from the Great Counselor, to correct the thoughts and set
straight the actions™ (Hilchos Temurah 4:13). To obey the law is
crucial. At the same time, however, as we meditate on it, we seek to
understand and rethink God’s thoughts as expressed and symbolized in
the mitzvos: “Just because the Laws of the Torah are to the faithful Jew
the laws of God, he strives...to trace in their underlying ideas the
thoughts of the Divine Lawgiver, even as the devout Jewish scientist or
historian tries to discern in the events and miracles of nature and history
a revelation of God’s wisdom and omnipotence” (Dayan Grunfeld, TH,
p. Ixxxvi; see also CT 119:155).

Rabbi 8. R. Hirsch, it should be noted, followed in the footsteps of
his great teacher, Rabbi Ya’akov Ettlinger, the author of Aruch la-Ner,
who wrote that what is demanded of the Jew is belief in Torah and
mifzvos, the will to observe them, and action in carrying them out, “and
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after he has done so, it is man’s duty to study and inquire, as far as his
reason reaches, to understand the reasons for the Torah™ (Minchas Oni
on Vayetze; see also other statements by Rabbi Ettlinger, quoted by
Yonah Emanuel in MVS, p. 179).

The Jew must remember at all times that his inquiries into ta'amei
ha-mitzvos (the reasons, or purposes, of the mirzvos) represent his own
speculations, necessarily tentative and uncertain in nature. However,
precisely because our observance of the precepts must be totally inde-
pendent of our speculation about them (see Aruch ha-Shulchan, YD
292:4), we have the fullest freedom to meditate and arrive at our own
conclusions about the message that the mizzvos aim to convey to us. At
the same time, of course, there are some important considerations to be
kept in mind, so that our speculations should not have the undesirable
effects mentioned earlier,

First, we have to remember that we are dealing with God’s Word,
“A man sheuld meditate on the judgments of the Holy Torah and
understand their deepest meaning as far as he can. And something for
which he does pot find a reason...should not be unimportant in his eyes
...and he should not think about it as he would think about other,
profane things,” but should cling to it in full faith, even if his yefzer and
his environment belittle it (Rambam, Hilchos Me’ilah 8:8). Torah has
to be approached with the greatest humility. We are not able to pene-
trate to ultimate and complete understanding of God’s Word, but only
as far as our spiritual level permits (see Sefer ha-Chinnuch, the end of
B'chukkosay), and we cannot be sure at all that the explanations that we
put forward are indeed reasons for the mifzvos involved. To make this
clear, the study of fa’amei ha-mitzvos should probably be called a
search for the lessons found in the mitzvos (rather than for their rea-
sons). In fact, a popular chasidic explanation of the term is based on the
meaning of fa’am as taste: we should taste, or sample, what we can gain
from the mitzvah.

It appears reasonable to say that our investigation of the mifzvos
must be based on the halachic framework of each mirzvah in order for
it to produce valid results; otherwise, the conclusions about the nature
of the mitzvah might not be correct. Rabbi S. R. Hirsch actually insists
that the explanation of a mirzvah must be guided by the fine halachic
details of the mifzvah, and these will enable us to test the validity of cur
speculations. The Rambam declares that “those who trouble themselves
to find the cause for any of these detailed rules [of a mifzvah] are in my
eyes void of sense....The repeated assertions of our Sages that there are
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reasons for all commandments...refer to their general purpose, and not
to the objective of every detail” (Moreh Nevuchim, M1, 26). (This view
is followed by Sefer ha-Chinnuch and by the Me'iri on Avos 3:14.)
Rabbi 8. R. Hirsch raises the question why, then, there should be
punishment for transgression of these details. An answer can be found
in the Rambam's view that these details are meant to test the Jew's
loyalty to God’s Will. However, this does not satisfy Rabbi S. R.
Hirsch, since he seées the muitzvos, in all their details, as tools for
molding the world. We must therefore pay attention to the details, as
they point to the exact purpose of these tools, which otherwise would
not be grasped by our reason. Yonah Emanuel (MVS, pp. 176-77)
points out that Rabbi Yeshayah Berlin (on Berachos 5:3) appears also
to have held the view that explanations of mifzvos must accord with the
halachic details of the mitzvos.

It should be noted in this context that Rabbi S. R. Hirsch mentions
various ways of grouping mirzvos, but he never makes a distinction
between sichliyos and shimiyos, rational and revealed laws. One reason
is that this kind of division inspired the labeling of the latter group as
purely ceremonial rituals (see L17n3); but another reason is that even
the mitzvos in the former group have some halachic provisions that
could not have been deduced by human reason alone, so that the entire
division is ultimately untenable once we take the details of mirzvos into
account. This point is made repeatedly by the Netziv (e.g., on Shemos
20:12) and also by Rabbi Ya’akov Kamenetzky (Emes ['Ya'akov, Avos
3:14). (For a fuller discussion of the inquiry into te’amei ha-mitzvos,
see Dayan Grunfeld, TH, pp. xcviii ff., and his work The Jewish Dietary
Laws [London: Soncine, 1972], vol. 1, pp. 3-25.)

5. Symbolic act * Cne way of understanding the significance of the

mitzvos is to explore their impact on the universe and
how they trigger a Divine response to our earthly actions. This is
essentially the approach of Kabbalah and of those who have drawn from
it, notably in the chasidic world, but also outside it (see Nefesh ha-
Chayim of Rabbi Chayim of Volozhin). On the other hand—and without
negating the validity of the kabbalistic approach that has been described
—others have stressed the impact of the mifzvos on the individual
himself and on his earthly environment. This, as we have pointed out,
is the approach of Rabbi S. R. Hirsch (see n3 above). The impact can
be achieved in various ways: the lesson can be taught by the precept
itself (e.g., not mistreating the widow or the orphan); it can be spelled
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out in the precept (e.g., the obligation to remember the Exodus from
Egypt); or it-can be conveyed through a symbolic action (e.g., shaking
the fulav).

In Letter Thirteen, Rabbi S. R. Hirsch explains the way in which
this last group of commandments exercises a profound effect upon us.
Yet these mifzvos in particular have come under attack from the oppo-
nents of Torah observance. While these opponents may countenance
ethical or philosophical precepts, they label all the others “ceremonial
laws”—a formalistic “outer shell which...could be discarded at will as
long as the inward frame of mind and the right ‘Gesinnung” [spirit] was
kept intact” (Dayan Grunfeld, IH, p. Ixii). This view is, of course,
based on a denial of the Divine origin of the mitzvos.

In contrast, Rabbi S. R. Hirsch emphasized that these precepts are
essential, original and eternal, and it is “through these symbolic actions
ordained in the Torah that the Divine thought is first implanted in man”
(JE, 1, 93; see also JE, II, 88ff., 245ff.; CW, 1, 183ff., 265ff.; and also
the author’s condemnation of the label “ceremonial laws,” in GS, I,
160ff.). In connection with these “symbolic actions,” Rabbi S. R.
Hirsch stresses in the Foreword to the Horeb that “meditation about the
Divine precepts is particularly required in the case of those command-
ments...the object of which is in part to awaken in us certain trains of
thought....In performing such commands we shall feel ourselves called
upon to look for the relation in which the outward action prescribed for
us stands to the thought which is to be expressed, and equally to
consider and ponder on this thought in all its scope and consequences”
(p. clvii). Rabbi S. R. Hirsch notes the powerful educational impact of
the symbolic commandments, especially the Edos (see IH, pp. cvii-cxx),
and asserts that these commandments, far from being empty rituals,
have as their particular aim the sanctification of the individual and the
nation. This educational impact exists even if the one fulfilling the
commandment is not consciously aware of its message. However, it is,
of course, much more effective if a person does dwell on it.

Obviously, the interpretation of the “symbolic actions” must under
no circumstances be arbitrary. As we pointed out in the previous note,
it must carefully consider all aspects of the mitzvah. During the years
1856-58, Rabbi S. R. Hirsch published in his monthly periodical
Jeschurun a major work entitled “A Basic Outline of Jewish Symbol-
ism,” now available in English as volume three of Hirsch’s Collected
Writings. In the first part of this work, the author carefully defined the
basic principles of symbolic interpretation, and in the second part he
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applied them to the mitzvos of milah, 1zZitzis, tefillin and the Sanctuary
(see also Dr. 1. Grunfeld, “Taamei Hamitzvoth,” in Rabbi Dr. Joseph
Breuer Jubilee Volume, ed. M, and 1, Breuer [New York: Feldheim,
1962], pp. 95ff.; Rabbi David Zvi Hoffmann, Vayikra [Berlin: Pop-
pauer, 1905], I, pp. 87fF.; and Rabbi J. Perlow, in LHL, pp. 85-88).

6. Aids to the practical observance The author points out a logical

distinction here. The interpreta-
tion of Torah laws given by God is based on all the minutiae of the law.
In contrast, laws decreed by the Rabbis do not call for this kind of
interpretation, for they were ordained only as practical aids to proper
observance of the Torah laws. However, they too are part of the system
of laws designed for the education and life of the Jew,

7. The sources See L2n6 and CS8 21:2.

8. Man and Yisraelite This is the translation of the German composite
term “Mensch-Yisrael,” which Rabbi S. R,
Hirsch uses in this letter and in other writings to describe the Jew in his
role as “man developed to a higher plane by the guiding influence of the
Torah”—the Jew as the prototype of the ideal human being. Lack of
familiarity with Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s writings has prompted many
people to put forth their own, erroneous interpretations of this term. In
order to understand it properly, we have to bear in mind Rabbi S. R.
Hirsch’s statements, in the earlier letters, about the task set to mankind.
Having lost Gan Eden, man is to regain it by learning to see God as the
Creator and the Master of nature and history, and by assuming his
proper place as God’s premier servant in the work of perfecting His
world. Man is aided in this task by the inner voice that speaks within
every human being and that puts a general awareness of a Higher Being,
and even of the distinction between right and wrong, within the reach
of every man. (In fact, in his third footnote [note ¢] to Letter Five,
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch explains that the No’achide obligation to administer
justice is to be carried out in accordance with the insights provided by
the “inner revelation.”) As a result, man is expected to develop a
civilization based on the cultural and social values of a religiously
inspired humanism which strives for heman self-perfection.
Yet man’s ability to perceive clearly the inner voice and to act on
it is limited by his tempting impulses and instincts, as we explained
previously. Consequently, his strivings and aspirations may, in the
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worst case, cause him totally to ignore his duties to God, in favor of a
secular and destructive atheism. In the best case, his efforts, though
moving in the right direction, cannot and will not go far enough. Hence
the need for the “outer revelation,” entrusted to the Jewish people, to
assure the attainment of God’s goal in creating the world (see L3n3).
“Culture in the service of morality is the first stage of man’s return to
God...and the Torah completes it; for the Torah is the most finished
education of man” (CB 3:24, quoting the statement by Chazal that
Derech Eretz preceded Torah by twenty-six generations). Humanism,
in its highest form, is but a stepping-stone toward the higher conception
of man as God’s servant. Therefore, the Torah was required as the
specific Law for the Jew, who was to keep the Divine ideal alive among
mankind (see CB 1:11, 18:19),

The need for this revelation, which provided a clear statement of
God’s Will as well as the means to free ourselves from the shackles of
our yeizer ha-ra, has been abundantly established by the course of world
history (see L6n3). Rabbi S. R. Hirsch stressed that there have been
chasidei ummos ha-olam, among the nations, who “had in their hearts—
and gave voice to—the seeds of human enlightenment, pending its final
victory, and served as heralds of truth, goodness and beauty” (GS, VI, @
315-16). This was the point of his famous speech in tribute to the
German poet Friedrich Schiller. But these were voices in the wilderness.

In his study “Judaism and Rome” (CW, II, 275f.), Rabbi S. R,
Hirsch strongly criticized the crude materialism and hedonism that
characterized the Roman world, and he underlined, in contrast, the
more positive aspects of Hellenistic culture, notably its idealism. Yet,
this idealism set up man as the measure of all things, and his reason as
the source of all values. As a result, even the gods were viewed as mere
carbon copies of man; and man’s own desires and self-indulgence
ultimately determined what he considered to be moral and right. Thus,
when Rabbi S. R. Hirsch turned to an analysis of the Hellenistic spirit
and world, he had to emphasize their dark side (CW, 11, 201fF.). To the
extent that Hellenism held up the ideal of civilized, joyful and free man,
it helped lay the foundation for human progress. But, relying on his
Own reasoning and insight, man perceived only a small fraction of the
truth that is needed in order to achieve the right way of life and the
salvation of mankind. Man’s own gratification and sense of grace were
the motive and measure of Greek striving for perfection; a beguiling
sensuality and empty superficiality marked the Greek world. As a result,
the seif-gratification of the elite could exist side by side with the misery
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