Rabbi Michael Rosensweig

Personal Initiative and
Creativity in 'Avodat Hashem

The theme of this lecture is ambiguous and complex, for reasons that go
beyond the specific formulation of the topic. The ambiguity derives in part
from terminological confusion. The term “creativity" has multiple meanings
and connotations. For example, the disparity between the creativity of w»
pxn and the creativity of won w> springs immediately to mind as evidence of
this. Moreover, in terms of some of the contexts which we will explore here,
the terms "rediscovery,” "personal initiative,” "personal independence,"”
"personal involvement,” and even "personal input” relate more precisely to
the themes at hand and should be substituted for "creativity."

The designation "'Avodat Hashem" is also problematic, in terms of
its encompassing scope. For the authentic ben-Torah, 'Avodat Hashem
encompasses all domains of religious experience, without exception. And
yet, it is undeniable that ‘Avodat Hashem has a much more specific
connotation as well, more limited to that of the oipn oIx 12 sphere, and
conjuring up images of the submissive mode of behavior associated with
n1gay.

The complexity of this topic is therefore also due to the need to
legitimately apply each of the aforementioned definitions of creativity to the
multiple meanings of ‘'Avodat Hashem, recognizing the definitional
adjustments that must be made for each theme to be treated independently
with its own unigue dynamic of tensions. Inasmuch as this has been
advertised as a "Torah u-Madda lecture,” | will begin briefly with that
aspect of the issue although my primary intent is to pursue the internal
Torah context of this theme specifically as it relates to halakhah and Talmud
Torah.

The first encounter, the "Torah u-Madda" encounter, between
personal creativity and 'Avodat Hashem refers to creativity in its strict sense
of self-development - creating for and in this world. At stake in this context
IS man's purpose as a creative being, his self-image, and his obligation to his
Creator in the broadest sense of the term 'Avodat Hashem.

Parshat Bereshit, which chronicles the act of creation, provides us
with an immediate model. Man is created opx o%x3a, with everything that is



implied by that particular term. In explaining the religious obligation of
imitatio dei or 'n% nmaY, the Rambam writes in his Sefer ha-Mizvot, mxzw
n913°1 3 T1an 12 mmaY, and bases this obligation on the pasuk of na%m
15772 (Deut. 28:9).1 Rav Soloveitchik has suggested that imitatio dei is not
restricted to specific activities or midot which govern interpersonal
relations, such as o1 am °7 Anx AR 01 a0 xan an etc. (Shabbat 133b),
but rather that it relates to the broader sense of man's obligation to reinforce
his own self-image o°p%x o%a. According to Rav Soloveitchik, this
imperative specifically includes imitating God's most striking and dramatic
attribute, namely creativity. Indeed, the first mandate man receives from
God is mwas yaxn nx wxon (Gen. 1:28) and, with respect to the Garden of
Eden, mmw® n7avv (Ibid. 2:15)-to conquer, control, develop, and be
productive. The Rav presents the typological scheme of two crucial aspects
of man that are reflected in the two parshiot of Creation. He develops the
motif of creativity as the crucial personality component of what he refers to
as "Adam L." "Adam II" is portrayed as the existentially insecure
convenental man of faith whose primary focus is redemptive religious self-
awareness and whose characteristic gesture is not majestic creativity but
sacrifice. Indeed, although "Adam 11" more closely approximates the ideal
of a religious personality, it should be noted that "Adam I" is also a
religious persona, and his attributes as well form an integral aspect of the
religious ideal.2

It is on this basis that the Rav argues in this article and elsewhere
that creative involvement in secular, scientific, and even aesthetic pursuits is
not only a legitimate enterprise, but one which should be encouraged as
religiously meaningful.3 Indeed, this theme of creativity in the form of self-
perfection or self-development is, according to some Rishonim including
the Sefer ha-Hinukh, reflected in the first mizvah required of newborn male
children, that of milah. It seems that the fulfillment of human potential
represents an affirmation of opox o%x, and thus constitutes, at least in part,
the telos of creation.4 The second phase of the interaction between
"creativity" and 'Avodat Hashem relates to a more focused sense of the latter
as the relationship between man and God, although not yet specifically
dealing with the content which governs that relationship. At present I will
only delineate the issues involved in this phase, but will not explore them in
depth. This second phase involves true related yet independently significant
issues, both of which are endemic to any religious world view.

The first issue focuses on the relationship between human autonomy
and theonomy. While ‘Avodat Hashem implies a measure of servitude and
submission to the Divine Will which represents the ultimate form of



commitment in any religious system, there is also a religious value to
human freedom and to free choice. This dialectic is reflected in such
concepts as o nw mavn 9w nbap representing true nyn inasmuch as the true
culmination of the exodus from Egypt was the giving of the Torah5 and in
the principle 770 Tm%na poww » ’9x 0 12 7% r.6 At the same time, in a
religious world view, it is important to establish the extent to which human
initiative-as distinct from “creativity" or autonomy-is considered desirable,
effective, or even necessary. On the one hand, there are ideals such as
"bitahon™ in its most obvious meaning of reliance, and the centrality of
miraculous manifestacion, particularly the Ramban's pervasive notion of
constant 1no3 03,7 both of which tend to accentuate human passivity. These,
however, are counterbalanced by other legitimate principles such as px
o v pomwo which asserts the demand for human responsibility and
initiative,8 and the Kabbalistic motif of xnn%7 xn1vn>x, which proclaims that
human activism is indispensable to and even influences or manipulates the
realm of Hakadosh Barukh Hu. The fine line which separates yinva from px
oI 9y pomo, for example, is illustrated very dramatically by the opposing
views of the Ramban and the mnn %y 7 1 wrro regarding the story of
Avraham and Avimelekh, and the apparent lie Avraham tells to safeguard
Sarah. What is perceived by the Ramban as a catastrophic lack of 1nva9 is
described by Rabbenu Yonah as classicoin %y pamo px.10 Another example
Is the institutions of prayer and prophecy, which represent in a sense,
opposite poles of the active/passive motif as it applies to lines of religious
communicacion. To be properly clarified, these issues require more
extensive treatment, but they do nevertheless reflect a definite motif in the
encounter between "initiative" on the one hand and 'Avodat Hashem on the
other.

The third phase of this encounter relates to that level of 'Avodat Hashem
which, for the religious Jew, has a much more specific meaning, i.e., to
mizvot, halakhah, and Talmud Torah. These are the vehicles of our religious
expression, the embodiment of our ideals. It is especially on this level that
we find the most complex dimension of this interaction.

Let me first analyze the issue of initiative and individual input in the
realm of mizvot, in a certain sense the most limited area to which the term
"Initiative" is applicable. Here, of course, the notion of creativity in its
strictest sense, as "creating," "manufacturing” or "fabricating" is not a
factor, but the concept of personal involvement and expression certainly is.

The very notion of a relationship between man and God is
philosophically problematic. The distance that stands between the



omnipotence, omniscience, and infinity which characterize Hakadosh
Barukh Hu, and finite, limited, inferior man, appears at times to be
insuperable. Doctrines of negative theology, in which even the use of
language with respect to God is seen as being at best ambiguous if not
wholly inadequate, clearly reflect this theme. 11 And yet, the belief that
man can attain a relationship with his Creator is the first assumption of any
religion.

In Judaism, we believe that God Himself supplied the solution by
providing man with the mechanism and means to establish a divine and
directed relationship with Him, namely halakhah and mizvot. The structure
of these two is such that it both allows for and objectifies the religious
experience by guiding it punctiliously at every step. This strict attention to
structure and detail, however, can frustrate individual expression and,
further, wholly delegitimizes any attempt to sidestep the structure or to
substitute for it, even if one is spiritually and sincerely motivated. This
insistence upon halakhah has made Judaism vulnerable to certain criticisms
and abuses, such as ritualism. This tendency of performing mizvot by rote is
decried by the prophet as a7 m%n owix men (Isa. 29:13), and formed the
basis for the ancient Christian critique of Pharisaism as well as the modern
critigues of the Reform and Conservative movements. Their stated
opposition to halakhah derives from their perception of the limitations of its
structure.

In his introduction to Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, Gershom
Scholem, the famous historian of Kabbalah, suggested that the mystical
impulse in any religion is generally associated with a definite stage in the
historical development of that religion. As the abyss between man and God
Is being institutionalized and structured by the religion in question, there
occurs a revival of mystical thought. Moreover, once a religious system has
reached the point at which new impulses do not break through the shell of
the old religious system but, rather, become confined within its borders, new
expression must be found in the old values by means of radical
reinterpretation. If the system is sufficiently flexible so as to allow for this,
Scholem argued, mystics will stay within the tradition. If the religion is
unable to sustain this, however, then the mysticism will always lead to
heresy or, at best, antinornian behavior. 12 Thus, revelation for the mystic is
an ongoing and unfolding process, not a one-time historical event. For the
religious mystic, the impulse for individual or multi-dimensional expression
which enables him to flee the stifling effects of total structure without
compromising the process of that structure itself, is an essential element of
his being.



Of course, for the exoteric adherent of Judaism who has no access to
or inclination toward the mystical dimensions of halakhic content, this
solution is not acceptable. And yet, it cannot be emphasized too strongly
that a commitment to the structure of halakhah is indispensable to our world
view. The Rav, both generally and specifically in his recently published The
Halakhic Mind, has written persuasively of the dangers and religious
illegitimacy of religious subjectivism.13 Such a notion undercuts the
centrality of God and His will by shifting the focus to man's needs and
desires. It constitutes, in essence, a form of self-worship and is irrelevant to
the authentic spiritual act, inasmuch as it is undirected by God. Religiously
inspired conduct which takes place outside the confines of halakhah, as well
as attempts to alter halakhic structure, however sincerely motivated, are
fundamentally inconsistent with the revelational and divine character of
halakhah. However, rejection of creativity in religious performance
notwithstanding, halakhah itself provides us, at least in part, with the
wherewithal to infuse meaning and even initiative and individual input into
its structure. This is provided for through Talmud Torah and through the
performance of the acts of the mizvot themselves.

Contributing to the establishment of a more personal orientation in
mizvah observance is the pursuit of mxnn >nyw, whether on philosophic,
kabbalistic, or historical levels. This pursuit is encouraged by a large
majority of Rishonim and it is frequently accompanied by the assertion that
there are a plethora of conceptual bases for any given mizvah, any of which
might strike a chord in a particular individual-a kind of multiple- truth
theory. 14 In addition, the demands for levels of mm> and a»w® in actual
observance, some of which are 2oy» the mx»n orp, also serve to enhance
personal involvement.15 In the Kabbalistic system, this enterprise also
represents great individuality and personal initiative.

In the case of some mizvot, the individualistic component not only
enhances the mxni orp in its broadest sense, but actually serves to transform
the objective status of the act of the mizvah itself. For example, the halakhah
of nmyxnma 1Y Axinm — X1 *9p A1 (Ex. 15:2; Shabbat 133Db), or the notion of
mgn 7n, often changes the definition of the mizvah itself, as many
halakhists have shown. A case in point is the opinion of Rashi at the
beginning of %1man 215 o that a wasn %1% is H1op because it constitutes a lack
of =1n, basing himself not on the requirement of 937 yy »» but on the din of
1Ry 9p 7116 Similarly, the position of the Rambam, as Rav Soloveitchik
explained it, that because 7ax 7mx a%1%-which is based on the principle of nr
1mxy *9p -the halakhah of 7poin %2 would apply to anything contained within
the structure of that 7ax.17 Here again, »mixy >%p 71 serves not simply as a



nice way to enhance a mizvah, but actually changes the definition of the
mizvah itself; in this case, the mx» Yw xxon. And while it is true that all these
instances, and the many more like them, refer to halakhically defined levels
of smaxy *%p m1, they do reveal the halakhic weight of the personal component
of that concept-the more general and undefined theme of ny¥n»a v axing -
as well.

It should be noted that the phrase 1mxy *%p nv parallels but maybe also
contrasts with the second half of the pasuk, mnmIxy »ax »pox (Ibid.). In a
sense then, one constructs a personal relationship with Hashem-a "%p n1™* as
opposed to an "-ax *pYx~ relationship-precisely by showing initiative and by
enhancing the objective structure of the mizvah through personal input.

A further reflection of this theme is the Rambam'’s understanding of
the last Mishnah in Masekhet Makot, which lauds the great volume of
mizvot-mxzm 770 aa® 7397 72°0% YXIWw° nx Mty 17apn nx1 —as being based on
the ability of different individuals to select and perfect the particular mizvot
which are most conducive to them.I8 Another example of this with regard to
the halakhic process generally is the well known Hassidic interpretation of
129p oom 27p> ° ox (Lev. 1:2), that one has to integrate oneself into the
process of nia3p and n1eni arp,l9 not in spite of the objectivity of halakhah
but precisely due to its imposing and objective structure. The idea of wyn
n2°ona which justifies 727 n%on is another instance where, within a specific
setting and under strict conditions, this dialectic is again captured.20

We come finally to the most crucial aspect of this topic: for posekim,
the formulation of halakhah; for most of us, the pursuit of Talmud Torah.
What, if anything, is the role of personal creativity and initiative in this
particular sphere, both in terms of capacity for and desirability of individual
contribution?

The dilemma we confront inheres in the very crux of our system of
no Yvaw 70 as rooted in the concept of Masorah which is elaborated by the
first Mishnah in 'Avot: ovpn opt? ywim ywirh mom1 *ron AN Yap awn

7131 ooxash. In commenting on a verse in Exodus (24:12), the Gemara states:
s NI9277 NIWY 19X — /NIMY’ .an1InR *Nans WK NIXNTI 77N, 1ART DIM? IR 77 70K
7T — /ONIIAY’ 5 0°2IN37 DOR231 19K — NAND TR’ TIWNT T TIRNAY RIPD 0T — AN

10N AwnY 1n1 010w Tbn .xanx.21 The formulation in the Midrash is even
more striking: wn% Tny p>nm Tronw nn Y3-whatever a seasoned student in the
future will innovate->3on nwn® anx1 -has already been revealed to Moshe at
Sinai.22 On the surface, these kinds of statements, and there are others, may
preclude any real initiative and certainly exclude a notion of creativity in
most of the meanings of that word. Of course, for posekim who are



challenged to apply halakhah to an ever-changing world of reality, creative
analysis is always a necessity. But from this perspective, halakhic creativity
would constitute a rather limited enterprise.

At the same time, the objective evidence for a measure of individual
input and initiative in 1o Yvaw 770 is much too overwhelming to ignore.
Clearly, doctrines in halakhah have been subject to exhaustive debate and
have undergone reevaluation and transformation, as a comprehensive
analysis of any sugya would demonstrate. The very fact that individuals are
associated with particular positions, and that halakhah demands this
attribution even in the face of disagreement and dismissal of those positions,
clearly represents an acknowledgement of some sort of individual
contribution. Examples of this can be found in the Mishnah in 'Eduyot (I:5-
6; although perhaps in a negative sense), and in the obligation to credit the
propounder of any particular view: o%w% 7%1x3 X°am 192X owa 927 IMIRT 9O
(‘Avot VI:6; Megillah 15a). Furthermore, the sensitive observer can discern
whole methodological revolutions in the areas of 7w%n >>11, mahashavah,
and pesak. Examples of this would be the dialectical revolution of the
Ba'alei ha-Tosafot in the medieval period, the methodological school of
pilpul in the 15th and 16th centuries, the "Brisker derekh” in the 19th
century, and the healthy diversity which flourishes even in our own day. In
the area of mahashavah, different trends of philosophy, Kabbalah, and
Hasidut have each dominated in different eras, each led by different
individuals.

How can such transformations be conceivable, given the comprehen-
sive Masorah basis for 1o Yyaw 77n? Jewish intellectual historians point to
the phenomenon, particularly in 16th-century Kabbalah, of 11x -19a-the
revelation of Eliyahu-which claims an augmented Masorah to justify clear-
cut departures from previously maintained doctrines and interpretations.23
Some have viewed with cynicism the claim of historically revolutionary
theorists that their radical doctrines in fact represent the authentic and
original intent of ancient texts, be they verses in Humash, sugyot in Gemara,
or commentaries by Rishonim.24 The authors of a recent article suggest that
Rav Soloveitchik's enthusiastic characterization of his grandfather, Rav
Hayyim, as having revolutionized Talmud study through the "Brisker
derekh" represents the significant impact of modernity on his thought,
inasmuch, they imply, as the traditional perspective perceives of halakhah
only in terms of strict continuity.25 This suggestion illustrates the
pervasiveness of the common misconception that hiddush is, in essence,
antithetical to the notion of Masorah.



The fact of the matter is that halakhah admits of, encourages, and
admires hiddush. The Gemara (Pesahim 92a) explains that a certain part of
Jerusalem was called mwsnn 9xnn because 127 12 wanw-it was there that
7m0 swrrn were said. We find a much more explicit source in the Talmud
(Hagigah 3a): 7 »10 %>2pn% 13%7w Rmon 12 7YX 37 ApIn2 12 1301 °372 AwYn N
2077 WITHA "33 R wITn A ,aav R pypoa ywi. What new innovation,
what initiative took place in the Bet ha-Midrash today? x n%n 1% 1nx
PR ux . How can we come up with anything? We are your students.
We depend upon you. wyTn x93 wamn nab qwsx R ,37byR onv Inx. Rabbi
Yehoshua rejected this particular notion, as flattering as it was, in favor of
the doctrine of hiddush.

The appellation "wn»" represents the highest form of praise and
respect, with deep roots in the tradition of Talmud Torah. This high regard
for hiddush represents a central theme in the works of the Neziv and in Rav
Soloveitchik's classic depiction of the ideal "ish ha-halakhah" as the
creative persona par excellence who builds and fashions concepts within the
abstract and yet real world of Torah and halakhah to most approximate its
truth.

The question, then, is even more acutely sharpened. How does all
this unbridled enthusiasm for hiddush, for creativity and initiative, square
with the doctrine of Masorah? | believe that the basis for the answer is built
on two central premises of Judaism which, while conceptually independent
of each other, are at the same time linked in terms of their ultimate design.
They are the almost infinite depth and multi-dimensionality of Torah- ovaw
mn% ovap-and the uniqueness and singularity of individuals with regard to
their own capacities, talents and predelictions.

The first premise, the depth of Torah, is illustrated by the famous
Gemara (Eruvin 13b) describing the argument between Bet Shammai and
Bet Hillel : 2>mx 1%%m1 11mm5 75%7 07 mIx 1997 ,597 0921 'xnw n°2 1951 001w whw
01 O°pHR 137 19K IR 7RI 2Ip N2 AR I Aavn. For three years a battle
was fought between Bet Hillel and Bet Shammai until finally a %3 na
determined that both were in fact correct. The Ritva's understanding was
that this phrase- o»n o°pbx ™27 19x1 19x -goes far beyond tolerance and non-
responsibility for mistakes to assert a theoretical multiple-truth theory,
pesak notwithstanding.

™37 19X PR IPW WDR PRI 27T NDIX 137 19RW
WM AYYWS %3 XN .PNN AT IR AT 01N DpYR
01D 1”1 12T 727 23 HY 12 IR ,AINT Y2pPY 01N
MR 7T 9V 773paR SRwY nnR 0%15 v7PY MORY
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Indeed, despite the skepticism of the Ba'alei ha-Tosafot, both
opinions are correct in a certain respect. The Ritva sustains the
equality of these truths. He maintains that while each generation
has the ability, indeed the obligation, to determine which position
appeals to it as the most authentic, on a purely objective level
there is no one truth. The Gemara (Sanhedrin 17a) which declares,
TIINA I PIWR DR 02 yIPw on R9R PITMI0a pwin pR, although
understood differently by the Ba'alei ha-Tosafot, may possibly
also refer to the demand that judges have the capacity to see this
complex picture of multiple truths.

The Gemara elsewhere (Hagigah 3b) presents this notion in
an even more explicit manner. Commenting on a verse in Kohelet
(12:11), the Gemara draws a very interesting picture of Talmud
Torah and the role of oonman.

QY101 NIIMOAST NINATTD D°POA 3T WA Nnd
770 727 Wil AN CINR AVIIN 1IN1 NIDIOR VHYa
RYNY 757 DR PN AT 1297 A0 72 M 272970
177912 DR PINDM 77IN 27127 AR L0700 ROXIAD
™27 AR 20201 77 1297 AR °X .01 °3772 AN 271N
X1 9071 737 90 71 °K 7.N1m0n 97N 2 Pubun AN
71m 7, 00907 270 277700 ’YY PR 7730 2937 IR L0
H¥27 P27 PID AN 2T AR 73 7D W YLl
NIDIOR MIDIDXR PAWPW D51 ProN 19X NIDIOR
PI0IR 1997 1In0n 199 RPN 1997 ,77I02 7RI
MR RHDW LPPWIN 199 PY0ID 190 Pnn 199
1INy 0915 M2 TIN2N 27NYN 79I TH? 2IR IR 0IR
3 117X *D1 ,7INR INR DIID,7INI IAR PR/, IAR AVIIN
01277 95 DR 0°PPR 9277V ,2°N37 RIT N2 DWYNA

STI9RA

Up until this point, the Gemara simply justified again this notion of
multiple truths, but then it goes on to offer some practical advice. What is the
individual who is exposed to this cacophony of truths supposed to do with
them? 727 nx1 o°XPLH 127 AR VYWY Pan 2% 7% 7IPY NDIIBRD IR AWY ANX IR
™27 NXI PP201D 737 DX ,]°1°NM 2127 DRI PPI0IR 137 DX ,0nvn. Your ears should be
able to sift through these multiple truths so that you may ultimately come to
the truth which relates to you as an individual.



The Maharal explains this Gemara, echoing the position of the Ritva in

Eruvin mentioned earlier but going even a step further: >x 55 'nip10X *Hy2’ X
PRP2INM DR 71 D3 0PI PIPN P XYW IWBR ORI IR 1T DY D°HO00 NYT W IWON
X XM 7377 OR ARW IR 9272 NARD NI 7702 KT ROW WOKR X 1271 127 95 *5 .0Y5w3

nn Sw 7w 9R arna 72 % e xHw wex. It would have been impossible for the
Hakhamim to agree about such issues. Just as they, by their very natures, are
differentiated, so too the issues to which they address themselves are complex
and of multiple themes. The Maharal continues:

021y RXMI 13917 DPWYNT 3 IR VWA 1M 977 KOX
191 ,°1W71 57 IR W1 ©°07nNM 02127 12 WUW 25717
PPRW NIDYANM NIPMA 12 w0 927 YW AT 9127 X
RPLNT 7R .MIPAA PPN 2 P ROW VWD DNWYA
7997 7AVY PO L L L CIWR M3 AN INY AT Invunm
DX ... %3WR H IPPY N INRTW pOD DR L,IWYNY?
3 PR 7T .0195 2WN1 PR PV IPRW 927 °D KRN
927% WOw [n D3 9277 PW N NI 95 ymwn
9377 RIAW 7M DD 7NN N M NPAnn Nrna
2Y ¥™151 IR 71597 17192 P71 .mpbnnn nrna v vw
IRY IAXY T8I MY MW NIRRT DYDY LW
997 nPIPIM AT LYI0n PRI MIWA WR 1 oW
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In essence then, what emerges from the Maharal once again, is
the doctrine of multiple truths, significant especially outside the
area of pesak, and related to individual intellect and the capacity
of each individual to discern the complexity and subtlety which
exists in every aspect of life.

Still, how is it possible for there to be multiple truths, but only
one pesak? The Maharal argues that while there may be multiple
truths, all truths are not equal. Life is complex and everything
created does obtain of more than one combination of different
components. So, for example, it is possible for an object to possess
a sense of tum'ah, but its sense of taharah overwhelms the tum'ah.
The case of Bet Hillel and Bet Shammai, he argues, is one of those
rare occurrences where absolute equality does apply, where the
essences of both opinions appear to be of equal strength. But, in
most situations, while pesak halakhah doesn't deny the shitat
yahid and considers that it may be possible to rehabilitate it in a
different context, there clearly is a decisive determination.28

The Ramban, in his introduction to his commentary on the
Humash, develops in a slightly different fashion this notion of



infinite levels of Torah. On this basis, some have interpreted the
Mishnah in 'Avot (V:22), n2 19157 72 Jw9m 72 Tioa, not in its
traditional sense that everything you require can be found in
Torah, but in the sense of asserting the infinite depth of Torah
itself.29

The second premise, in addition to that affirming the depth
and multi-dimensionality of Torah, is that of the uniqueness and
singulariry of individuals with regard to capacity, talent, and
predilections. The Mishnah (Sanhedrin 37a) clearly develops the
theme that man is created as a singular being in order to accent the

inherent worth of each individual as a member of the species: 72°5%
19°KD 2197 1YY 79YN PRIV NAR WD TARMT YOW JINYY YT IR K12
0?1 0 12°RD 21377 1°7¥ 39¥n ,PRIW N NAR W1 0¥pnit 9371 Xn 02 TR

xb» . But the Mishnah pursues this even further, adding a
dimension which underscores not only the significance of each
individual but also the differentiation of each individual as

well. 1217 1913 ,3n% onIn2 Nwavs 713 Y10 0IRW ,773p YW NI T
IAR PRI, JIWRIT QIR YW 1NN QIR 20 YAV 71727 023907 2371 7om1 .me

11an% nm7 1an. Is this merely an impressive device by Hashem to
show His skill, or is there content and substance to this decision to
underscore individuality? The very next words in the Mishnah
seem to provide the response: x1231°%°aw3a 1% 2°°0 AKX 95 79707
o?wn. | interpret the ~730%" to refer to this section as well. Unless
there is inherent value in the singularity of each individual, this
statement is meaningless.30

This motif is expressed more explicitly in the Midrash and

other sources: ‘i AnX 7172 IMIR ,DTX 32 YW POIPIX 7377 7RI DX L7139
INYT PPXR 99,719, 7T PRIT 1PNIDIRID PRW QW3 ;0°TI7 030 2R I9m 1pRR

2 mr w3l It is surely no coincidence, as the commentators have
pointed out, that 771n 1n» addresses itself in the singular, to each
individual-7pYx /71 >o1x-as does ynw nx>1p with its theme of v nap
oW nN1ovn.32

| submit that these two themes, the infinite depth of Torah
and the infinite distinctiveness and singularity of individuals, are
not unrelated. The Maharal, in the same section already quoted,
links the two issues as part of his explanation of the sugya in
Hagigah cited earlier. He characterizes the mowx %vya as each
striving to mobilize his particular talents and inclinations to
uncover the multiple dimensions of Torah in his depiction of the
ideal role of talmidei hakhamim. In the same context, the Maharal
notes that oomom »123 and Torah are described as both ooy



n1noma-fixed and unyielding-and at the same time o°271 o»p-
conducive to constant growth and expansion. Thus, there is no
contradiction between the notion of Masorah and that of hiddush.

A close examination of the text of the Midrash itself would
also indicate the truth of this complimentary relationship: nn %>
Pon Twn? X1 WY TNy pom Trbnw. Despite the fact that whatever
a student suggests has already been revealed in the Masoretic
tradition, it is still referred to as "hiddush." Torah, then, even as
Masorah, is neither monistic nor simplistic. It has infinite capacity
for being studied and analyzed, and that which is legitimately
discovered through proper methodology and rigorous analysis is
also a "hiddush,” perhaps not in the sense of creation, but in the
sense of discovery or rediscovery of that which is implicit in the
Masorah. Hiddush, in this sense of rediscovery which is extracted
from Torah through individual initiative and through personal and
unique perspective and inclination, enhances x> %5's familiarity
with the depth of the Masorah itself. This, of course, is something
to be lauded and encouraged, and attributed to the individual, for
indeed it is 09" A%xa xo2n.

It is in this context that the Gemara (Hullin 6b-7a)
establishes the capacity for hiddush through the principle of oipn
12 97ann% 1an. The Gemara relates:

¥27 °10Y RN 27 YW PHR 2 1T 12 YUIR 027 TR
n°2 DX 27 PN XY 122 P YW Ay DaRw 71 by
12 73R PAR N2 PAR PRV 1M2a0 a7 DY a9 Rw
MMIN 0K TI0°KR 12 1373 PNIAR NIAXRT PRIARY DIPR
WX NWAIT WRI DNOY AT XIpn 102 wIT 2900 12
12 0*0PR YRIW? 212 17 AN 0O TV 0D L.aWN AwY
DDWIT K2 1I¥°2 XYY ROXR K2 IWDR JNWINI 12 XIp~
VOWITT ROX DWW 777 7712V 95 KPAY 19972 R’
IR AR 12 ITANA? PNIAR 17 I 2PN KOX .01V
0on PPYNY IXOM I3 ITANAY NAR OV I 0pn
PRI PR 72 MR INIK PN PRY 7597 937 MKW

JMIR PROATA PR 79 738K INIR

The talmid hakham who presents you with an innovation
should not meet with the responses of prenm ,proan |, prom,
which probably refer to accusations of arrogance, feeding one's
ego, stupidity, or falsehood, because he is revealing or
suggesting something novel and unique. Rather, the reaction
should be on the basis of 12 97an73% 1737 DIPn.



Once the capacity for initiative in Torah and halakhah
has been established, surely it becomes obligatory as well. It
would be absurd for imitatio dei to apply to every single area
but that considered to be the most spiritually significant.
Additionally, an unambitious and mediocre posture regarding
Talmud Torah is never to be advocated; the passion for the truth
and depth of Torah militates precisely against this. Rather, this
passion for truth which takes the form of commitment to
personal initiative and innovation in Talmud Torah is
responsible for and often reflected by the sometimes stormy
relationship that exists between combatants in the classical
mn Y nnonbn. It can even be seen as responsible for the
strident language which is sometimes employed in those battles
and which has often been misconstrued and misunderstood by
the uninitiated. This reality is captured by the very term xnnn®n
mn Yw-war-and finds expression in the Gemara (Kiddushin
30b):
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The adversarial tone, motivated by mutual passion for truth, masks and
even contributes, in a certain sense, to mutual love and respect. In the pursuit
of theoretical truth, the relationship between rebbe and talmid never requires
a talmid to yield his opinion to that of his rebbe. Pesak, of course, is a
different matter.

Even in the domain of pesak, Hakhmei Provence who were critical of
the Rif and other predecessors rationalized their harsh criticism of people
whom they greatly respected. They based their behavior on the principle that
2an onw 7125, Modesty and reverence are never legitimate justifications for
lack of personal initiative and aggressive involvement in the pursuit of truth
when the stakes are so high.33

Clearly, the capacity for critical pursuit of truth in Talmud Torah must
be seen as an obligation as well. It is told that the Vilna Gaon rejected the
offer of a "dream maggid" to reveal to him the entire corpus of Torah with



immediacy and lack of effort. He preferred, instead, to engage himself in the
process, using his own personal inclinations and talents as his tools.34

The recognition of the importance of individual involvement in the
process of Talmud Torah and halakhah is also demonstrated by the debate
which surrounded the formal codification of halakhah in the time of the
Geonim, the Rambam, and the Shulhan Arukh. Rav Paltoi Gaon, for example,
waged a campaign against pesak rooted only in sifrei posekim removed from
their original sources.35 While others, such as the Ri Migash, preferred such
pesak to its alternative, namely the risk of faulty analysis of sources,36
clearly the ideal always has been and still is an analytically based notion of
pesak.

In the sixteenth century, the compilation of the Shulhan Arukh in-
tensified this element of the debate. The brother of the Maharal of Prague, R.
Hayyim b. Bezalel, leveled a severe critique against the Shulhan Arukh,
specifically citing the concern that were it to become universally accepted,
the halakhic process would lose the unique perspective of each individual as

brought to bear on the multi-faceted and multi-dimensional halakhah itself:
npbm 1O1Ww 1"?3&‘!5 W2 72,772 11 MINWH DIRA 55 71DW QPR T AWIY 777807 Yavw 180

1 Anwn 11 oIR 93 2% pr1w.37 Inany historical era, just as human beings differ
physically, so too does their capacity for creativity and perspective differ. R.
Hayyim dismisses the notion of excising rejected minority opinions as being
counterproductive to halakhic creativity. Thus, what emerges is a remarkable
statement advocating a pluralism of halakhic ideas, even in pesak-quite an
extreme position. Again, one need not reject codification in order to accept
the argument of individual creativity. The benefits of codification may
warrant the trade-off in any case.

The Maharal of Prague himself also rejected reliance on sifrei pesak
as being an insufficient substitute for personal analysis. Remarkably, he
posits that the integrity of the halakhic process is such that even the risk of a
potentially incorrect pesak is outweighed by the dangers of uncritical reliance
on sifrei pesak. In a celebrated passage, the Maharal actually states:
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This very radical statement, expressing sentiments
similar to those expressed by his brother, is only radical
with regard to pesak halakhah; it is clearly acceptable
regarding Talmud Torah and its implications for
initiative and personal input.

The abuses feared by critics of codification and of summary
have alas never been more clearly felt than in our own time. The
proliferation of sifrei pesak of a summary nature and English
"how-to" books and the almost exclusive reliance on even as
important a work as the Mishnah Berurah have almost succeeded
in rendering the Shulhan Arukh, the Taz, and the Magen
'‘Avraham obsolete. Never has the need for such works been
greater than in our own era, and never have the abuses that they
generate been as obvious either.

The relationship, then, between individual singularity and
distinctiveness on the one hand, and the infinite depth of Torah
on the other, is a reciprocal one, allowing for the establishment of
the unique relationship of each individual qua individual to
Hashem and to His Torah. It is the manifestation of smix1>%p 77 in
its strictest sense, the idea of an individual o>»w m3%» %w nvap and
an individual 7mn n», and at the same time, by virtue of the
ungiue talents possessed by distinctive individuals, it ensures that
all aspects and facets of Torah are explored.

What about the more practical questions, such as propriety
and presumptuousness? Can we seriously strive to add to, take
issue with, or judge critically the efforts of previous generations?
After aII, JIR D°WIR °12 D°1IWRD DX ,D°WIR °12 IR Q°OKR91n 712 2PIIWNRI OX
191 onns (Shabbat 112b). And what of n1m73 n, in whatever



form one chooses to understand it? Surely there is a hierarchy of
authority-Gemara, then Rishonim, then Aharonim, etc. In a
sense, these concerns were already dealt with in the ,proamn ,prom
pronm of the Gemara (Hullin 7a) which we discussed earlier.
These terms are interpreted as referring to problems of
presumptuousness and foolishness in believing that one can
advance a theory which hitherto has never been explicated or
explored.

In terms of Talmud Torah, and even with regard to pesak,
a response can be found within the guidelines of accepted
authority if one has abiding faith in the progression of ideas, in
the continuous unfolding of an implicit Masorah, and in the
ability of new insights to continuously provoke reevaluation of
the entire corpus. The theme of ompo xw 7wn as described by
Bahya ibn Pakudah39 or the notion of o°pay »a3 %y o1y oo, of
dwarfs standing on the shoulders of giants who although shorter
are able to see a greater distance because they are raised
higher,40 are common justifications of medieval and modern
commentators. The critical factor is the progressive momentum
of careful and reasoned analysis, irrespective of the stature and
self-image of one generation visa-vis another. The evolution of
doctrines follows certain patterns. Dramatic bursts of insight and
creativity are followed by their moderation, and then their
application and assimilation into the broader corpus, with a ripple
effect on the entire scheme and system. This then spurs a period
of summation amd retrenchment, followed by critical evaluation
of the new reality that has emerged as a result of the entire
process. We work primarily through exposure to insights; we
integrate them into a whole system, juxtaposing them to our own
experiences and thus insuring a consrant, meaningful reappraisal.

There is also another relevant factor. Specific historical
eras may enhance the potential sensitivity of individuals to
certain concepts, thereby contributing again to the process of an
unfolding Masorah. In an era of technological achievement, for
example, concepts such as wx and x»13 may be more acutely and
creatively analyzed than in eras past. This is also true for
dilemmas that arise out of historical circumstances, which can
often serve to sharpen debate and accent hitherto unexplored
aspects of a particular problem.



What about the "personal initiative" of talmidim who are
less talented than their peers, or less experienced? Is this not, at
best, a superfluous and futile pursuit-at worst, 7m0 %w2? My
emphatic answer is, no. Here again, the singularity of the
individual is a crucial factor, raw talent and experience aside.
Human complexity is such that different forces and exposures
stimulate different responses in individuals. The student may
have an inclination for pilpul, another for the formal
mathematical nature of Brisker hakirot, a third for the practical
orientation of peshat. This is also true in the area of mahashavah.
The philosophy that appeals to one may not appeal to the other;
Kabbalah, which leaves some unmoved, provokes ecstasy in
others. A line in a Rishon, or a particular juxtaposition of two
positions, may be striking to one person, obvious to another, and
totally meaningless to a third. Moreover, a whole complex of
different sensitivities and nuances is developed in time through
various exposures, some perhaps accidental, and even through
the coincidental order of those particular exposures.

In any clash between seemingly antithetical doctrines, the
methodological question that must always be asked is, which
position represents the rule and which represents the exception.
The answer to this question often dictates and shapes even entire
schemes. Personal intuition or the order of exposure may
subconsciously be decisive in an individual's determination and,
consequently, may affect the way in which he perceives an entire
problem.

Every individual, then, brings to any serious pursuit his
unique nature, his preconceptions, the sum and the order of his
exposures and experiences. This sense of inevitable subjectivity,
and we must underscore the word "inevitable," which is neither
pragmatic nor conscious, is rejected by some as playing any role
in halakhah. But, undeniably, when pursued with sincerity and
conviction in an effort to seek the truth, it is wholly legitimate
and inevitable, perhaps even rooted in design and hashgahah and
constitutes a central component in the quest to uncover multi-
dimensional Talmud Torah by means of individual initiative.

The spirit of this enterprise, though, does impose certain
restrictions which simultaneously serve to legitimize it. These
restrictions include fidelity to the text and to the integrity of the
inquiry. As much as possible, one attempts to surrender one's



prejudices to the pursuit of ‘Avodat Hashem, and to consciously
challenge one's objectivity at all times. Moreover, innovation for
innovation's sake is simply self-worship and aggrandizement. It
is ford for the ego and should scrupulously be guarded against
and rejected. Also it is vitally important that one perceive of
oneself, especially in the area of Talmud Torah, as part of the
chain of Masorah and as enhancing that chain rather than
breaking with its previous links.

Earlier, 1 noted the Gemara (Sanhedrin 17a) which
stipulates that 791077 12 YW NR VY YIPW 1 XOR PITAI0 PV PX.
Tosafot rejects the simple peshat of that Gemara inasmuch as
there is no redeeming value to what he terms %an w mp»n-
meaningless intellectual games.41 The Maharal, despite his
ardent advocacy of initiative in Talmud Torah and even in pesak,
as mentioned earlier, railed vociferously against what he
considered contemporary abuses in the study of Torah in the
sixteenth century. He refers to them as %an w “19%0, and believes
them to be without substance and meaning.42

This issue, in another form, is a central concern of modern
Talmud Torah as well, especially in terms of the question of
hinukh at the developmental stage. Lack of experience and of
methodology and knowledge dictate that unbridled initiative, the
quest for creativity without limits is doomed from the start and
contributes only to the notion of %anm %w nmipan and j»1 Hw0a.
Certainly, then, a balance must be achieved which avoids, or at
least minimizes, these dangers, while at the same time training
for and underscoring the notion of independence and initiative in
Talmud Torah as an ideal.

In a broad sense, several considerations should prevail.
The first is a minimum level of knowledge. By this, | do not
mean the entire corpus of Gemara, or even necessarily the entire
tractate which is being studied but, rather, an acquaintance with
all the relevant facts of a sugya and the ability to discern fact
from interpretation. The second consideration is an acquaintance
with basic methodology, both in terms of analysis-know what
guestions to ask, possible methods of resolution, how to
determine test cases, etc.-and in terms of the nature of sources-
where to look, how to determine the facts, how to pursue
treatments, etc. Thirdly, and perhaps the most elusive, is the
development of a minimum intuition of the parameters of
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conceptual plausibility as it relates directly to lomdus in the area
of halakhah, and its counterpart in mahashavah. This kind of
intuition, of course, can only be attained through exposure to
rebbeim, either real or textual, and a fidelity to a particular
methodology.

At the same time, talmidim should be encouraged and
trained to think independently; to initially analyze a text critically
without the mediation of interpreters, especially with regard to
Rishonim and Aharonim; to learn to challenge an interpretation,
or at least to be discerning of its status as only one of many
possible approaches until analysis is confirmed or resolved
otherwise. Talmidim should be trained to pursue truth with
passion and initiative on the one hand, and with a spirit of
integrity and an abiding respect for previous treatments, which
avoids abuses both of ego and of limited knowledge. In this
manner, individual creativity and initiative will surely attain the
status the Midrash refers to, i.e., X1 wIA% PNY P> TR%nW 70 95
2101 WwnY.
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