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A perennial debate invariably ensues every year at my family seder. The scholarly but insensitive
members protract maggid, and then insist on abbreviating shulchan orech in order to complete
the afikomen by midnight. Other family members, hungry and bored, having endured the drawn-
out divrai Torah, resent the rushed seudah (meal), especially after so much effort was expended
to prepare a delectable meal.

One might have expected the Rav to favor those who focus on maggid. After all, the Rav felt that
the seder was a night of Torah study. However, in a fascinating essay,' Rabbi Soloveitchik argues
that the former group errs, not just because of their egregious insensitivity to the hard work and
legitimate feelings of the others, but in their basic presumption that the meal is not a crucial part
of the seder experience, as opposed to merely a concession to the spiritually insensitive. Indeed,
the seudah plays a crucial role in transforming the evening and reflects a central tenet of Jewish
belief—the positive value of the physical amidst the spiritual. “In the eyes of the halakhah, the
meal is not something incidental, meaningless, and completely mechanical ... halakhah has
developed an etiquette as well as ethic of seudah” (Festival of Freedom, 4). How?

The Rav posited that to some degree the debate at my family seder reflects a longstanding
disagreement concerning the role of physical actions in the pursuit of spiritual goals. Before we
consider the Rav’s considerable contribution to this question, we must take a step back and
consider the presentation of the Rishonim.

In the Guide 3:26-49, Maimonides suggests reasons for the Torah’s mitzvot, offering rationales
even for enigmatic commandments (chukkim) such as shatnez (the prohibition against wearing

! Printed in Festival of Freedom entitled “An Exalted Evening: The Seder Night” Edited by Joel B. Wolowelsky and
Reuven Ziegler. (Jersey City: Ktav, 2006)

50

Yeshiva University * The Benjamin and Rose Berger Torah To-Go® Series ¢ Nissan 5773



garments made of wool and linen combined) and the red heifer. However, when it comes to the
lechem ha-pannim (showbread), Rambam admits ignorance:

The use of the altar for incense and the altar for burnt-offering W AN NP FAm? T8
and their vessels is obvious; but I do not know the object of the OV NPT 12w 2aR IR0 0o
table with the bread upon it continually, and up to this day I YTV X1 ,730 13 YR X9 TN anoa

have not been able to assign any reason to this commandment. OV 7Y IR OR 137 APX?
Guide for the Perplexed, 3:45 7% P79 3 PPN 221317 M 90

One wonders what accounts for the showbread’s mysteriousness?* R. Moshe Stav once showed
me that a clue can be found in the Shabbat zemer “Ki Eshm'rah Shabbat,” where R. Avraham ibn
Ezra writes:

Engraved in God's law is a chok [ decree] for His priest. To 21130 28 Ph 9P n72 oY
prepare showbread before Him. Therefore, fasting on Shabbat is 12 %y .19% 0019 an Ty
prohibited, as explained by His sages. Except for on Yom Kippur. | 737 7108 13121 %9 2y 32 niayna?
31y 193 0y
In this poem, ibn Ezra alludes to the mysteriousness of the showbread, calling it a chok. Then he

writes that the law of the showbread serves as the reason for the prohibition against fasting on
Shabbat. How?

To answer these questions we must recollect a highly unusual element of the showbread’s service.
Generally, when it comes to Temple service, the services done inside, and therefore in close
proximity to the Holy of Holies, were not eaten. Thus, the inner alter was used only for incense. Any
sacrifice whose blood was brought inside was not eaten. For example, a regular chatat (sin offering)
was consumed by kohanim, while the chatat penimi (inner sin offering),> which was brought inside,
was entirely burnt. Rambam understood that this stems from the sacrifice’s proximity to the Divine
Presence (see Guide 3:46). Thus, the holiness of the korban, as reflected by its being brought inside,
precludes the possibility of its being eaten. Put differently, physical ingestion contradicts holiness,
such that the holiest sacrifices may not be consumed. If this is the case, Rambam is left with a
mystery: the showbreads were brought inside, reflecting intense holiness, and yet were entirely
consumed.* This apparent inconsistency with the law of sacrifices clarifies the reason for Rambam’s
admission that he cannot understand the reason for the showbread.”

Ibn Ezra, aware of the enigma, concludes that the secret of the showbread is that physical activities,
such as eating, do not contradict holiness. On the contrary, activities such as eating can elevate us
spiritually in a manner that purely spiritual activities cannot. The lechem hapanim demonstrate this,
and therefore teach us that we may not fast on Shabbat, the holiest day of the week.

Indeed, this debate relates to a fundamental question concerning physical actions and spiritual
achievements. Maharal writes:

2 Indeed, Ramban, Shemot 25:24 as well as Chinukh 97 offer reasons for the law.

D799 O YW YW A9 ,PwRT 113 99,8 W 727 oy 193
* Only the cups of levona were offered upon the altar.
$ This may also relate to the midrashic interpretation (see Midrash Rabba, Vayikra 32:3) that the mitzva of the
showbread caused the blasphemer to blaspheme.
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The philosophers that we mentioned earlier give recognition and 1N° ,77917 13727 WK 0991017707
glory exclusively to the intellect, believing that through intellectual 70 9¥1,%2W O NIROM aw

achievements a person can achieve eternity [olam haba].° They LPMIRIT DR 73p> M2owInn
122 DM DPWOT DOWYRAT WY
OX 772 Y20 WX ,07101 17310N
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made physical acts [mitzvot] like a ladder to reach intellectual
achievements. And from this ladder they [the philosophers] fell.
Tiferet Yisrael 9

According to Maharal, the philosophers erred when they elevated the intellect upon a pedestal,
claiming that physical activities ran counter to spiritual achievements.” Their focus on the
intellect ignores the fact that we, as humans, are physical as well as spiritual creatures.® The
mitzvot, many of which involve physical activities alongside intellectual involvement, elevate the
human and allow him to achieve his full potential.

Likewise, the author of Iggeret Ha-Kodesh blames Aristotle’s pernicious influence upon Rambam
for Rambam’s negative attitude toward marital relationships.’

This debate likely relates to the dispute concerning the physical body in Olam Haba (the World
to Come). The Talmud states:

In Olam Haba there is no eating, drinking, procreation, TN XY 72°OKR K7 12 PR X277 09w
business, jealousy, hatred, or competition. Rather, the IRIP XYY INMY RWA K2 71027 70 R
righteous sit with their crowns on their heads and bask in TAWY DOPOTX ROR ,MINN X ORI KT
A1°2WA 112 001021 2a°WRN2 a0 MU

the radiance of the divine presence.
3% 07 MI292 NooR YHaa TN

Berachot 17a

According to Rambam, Olam Haba is an entirely spiritual existence. He derives this from the
above passage; after all, if there is no eating or drinking, why would there be a body?

¢ See Addendum for an elaboration on this point.
7 Maharal’s critique of philosophers does not imply a lack of veneration for Rambam and respect for the Guide.
Mabharal calls Rambam “the great rabbi—who was filled like the sea with wisdom in all natural, theological, and
scholastic disciplines.” (Be'er ha-Golah, Be'er 4, p. 49)
8 Maharal argues that that the philosophic worldview is highly elitist:
R¥2I 0977 198 97awa 31,1172 225 R TRY P 700 KD 0127 oY
According to the philosophers [who value only abstract cognitive activity] there could only be one or two people in a
generation who could achieve greatness. Could we imagine that for these [one or two philosophers] the world was created?
? Iggeret Ha-Kodesh is a small work dealing with marriage and is attributed to Ramban, but the source of its
attribution to Ramban is unclear. R. Chaim Dov Chavel included it in the second volume of his Collected Writings of
the Ramban (Mosad HaRav Kook, Jerusalem 5724 1964), where he discusses the authorship of this important work.
SRIZ W IR N2 9D QIR WM ORI IDIT 7N RO TAT2) MIRW 77 792 277 W PN WITR 1PV R AT 20 D VT
R Y17 NOY 710 AN ANWKR 717 DR ﬂJP‘?N ym™M (N N"W) AMARD T2 RIP 272 RN LAY R IR N2 A"
O PRMP 1A N7 77 AWTP 7272 0 R 1R V7.0 R 702 [[omm] ATa NOWNI TR0 TWYTR 2Pnn Nownl
DT RIT WA WA %D WARW A DY 1"H0IRD mawn IN1Pa 0°91230 72 P 715 205 2wn WRD 1377 PRY] YT M
7R 711102 WM QWAW PARA 7T IRY WA WDRW M1 YAR W1 10T NYTY 907 100 MRY M 1270 PR L0 10
W 927 K02 KDY, WMAIM TITA 2 992 977 IR R (N'W) [Qwaw o0neRn 7ng ova 53 AR 5vehan s ar 9o R
(22 2"127) 2°N57 MARNA DRI AW N, NNANT 990 07 23w R0 3T ORI 5w 92T KIT NI MR ORY ;N N ORI
R 7191 IMWY 123 WK AR (20 ,2) NPAR WITAD) .OTRA NPIND 7"3pR K12 (2 1) PRI Noona BMIRY Tanm Twy R
RO 772790 M3 IR 7100 WA 12 WOW 727 2w RI2 TR L,ORIA 23w 90 aRY 10 DY IMWI DR 2R 92 5V 101 17 10
JTRR 20 73 WY WR 93 DR 2°PYR R MR IPUD 21N MY (27 QW) MRIW Man 113pn 2w vmws

52

Yeshiva University * The Benjamin and Rose Berger Torah To-Go® Series ¢ Nissan 5773



Rather, the pleasures of Olam Haba are entirely spiritual and beyond our ability to relate to.

Life in the World To Come does not involve a body or an inner ROR P11 71312 PR X277 2w
body. The World To Come is inhabited by souls of the righteous OROMD A1 K92 7292 TR MWDl
people without their bodies, like the ministering angels. Since they N2 12 PR NP 12 PRI 2R ,0W
do not have any bodies they don't need to eat or drink, nor do they 2212 727 XV TNW XA 770K

T2 27X QTR 912 MDWWY 0127
712 927 YR R, awa

LT D22 MDY PYIRAY 2°127
XYY DAY W TR 2000 PR
DOD 1R 79,772 REPIY PN

need to do any of the things that men'’s bodies in this world need,
and nor do they do any of the things that people in this world do
with their bodies, such as standing, sitting, sleeping, dying, feeling
pain, acting frivolously, et cetera. The first Sages said that in the

World To Come there is no eating, drinking or coition, but that X9 12 PR X377 D9WH DR
the righteous people sit with their crowns on their heads and XOX UMW XYY PN XOY 979K
benefit from the radiance of the Divine Presence. This shows that TPWR2 QI 20w 2T
because there is no eating or drinking there is no [physical ] body. T2 T02N1 57, AW T I
When they said that the righteous people sit they meant it 20K QW PRW 29D 7 QW PRY

figuratively, i.e. the righteous people are there, without laboring or | 171 TWT D°TX MR 7N NN

pains. Similarly, when they said that the righteous people have DW IR DOPUTET YN TV T
TIARY 77 197,700 K92 Dy X2

WTW NYT W90 WK N0
TIRA X2 QW N7 19T 797w
AARY PV TIOW TV RO Y

crowns on their heads they were referring to the knowledge because
of which they inherited a place in the World To Come. This
knowledge is always with them, as is their crown, as Solomon said,

"..with the crown with which his mother crowned him."” It is also T R P YR YA
written, "...and everlasting joy shall be upon their head” —this is PRI OWRA 9V 09 ALY TR K1
not physical pleasure that they will receive, but the crown of the 70 WRT DY MW T M s
Sages, i.e. knowledge. When they said that they will benefit from STV RO IR 27090 1RY 10V
the radiance of the Divine Presence they meant that they will know AW YT I IMRY TN
and understand the existence of God in a manner that they ) 71"2P0 DARR PRV YT
couldn't while in their gloomy and paltry bodies. 7DW 9DNT M2 O DY DR
Hilchot Teshuvah 8:2 2:7 mawn M2 0'ann

Most Rishonim, among them Ramban in Sha’ar Ha-Gemul, disagree and maintain that Olam Haba is a
future existence that begins with the resurrection of the physical body.'® Explaining the need for the
physical body in Olam Haba lies beyond the scope of this essay, but presumably this debate is yet
another manifestation of the discussion concerning the value of the physical body in the spiritual realm.

The Rav frequently inveighed against the dangers of an entirely intellectual or spiritual religion. In U-
vikkashtem Mi-sham he writes: “Confining religious experience and existence to a purely spiritual
framework deprives religion of its splendor and influence” (U-vikkashtem Mi-sham, 162)."!

With this the Rav notes that halakha deals with man as he is—its realistic approach allows for its
tangible results. He continues:

RIPI MAWIT 092 0AYRY NWOIT T3W 9 7IXP2 AN, JWI MEAT 215w N0 11IX02 WOV 9Nt e TR nmnte
1777 0P R 19027717 W 9991 RIT W o0 I 12 0K,V YW 20w RV IR PR 27V 1TV 1A 10ma
12 MINT W 12W RAT 2AWI R ,AMIRTR MR 90 MpD X 21787 PV RIM WOIM 9137 991077 10w RITw 2o nenm
DM XI9Y TV 7799 9971 OVR I AIan 91T AR TV NAWT 29 1TV 13 TpaTI0 TRV NYTa P70 woIm ,wol

" Translation by R. Ronnie Ziegler.
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Religiosity lacking an objective-revelatory foundation, which obligates one in certain actions,
cannot conquer the animal in man. Even if it assumes a guise of love of God and man, the
subjective faith of which Paul of Tarsus spoke ... cannot endure if it does not contain explicit
commands to perform good deeds and to fulfill specific mitzvot. ... The Holocaust can serve as
proof of this. All those who spoke of love stood by silently and did not protest. Many of them even
participated in the extermination of millions of human beings (U-vikkashtem Mi-sham, 163 ).

With this powerful quote in mind we can return to the Rav’s presentation of the seudah:
At the root of the halakhic conception of the seudah lies a problem which assailed the minds of
our sages. Man responds to the biological pressure to take nourishment; he has no choice in the
matter ... So acts the brute, the beast in the field ... There is nothing human or meaningful
about the act of consuming food ... Judaism maintains the universality of the process does not
mean that man and animal must engage in an identical performance. (Festival of Freedom, 4)

R. Soloveitchik then elaborates upon four differences between human and animal eating as a
means of describing how the human being can convert this animalistic act into a uniquely
human endeavor. Remarkably, eating can be transformed from a means of survival to an act of
communion with God. The Rav proves the magnificent spiritual quality of eating from the
numerous verses which describe “eating before God”; for example:

and there ye shall eat before the LORD your God, and ye ,297798 17 915% ,0v-0n7oR)
shall rejoice in all that ye put your hand unto, ye and your ORR ,097; M2Wn 9032 annnin
households, wherein the LORD thy God hath blessed thee. SPIPR TN LA WR--02°R )
Devarim 12:7 Ti3° 273%

The Rav contrasts the Torah’s view with that of the Greeks, who ridiculed the notion of
connecting to God through such an unrefined carnal activity, and who maintained that only
through intellectual cognition can a human connect to the Divine.

Thus, the seder, which celebrates our formation as a people, necessarily involves a seudah—
because the seudah is the:
.. means by which Judaism distinguishes between eating as a beastly-brutish function and as
a human spontaneous performance... Judaism tries to convert the meal into a covenantal
feast, a covenantal event. (Festival of Freedom, 27)

12 Another element of this realistic approach is that which perpetually guides the ever-changing human. This notion
is powerfully expressed in Halakhic Man:
The fundamental tendency of the Halakha is to translate the qualitative features of religious subjectivity—the
content of religious man’s consciousness, which surges and swells like the waves of the sea, then pounds against the
shores of reality, there to shatter and break—into firm and well-established quantities, 'like nails well fastened’
(Kohelet 12:11), that no storm can uproot from their place. (57)
The Halakha wishes to objectify religiosity not only through introducing the external act and the psychophysical
deed into the world of religion but also through the structuring and ordering of the inner correlative in the realm of
man's spirit. The Halakha sets down statutes and erects markers that serve as a dam against the surging, subjective
current coursing through the universal homo religiosus, which, from time to time, in its raging turbulence sweeps
away his entire being to obscure and inchoate realms. (59)
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How is the meal covenantal? Through his eating, the human being can reaffirm his place in a

covenantal community that transcends the present and connects the Jew with his past and

future. At the seder meal, we see our seudah in the historical context of the Jewish people

throughout the ages and renew our commitment to the historical covenant—hence the focus on

the family on this night. Moreover, the halakhic obligation to join together into a chaburah

(group) ensures that the seder will be an act of chesed, reminding all involved of their shared

historical tradition with the covenant at its center.

This remarkable innovation began at the dawn of our history—on the night of redemption:
Did the liberated slaves set fire to the exclusive neighborhood of their former overlords? Did
the teenagers smash at least the windowpanes of the offices where their taskmasters used to
assemble and plan sadistic edicts? Nothing of the sort. Not one person was hurt, not one house

destroyed. The liberated slaves had the courage to withdraw, to defy the natural call of the
blood. What did the Jews do in the hour of freedom? They were locked up in their houses,
eating the paschal lamb and reciting the Hallel. (Festival of Freedom, 33)

Thus, in this essay, originally entitled “The Redemption of Eating,” we discover that those who

wish to shortchange shulchan orech deny a central element of our redemption. Surely the divrai

Torah of maggid are important, but they alone do not express the nature of our redemption and

uniqueness. For the transformative element of the seder to be fully realized, we must redeem the

meal—and with this we will become truly human.

Translations of scripture are from the JPS 1917 edition. Translations of Mishna Torah are from
Immanuel O'Levy www.panix.com/~jjbaker/rambam.html. All translations from the Guide for the
Perplexed are from the Friedlinder tr. [1904], at sacred-texts.com.

Addendum: Rambam's Association of Olam Haba and

Intellectual Acquisitions

Life in the World To Come does not involve a body or an inner
body. The World To Come is inhabited by souls of the
righteous people without their bodies, like the ministering
angels. Since they do not have any bodies they don't need to eat
or drink, nor do they need to do any of the things that men's
bodies in this world need, and nor do they do any of the things
that people in this world do with their bodies, such as standing,
sitting, sleeping, dying, feeling pain, acting frivolously, et cetera.
The first Sages said that in the World To Come there is no
eating, drinking or coition, but that the righteous people sit
with their crowns on their heads and benefit from the radiance
of the Divine Presence. This shows that because there is no
eating or drinking there is no [physical] body. When they said
that the righteous people sit they meant it figuratively, i.e. the
righteous people are there, without laboring or pains.
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Similarly, when they said that the righteous people have
crowns on their heads they were referring to the knowledge

because of which they inherited a place in the World To Come.

This knowledge is always with them, as is their crown, as
Solomon said, "...with the crown with which his mother
crowned him." It is also written, "and everlasting joy shall be
upon their head"—this is not physical pleasure that they will
receive, but the crown of the Sages, i.e. knowledge. When they
said that they will benefit from the radiance of the Divine
Presence they meant that they will know and understand the
existence of God in a manner that they couldn't while in their
gloomy and paltry bodies.

Whenever the word “soul” is mentioned, it does not mean the
soul-body combination but the actual soul itself, which is the
understanding given by the Creator and which causes other
understandings and actions. This is the form which was
explained in the fourth chapter of the Laws of The Basic
Principles of The Torah. It is called “soul” with respect to this
matter. This life, which does not involve death, for the reason
that death is an occurrence of the body, or a body is called the
bond of life, as it is written, "Yet the soul of my lord shall be
bound with the bond of life"—this is the reward above which
there is no other rewards, and the goodness above which there
is no other goodness, and with which all the Prophets were
granted.

Hilchot Teshuvah 8:2-3
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As Rambam explains in the Guide 3:54, this is because there is a true attachment between a

person’s intellectual achievements and their soul:

The ancient and the modem philosophers have shown that man can acquire four kinds of
perfection. The first kind, the lowest, in the acquisition of which people spend their days, is
perfection as regards property ... The second kind is more closely related to man'’s body than the
first. It includes the perfection of the shape, constitution, and form of man’s body ... The third
kind of perfection is more closely connected with man himself than the second perfection. It

includes moral perfection, the highest degree of excellency in man'’s character. Most of the

precepts aim at producing this perfection; but even this kind is only a preparation for another

perfection, and is not sought for its own sake. ... The fourth kind of perfection is the true

perfection of man: the possession of the highest intellectual faculties: the possession of
such notions which lead to true metaphysical opinions as regards God. With this
perfection man has obtained his final object; it gives him true human perfection; it

remains to him alone; it gives him immortality, and on its account he is called man...

Rambam proves this order of achievement from Jeremiah:
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Thus saith the LORD: Let not the wise man glory in his
wisdom, neither let the mighty man glory in his might, let not
the rich man glory in his riches; But let him that glorieth
glory in this, that he understandeth, and knoweth Me.
Jeremiah 9:22-23

X1 inn3n2 0o F7007 98 1 N 13
WY 970 X in2332 Niay7 Yran
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Nevertheless, in this very chapter, Rambam notes the verse’s conclusion indicates that

intellectual apprehension alone is not the true end:

But let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth,
and knoweth Me, because I am the LORD who exercises mercy,
justice, and righteousness, in the earth; for in these things I
delight, saith the LORD.

Jeremiah 9:23
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Ultimately, Rambam readily concedes that kindness and justice are God’s truest desire. Thus, in

numerous places Rambam stresses the importance of mitzvot, and not merely wisdom, in

achieving immortality. Thus, in his commentary to Makkot 3:17 he writes that performing one

mitzva perfectly guarantees olam haba. Likewise, in the ninth chapter of Hilchot Teshuva he

repeatedly stresses the role of mitzvot alongside wisdom:

The Holy One, Blessed Be He, gave us this Torah, which is a
support of life, and anybody who does what is written in it and
knows that everything contained in it is complete and correct,
will merit life in the World To Come. He will merit [a portion]
in proportion to the magnitude of his actions and to the extent of
his knowledge... If one does not acquire wisdom and if one has
no meritorious deeds, then with what will one merit life in the
World To Come?! For it is written, "...and there is no work, nor
device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in Sheol.” If one ignores God
and transgresses by means of food, feasting, adultery or similar
activities, then one will bring upon oneself all these curses and
remove all the blessings, so that one’s days will end in panic and
fear and one will not have the opportunities or perfect body to
perform mitzvot, and one will not merit life in the World To
Come, and then one will have lost out on two worlds, for when
someone is troubled in this world by illness, plague or hunger he
does not busy himself with learning or mitzvot, with which life in
the World To Come is merited.

Hilchot Teshuvah 9
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Thus, Rambam’s view on this topic is complex, and a full analysis is beyond the scope of this

essay. However, clearly he is not adopting the position that the above passage in Maharal is

attributing to philosophers.
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