Rabbi Joshua Flug

Director of Torah Research

Engaging Secular
Culture

Yeshiva University’s Center for the Jewish Future

PREFACE— GREEK CULTURE: A STUDY GUIDE

av Shamshon Refael Hirsch, B'Mauglei Shanah,
Chanukah no. 1, has a very poignant description of
he underlying struggle in the Chanukah story:
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Chanukah represents the clash of two doctrines, two views,
two civilizations, capable of molding opinions, training
and educating those who until this very day compete for the
mastery of the world. Hellenism and Judaism: These are the
two forces whose effect upon the nations mark the historical
development of mankind, and which surfaced in Judea for the

first time in the days of Mattathias. Hellenism and Judaism:
when examined in depth they are the two leading forces which

today again are struggling for mastery in the Jewish world.
(Translation: Collected Writings, Vol. 3 pg. 200)

R. Hirsch’s observation that this culture clash existed in his
time still rings true today. In surveying rabbinic literature
on this topic, much of the focus is on the intellectual
aspects of Greek culture, such as philosophy and literature.
These discussions include questions such as whether it is
appropriate to take time from Torah study to study Homer,
or whether we should be concerned that reading Aristotle
will lead us off the path of Torah. Yet there is another

area in this culture clash that also deserves our attention
— popular culture. We are probably more familiar with
stories of people who dropped out of the Thursday night
Talmud class to watch Thursday Night Football than we
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are of people who dropped it to study literature. We are
likely more concerned about our children’s exposure to
the behavior of celebrities than we are to our children’s
exposure to Greek mythology.

This section of Torah To Go will focus on this aspect of the
culture clash and how it applies to our community. The
study guide below will help provide some general sources
and discussion points about how our rabbis related to
popular culture, and some of the issues we struggle with
today.

Topic 1: Integrating Greek Culture

Source 1a: Bereishit 9:27
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May God expand Yefet, And let him dwell in the tents of Shem;
And let Canaan be a slave to them.

Source 1b: Megillah 9b
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“May God expand (yaft) Yefet.” The beauty (yofi) of Yefet will
be in the tents of Shem.

The Jewish people are descendants of Shem and the Greeks
are descendants of Yavan, the son of Yefet. The Gemara
introduces the concept of the beauty of Yefet as a source
that a Torah can be written in Greek. The Gemara seems

to endorse Greek influence even on our most sacred text.
While other statements of Chazal seem to cast a negative
light on Greek language (Mishna, Sotah 49a) and the
translation of the Torah into Greek (Masechet Sofrim 1:7),
there is a statement of Chazal that addresses a fundamental
issue with Greek culture:

Source 1c: Bereishit Rabbah 2:4
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“And darkness” — this is [a reference to] the exile of Greece,
which darkened the eyes of Israel with its decrees, as it said to
them, “Write on the horn of a bull that you have no share in
the God of Israel.”

Questions for Discussion:

1. If Greek culture leads to a kingdom and people who
impose their viewpoints on the Jewish people, why did
our rabbis praise their culture as a culture of beauty?

2. What do you think is meant by the imagery of the
Jews being forced to deny their faith on the horn of a
bull?

Source 1d: R. Avraham Yitzchak Kook, Shmuot Ra’ayah
pg. 84
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The Greeks, who had familiarity with wisdom and had the
Torah translated into Greek, desired the Jews to assimilate
among the nations. They said, “write on the horn of a bull,”
referring to Yosef upon whom it was said, “Like a firstborn
bull in his glory” ... The Greeks wanted the Jews to embrace
the doctrine of Yosef, to live among the nations and assimilate
with them ... but they didn’t understand Yosef’s doctrine and
said, “Write for yourselves that you have no share in the God of
Israel.” They didn’t understand that Yosef followed a doctrine
that the Jewish people should be a guide to the nations that
there is a God in Israel.

Source le: R. Menachem Ben Tzion Sacks, Menachem
Tziyon to Parashat Noach
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When Noach left the ark, he saw before him a world that was
destroyed and devastated ... He reached the conclusion that
the new world needed a combination of Shem and Yefet — to
synthesize the Torah and ethics of Shem together with the
wisdom and culture of Yefet in order to overcome the power of
Cham and to hamper the Canaanites (and their idolatrous
influence). Therefore, he presented to the world a program of
the beauty of Yefet in the tents of Shem. He stressed the word
“veyishkon” — let him dwell — to emphasize that Yefet should
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know and recognize his place that he is only dwelling with
Shem, but under no circumstances is he the host. The guest
should never have the audacity to expel the host.

Questions for Discussion:

1. R. Kook and R. Sacks both stress the importance
of ensuring Torah’s primacy before allowing Greek
culture to “enter the tent.” What do you think are
examples of cultural elements that belong in the tent
and elements that do not?

2.R. Kook and R. Sacks both highlight the dangers
of assimilation when engaging with culture. R. Kook
is based on a source (1c) that discusses an overt
attempt at assimilation while R. Sacks is based on

a source (1b) that doesn’t discuss overt attempts at
assimilation, and the danger seems to be when Jews
embrace that cultural desire to assimilate. Does the
culture around us pose a greater threat from overt
attempts at assimilation or from an inner desire to
assimilate? Why?

Topic 2: Moshav Leitzim: Are We Wasting Too
Much Time?

Source 2a: Tehillim 1:1
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Praised is the person who did not follow the advice of the
wicked and did not stand in the path of sinners and did not sit
in the company of scorners. Rather, the teaching of the Lord is
his desire, and he studies that teaching day and night.

Source 2b: Rabbeinu Yonah, Commentary to Avet 3:2
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The verse that states, “and did not sit in the company of scorners”
is not referring to people engaged in cynicism; those are included
among the “wicked” and the “sinners” mentioned in the verse.
Rather, the “company of scorners” referred to in the verse is in
contrast to what it says afterward, “Rather, the teaching of the
Lord is his desire, and he studies that teaching day and night,”
referring to those who set aside time to discuss frivolous matters
and waste time that could be used for Torah study.
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Questions for Discussion:

1. Why do you think wasting time is considered a form
of scorn?

2. How should one determine whether an event is
considered a gathering of scorners or simply a means
of relaxing and recharging?

Source 2c: Avodah Zarah 18b
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Our rabbis taught: One who goes to stadiums (Rashi: places
where they engage in bullfighting) or to camps of besiegers
(Rashi: a siege where they engage in frivolity and cynicism)
... this is a company of scorners and on them, the verse states,
“Praised is the person who did not follow etc. Rather, the
teaching of the Lord is his desire, etc.” We see that these types of
activities lead to wasting time from Torah study.

Source 2d: Rama, Orach Chaim 316:2
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If one sicks a dog after an animal on Shabbat, it is considered
trapping. There are those who say that even during the week
it is prohibited because it is a “company of scorners.” [P’ri
Megadim: It is possible that if one is doing so for livelihood,
there is no prohibition and the concern for “company of
scorners” only applies when one is doing so for leisure

purposes.|

Questions for Discussion:

1. Is there a difference between the forms of
entertainment mentioned by the Gemara and Rama
and the forms of entertainment that are popular
today? Why or why not?

2. Are there positive aspects of today’s forms of
entertainment that could be used to argue that it is not
considered a “company of scorners”?
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Topic #3: Idolizing and Following Entertainers
and Sports Figures

Source 3a: Mishlei 27:21
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For silver — the crucible, for gold — the furnace, And a man is
tested by his praise.

Source 3b: Rabbeinu Yonah, Sha’arei Teshuva 3:148
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It says “For silver — the crucible, for gold — the furnace,
And a man is tested by his praise.” The explanation is that the
assessment of a person is determined based on what he praises.
If he praises good deeds, wise people and righteous people, you
know and determine that he is a good person and the roots of
righteousness are found within him, because his heart can only
find a way to praise good and good people on a consistent basis,
and to denigrate sins and those who don’t despise evil and
choose good.

Questions for Discussion:

1. Many of today’s entertainers have talents that are
worthy of praise, but are not good role models in their
personal lives. How do you think Rabbeinu Yonah's
comments apply?

2. Can one make a determination about the character
of an individual based on who he or she is following
online? Why or why not?
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Source 3c: Berachot 8a
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R. Akiva said: In three areas I like the Medes.

Source 3d: R. Yosef Chaim of Baghdad, Ben Yehoyada,
Berachot 8b
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In three areas I like ... This is difficult because it states, “Lo
Techanem,” which our rabbis (Avodah Zarah 20) interpret as
“Do not give [the idolaters] praise.” Rashi explains that one
should not say, “look how wonderful this heathen is.” It seems
to me that here [R. Akiva] wanted to instill in the hearts of the
people that through these, the Jewish people should learn that
if the Medes are careful about these, then certainly the Jewish
people, a nation of wisdom and insight, should do so as well.

Source 3e: R. Avraham Yitzchak Kook, To Ro’i, Berachot 8b
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In three areas I like the Medes. This is difficult because of the
prohibition of “Lo techanem” ... it seems that just as it is
permissible to praise God [ for providing the individual with
talent or beauty] ... so too, it is permissible to praise them if
one’s intent is teach ethics and morals.

Questions for Discussion:

1. How are the comments of R. Yosef Chaim and R.
Kook similar? How are they different?

2. What are some examples of ethical and moral
lessons that can be learned from pop culture?

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary ¢ The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series * Chanukah 5779



