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Torah u-Madda and
Freedom of Inquiry

Let us start from the beginning! The position of Torah u-Madda is
surprisingly simple. It posits that in addition to an unequivocal and pre-
eminent commitment to Talmud Torah, there is also a need to be
involved in the intellectual and cultural experience of mankind. The
exclusion of Gentiles from the study of Torah does not mean that Jews be
excluded from the world of hokhmah. In fact, the Jew should be no less
competent in the cultural arena than the Gentile.

The underpinnings of this position rest on two ideas. First, the Jew as a
human being, ipso facto, must be a participant in mankind’s intellectual
adventure. Secondly, this intellectual endeavor should be viewed as an
experience of Hashem’s creation, as expressed in the theme of “the
heavens speak of Hashem’s glory” (Ps. 19:2). In support of this thesis,
exponents of Torah u-Madda cite a host of halakhic and midrashic
sources certifying the general correctness of this Weltanschauung.

Torah u-Madda supporters feel that excluding worldly wisdom from
one’s experience of Yiddishkeit, though certainly not kefirah, nevertheless
limits and even stultifies one’s Jewishness. They maintain that rejecting a
serious and broad intellectual experience confines Torah and its suppor-
ters to a severely limited role in society and at the same time diminishes
kevod Shamayim in the world.

Of course, Torah u-Madda adherents are aware of the dangers inherent
in the study of secular culture. They do not feel, however, that Torah
u-Madda should be suppressed because of flashing red signals. Caution
and care must be exercised, but at no time should the vitality of Torah
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u-Madda be squelched as many traditionalists would have them do.
Madda for Torah u-Madda proponents is much too crucial to be truncated
from one’s vision of Yiddishkeit.

One may surmise that Torah u-Madda has carved out for itself a bona-
fide path in contemporary Jewish life. Indeed, its adherents are convinced
that it will ultimately win the day because it reflects the truth of Judaism.
At the same time, its detractors are of the equal conviction that Torah
u-Madda will ultimately undermine Torah itself.

The purpose of this presentation is not to become embroiled in
prognostications and argumentations for either side. My intention, rather,
is to focus on and analyze a critical methodological feature of Torah
u-Madda. This method as theoretically formulated not only tolerates
freedom of inquiry but even espouses it. To place any constraint oz
honest and inquisitive searching for truth would run counter to Madda
and all that it implies. To permit one aspect of scientific or literary
investigation and proscribe another would deny the very integrity of the
Madda process itself. And just as the substantive range of Madda extends
to the entire realm of intellectual activity so does its erstwhile companion,
ie., freedom of inquiry. As a result, Madda and its methodology allows for
an unfettered investigation of such sensitive areas as evolution, cosmol-
ogy, determinism, agnosticism and biblical criticism.

If and when the inferences from Madda study appear to clash with the
tenets and truths of Torah then a resolution must be sought. Hopefully,
deeper analysis will show that, in fact, there is actually no clash. If,
however, a resolution remains elusive, Torah u-Madda devotees maintain
that one must learn to live with the resulting inner tension until such
time that an adequate solution is found. In fact, some maintain that this
tension is a healthy and creative force that can produce even greater
insight into the fabric of Judaism. The danger is clear but Torah u-Madda
thinkers feel that such dangers are part of the ultimate intellectual
challenge with which Hashem has charged His people.

There is, however, a serious halakhic hurdle that Torah u-Madda must
overcome before it can claim bonafide standing. There is a decision of the
Rambam in Hil. Avodah Zarah (I1:2-3) that states the following:
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It appears that the Rambam prohibits freedom of inquiry in the areas
of idolatry and heresy. Though freedom of inquiry is generally a desirable
and appropriate approach, with respect to areas of thought that are
essentially heretical, the halakhah imposes a prohibition ruling out free
intellectual activity. Seemingly, the Rambam should have been the last
person to issue such a ruling. And yet it is he, the great intellectual hero of
thinking Jews, that banned freedom of inquitry in areas that spark and
arouse ideas which are antithetical to the tenets of our faith.

Argumentatively, one may suggest the possibility that the Rambam’s
intent was only directed at those who study such works in order to
develop a faith in idolatry or out of a desire to forsake Torah. Such a
thesis is untenable. Were this the case, the Rambam would not have had
to present a rationale for this prohibition. It is only because an honest and
objective freedom of inquiry is the focus of the %ssur does the Rambam
find it necessary to present an explanation. The sudden limiting of
thought in a particular sphere impelled the Rambam to provide a reason.
Though freedom of inquiry is almost a prerequisite to acquiring
knowledge generally, it is nevertheless eschewed in the critical area of
kefirah. In fact, the Rambam (#5:d.), based on a Gemara (Shabbat 149a)
prohibits not only an intellectaul involvement with zvodah zarah but
even an aesthetic experience with it, such as viewing an icon of avodah
2arah.

Some have suggested that Torah u-Madda is clearly supported by the
very person of the Rambam. Did the Rambam himself not study Greek
philosophy assiduously? Did he not read voluminously about the ancient
practices of ‘wvodah zarah? In truth, the apparent inconsistency between
the Rambam’s words and deed is easily resolved. The Gemara (Sanhedrin
68a), with respect to the ssur of kishuf, goes so far as to say that if it is
done mma™ 1an® (e, to understand and makes decisions) it is
permissible. Similarly, the Meiri (Sanhedrin 90a) indicates that the
reading of divrei kefirah may be sanctioned if done for that purpose.
NI 1anY represents nothing more than an application of Torah
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principles to all spheres of life including dévrei kefirah. That is a far cry
from an unconditional intellectual endeavor in the domain of &efirab. The
Rambam himself (Hil. Sanhedrin II:1) says that members of the
Sanhedrin were supposed to be familiar with the practices of ‘wvodah
zarah. It, therefore, seems both obvious and natural to conclude that the
Rambam’s reading of ‘avodab zarah literature was done with the
intention of “understanding and decision-making.”

Based on all of the above, Torah u-Madda can only be viable if it
imposes strict limits on freedom of inquiry in areas that may undermine
the mnnx Mpy 1. Then, Torah u-Madda will have the opportunity to
represent itself as an authentic and historical tradition in Jewish thought.



