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//  O n e.  

The Duty of Faith: 

Gd Will Protect You.


It’s not without justification that the Torah requires us to refrain from judging our fellow Jews negatively.  The Middas HaDin, the power of judgment of the Almighty, is a terrifying, fierce and unbelievably explosive force.  The judgments of the Ha Kadosh, boruch Hu, are also triggered by our own judgments of each other.


If there’s room to doubt, we must judge our fellows as righteous.  


Even Moshe Rabbenu, of all people, was found to have spoken loshon hura against the Jewish people in front of no One less the Almighty Himself.  This is why Moshe Rabbenu’s hand turned white, like a metzora, a spiritually sick person, and his staff turned into a snake, when he told the Almighty,  “’But they will not believe me and they will not heed my voice, for they will say, “Hashem did not appear to you.”’”  Shmos 4.1.


Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky asks an amazing question on this dialogue in the Text between the Almighty and Moshe Rabbenu.  If Moshe Rabbenu committed an averra, a sin, by speculating that the Jewish people were not going to listen to him, then why, and how, immediately afterwards, could the Almighty respond by telling Moshe Rabbenu:


“It shall be that if they do not believe you and do not heed the voice of the first sign, they will believe the voice of the latter sign.  And it shall be that if they do not believe even these two signs and do not heed your voice, then you shall take from the water of the river and pour it out on the dray land, and the water that you shall take from the river will become blood when it is on the dry land.”  Shmos 4.8-9.


If Moshe Rabbenu had just sinned by suggesting that the people wouldn’t believe him, why would Hashem, may His Name be blessed, give Moshe Rabbenu these additional sign?


Rabbi Kalatsky draws a fascinating lesson from this incident.  Dan bkaf zechus is a mitzvah—and one who judges another one as doing evil, even if this suspicion is eventually confirmed to be true, the suspector has violated the Torah.


This may seem paradoxical.  Why should one be punished for violating dan bkaf zechus, if it turns out he had in fact evaluated the other person accurately?


This incident seems to underscore the fundamentally overpowering and dominating emunah and bitochan that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, requires every Jew to possess. Even if one’s suspicion turns out to be correct—if, indeed, at the time that a Jew makes the judgment, he did not have a certain amount of evidence that is considered a sufficient basis to consider his fellow as guilty of bad, then the judging man’s observations, judgments, and any actions he takes that are based upon that forbidden judgment, are of no value.


It should be noted up front that this discussion is dealing primarily with the mitzvah of “judging” our fellows.  The halacha makes ample room for every Jew to protect themselves against possible harm.  But the crucial, subtle distinction comes from the judgment that we make – at all times, when we see our fellow engaged in a questionable situation, we must judge him to be righteous, even as we make preparations to protect ourselves in case the judgment must later be changed.


The force of the extremely volatile tension underlying these fascinating halachas was brilliantly summarized by the Chafetz Chaim, as explained by Rabbi Finkelman.  “To believe rechilus is foolish and wicked, to ignore it is naïve and irresponsible… While one must not allow his relationship with the person to be affected by what was said about him, one must protect himself from the possibility of harm.”  Lesson 392.

Be Sure to Ask Your Rov!


There is an extremely delicate balance in the halacha between “protecting oneself” which constitutes “acting as if” loshon hara and rechilus we hear might be true, which is completely permitted, and even required in certain situations, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, withholding good will, benefits, or avoiding associations or cooling off friendships with fellow Jews who we may suspect of wrongdoing, which is forbidden by the Torah. 


This book is designed to discuss the interesting aggadatas concerning the laws of shmiras haloshon.  For the sake of introducing concepts to stimulate thought, a number of halachas will be mentioned in context to give an overall picture of how the theme of “the Bais Din of the Mind” fits together.  At the end of the book, with the help of Gd, a general overview of the heterim, allowances, for speaking and believing loshon hura is supplied, to be a springboard for further study, analysis and questions.  


The interplay of the laws of shmiras haloshon is extremely subtle, the requirements are very exact, and the consequences of making an error are very huge, so please be sure to ask your Rov about all the following particular situations!

The Torah Demands You 

to Have Faith in 

the Almighty!


There is a fantastic metaphysical fact underlying this startling halacha to judge righteously, one that should push us to reach for new heights of trust in Gd.  What is apparent from this concept, that a Jew is forbidden to judge his fellow as evil, even if, in the end, the first Jew’s suspicions were, indeed correct, is that the Torah is telling us that branding our fellow with the judgment of “rusha” will not protect the first us from being harmed.  That is, while our common sense would tell us that we need to protect ourselves from any possibility of being involved with someone who might be doing something wrong, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is assuring us that our efforts to protect ourselves by judging another as unrighteous will not yield us any benefit.


Even if you have a strong desire to suspect evil of another Jew, if indeed you are required to judge him righteously, then you must assert your emunah to hold fast in faith that no matter what evil may be afoot, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, does not want you to harbor a low opinion of your brother.  What’s more, by forcing ourselves to judge our fellows righteously, we are forced to concede that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is fully cognizant of all angles of every issue and He is fully powerful enough to give us sufficient protection when you suspet your fellow of misdeeds.


With the help of Gd we will discuss the concept that a Jew must indeed take measures to protect himself against all harm.  But simultaneous to any protective measures we may take, a Jew must have faith in Gd’s protection and simultaneously force himself to judge his fellow as truly being righteous.

Suspicion is a Reflex.


What is the basis of suspicion? Very often our suspicions are formed instinctively when we notice something out of place.   Suspicion is an alarm system, a protective mechanism that tells us to be careful around someone else, because they might end up harming us in some way.


In every place that the Torah commands us to judge our fellow favorably, however, here Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is telling us, your protective instinct, that would prompt you to withdraw from being friendly to another Jew, is not useful here.  You are not permitted to speak evil of your brother, or judge him as being a rusha.  No matter how correct your speculation may turn out to be in the end, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, does not want you to conduct yourself in such a way.  And the only way that such a fantastically difficult and counterintuitive mitzvah could possibly be capable of being upheld, without exposing the Jew to danger and destruction, is if ultimately Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is fully capable of protecting those who place their trust in Him.


When we take a step back from the details of the halakhas we can observe a glorious thing.  What is the main purpose of negative information?  Negative information is only useful in order to protect oneself from others. If someone had absolutely nothing to lose, either in money, time, or reputation, he would be much less inclined to care about any negative information about others.  Negative information is a way of learning about others faults, in or to protect oneself in one way or another, either by taking actual physical precautions to shore up one’s personal security, or it may be as subtle as discounting in one’s mind the words and opinions expressed by another whom the listener feels to be less of a mensch than himself.


There are a number of interesting things that underlie these halakhas.  Firstly, we see that there appears to be a natural faculty within everyone’s mind to have suspicions.  


While the halakha is regulating the times in which we are permitted to entertain those suspicions, we are not told to do away with suspicion altogether.  Now neuroscientists may be more capable of locating actual biological processes and structures, but it is clear from this discussion that there exists within everyone’s mind some certain mechanism that is responsible for arousing suspicion.  What we learn from these halakhas is that a Jew is obligated to master this faculty, to regulate it and keep it confined to its proper sphere and proper times.


According to this perspective, an amazing corollary arises.  How could we really be required to relinquish suspicions?  Suspicion serves an incredibly useful and important function in protecting us from bad influences! 

A Test of Faith!


We’re in constant need of evaluating our surroundings.  We know that who we surround ourselves with has a very strong influence on our own capabilities, and an association with wicked people can be a corrupting influence on us, no matter how good our intentions or strong our efforts may be.  


How could Gd force us to expose ourselves to danger, to prohibit us from keeping a far distance from another Jew who may be a danger to us?

 
By this reasoning, then, we must conclude that these halakhas rest on much more than mere etiquette and good middos.  They could not be written by anyone other than Hashem, may His Name be blessed, Himself.  Through these mitzvos requiring shmiras haloshon and btzedekah tishpat amisecha, the Torah is telling us a staggering fact:  the Torah is telling us that even though you might think you might need to protect yourself by worrying about the possibility of a fellow Jew’s faults or sins, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, demands us to mevatel those suspicions and rule in favor of our fellow!  


In essence, unless the halakha allows it, we are mechuiv, obligated, to relinquish our “better” judgment and search for some imaginative, remote explanation for the odd behavior of a fellow Jew.   Practically, we must disable our natural, protective instincts and lower our guard and our suspicions, in order to let our love of our fellow Jew be developed and expressed.  In this way, Hashem tells us that our power of love, and His protection, is stronger than any of the danger we might suspect.  Only Gd Himself, may His glory and might be exalted, could assure us that we will be protected and successful even when we follow these revolutionary prescriptions of the Torah, to take necessary action to protect ourselves but ignoring any other impulse to avoid our brothers.


There’s also another interesting angle to consider.  The Gemara records how the evil designs of the Roman emperors were constantly foiled when they tried to stop Rabbi Akiva, because each group of soldiers the Romans sent to caputure him were so inspired by his greatness that each set of them became converts on meeting Rabbi Akiva.  So too, there is an inherent instinct and spark of good that burns within every person, especially in the hearts of every Jew.


We should refrain from judging our brothers badly, and judge them as good, because there is always a strong possibility that a Jew who is a little bit confused still retains the power to turn himself around to good. That ability todo teshuvah, repentance, however, can be quickly thwarted when we inject negative judgments into our views of others.


The Chafetz Chaim reassures us, “[t]hose who withstand the test and refrain from accepting rechilus in difficult circumstances will merit reward to which no earthly pleasure can compare.”  Companion 217.  In this way, we see that being confronted with loshon hara and rechilus is a test of faith, emunah and bitochen, for us to use love to conquer the suspicion and divisiveness and to release the natural impulse and reflex to withdraw from our fellow in order to protect ourselves.

HUGE REWARD, Every MOMENT.


This discussion may lead us to a fantastic insight and a tremendous opportunity in our avodas Hashem.  There is huge reward available to us for the subtlest motions that we make in our minds from harboring hatred and suspicions of our brothers.  That is, in practice, the very same moment that we relinquish suspicions of our brothers and force ourselves to judge them favorably, at that moment we simultaneously reaffirm, fortify and uphold our belief that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, rules the Universe.

THE MITZVAH TO REJECT 

And HUMILIATE Our Fellows.

There’s an aspect of the halakha that is so breathtaking, so counterintuitive, so shocking that this author is not big enough to write it in his own words here.  Quotes directly from the books explaining the sefer Chofetz Chaim on this unbelievable halacha is provided directly below.


“When one is told loshon hara and attempts to follow the Torah’s command to reject it as false, the yetzer hara counters with the following argument:  ‘How can you not accept this report as fact?  Dare you accuse the speaker of lying, of transgressing the prohibition, “Distance yourself from falsehood?”’ (Shmos 23.7)


“The response to this is as follows.  If you were to see a Jew [who is knowledgeable in the laws of Jewish observance] flagrantly violate Torah law, would you then accept as fact whatever information he has to offer about others?  Certainly not!  Surely one cannot trust the word of one who openly flouts Hashem’s will.


“A Jew who speaks ill of his fellow has transgressed, ‘You shall not be a gossipmonger among your people’ (Vayikra 19.16), a most severe prohibition.  As the halakha makes clear, this prohibition is violated even when the report is true.  Thus, the speaker is guilty of severe transgression and, as such, as no credibility.” A Lesson a Day, page 167.  


“As a rasha his words certainly have no credibility, and we may suspect him of lying, exaggerating, and distorting the truth.  Furthermore, this wicked individual is telling us negative information about someone who is assumed to be an upstanding, observant Jew.  Certainly, we should not accept his wicked words as fact.”  Companion 118, on CC Laws of Loshon Hara 7.3-7.4.


“Are you going to rely upon a rasha’s report to remove a fellow Jew from his chezkas kashrus and assume that he transgressd… Surely the speaker who is (suspect) regarding the sins of rechilus and loshon hara is also suspect regarding lying  -- adding to the real story or turning the entire story around.”  Companion 207.


This passage is amazing.  The Chafetz Chaim is not telling us to reject motzi shem ra, slander, as false (which would be entirely expected, as it is by definition false), but to reject loshon hara as false, which is, by definition, true, evil reports.  This means that halkakha requires us to treat something true as if it were false!


An examination of the context of how this arises is instructive.  The speaker of loshon hara wants the listener to accept the report, obviously.  The listener, instead, counters, saying, “I think you are lying.”  The speaker responds, “But I saw it with my own eyes!”  The listener responds, “You’re over on speaking loshon hara, you have no credibility.  I do not believe what you are saying.”


In this way, the halakha requires us to deny the apparent truth—a report which very well could confirm our own suspicions of another person’s misdeeds—and basically embarrass the speaker of loshon hara, undermine him, reject his words and render him valueless, or worse, ostracize him as a sinner—for simply conveying a report that was true!


This is evidence of the idea of a “deeper faith.”  Information is not neutral, facts aren’t true.  When they are motivated by evil intentions, and have no constructive purpose, “true facts” are false, and the speaker of such facts is a liar.


This is more than a philosophical principle.  In fact, it is a rule rooted in the very rules governing the admission of evidence in a Jewish court. “Certainly if the speaker is committing the sin of speaking loshon hara his integrity is suspect and one cannot accept his words as true and accurate,” the Chafetz Chaim tells us.  “By Torah law, only the testimony of two valid witnesses accepted by a bais din can be believed as fact.”A Lesson a Day, p 260.

The Bias of Love.


The Chovos HaLevovos tells of the fantastic discipline of one of the leaders of a generation of the Jewish people.  Each and every person he would encounter, this tzadik, would search to identify one good characteristic, then think of his own shortcomings in that area, and then tell himself that this other man was his superior and more worthy on account of this one, single trait.


A sample of this Sage’s reasoning follows.


“If he was wiser than I was, I would say, ‘Because of his superior wisdom, he must revere Hashem more than I do.’  


“If he was inferior to me in wisdom, I would say, ‘On the day of judgment, he will be held less accountable than I, for my transgressions were committed with knowledge and intent, while his were committed unwittingly.’  


“If he was older than I was, I would say, ‘His merits must exceed mine, since he came into the world before me.’  


“If he were younger than me, I would say, ‘His iniquities are fewer than mine are.’


“If he was equal to me in age and wisdom, I would say, ‘Perhaps his heart is more devoted to Hashem than mine, for I know of my own failings, but I do not know of his.’  


“If he was wealthier than I, I would say, ‘On account of his wealth, he is able to serve the Creator, perform acts of charity, and give to the poor in greater measure than I.’  


“If he was less advantaged, I would say, ‘On account of his poverty, he is more humble and lowly in spirit than I am, and a better person than me.’   

In this way, I always respected everybody and was humble towards them.”


Rabbi Yisrael Salanter teaches a staggering principle from this source.  This text, according to Rav Yisrael, demonstrates to formula for how a Jew’s moral obligations supervene the power of rational thought.  


Rational thought follows the dictate of the intellectual faculty, which harnesses reason and logic in the process of analysis.  The employment of the intellect alone, Rav Yisrael teaches, in insufficient to enable a Jew to fully fulfill his moral obligations in judging his fellow man.  


In the account from the Chovos HaLevavos above, the Sage explained how he finds one particular feature of a fellow Jew and focuses solely on that feature alone.   With this good feature of the other person in mind, and finds one worthy aspect of that feature which may or may not be true.  


Then chooses to focus exclusively on the possibility that such a worthy aspect of that one feature may be true, and then magnifies the importance of this possibility of truth of a worthy aspect of one single feature of his fellow Jew, and takes that worthiness to be the sole method of determining that this fellow Jew may in fact be worthy of respect and honor.  This process, Rav Yisrael teaches, completely flouts all dictates of human reason.


“This perspective does not comply with the dictates of the objective intellect, which looks towards every side of an issue and defines everything according to the sum total of its powers.  Unlike the method taught here, the intellect does not focus on individual details, to either elevate or devalue a subject. These are ideas that are exalted beyond human comprehension.  Nevertheless, we are obligated to acquire the sublime virtue of humility.”
  


The process is “exalted beyond human comprehension,” perhaps, to say that when we begin our approach to others with a bias of love, that is, a preconceived desire to find worth, honor, and respect in our fellow, we are capable of superseding the dictates of rational thought and constructing elaborate chains of conjecture and supposition to demonstrate that our fellow is deserving of respect.  


It should be noted that although this level of greatness is not commonly discussed, every person may be familiar with the process employed.  Unfortunately, this method of conjecture, supposition and justification is often only employed in a negative context, in terms of creating suspicions, biases, and innuendos to break other people down, as opposing to harnessing this exalted power to build others up.

THE ART OF SILENCE.


“Rabbi Yitzchok said, ‘Which craft should man pursue in this world?  He should make himself like a mute.”  Chullin 89a, quoted in A Lesson a Day, 219.


Why should Rabbi Yitzchok refer to silence as an umnis, a craft?  An artisan is one who takes raw materials and uses his artistry (disciplined skill) to transform one thing from an unformed state into an object of beauty and value.


Here, it would appear that Rabbi Yitzchok is telling us that the power to restrain one’s speech is a learned skill that is developed through disciplined practice, like an umnis.  But wouldn’t it seem a little absurd to compare the beautiful artwork created by a skilled craftsman to the rather pitiful figure of a man who is unable to speak?


We might see from this, that the word “umnis” can be applied to the process of restraining speech, because the process itself is similar.  It would seem that the raw material here is man himself, in his “unformed state.”  That is, it comes perfectly natural to a man to say whatever comes to his mind, to desire to express himself at all times, giving vent to his thoughts and observations and inflicting his opinions on everyone he encounters.


However, it takes discipline and skill to refrain from speaking.  Silence requires one to shore up a barrier, to encircle himself in the mantle of intelligent reticence, as it was described by the author Padgett Powell.  But perhaps there is more.  He should make himself like a mute—not a quiet or thoughtful person, but mamish, someone who is incapable of speaking.  This would seem to say, even at the risk of appearing as if he is incapable of talking, powerless to express himself, still, nevertheless, the man should hold himself back and even risk shame, ridicule and derision.


The work of art, then, would seem to be the artfully crafted appearance of seeming incapable of speech, while retaining the restrained but disciplined ability within oneself to express himself fully and forcefully only when it is necessary and appropriate.


Further, Rabbi Yitzchok tells us, “He should strive to emulate a mute, and press his lips together like two millstones.” Chullin 89a.  Why “two millstones”?  Through the force of friction of their rubbing against each other, wheat that is placed between them is crushed, allowing the kernel to be released.  The husk is broken away and the inner essence is allowed to escape, to be ground and used to bake bread.


Words restrained are crushed and the essential truth that is encapsulated in them is allowed to be released from the coarser, unrefined external circumstances and limitations of spatial and temporal provinciality fall away to reveal the eternal essence within.


“All my days I have been raised among the Sages and I have found nothing better for the body than silence,” Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel, said in Avos, as we discussed earlier.  Perhaps we can gain insight into this statement with what we have addressed.  Perhaps we can say that the silence itself may not have such a beneficial effect in and of itself.  But when one considers the massive amount of negative feedback one can generate in the event that he doesn’t speak the most fully appropriate words in every given situation, Gd forbid, one can realize what a huge impact that our own words have on our physical bodies.  



Based upon the words we speak, we encounter thrills when our words are accepted by others, all types of frustration and stress when they are not well received, and a host of other emotions, such as anger based upon the feedback we encounter from our words.  Our bodies are literally encrusted with a wash of invisible grime accumulated from the after-effects of our words.  The stress that is generated by the way we perceive the effect of our spoken words, results in a constant production of sweat and hormones that bathe the body in a kind of casing. Not to mention the internal turmoil that is released when one finds his thoughts and observations that he shares with others suddenly being judged and dismissed or ignored.  The heart rate accelerates, the stomach churns acid, the breathing becomes irregular.  In silence, however, one sits still and placid, with none of these concerns.

THE SUN IN ITS MIGHT.


“Those who are insulted and do not insult, who hear their disgrace and who do not respond, who act out of love and are happy in their affliction, regarding them does the Text state (Shoftim 5.31), “But they who love Him shall be like the sun going forth in its might.” (Shabbas 88b).


The Chofetz Chaim explains how this statement of Chazal corresponds to three distinct types of people, and how they respond differently to insults.  The first one is called, “Those who are insulted and do not insult.” But they do respond in some way.  The second is “Those who hear their disgrace and do not respond,” at all, lest their response evoke further insult and disparagement.  However, in their hearts, they harbor bitterness towards their abuser.  The third level is “Those who act out of love and are happy in their affliction,” which means, those whose love of Hashem impels them not to respond to insult and to accept their affliction with gladness.  This is the level where a person is qualified to receive the great reward of being like the sun going forth in its might.  A Lesson a Day, 275.


Although “like the sun going forth in its might,” sounds impressive, what exactly does the metaphor mean to convey?  Perhaps we could say that one who is at this third, highest level—where he does not seek revenge or harbor ill will for the injustices inflicted upon him-- like the sun rising in might, he will be able to reserve his strength, power and passion not lashing back in reflex, reaction or retribution.  This man is like the sun going forth in its might because he commands the fullest force in his speech and actions and, like the sun going forth in its might, casts light upon truth and dispels darkness.  After the darkness of the laughter, contempt and arrogance of the wicked, the shame, confusion and misunderstanding of their distortions evaporates like the retreat of night’s darkness as the rays of the sun break forth and the world begins to be filled by the light of day.


“When suffering shame or ridicule for refusing to speak rechilus, one earns the great distinction of being called an oheiv Hashem, one who loves Hashem.  Furthermore, though he is humiliated now, he is assured that ultimately he will be glorified, not diminished.  Our Sages grant this assurance to anyone who bears insult in silence.  Surely, says the Choftez Chaim, this applies to someone who suffers disgrace for the sake of a mitzvah.”  Companion 183.

Torah is Mind Control.


What we see from these halachas is the enormous versatility the Torah demands of us in our very processing of the world itself.  In a very real sense, we are required by Torah law to exert dominion and control over our cognitive processes themselves.  Where once we would be inclined simply to accept as true, or probable, everything we hear, the Torah forces us to reject some things while acting on them, and rejecting others altogether.


The reach of the halacha demands that a Jew exert control over his cognitive processes in observing the mitzvos on mochshova, thought, such as judging others favorably, not believing loshon hara and rechilus, and loving one’s fellow as oneself.  To truly perform the mitzvah of learning Torah, one is similarly required to shape his own cognitive processes. Faithful and zealous performance of these mitzvahs develops the ability for the soul to dominate the body.
Loshon Hura teaches

The Greatness of Torah.


We can gain a greater perspective of the true value of Torah when learn the destructive power of loshon hura.  


“Loshon hara is the antithesis of Torah study. Talmud Yerushalmi, Peah 1.1, states that the reward for studying Torah is equivalent to that of all other mitzvos combined, and the punishment for speaking loshon hara is equivalent to that of all other sins combined.   Thus the antithesis of Torah study, the greatest of all mitzvos, is loshon hara.”  Lesson, 71.


What does this comparison suggest?  To say that something is the “antithesis” of another thing, tells you that you can learn certain features from one thing by taking the opposite of its antithesis.  


We know the horrible divisiveness and damage caused by loshon hara, which breaks people down and brings into the world strife and anger and shame.  We might glimpse, however, the positive from the negative.  To say that Torah learning is the opposite of loshon hara seems to suggest the awesome and immense power of Torah learning to unite people, strengthen them, build them up, ennoble them and create harmony.

TORAH Breaks 

THE LAWS OF NATURE.


Torah frees us of the weight of the world, breaks the laws of gravity, so to speak, that is, the forces of instinct and habit that pressure us into familiar, animalistic reflexes.  Halakha severs oneself from the chain of cause and effect dictated by the derech hateva, and allows us to transcend our instinctual, selfish protective reflexes and work towards greater levels of cooperation.  In so doing, halakha frees up energy that would have been trapped in a recycled chain of reflexive behavior, halts us from carrying out acts of selfishness and squelches the breeding of resentment.  

LEARNING TORAH Helps Us

Learn about Others


A big joy of learning Torah comes from seeing new perspectives emerge from subtle nuances of the Text.  Through the discussion and argument and explanation of our Sages, may their memories blessed, we gain new appreciation of the depth and complexity and variety of certain matters that we might have taken at face value before.  


The training of Torah learning, which builds up our consciousness to seek out new perspectives and different explanations, is extremely valuable in our lives outside the walls of the bais midrash.  Not only will seeking new perspectives help us to anticipate and avoid dangers in the physical world, but also to understand where other people are coming from.


The ability to look outside one’s own personal subjective perspective, and train one’s eyes to seek out new understandings of the world through the eyes of others, is the linchpin of the laws of shmiras haloshon and an absolute prerequisite in learning Torah and the search for truth.


The ability to comprehend Torah often rests on one’s ability to discern the different aspects of subjectivity – the struggle of reconciling divergent opinions becomes a search for the true peace between perspectives.  Acts of selflessness, accustoming oneself to forfeit one’s full power, and concern for the needs and feelings of others train our eyes to be ever vigilant to seek out perspectives beyond those bounded by our own personal subjective self-interests.  


The more one’s own subjective viewpoint is cleansed of biases, the more that one’s own subjective viewpoint can be harnessed as a vehicle for bringing peace to the world.  

Good People Learn Better Torah.


Torah is written in an abbreviated fashion and requires analysis and explanation to be fully understood.  In order to properly analyze and explain the Torah, the student must bring to bear his own understanding of the world drawn from his own personal experience.  


The ability to see things implied in the verses in the Torah or between the lines of the Talmud may arise from the fact that a student may have had a certain preparation (called zechus, or merit) to discover such understandings from his own unique perspective, if indeed the student has lived through experiences that touched on such concepts and earnestly sought on his own to understand and discern the best perspective.  


The student’s own preparation in terms of refining his character and honing his perspective, may be the primary factors at work that determine whether he is qualified to receive the truth in his learning of Torah.  This is not magic or mystical mumbo jumbo.  


A person who has worked hard to subdue his animal instincts and who seeks the mutual best interest of everyone around him, this man removes a great deal of blockages and hang-ups from his own thinking that would normally present obstacles to his perception of the truth.  “Spiritual matters” are the ideal interactions of all things in the world.  However, self-centeredness and the desire to advance one’s own agenda often blurs our perception of the world around us.


Once a student has divested his perspective of the distorting effects of self-centeredness, his understanding of things becomes clearer.  From an intellectual standpoint, he becomes capable of clearly seeing the full impact of things, the true interactions at work, and the far-reaching implications of certain concepts and truths.  He discerns patterns, themes, and references that are hidden from the eyes of others, because to him, it makes sense, on a very simple level, because he clearly understands what is at stake.  


For instance, to appreciate the true, far reaching impact of the actions of our forefathers, the Avos, one must start with an absolute faith in the greatness of these exalted men.   Starting from that point, we must view the actions of the Avos as colossal and imbued with deep significance and import.  Any shortcoming in emunah or proper appreciation if the greatness of the Avos impairs one’s ability to appreciate the full impact of their accomplishments.


From an intellectual standpoint, then, it can be stated simply.  The more morally and ethically refined a person is, the more facility he has for mastering Torah because he brings to the bais midrash with him his own set of assumptions, understandings and logical connections which Hashem, in His wisdom and our Sages, may their memories be blessed, left out of the Text.  To understand parts of Torah requires long chains of associations and connections which may come more naturally to someone with a refined character.  


This person might even see complex issues come together in a sort of intuitive sense.  But this intuition is no natural gift of intelligence or genetics.  This intuition is a developed skill, almost like a form of spiritual muscularity, which is developed by those who have worked on themselves to remove self-centeredness.  


The student who has worked on himself to remove self-centeredness will be drawn to seek out the far-reaching implications of spiritual forces—indeed, he will personally associate his own self and personality, pride, love and joy with these spiritual forces and seek to justify, explain and witness their expansion and power.  These spiritual forces may also be called “justice,” and the intuition of the student may be an appreciation and refined sense of what is a truly proper explanation of the Text.  


The work that a student does to rectify his own relationships with his family, friends and neighbors bears fruit in his learning because this work gives him access into fully appreciating the work of justice, that is, the relationships of spiritual forces at work within Torah.  His own personal experiences with his friends and family become the teachers that instruct him how to understand the relationships of concepts in the Torah.  


By simply mulling over a few pasukim, the man of refined character will be delighted to see evidence of answers to questions that have bothered him, and support for his own best intuitions—because he has worked through the sugyas, the situations, in his own life himself, before he even picks up the sefer.  He can read the pasukim and the mefarshim, the commentators, because he brings long strings of associations and missing chains of logic to fill in the gaps in the Text which he won from his own struggles.  


In the secular world, such learning is called “a posterori logic,” which is defined by Webster’s as follows.  “From effect to cause, or, from particular instances to a generalization, inductive or inductively.  2.  Based on observation or experience, empirical.”  (Second College Edition Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language, p 65, World Publishing Company, 1974, United States.)

Your PERSONALITY is 

A LENS

FOR THE LIGHT OF TORAH.

Rabbi Yisroel Belsky teaches a fascinating understanding about the relationship between each person’s unique personality and Torah learning.


“Concerning limud ha-Torah, a dedicated student will often arrive at a novel and enlightening explanation to some aspect of our Holy Torah, and he may share his ideas with others who in turn will pass it on.  Over time, the chiddush may be frequently repeated, though it is no longer known whence the chiddush originated.  


“Indeed, the novel idea may even be repeated in the name of someone other than its author.  Thus, the chiddush becomes trapped, estranged from its true owner.  It must therefore be redeemed by citing it in the name of its author, much as it is written regarding the Jewish slave, “And his redeemer will come, the one who is close to him, and redeem him.”  Vayikra 25.25.  This miniature geulah, like all the others, contributes to the overall state of redemption in the world and brings the world that much closer to the complete redemption, bim hearah b’yameinu.  Thus, all who say over a thing in the name of the one who said it, brings redemption to the world.” HaRav Yisroel Belsky, Einei Yisroel, xxv, Machon Simchas Hatorah, Kiryat Sefer, 2005.


Perhaps we can also find something further implied in Rabbi Belsky’s words.  The purpose of man’s creation is to toil in Torah.  Therefore the value of his life is not in the wages he takes from his employer or the return on his investments.  The very reason of his being would seem to amount to the chiddushim which he discovers in his Torah learning.  


In and of itself, the Torah is not a part of this world, but Hashem, may His Name be blessed, relies on human beings to draw it out of shamayim and bring it down into the earth.  The Torah requires, then, for every chiddush, just such a life as yours, for your limud haTorah, Torah learning, alone is capable of bringing a particular aspect of the Torah into the world at this time.  But even outside of chiddushim, at any given moment, the Torah and Hashem are relying on the efforts of each individual Jew to give the Torah force and expression in this physical world.  We can take a moment to reflect on the nature of how this works.


On Simchas Torah, we chant a phrase from the Zohar Hakadosh, “Yisrael, Voraisa, v Kudshu Birich Hu chad hu!”  “The Jewish people, the Torah, and the Holy One, blessed be He, are One.”  We can understand this to mean that all three represent different parts, or stages, of the same essence.  Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is the Creator of all the worlds, unfathomable, All-Powerful, lording high above all creation.  Yet, Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzato teaches in his Derech Hashem, that Hashem chose to enwrap some of His holy Essence within the Torah itself.  


The Torah, in turn, was given to Am Yisrael.  The Torah is abstract and transcendent, apart from this world completely, as Rabbi Tuvia Basser teaches in the name of the Maharal’s Derech Chaim.  The Torah is much, much more than black squiggles dabbed across parchment in the physical world, as its true span and vast depth exist in a purely lofty spiritual dimension.  Am Yisrael is required to be the human actors who translate the vast, dormant ocean of Torah from its resting place in the heavens and channel it into the physical world in the form of speech, action and contemplation.  


Thus, to a certain extent, the Torah relies upon Am Yisrael to bring it into the world, and Hashem, the Greatest and Loftiest of all rulers, relies on the Torah to teach His will, to allow Him to exert His direct control over the world through hashgucha protis.


We should never underestimate the value of a single Torah thought, or the tremendous importance of every single Jew.  Each Jew is given the ability to learn Torah because Hashem wants that Torah idea to live in this physical world.  The purpose of each Jew’s existence is his ability to bring out the Toras Hashem in thought, speech and action to perform.


In a broader sense, subjectivity, our own unique, personal life situations, may be seen in this light as not merely inconvenient limitations placed on us that create barriers to our access to the sublime greatness of Gd’s awesome and majestic Torah.  It may be, in fact, our own unique personalities and outlooks that allow us access to perceive and understand parts of Torah that remain sealed before the eyes of others.  That life experience you travel through infuses your perspective with a clear perception of certain matters, and as a result of your selfless struggles in Torah to discern the will of Hashem, the Merciful One will harness your unique perspective to bring out subtle nuances of the Text.


This understanding offers us a fantastic opportunity to curb our bad judgments, halt loshon hara and strengthen our love of our fellow Jews.  The power and majesty of the Torah depends upon the life of each and every Jew.  How can we ever speak evil of another Jew, when in so doing we damage Gd’s Torah?  When we damage a fellow Jew, we impair the ability of the Torah to be expressed in the world, by limiting that Jew’s vibrancy and influence.  And when we damage the power of the Torah in the world, Gd forbid, we force the Almighty to withdraw His loving protection, blessing and guidance.


With what awesome respect we must love and cherish our fellow Jews.  It is through their lives, each and every one of them, that the Torah can find a life in this world.  


And on the other side of the coin, however, we must realize the great punishment for damaging the reputation of a fellow Jew, whose lofty purpose it is to have his life serve as the vehicle for bringing the Torah into this world.  When you damage the reputation of another Jew, any other Jew, you damage the Torah.
� Chovos haLevavos, “Sha’ar HaKniah,” 10, quoted in Ohr Yisrael, Rabbi Zvi Miller, translator, Targum Press, Southfield, p 326.


� Ohr Yisrael, p 326-327.





