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The Orthodox Forum, convened by Dr. Norman Lamm, Chancel-
lor of Yeshiva University, meets each year to consider major issues 
of concern to the Jewish community. Forum participants from 
throughout the world, including academicians in both Jewish and 
secular fields, rabbis, rashei yeshiva, Jewish educators, and Jewish 
communal professionals, gather in conference as a think tank to 
discuss and critique each other’s original papers, examining different 
aspects of a central theme. The purpose of the Forum is to create 
and disseminate a new and vibrant Torah literature addressing the 
critical issues facing Jewry today.
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Gruss Institute of the Rabbi Elchanan Theological Seminary. He 
is a frequent contributor to books and journals of contemporary 
Jewish thought.

Naftali Loewenthal is a lecturer on Ḥasidism at Jews College in 
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Series Editor’s Preface

We are delighted to introduce the 10t volume in The Ortho-
dox Forum Series, Divine Law and Human Spirituality, edited by 
Dr. Lawrence Schiffman and Rabbi Adam Mintz. The editors of the 
volume have skillfully guided the formulation and exploration of the 
spirituality theme across a wide range of disciplines. 

The Orthodox Forum Series has become a significant resource 
for scholars, advanced students and serious laymen seeking clarifica-
tion of major intellectual and theological questions facing the Jewish 
people in the modern world.  

 At a time when Jewish identity and commitment are being 
challenged by apathy and ignorance of primary sources, it is critical 
that clear exposition of our classical values be widely disseminated 
by knowledgeable leaders in a thoughtful and engaging manner.

We are confident that the community will warmly welcome 
this timely volume.

October 2003 Robert S. Hirt
(editor’s introduction 10-8-03)
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xv

Introduction

Adam Mintz

In 1989, the Orthodox Forum was established by Dr. Norman Lamm, 
then President of Yeshiva University, to consider major issues of 
concern to the Jewish community. Academicians, rabbis, rashei 
yeshiva, Jewish educators and communal professionals have been 
invited each year to come together for an in-depth analysis of one 
such topic. This group has constituted an Orthodox think tank and 
has produced a serious and extensive body of literature.

In the spirit of its initial mandate, the Forum has chosen topics 
that have challenged Jews and Judaism throughout history. One of 
the themes addressed in this series is the numerous confrontations 
that have existed, both in past eras and in the present time, between 
the central principles of Orthodox belief and practice, on the one 
hand, and the widely-accepted values of the contemporary secular 
society. In the 1992 Orthodox Forum, which examined the tension 
between rabbinic authority and personal autonomy, Dr. Moshe 
Sokol pointed out that this tension between authority and personal 
autonomy which is a central problem for Western religions gener-
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xvi Introduction

ally “can be a particularly sharp problem for Jews who maintain a 
commitment to the observance of halakhah.”1

Similarly, spirituality, the topic of the conference held in the 
year 2000, presents, on first consideration, an apparent clash be-
tween spirituality and law and breaches the divide between the 
subjectivity inherent in the one and the objective requirements of 
practice and belief essential to halakhah. In addition, the seeming 
New-Age faddishness of spirituality stands starkly against the deep 
historical roots of the Jewish tradition. In a passage quoted by sev-
eral of the volume’s contributors, Dr. Lamm formulated the delicate 
balance between law and spirituality:

The contrast between the two – spirituality and law – is 
almost self-evident. Spirituality is subjective; the very fact 
of it inwardness implies a certain degree of anarchy; it is 
unfettered and self-directed, impulsive and spontaneous. 
In contrast, law is objective; it requires discipline, structure, 
obedience, order. Yet both are necessary. Spirituality alone 
begets antinomianism and chaos; law alone is artificial and 
insensitive. Without the body of the law, spirituality is a ghost. 
Without the sweep of the soaring soul, the corpus of the law 
tends to become a corpse. But how can two such opposites 
coexist within one personality without producing unwelcome 
schizoid consequences?2

The risks of producing the “ghost” and the “corpse” and the need for 
coexistence and integration are issues that have confronted Jews for 
centuries.

The primary purpose of the conference and this resulting vol-
ume has been to demonstrate through a spectrum of diverse views, 
that spirituality and Orthodox Judaism are actually not hostile to 
one another, but, to the contrary, complement and enrich one an-

 1 Moshe Sokol, “Preface”, in Rabbinic Authority and Personal Autonomy, edited 
by Moshe Sokol (Northvale, NJ, 1992), p. xii
 2 Norman Lamm, The Shema: Spirituality and Law in Judaism (Philadelphia, 
2000), p. 6.
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xviiIntroduction

other.  The issue is first approached from a historical perspective, in 
essays dealing with ancient Judaism, the medieval period and the 
contemporary period. The following essays then consider the inter-
play between spirituality and traditional Judaism in synagogue art 
and in prayer. Essays by Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein and Dr. Chaim 
Waxman frame the discussion and present an overview of the wide-
ranging philosophical and sociological implications of the topic.

In an attempt to guarantee that our society’s current search 
for spirituality is not overlooked, a colloquium was added to the 
conference to address the role of spirituality within our synagogues 
and yeshivot. Rabbi Daniel Cohen, Cantor Sherwood Goffin, Rabbi 
Nathaniel Helfgot, Dr. David Pelcovitz and Prof. Suzanne Last Stone 
explored the possibilities for spirituality in our institutions focus-
ing on the “Carlebach phenomenon” and the perceived need for 
enhanced spirituality in Orthodox institutions. While the intention 
was not to produce a written record of the colloquium, it served to 
enhance the conference and helped to maintain the delicate balance 
required between the theoretical and the practical.

In the first essay of this volume, Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein de-
fines both the values and the risks of spirituality and law. He utilizes 
Maimonides’ distinction between law, which relates to the public 
sphere, and spirituality, which is highly personal, as the basis for his 
understanding of the terms. According to Rabbi Lichtenstein, while 
we must abandon neither, we also must achieve the proper balance 
between the two. Spirituality provides expression for the halakhah 
while halakhah prescribes necessary forms and constraints to our 
spiritual impulses. We have to prevent our commitment to the mi-
nutiae of law from robbing our actions of meaning and feeling just 
as we must be careful not to allow our desire for spirituality to cause 
us to ignore those laws considered non-spiritual.

Rabbi Lichtenstein concludes his paper with an analysis of 
the contemporary Jewish scene. He sees the risks inherent in the 
move toward excess spirituality both in the realm of prayer and 
Torah study. He writes, “I’m afraid, however, that votaries of cur-
rent spirituality often tend to erode the status of yirah (awe); and, 
together with it, the status of the very essence of yahadut: kabbalat 
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xviii Introduction

ol malkhut shamayim (acceptance of the yoke of heaven) and kab-
balat ol mitzvoth (acceptance of the yoke of commandments).” Is this 
fear reasonable or is this critique of contemporary spirituality too 
harsh?  The remaining articles in the volume provide the necessary 
background to consider this question.

Professors Lawrence Schiffman and Yaakov Elman explore the 
uses of spirituality in the ancient period, concentrating on the eras 
of the Bible and second temple and of the Talmudic period. Profes-
sor Schiffman focuses on the approach to religion, which centered 
on the Temple and its service and how this religious expression 
evolved as people began to move away from the Temple. Professor 
Elman examines human spirituality as it was construed in the rab-
binic era through a study of specific incidences and testimonies of 
key Talmudic figures. 

 Professors Brill and Lasker examine spirituality in medieval 
literature. Professor Brill argues that the study of Kabbalah is crucial 
in order to add meaning to mitzvot and Torah. He takes issue with 
those who exclude Kabbalah from the canon of Judaism or advo-
cate for finding certain aspects of Kabbalah outside the normative 
framework of Judaism. Professor Lasker begins his paper by stating 
that, “Medieval Jewish philosophers did not have a specific concept 
of human spirituality in its modern usage.” He goes on to present 
two models of medieval philosophy’s understanding of the soul and 
its place in establishing a relationship between man and God. The 
ability to frame spirituality in the world of medieval terminology and 
thought allows us to begin to formulate a definition of spirituality 
that is relevant in different historical and cultural settings.

Professors Fine and Mann further expand the scope of the 
discussion with an exploration of spirituality and the arts. Professor 
Fine examines the mosaics found within synagogues of the fourth 
through sixth centuries CE. While the use of mosaics was common 
in public places during this period, the presence of these mosaics in 
synagogues and the later opposition to this artistic representation 
in the synagogue points to a spiritual aesthetic that was both com-
munally and culturally driven. Professor Mann traces the rabbinic 
attitude towards Jewish ceremonial art. While rabbinic opposition 
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points to the potential distractions caused by these works of art, 
certain rabbis were also sensitive to the spiritual value of decorative 
ceremonial objects especially within the synagogue setting. These 
surveys broaden our appreciation for the role of spirituality beyond 
the intellectual world.

Having presented a picture of the historical, intellectual and 
cultural images of spirituality, the challenge remains how to un-
derstand these images and how to transmit them to others. Rabbi 
Moshe Sokolow and Erica Brown explore the experience of teaching 
spirituality. Rabbi Sokolow presents a model for the introduction of 
spirituality in Jewish day schools and yeshiva high schools. Spiritual-
ity must play a role in the formulation of the school’s vision as well as 
in its curriculum and teacher’s training programs. Ms. Brown looks 
at the field of adult education and points out a unique educational 
problem – namely that adults tend to be interested in acquiring new 
information and are not especially interested in seeking the spiritual 
value of this information.  She shares with us her experiences in the 
field and her strategies for overcoming this obstacle and transmitting 
this spiritual essence to a class of adults.

The challenge of transmitting spirituality is particularly relevant 
in the arena of prayer. Professor Hyman explores the Maimonidean 
position on prayer and concludes that according to Maimonides, 
spirituality is part of the process of prayer but that ultimately it plays 
only a minor role in the complex halakhic and philosophic defini-
tion of prayer. Professors Bleich and Lowenthal trace the evolution 
of spirituality and prayer in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Professor Bleich looks at the Reform innovations to the synagogue 
service and the response of the Orthodox who attempt to maintain 
the tradition while incorporating the needs of the spiritual. Professor 
Lowenthal examines the innovations of the Hasidic community in 
the realm of spirituality as a response to the potential encroachment 
of the modern world into the Jewish community. His emphasis on 
the value of spirituality for the youth, especially the girls in the early 
days of the Bais Yaakov movement and in the Chabad community, 
provides an important perspective on the relevance and importance 
of spirituality in pre-war Eastern Europe. Professor Carmy concludes 
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the discussion on prayer and spirituality by posing the question, 
“Can thinking about prayer improve the quality of our prayer?” He 
goes on to examine prayer in the context of the religious and hal-
akhic philosophies of both Rav Kook and Rav Soloveitchik.

The final essay in the volume by Professor Waxman is entitled 
“Religion, Spirituality and the Future of American Judaism” and ex-
plores the sociology of spirituality in America today. He claims that 
spirituality is a manifestation of the privatization of religious practice 
today in which people are moving away from institutions and look-
ing for personal expressions of religious observance. This phenom-
enon has served to weaken the traditional institutions of Judaism. 
Waxman argues that what is needed is for our institutions to provide 
avenues for spirituality thereby enabling the quest for spirituality to 
be realized within traditional Judaism and not outside of it.

Professor Waxman’s paper provides an appropriate segue from 
our discussion of the past to the necessity of  developing a plan for 
the future.  Contemporary Jewish society has much to gain from an 
appreciation of this subject as seen through the variety of vantage 
points presented in this volume. Yet, at the same time, modern cul-
ture introduces its own challenges and unique personality that must 
be addressed by the committed Jew. Rabbi Lichtenstein articulates 
this challenge at the conclusion of his paper:

This brings us, finally, back to our primary problem: How to 
attain optimal fusion of divine law and human spirituality, 
committed to both while eschewing neither. We live by the 
serene faith that it can be done. We refuse to believe that we 
are doomed to chose between arid formalism and unbridled 
sensibility…The apocryphal remark attributed to an anony-
mous hasid, מתנגדים דאווען נישט – אין צייט; חסידים דאווען – נישט 
 ,Misnagdim daven not, but on time; H�asidim daven) אין צייט
but not on time) is both facile and tendacious. It is also false. 
It is our mission to assure that legalists and spiritualists both 
pray – on time.
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The volume has been compiled with the hope that it will contribute 
to the realization of that mission.

I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge those 
people who have been instrumental in the completion of this volume. 
The project has been spearheaded by Dr. Norman Lamm, Chancel-
lor of Yeshiva University and convener of the Orthodox Forum. My 
own spiritual development is a product of his many years of leader-
ship and I am honored to participate in this project. Rabbi Robert 
Hirt, Senior Advisor to the President, Yeshiva University, is deeply 
committed to the mission of the Forum and the dissemination of 
its material. Rabbi Hirt has provided guidance and direction for me 
since my first day at Yeshiva College and his invitation to participate 
in the Orthodox Forum and to co-edit this volume is just one of 
the many things for which I am grateful. Mrs. Marcia Schwartz’s 
gracious assistance has made this job significantly easier and I am 
thankful to the members of the steering committee for their involve-
ment in developing and formalizing this challenging topic. Miriam 
and Yonatan Kaganoff served as editorial assistants and were instru-
mental in the preparation of the manuscripts for publication. Finally, 
it was a pleasure to co-edit this volume with Professor Lawrence 
Schiffman; his passion, expertise and experience made this process 
an enjoyable and enlightening one for me.
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 1 See Edwyn Bevan, Symbolism and Belief (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957) [the Gifford 
Lectures of 1937], pp. 151–60.

1

Law and Spirituality: 

Defining the Terms

Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein

Spirituality, as concept and reality, revolves around three distinct 
elements. In one sense, it denominates a kind – or, if you will, a 
level – of existence. In a primitive context, this might crudely refer 
to a physical essence, albeit more rarefied than gross carnal being. 
In a more sophisticated vein, it bears metaphysical import.1 At the 
highest plane, it is of course identified with the Ribbono shel Olam. 
He is, Himself, pure spirit, "אין לו דמות הגוף ואין לו גוף" (“He has not 
semblance of a body nor is He corporeal”), and not subject to the 
vicissitudes of matter:

וכל הדברים האלה אינן מצויין אלא לגופים האפלים השפלים שוכני בתי 
חומר אשר בעפר יסודם אבל הוא ברוך הוא יתברך ויתרומם על כל זה 

(רמב"ם יסודי התורה א:יב).
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4 Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein

All these states exist in physical beings that are of obscure and 
mean condition, dwelling in houses of clay, whose foundation 
is in the dust. Infinitely blessed and exalted above all this, is 
God, blessed be He (Maimonides, Foundations of the Torah, 
1:12).

Moreover, He is a source from which emanates a derivative 
spirit, as it were, such as “dove-like sat’st brooding on the vast abyss, 
and mad’st it pregnant”:2 ורוח א-לקים מרחפת על פני המים (“the spirit of 
God hovered over the face of the waters”). At a second, categorically 
inferior, plane, it denotes a plethora of immaterial entities, differ-
ently conceived in various cultural traditions. These, for us, may be 
angelic (יסוה"ת ב:ד) "שהמלאכים אינם גוף וגויה אלא צורות נפרדות זו מזו" (“the 
angels are nevertheless not corporeal and have no gravity-like bod-
ies which have weight”), or demonic: והגוף הזה", says Naḥmanides 
of a demon, (ויקרא יז:ז) "הוא רוחני יטוס לדקותו וקלותו באש ובאויר" (“The 
body [of these demonic creatures of two elements] is of a spiritual 
nature; on account of its delicacy and lightness it can fly through 
fire and air”). But whatever the moral state, the metaphysical state 
is purely spiritual.

At yet another plane, however, we encounter spirituality within 
the context of the physical. In a very limited sense, it has even been 
taken by some to include the animal world. The term, "רוח הבהמה" 
(“the spirit of the beast”), is of course familiar from the pasuk in 
Kohelet; and Naḥmanides, in particular, took pains to stress the 
significance of this aspect as a spiritual category, and not merely 
as a reference to one of the four elements, in Aristotelian terms, 
or to a molecular entity, in modern usage. Maimonides had totally 
dissociated the human spirit from the animal, emphasizing that the 
terms, נפש ורוח (“soul and spirit”), have totally different referents with 
respect to both:

  2 Paradise Lost, 1:21–2, based on BT Ḥagigah 15a, “כיונה המרחפת על בניה ואינה נוגעת 
(Like a dove that hovers over her brood but does not touch them)”.
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ואינה הנפש המצויה לכל נפש חיה שבה אוכל ושותה ומוליד ומרגיש 
ומהרהר אלא הדעה שהיא צורת הנפש ובצורת הנפש הכתוב מדבר בצלמנו 
כדמותנו ופעמים רבות תקרא זאת הצורה נפש ורוח ולפיכך צריך להזהר 

בשמות, שלא יטעה אדם בהן וכל שם ושם ילמד מענינו (יסוה"ת ד:ח).
Nor does it [i.e. the human “form”] refer to the vital principle 
in every animal by which it eats, drinks, reproduces, feels, and 
broods. It is the intellect which is the human soul’s specific 
form. And to this specific form of the soul, the Scriptural 
phrase, “in our image, after our likeness” alludes. This form 
is frequently called soul and spirit. One must therefore, in 
order to avoid mistakes, pay special attention to the meaning 
of these terms which, in each case, has to be ascertained from 
the context (Maimonides, Foundations of the Torah, 4:8).

Naḥmanides, by contrast, taking note, inter alia, of the 
capacity for feeling and reflection cited but discounted by 
Maimonides, repeatedly insists upon recognizing a common factor. 
Thus, he explains that the pre-Noahide prohibition against carnal 
consumption was grounded upon concern for the bestial nefesh:

כי אין לבעל נפש שיאכל נפש כי הנפשות כולן לא-ל הנה, כנפש האדם 
וכנפש הבהמה לו הנה, ומקרה אחד להם כמות זה כן מות זה ורוח אחד 
לכל ועל הדרך היוני שיראוהו חוקריו מן השכל הפועל התנוצץ זיו וזוהר 
צח מאד ובהיר וממנו יצא נצוץ נפש הבהמה והנה היא נפש גמורה בצד 
מן הפנים ולכך יש בה דעת לברוח מן הנזק וללכת אחרי הנאות לה והיכר 
ברגילים ואהבה להם כאהבת הכלבים לבעליהן והכר מופלא באנשי בית 

בעליהם וכן ליונים דעת והכרה (ויקרא יז: יא).
One creature possessed of a soul is not to eat another creature 
with a soul, for all souls belong to God. The soul of man, just 
as the soul of the animal, are all His, “even one thing befalleth 
them; as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all 
one breath” (Ecclesiastes 3:19). Now in the opinion of the 
Greek philosopher [Aristotle], as interpreted by those who 
scrutinize his words, it was out of the Active Intellect that 
there emitted a very fine and bright flash and glitter of light, 
from which came forth the spark which is the soul of the 
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animal. It is thus in a certain sense a real soul. It therefore 
has sufficient understanding to avoid harm, and to seek its 
welfare, and a sense of recognition towards those with whom 
it is familiar, and love towards them, just as dogs love their 
masters, having a wonderful sense of recognition of the 
people of their households, and as, similarly, pigeons have a 
sense of knowledge and recognition (Leviticus 17:11).

Nevertheless, Naḥmanides obviously assumed the uniqueness 
of the human spirit, singularly derived from divine aspiration – ויפח 
 3;(”He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life“) באפיו נשמת חיים
and it is upon man – in Browning’s phrase, “half angel and half 
dust, and all a passion and a wild desire” – that the conception of 
physically based metaphysical spirituality centers.4 Within our own 
tradition no less than in that of religious humanism, in general, the 
themes of man’s dual origin and dual nature – whether dichotomized 
or integrated, in conflict or in harmony – are both common and 
central, almost to the point of being platitudinous; and, asserted or 
assumed, they seem to posit spirituality as the defining quality of 
human existence.

From spirituality as fact we move, second, to spirituality – here, 
purely human – as attitude and approach. We are, of course, all 
bound by physical limitations, impelled by instinctual drives, and 
constrained by socioeconomic needs. Montaigne’s trenchant observa-
tion, put in the mouth of Raymond Sebonde, that man aspires for the 
stars and all the while cannot rise from his toilet seat, is universally 
applicable; and Ḥazal,5 we recall, took note of Pharaoh’s arrogant 
folly in pretending otherwise. However, the balance between astral 
aspiration and anal bondage may be variously struck. Individuals 
and societies can establish priorities. They can succumb to the weak-
ness of the flesh, the appetite for affluence, or the lust for power, or 

 3 See Naḥmanides, Gen. 1:28 and 2:7.
 4 In this connection, extensive discussions of the nuanced differences of ,נפש, רוח 
.particularly in light of Kabbalah, are, of course, relevant ,נשמה
 5 See Tanḥuma, Exodus 7:15.
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7Law and Spirituality: Defining the Terms

they may seek to transcend them. A spiritual life, in this sense, is one 
which seeks to maximize spiritual achievement and to advance the 
distinctly human aspect of personal and communal existence – of 
man as ẓelem E-lohim, “the human face divine;” of man as a moral 
and intellectual being, of man as a creative ruaḥ memallela (“spirit 
which speaks”), capable of esthetic perception and expression. For 
secular moralists, the issue is simply one of the quality of mundane 
life – although for them, too, existence sub specie aeternitatis is a 
value. From a religious perspective, the priority of ḥayyei olam over 
ḥayyei shaah is a crucial aspect of the spiritual agenda.

Thirdly, spirituality denotes a mode of experience and activity, 
a quality of personality which finds expression not only in what is 
pursued, but how. In part, it relates to perception, to the degree 
of supra-materiala being ascribed to observed reality. Thus, the 
mythological view of nature – fauns, satyrs, maenads, and all – is 
more spiritual than the scientific. Analogously, Carlyle’s theory 
of history is more spiritual than Marx’s; the Rabad’s view of the 
afterlife less spiritual than Maimonides’. Even more critically, 
anthropomorphism – particularly, insofar as it relates to corporeality 
rather than to emotions – is not only theologically repugnant but 
spiritually deficient.

Primarily, however, at issue is sensibility and expression. A 
spiritual person is one who not only perceives reality as spiritual, 
but experiences it as such. He is one who relates himself and his 
situation to the world of pure spirit – transcendental, in religious 
terms, or cultural and/or national, secularly conceived;6 and who 
can give his sense of that relation a given cast. That cast encompasses 
a cluster of elements: ethereality, vitalism, dynamism, inwardness, 

 6 The general editors of the series of volumes, World Spirituality, published over 
the last fifteen years, shy away from a clear definition of the term. However, in the 
preface printed at the beginning of each volume, they present, “as a working hy-
pothesis,” the following: “The series focuses on that inner dimension of the person 
called by certain traditions ‘the spirit.’ This spiritual core is the deepest center of the 
person. It is here that the person is open to the transcendent dimension; it is here 
that the person experiences ultimate reality.” The concluding statement gives the 
term a purely religious cast; and, indeed, the series is subtitled, “An Encyclopedic 
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feeling, personal expression, imagination. The emphasis is experi-
ential and, hence, significantly subjective. Beyond the inner sense, 
and the inner voice, we may also note – and this factor has attained 
increased popularity in current parlance – the mode of its expression. 
What is intended is not necessarily verbalization but, rather, more 
physical means of rendering the spiritual – dance, song, vehicles 
of exuberance, passion, and enthusiasm; not quite the Dionysiac, 
but in that general vein. In this respect, the Romantics’ preference 
for music over visual art, or the Baal ha-Tanya’s grading a niggun 
without words above one with a text (although he regarded “a nig-
gun without a niggun” as loftier still) may be viewed as reflecting 
spiritual sensibility.

Given this account of spirituality, we are confronted with the 
question of its relation to the halakhic linchpin of our religious 
world – and, hence, derivatively, of its relation to ourselves. As 
regards the first two senses of the term, with respect to which the 
spiritual is juxtaposed with the material, there is, of course, no 
problem. There have undoubtedly been schools of thought that have 
perceived both the cosmos and man in more purely spiritual terms 
than Yahadut, ascribing, mystically or philosophically, an almost 
ethereal character to the whole of reality, and virtually denying the 
empirical. And there are certainly cultures which, far more than 
our own, have denigrated the material, as either, in Plato’s terms, 
metaphysically flaccid, or, with Augustine, as a massa perditionis, 
corrupt and corrupting. The central tradition of hashkafah has never 
gone this far. As the leading modern figures, in particular, have 
emphasized, it has adopted neither pole of James’ familiar dichotomy, 
world-acceptance or world-rejection, and has opted, instead, for 
world-redemption. Nevertheless, the fundamental affirmation of 
spirit, as fact and value, is central to traditional Jewish thought; and 
whatever controversies have flared over the degree of centrality – and 
they have been significant – have arisen within the parameters of 
clearly accepted spiritual priority.

If we have a problem, it obtains with respect to our third 
aspect – the spirituality of sensibility and expression. Prima facie, 
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here, too, there is no conflict. We rightly regard the focus upon in-
wardness as endemic to any meaningful religion, and it was clearly 
and succinctly articulated by Ḥazal: רחמנא ליבא בעי (“The Merciful 
One desires the heart”).7 Further, the purgation envisioned in the 
familiar midrash as the telos of miẓvot, לא ניתנו המצות אלא כדי לצרף את 
 The precepts were given only that man might be refined by“) הבריות
them”),8 is unquestionably spiritual. Beyond this, we can also heart-
ily espouse the spirituality of exuberance. Maimonides, regarded 
by classical maskilim as the paragon of restrained rationalism, was 
emphatic on this point. After describing the festivities of simḥat beit 
hasho’evah, he concludes Hilkhot Lulav with a ringing affirmation 
regarding the performance of miẓvot in general:

השמחה שישמח אדם בעשיית המצוה ובאהבת הא-ל שצוה בהן עבודה 
גדולה היא וכל המונע עצמו משמחה זו ראוי להפרע ממנו שנאמר תחת 
אשר לא עבדת את ה' א-לקיך בשמחה ובטוב לבב9 וכל המגיס דעתו וחולק 
כבוד לעצמו ומתכבד בעיניו במקומות אלו חוטא ושוטה ועל זה הזהיר 
שלמה ואמר אל תתהדר לפני מלך וכל המשפיל עצמו ומקל גופו במקומות 
אלו הוא הגדול המכובד העובד מאהבה וכן דוד מלך ישראל אמר ונקלותי 
עוד מזאת והייתי שפל בעיני ואין הגדולה והכבוד אלא לשמוח לפני ה' 

שנאמר והמלך דוד מפזז ומכרכר לפני ה' וגו' (לולב ח:טו).
Rejoicing in the fulfillment of a commandment and in 
love for God who had prescribed the commandment is 
a supreme act of divine worship. One who refrains from 
participation in such rejoicing deserves to be punished, as it 
is written, “Because you did not serve the Lord thy God with 
joyfulness, and with gladness of heart” (Deut. 28:47). If one 
is arrogant and stands on his own dignity and thinks only of 

History of the Religious Quest.” I can appreciate this inclination but I feel that, on 
the subjective plane, aspects of spirituality may also manifest themselves within 
a secular context.
 7 BT Sanhedrin 106b. Our text reads הקב"ה instead of רחמנא but Rashi appears to 
have had רחמנא, and, when cited, this is the prevalent text.
 8 Bereshit Rabbah, 44:1; familiarized by Maimonides, Guide 3.26, and Naḥmanides, 
Deut. 22:6.
 9 The ordinary, and more literal, interpretation of the pasuk explains בשמחה ובטוב 
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self-aggrandizement on such occasions, he is both a sinner 
and a fool. It was this that Solomon had in mind when he 
uttered the words, “Glorify not thyself in the presence of 
the King, (Prov. 25:6).” Contrariwise, one who humbles and 
makes light of himself on such occasions, achieves greatness 
and honor, for he serves the Lord out of sheer love. This is 
the sentiment expressed by David, king of Israel, when he 
said, “And I will be yet more vile than this, and will be base 
in mine own sight (Sam. ii 6:22).” True greatness and honor 
are achieved only by rejoicing before the Lord, as it is said, 

“King David leaping and dancing before the Lord, etc. (Sam. 
ii 6:16)” (Laws of Lulav 8:15).

The statement stands opposed not only to the patrician critique 
of Mikhal,10 royal daughter and wife, but to Appolonian restraint, 
or Philistine decorum, in general.

And yet we do have a problem – one which, moreover, we 
ignore at our peril. It may perhaps best be delineated by noting ele-
ments frequently regarded as opposed to spirituality. The spiritual is 
often contrasted with the material, the formal, and the intellectual11 – 
all three being viewed as relatively external when compared to, in 
Hamlet’s phrase, “that within which passeth show.” Yet all three figure 
prominently within the halakhic order. Even pietists who trumpet 

 as referring to a situation during ,(”with joyfulness and with gladness of heart“) לבב
which there had been no avodat Hashem whatsoever. Maimonides – followed by 
Rabbenu Baḥye, ad locum, takes it to denote a mode of service.
 10 The gravity of her remark is underscored by Ḥazal’s statement that her subse-
quent barrenness was its punishment; see BT Sanhedrin 21a. However, Gersonides, 
Sam. ii, 6:20, suggests a more rational interpretation – i.e. that David’s passion for 
her waned as a result of the incident.
 11 Of course, spirituality may assume an intellectual cast, contemplative or even 
discursive, in the form of amor Dei intellectualis or in the quest for knowing God, 
in accordance with David’s counsel to Shlomo – ודע את א-לקי אבי (“Know the God 
of my father”); and, in our world, the two very different and yet related examples of 
Maimonides and Ḥabad spring to mind. Nevertheless, broadly speaking, spirituality 
is often associated with more conative and emotional modes of experience.
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the priority of ḥovot ha-levavot acknowledge the critical role of ḥovot 
ha-eivarim. Technical shiurim abound in numerous areas:

כל מדת חכמים12 כן הוא בארבעים סאה טובל בארבעים סאה חסר קורטוב 
אינו יכול לטבול בהן (כתובות קד.).

All the standards of the Sages are such. In [a bath of] forty 
se’ah [for instance] one may perform ritual immersion; in [a 
bath of] forty se’ah minus one kortob one may not perform 
ritual immersion (BT Ketubot 104a).

And, finally, the central, almost anomalous, place assigned to Talmud 
Torah hardly requires evidential prooftexts.

The potential for attenuated spirituality clearly exists, then. 
Our adversaries have, of course, gone further, contending that this 
potential has indeed been realized. From non-Jewish and from Jew-
ish sources, the charge has been leveled since, at least, the dawn of 
Christianity. The critique of Pharisaism touched upon duplicity and 
insincerity, but at its heart – in the Pauline version, particularly – lay 
the broadside attack upon legalism and the juxtaposition of letter 
and spirit. The theme, commingled in Protestant writings with the 
opposition of faith and works, has reverberated since, with some 
contending that the lapse of halakhic Judaism is not accidental but 
endemic. In the modern period, this criticism has been particularly 
honed by existentialists. For Dostoyevsky’s spokeswoman in “Notes 
from the Underground” as for Buber, programmed religion inevi-
tably stultifies spirituality. For Berdyaev,13 these stand opposed, by 
definition, inasmuch as normative service implies the servitude 
which he regards as anathema to the spiritual life.

These charges are familiar, and they have served as the focus 

 12 The term, מדת חכמים (“standards of the Sages”), with reference to the specific 
example of mikveh, may suggest that the requirement of forty se’ah, for a person 
who can be fully immersed in less, is only mi-di-rabbanan, as apparently assumed 
by the Me’iri – M. Mikva’ot 2:1, 7:1; but cf. 1:7 – and possibly the Rosh, Hilkhot 
Mikva’ot, the end of sec. 1. The principle enunciated certainly applies mi-di-oraita, 
however.
 13 See, particularly, his Slavery and Freedom, passim.
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of considerable polemic. Our concern, however, is not with what 
we say to our adversaries – we certainly are not inclined to dance to 
their fiddle – but with what we say to the Ribbono shel Olam or to 
ourselves. For the antinomy is real and the tension immanent. Apart 
from the material, formal, and intellectual factors already cited, other 
divisive elements might be mentioned. As Maimonides14 noted, law 
is formulated with reference to the public; spirituality, by contrast, 
is highly personal. In a related vein, law is, by definition, normative, 
and, hence, objective, while the spiritual is presumably subjective, 
and more contextually oriented. Above all, while halakhah may be 
perceived as constraint – it establishes a floor for the religious life 
and both provides a basis and points a direction for progress towards 
the attainment of values, moral and religious – it may also be seen 
as imposing a ceiling; as clipping the wings of soaring aspiration. 
This sense is perhaps most keenly felt within the modern context. 
The backdrop of much current spirituality is, after all, Romanticism; 
and the Romantics were, both deeply subjective – art was, for them, 
not so much descriptive mimesis as self-expression – and, as T.E. 
Hulme15 complained, persistently expansive.

Given the dichotomy, our message and our challenge is clear. 
We shall abandon neither the normative nor the experiential pole. 
On the one hand, as committed Jews, we have neither the right nor 
the desire to reject halakhah. We know that it is the fountainhead 
of collective Yahadut – initiating with שם שם לו חק ומשפט (“There He 
made for them a statute and an ordinance”) at Marah,16 and culmi-
nating in the covenantal commitment at Sinai and Arvot Moav. It is 
the essence of national existence within our homeland – ראה למדתי 
 אתכם חקים ומשפטים כאשר צוני ה' אלקי לעשות כן בקרב הארץ אשר אתם באים שמה

 14 See Guide 3.34.
 15 See his essay, “Romanticism and Classicism”; reprinted in Criticism: The Major 
Texts, ed. W.J. Bate (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1952), pp. 564–73.
 16 Exodus 15:25. Rashi, following the gemara in BT Sanhedrin 56b – with respect 
to the general concept, although the details vary – explains that the miẓvot com-
manded at Marah were an earnest of subsequent Torah, part of which was revealed 
earlier. However, Naḥmanides, ad locum, contends that, al derekh ha-peshat, the ḥok 
u-mishpat in question were civil and moral ordinances, אינם חקי התורה והמשפטים אבל 
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 Behold I have taught you statutes and ordinances, even as“) לרשתה
the Lord my God commanded me, that ye should do so in the midst 
of the land whither ye go in to possess it”) – and not only there. It is, 
equally, the linchpin of personal avodat Hashem. אי אתה בן חורין להיבטל 
 ,but even if one were – (”you are not free to withdraw from it“) הימנה
there is no inclination. A Jew certainly experiences the Ribbono shel 
Olam as Creator and Redeemer, ה' צורי וגואלי; but, first and foremost, 
he encounters Him as ultimate Commander, before whom he stands 
in servile bondage; with respect to whom, בטל רצונך מפני רצונו (“Nul-
lify your will before His will”) is the alpha and omega of religious 
existence. In full-throated song we wholeheartedly pronounce אנא 
 .(”I am a servant of the Holy One, Blessed is He“) עבדא דקודשא בריך הוא
We are not abashed by the contrast between sonship and servitude 
prevalent in much Christian theology; and we are not tempted by the 
sirens holding out the promise of secularized humanistic Judaism, 
à la Erich Fromm’s Ye Shall Be as Gods. We implore avinu malkeinu, 
or plead אם כבנים אם כעבדים (“whether as children or as servants”), in 
one breath. And we know full well that it is דבר ה' זו הלכה (“the word 
of God is the law”) which links us, with bonds of love and awe, to 
our Master, and it is that which grants us ultimate freedom: אין לך בן 
 There is no freer man than one who engages“) חורין אלא מי שעוסק בתורה
in the study of the Torah”).

On the other hand, we dare not, and we may not, forgo 
spirituality, as either value or mode. Its significance is dual. First, it 
ennobles and purifies human personality, as such, a quality to be 
admired even irrespective of specifically religious ramifications. This 
point was vividly brought home to me some years back when one 
of the Rothschilds, wholly devoid of halakhic commitment, came 
to visit the Rav. I asked him later how the visit had gone, and he 
responded, “You know, he is a spiritual person;” and I noted that 
this was meaningful to him.

Second, it brings a person closer to the Ribbono shel Olam – and, 
hence, to His service. As a religiously oriented individual enhances 
his spirituality, he becomes increasingly sensitized to the presence 
of shekhinah; and we recall that a constant sense of that presence, 
 was posited ,(”I place God before me constantly“) שויתי ה' לנגדי תמיד
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by the Rama, in the very opening codicil of Shulkhan Arukh Oraḥ 
Ḥayyim, as an overarching principle of religious existence,כלל גדול  
 a major principle of the“) בתורה ובמעלות הצדיקים אשר הולכים לפני האלקים
Torah and among the attributes of the righteous that walk with the 
Lord”).

What is needed, clearly, is balance; and it is that which, within 
the parameters of tradition, has been sought. As might have been 
anticipated, a priori, it has historically been variously formulated, 
within different movements or cultures and by different masters; and, 
at times, there has been alternation, with the pendulum, swinging 
between relative pietism and legalism. Some of this variety has been 
traced by my late brother-in-law, Professor Yitzchak Twersky zt”l,17 
and, most fully – albeit, by and large, from a less traditional perspec-
tive – in the two volumes, Jewish Spirituality, in the series on World 
Spirituality;18 and much will surely be amplified by forthcoming 
papers at this Forum. The point is that we need not be surprised. On 
so critical an issue, should we expect, ought we prefer, uniformity? 
What we should seek is assurance that whatever emphasis is predi-
cated be determined not by the weakness of the secondary factor, 
tepid religious experience or shallow normative consciousness, but 
by the strength of the dominant.

What we need, however, is more than balance, with its con-
notation of respective checks and equilibrium. We need mutual, 
genuinely reciprocal, fructification. On the one hand, the spiritual 
is to inform and enrich the material and the intellectual. To this end, 
we need to have recourse to two elements. First, we have to develop 
our own selves as spiritual beings. To the extent that we are sensitive, 
generally, we shall enhance the capacity for being sensitive, reli-

 The expression does not refer to the statutes and ordinances“) הנהגות ויישובי המדינות
of the Torah, but rather to the customs and ways of civilized society”).
 17 See his essay, “Talmudists, Philosophers, Kabbalists: The Quest for Spirituality 
in the Sixteenth Century,” in Jewish Thought in the Sixteenth Century, ed. Bernard 
Dov Cooperman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 431–59; 
and, in a broader vein, “Religion and Law,” in Religion in a Religious Age, ed. S.D. 
Goitein (Cambridge, MA: Association for Jewish Studies, 1974), pp. 69–82.
 18 Vols. 13–14 in the series, ed. Arthur Green (New York: Crossroads, 1986–1987).
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giously. Shallowness and aridity in one area leave their mark along 
the whole front. Secondly, we can harness specific halakhic catego-
ries. Quantitativeness is, as the Rav19 stressed, an intrinsic feature 
of halakhic existence. This element is natural and understandable. 
It manifests itself, in part, in a concern for shiurim, proper units of 
time and space; and, in part, in awareness of the number and/or du-
ration of miẓvah performances. This aspect is fundamentally highly 
positive – although at times one finds that fretting over requisite 
qualification may, regrettably, drain attention from the interactive 
religious character of the act. However, it needs to be counterbal-
anced, on purely halakhic grounds, by the qualitative dimension, 
by awareness of not only how much we do or how many shittot we 
consider, but of how we do, as regards both the motivation and the 
character of performance.

To take a relatively narrow example, we might note the gemara 
in Yoma with respect to keriat shema: הקורא את שמע לא ירמוז בעיניו ולא 
-He who reads the Shema may nei“) יקרוץ בשפתותיו ולא יורה באצבעותיו
ther blink with his eyes, nor gesticulate with his lips, nor point with 
his fingers”) – this being subsumed, as the Rif explains, under the 
rubric of the guideline cited in the sugya subsequently, ודברת בם עשה 
-And you shall speak of them,’ – do them seri‘ “) אותן קבע ואל תעשם עראי
ously and not casually”). Moreover, on the basis of the Yerushalmi,20 
Naḥmanides21 expands the requirement for keva to berakhot, gener-
ally, this view being subsequently codified in Shulkhan Arukh;22 and 
the concept of focused concentration can surely be applied to miẓvot 
at large. To take broader categories, the qualities of ahavah and yirah, 
normatively obligatory at all times, should, if woven into the fabric 
of a halakhic performance, enrich its substance.

Naḥmanides held that the Torah itself had assigned a specific 
miẓvah to the task of qualitative enhancement. Maimonides, it will 

 19 See 65–45 'איש ההלכה – גלוי ונסתר (ירושלים: תשל"ט), עמ.
 20 See M. Berakhot 2:5; זאת אומרת שאסור לעשות מלאכה בשעה שיברך, (“This means that 
it is forbidden to do work at the time one recites the blessings [of Shema]”).
 21 See Milḥamot Hashem, BT Berakhot 9a (in the Rif).
 22 See Oraḥ Ḥayyim, 183:12, 191:3.

forum 104 draft 21.indd   15forum 104 draft 21.indd   15 05/02/2005   19:04:5105/02/2005   19:04:51



16 Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein

be recalled, interpreted ולעבדו בכל לבבכם (“serve Him with all your 
heart”) as referring to daily tefillah. Naḥmanides, however, held 
that this obligation was only mi-di-rabbanan. Hence, he offers an 
alternative, and far more comprehensive, interpretation of the phrase 
and of the norm:

ועיקר הכתוב ולעבדו בכל לבבכם מצות עשה שתהיה כל עבודתנו לא-ל 
יתעלה בכל לבבנו כלומר בכונה רצויה שלימה לשמו ובאין הרהור רע לא 
שנעשה המצות בלא כונה או על הספק אולי יש בהם תועלת כענין ואהבת 
את ה' א-לקיך בכל לבבך ובכל נפשך ובכל מאדך שהמצוה היא לאהוב 
את ה' בכל לב ולב ושנסתכן באהבתנו בנפשנו ובממוננו (ספר המצות, 

עשה ה').
The essential meaning of the Scriptural phrase, “to serve 
Him with all your heart,” is the positive commandment 
that every one of our acts of divine service be performed 
absolutely wholeheartedly, i.e., with the necessary full intent 
to perform it for the sake of His name, and without any 
negative thought not that we perform the commandments 
without proper intentionality, or only on the chance that they 
may bring some benefit – in the spirit of the commandment 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul 
and possessions” means that the commandment is to love 
God with the totality of our hearts, and that we should be 
prepared to risk our lives and possessions on account of our 
love. (Sefer ha-Miẓvot, Positive Commandment 5)

I do not know to what extent the kavvanah demanded by 
Naḥmanides coincides with intentions and mindsets familiar from 
his own subsequent mystical tradition. But it is the overall thrust 
which, for our purposes, is crucial.

Other rishonim lacked this fulcrum. Unquestionably, however, 
the burden of this passage is consensual. It is, after all, implicit in 
the demand for ahavah, which ought presumably suffuse our total 
standing as ovdei Hashem. In this connection, it is important to 
emphasize that the contribution of spirituality to our service of 
God is not confined, ad hoc, to moments of miẓvah performance. 
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17Law and Spirituality: Defining the Terms

It pervades our entire existence – as persons, generally, and as 
religious beings, specifically. The reinforcement of our spiritual 
aspect enhances the realization of ויהי האדם לנפש חיה (“and man 
became a living soul”) – rendered by Onkelos as רוח מממלא (“spirit 
which speaks”) – in the wake of ויפח באפיו נשמת חיים (“He breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life”); and this realization is the basis of 
our standing before our Master. I presume few are today capable or 
desirous of striving for the spiritual level which Naḥmanides placed 
at the apex of miẓvah performance:

והעוזבים כל עניני העולם הזה ואינם משגיחים עליו כאלו אינם בעלי גוף 
וכל מחשבתם וכוונתם בבוראם בלבד כענין באליהו בהדבק נפשם בשם 
הנכבד יחיו לעד בגופם ובנפשם כנראה בכתוב באליהו וכידוע ממנו בקבלה 

(ויקרא יח:ד).
But those who abandon altogether the concerns of this world 
and pay no attention to it, acting as if they themselves were 
not creatures of physical being, and all their thoughts and 
intentions are directed only to their Creator, just as was the 
case of Elijah, [these people] on account of their soul cleaving 
to the Glorious Name will live forever in body and soul, as is 
evidenced in Scripture concerning Elijah and as is known of 
him in tradition…(Leviticus 18:4).

Rightly or wrongly, this otherworldly strain does not resonate well 
with modern readers, of almost every ilk. But acknowledgement of 
the fact that spirituality, as a quality of soul, is likely to bring even 
the average person closer to the Ribbono shel Olam can and ought 
to be widespread.

Conversely, halakhah enriches spirituality; and this, in at least 
two major respects. First, its prescribed forms and technicalities, 
while undoubtedly constraining, and meant to constrain, in one 
sense, are liberating in another. With respect to many miẓvot 
mandated procedure frees the individual from groping for means 
to flesh out a ritual initiative, and enables him to pour all of his 
spiritual energies into the religious experience proper.

As a case in point, we may briefly examine prayer. Votaries of 
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18 Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein

spirituality complain frequently about the standardized text of the 
siddur and lament the devaluation which has occurred, historically, 
in the institution of voluntary tefillat nedavah or in the impetus 
toward innovative ḥiddush davar in compulsory prayer. The 
lament is understandable. In some cases, standardization does 
indeed undermine the inwardness which constitutes the essence 
of prayer, and this tendency surely needs to be resisted. There is, 
however, another side to the coin. With reference to Rabbi Eliezer’s 
statement in the Mishnah in Berakhot, העושה תפלתו קבע אין תפלתו 
 One who makes his prayers rote; his prayers do not“) תחנונים (כח:)
constitute pleas”), the gemara seeks to define keva; and, inter alia, 
cites the joint response of Rabba and Rav Yosef: כל שאינו יכול לחדש בה 
 This .(”Whoever is not able to insert something fresh in it“) דבר (כט:)
is, presumably, a manifesto for spirituality in tefillah. Yet, the gemara 
immediately cites Rav Zeira’s comment: אנא יכילנא לחדושי בה מילתא 
 I can insert something fresh, but I am afraid“) ומסתפינא דלמא מטרידנא
to do so for fear I should become preoccupied”) – presumably, not 
only as a biographical tidbit, but as a general caveat and guideline. 
Maimonides’ formulation that uniformity in berakhot was instituted 
in order that:

שיהיו ערוכות בפי הכל וילמדו אותן ותהיה תפלת אלו העלגים תפלה 
שלימה כתפלת בעלי הלשון הצחה (תפלה א:ד), 

an orderly form would be in everyone’s mouth, so that all 
should learn the standardized prayer, and thus the prayer of 
those who were not expert in speech would be as perfect as 
that of those who had command of a chaste style (Laws of 
Prayer 1:4),

is relevant not only as concerns those who can barely express 
themselves but, equally, with respect to anyone who has difficulty in 
formulating and experiencing simultaneously.

And the same may be suggested, mutatis mutandis, with respect 
to some other miẓvot. How much spiritual energy would be wasted 
every seder night, if one had to improvise the evening’s structure and 
content, even if it were done in advance? How much distraction from 
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the experiential substance of yom teruah would ensue if we had to 
invent anew the texts and themes of the day’s prayers and teki’ot every 
Rosh Hashanah? The halakhah has entitled us by confronting us with 
the existent and demanding that we cope with its challenges.

Secondly, however, the contribution of halakhah to spirituality 
extends beyond the removal of barriers or the diversion of energy 
from one task to another. It consists, primarily, in a positive and 
substantive vein, in bonding ourselves to its Author, in deepening and 
intensifying our relation to the Ribbono shel Olam. Encounter with 
Him and His will in every area, almost at every step; attention riveted 
upon understanding and implementing His directives; awareness 
of His pervasive presence in all walks of life; the constant challenge 
to free, and yet obedient, decision – all of these impact significantly 
upon our religious being and upon our link to shekhinah. That link, 
in turn, impacts profoundly upon our total spiritual life.

Admittedly, however, while this interactive reciprocal fructifica-
tion exists at the general plane, its realization at the personal level 
requires some effort. The key is an awareness, in-depth awareness, of 
one critical point. We have spoken of the confrontation and possible 
conflict of law and spirituality in general terms; and, indeed, in the 
abstract, the specter of legalism looms large. However, as commit-
ted Jews, we do not regard the issue abstractly, and we do not deal 
with a legal system. We deal with devar Hashem, with divine will 
as expressed in ordinances and incorporated in the legal order of 
halakhah. When this fact is fully absorbed and integrated, we sense 
that we do not just encounter a codex but a vivifying presence; that 
vitalism and dynamism derive from clinging to our Commander and 
Legislator – ואתם הדבקים בה' א-לקיכם חיים כלכם היום (“You who cleave 
to God your Lord, you are all living today”); that He, and, deriva-
tively, His revealed will, is the wellspring of effervescence, מקור מים 
 and that, consequently, divine ;(”the source of living waters“) חיים
law and human spirituality can interact positively within our own 
selves. However, where this conviction is jaded, and awareness of 
the transcendental character of halakhah superficial, the sense of 
conflict may penetrate.

Of course, recognition of the uniqueness of halakhah as devar 
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Hashem does not necessarily assure the strain of interactive balance 
I would encourage. If illustration be necessary, I might cite – on the 
authority of a person whose veracity I consider unimpeachable – a 
story concerning a certain adam gadol. On one of the yamim no-
raim, he (out of deference, I omit his identity) noticed that one of 
his sons stood for Shemoneh Esreih considerably longer than he 
had. He approached him, and asked to see his maḥzor. Upon leaf-
ing through it, he observed laconically: “Strange, we both have the 
identical text, and yet it takes you so much longer.” I have the highest 
regard for the person in question – kotano avah mimotnai; but the 
story is chilling. Without this recognition, the problem is greatly 
exacerbated, however.

The Rav zt”l was keenly – and, at times, painfully – aware of 
this problem. The awareness is already very much in evidence in 
Ish ha-Halakhah. He knew fully the critique leveled at the world of 
Brisk – particularly, in Y.L. Pereẓ’s “Bein Shnei Harim” – as being 
coldly aspiritual; and, in a work idealizing its tradition, he takes up 
the cudgels in response.

האם משולל הוא איש ההלכה? כל אותה התפארת של החוויה הדתית 
הגועשת והסוערת הבוערת בלבת אש קודש, שאיש הדת האכסטטי רגיל 

בה?…הפועם רגש של כמיהה ועריגה לה' בנשמתו של איש ההלכה?
Is halakhic man devoid of the splendor of that raging and 
tempestuous sacred, religious experience that so typifies the 
ecstatic homo religiosus? … Is it possible for halakhic man to 
achieve such emotional exaltation that all his thought and 
senses ache and pine for the living God? 

And his reply is unequivocal:

איש ההלכה מוכשר וראוי להתמכר לחוויה דתית נאדרה בקודש, על כל 
צביונה ושיכלולה. ברם ההתלהבות הדתית הכבירה באה אליו אחרי ההכרה, 
אחרי שרכש לו כבר ידיעה בעולם האידיאלי של ההלכה ובבואתו בעולם 
הריאלי. ומתוך שחוויה זו באה אחרי ביקורת חריפה והסתכלות עמוקה 

וחודרת, הרי היא גדולה ביותר.23
.איש ההלכה – גלוי ונסתר, עמ' 74 23 
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Halakhic man is worthy and fit to devote himself to a majestic 
religious experience in all its uniqueness, with all its delicate 
shades and hues. However, for him such a powerful, exalted 
experience only follows upon cognition, only occurs after he 
has acquired knowledge of the a priori, ideal halakhah and 
its reflected image in the real world. But since this experience 
occurs after rigorous criticism and profound penetrating 
reflection, it is that much more intensive.24

Educationally, however, this sequential approach seems neither 
feasible nor desirable. It is, at best, suited for only an elite coterie.25 
Subsequently, in any event, as his pedagogic experience expanded, 
some of the Rav’s early confidence waned and gave way to a sharper 
sense of the difficulties involved as well as to a measure of frustra-
tion. His basic faith in the interaction of halakhah and spirituality, 
and his personal quest to attain and to inculcate it, never wavered. 
But he recognized increasingly that the path was tortuous and that 
if the goal were to be attained, significant effort would need to be 
invested.

I have discussed, primarily, the possibly corrosive impact of 
halakhic living upon spirituality, and of the need to address the is-
sue. We need, however, to be no less sensitive to the reverse – the 
dangers posed by a bent for spirituality upon full Torah commitment. 
These dangers are multiple. First, there is the possibility that a thirst 
for the spiritual will issue in disdain for what is perceived to be non-
spiritual. The latter might be “pure” Talmud Torah, dismissed either 
out of anti-intellectualism, or out of passionate moral and religious 
fervor. In this connection, one of course recalls the polemical pref-
ace to Ḥovot ha-Levavot – parts of which, incidentally, Reb Hayim 
Brisker did not hesitate to brand as apikorsos.26 Or it might be rote 
and shallow performance of miẓvot. The outcry against miẓvat 

 24 Halakhic Man, trans. Lawrence Kaplan (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
1983), pp. 82–3.
 25 The question of broad application hovers over the essay, generally, but especially 
so with respect to this point.
 26 This was related to me by the Rav.
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anashim melumadah has, of course, been the staple of pietists and 
moralists throughout the generations; and, in the modern era, it has 
united the mussar movement and Ḥasidut. However, its impact may 
be a two-edged sword. At the personal level, it may inspire more 
spiritual observance; or, it may, contrarily, lead one to abandon 
observance entirely, inasmuch as technical performance is deemed 
meaningless anyway. And, at the interpersonal plane, it may lead 
to demeaning the ordinary Jew, routinely but tepidly enacting his 
halakhic commitment. There is, to be sure, a democratic streak in 
certain spiritual movements – in Romanticism, generally, and in 
Ḥasidut, particularly: appreciation, if not idealization, of the child, 
the untutored, even the simpleton, and their naive faith. However, 
these may also engender an aristocracy of their own. Rousseau’s or 
Chateaubriand’s admiration for the primitive and their contempt of 
the bourgeois were two sides of the same coin.

We, as committed Jews, cannot, however, dismiss “mere” ob-
servance. Quite apart from the mystical quality ascribed to a miẓvah 
by the Nefesh ha-Ḥayyim, the impact upon the personal Jew and 
his modicum of avodat Hashem remains significant. Back in the 
nineteen-sixties, Professor Twersky addressed a student body at 
Yeshiva University and argued that, if forced to choose between 
Mendelssohn’s adogmatic ritual observance and Buber’s non-hal-
akhic spirituality, he would opt for the former. At the time, I chal-
lenged this thesis, contending that a ritual act, wholly devoid of a 
faith infrastructure,27 entailed neither a maasseh miẓvah nor a kiyum 
miẓvah. I abide by that position; but, if we are dealing not with adog-
matic observance but with superficial, and yet belief-based, action, 
we cannot delegitimize it.

A second danger, already noted en passant, pertains to 
attitudes toward the material. As secularism serves as a leveling 
ideology in one vein – it recognizes no ultimate difference between 
times, places, persons, or objects – so spirituality can democratize 
in another. Where the focus upon spiritual essence is exaggerated, 

 27 Whether indeed Mendelssohn went so far in his rejection of any normative 
duty to believe, I do not here presume to ascertain. The discussion at the time was 
predicated upon the assumption that this was the case.
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the danger of minimizing material halakhic status increases. This 
is of particular relevance with respect to the land of Yisrael. One 
recalls the stir raised here a decade ago by remarks attributed to the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe, that while olotekha u-shelamekha could only be 
offered in the beit ha-mikdash, aliyotekha u-shelemutekha could be 
attained universally.

Somewhat akin to this factor, lurks a third danger – perhaps 
best noted by reference to the issur of sheḥutei huẓ. The prohibition 
against slaughtering and offering sacrifices anywhere but in mikdash 
appears in the Torah twice – but in very different contexts and, 
presumably, with different import. In Re’eih, in accordance with 
a dominant motif of that parshah, it is related to enshrining beit 
ha-beḥirah, wherever it may be, as the unique locus of sacrificial 
worship:

השמר לך פן תעלה עלתיך בכל מקום אשר תראה. כי אם במקום אשר 
יבחר ה' באחד שבטיך שם תעלה עלתיך ושם תעשה כל אשר אנכי מצוך 

(דברים יב:יג–יד).
Take heed that you do not offer your burnt offerings at 
every place that you see; but at the place which the Lord will 
choose in one of your tribes, there you shall offer your burnt 
offerings, and there you shall do all that I am commanding 
you (Deuteronomy 12:13–14).

That status would be impaired by diversification and the existence 
of competing centers; hence, evidently, the proscription.28 In Aḥarei 
Mot, on the other hand, sheḥitat huẓ is forbidden in order to avoid 
continued drift to the worship of alien spiritual entities; ולא יזבחו עוד 
 They shall no longer“) את זבחיהם לשעירם אשר הם זונים אחריהם (ויקרא יז:ז)
sacrifice their sacrifices unto the satyrs, after whom they go astray”). 
That heretofore prevalent practice verging upon idolatry is hence-
forth interdicted.29

 28 The incessant and unsuccessful battle (רק הבמות לא סרו, “only from the high altars 
they did not desist”) against local altars during the period of bayit rishon presum-
ably revolved around this issue.
 29 This point is reflected in a comment which appears in Vayikra Rabbah, ad locum, 
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Spirituality, analogously, poses a potential threat on both fronts. 

First, its creative and dynamic aspect may exert a centrifugal thrust, 
issuing in alternative modes of religious experience and expression 
which, if insufficiently integrated, may rival normative categories. 
Secondly, the spiritual impulse may be adulterated, religion 
becoming tinged with superstition or vestigial magic, spirituality 
degenerating into spiritualism or its equivalent.

Finally, alongside the religious, there looms a moral danger. 
Excessive spirituality, possibly tinged by otherworldliness, may 
lead to averting one’s gaze from mere material suffering. We are, of 
course, enjoined to emulate the Ribbono shel Olam, ,המגביהי לשבת 
 Who is enthroned on high yet deigns to“) המשפילי לראות בשמים ובארץ
look down upon heaven and earth”); but the lesson of Rav Yoḥanan’s 
familiar observation כל מקום שאתה מוצא גבורתו של הקב"ה אתה מוצא 
 Wherever you find the greatness of the Holy“)  ענוותנותו (מגילה לא.)
One, Blessed be He, there you find His humility” [BT Megillah 31a]), 
can be all too easily lost. And inordinate spirituality may accelerate 
that loss.

I regard none of this as cause for discarding spirituality. It 
remains an indispensable component of the religious life. These 

to the effect that korbanot were to serve as a means of weaning the community 
away from idolatry:

והיו מביאים קרבניהם  כוכבים במצרים  ישראל להוטים אחר עבודת   לפי שהיו 
לשעירם…והיו מקריבין קרבניהם באיסור במה ופורעניות באה עליהם אמר הקב"ה 
יהיו מקריבין לפני בכל עת קרבנותיהן באהל מועד והן נפרשין מעבודת כוכבים והם 

ניצולים (כב:ח).
Because Israel were passionate followers after idolatry in Egypt and 
used to bring their sacrifices to the satyrs…and they used to offer 
their sacrifices in the forbidden high places, on account of which 
punishments used to come upon them, the Holy One, blessed be He 
said: “Let them offer their sacrifices to me at all times in the Tent of 
Meeting, and thus they will be separated from idolatry and be saved 
from punishment,” (22:8).

 The phrase, באיסור במה (in the forbidden high places) is puzzling, but I presume 
that it, too, refers to the issur of avodah zarah.  It might be noted that this text was 
cited by the Maharam Al Askar, as a possible source for Maimonides’ rationale 
for korbanot in his Guide, 3.32, 3.46. See She’eilot u-Teshuvot Maharam Al Askar, 
sec. 117, p. 302.
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are, however, reasons for nurturing and honing it carefully; and, 
together with the caveats against arid legalism, constitute an 
overriding challenge for optimal personal realization in the quest 
for integrated avodat Hashem. If we had to decide between pallid 
normative observance and non-halakhic spiritual dynamism we 
would, as commanded beings, unhesitatingly, albeit regretfully, opt 
for the former. But does anyone imagine that the Ribbono shel Olam 
confronts us with such a cruel choice? Our aim, duty and aspiration 
both, is the conjunction of spiritualized halakhah and disciplined 
spirituality; the fusion which enables us to realize the poetry and 
prose of ideal Jewish existence.

The topic of this paper, as well as of this conference, is, in every 
sense, timeless. Yet it bears, additionally, a clear immediate relevance, 
in light of the recent upsurge in spirituality within the Western world, 
generally, and our own Jewish sector, particularly. I take it this was 
a factor in the choice of the topic and, hence, that, in conclusion, I 
should presumably address myself – with specific reference to the 
Jewish scene – to the current scene somewhat. I must confess that I 
cannot claim extensive intimate contact with the phenomenon, but 
I trust that I can nonetheless address myself to several significant 
issues regarding it.

The most palpable manifestation of this movement, in public 
perception, is exuberance and enthusiasm – particularly, within the 
context of prayer. Songfests, midnight dancing, Carlebach kabbalat 
Shabbat – these are among the hallmarks. In seeking to assess this 
development, I am convinced that, on the whole, its effect has 
been salutary – especially in the lay community. The verve and the 
excitement felt by many in the course of more visibly “soul”-oriented 
tefillah stand in marked contrast to the pallor and desiccation which 
characterized many batei knesset a decade ago. Carping critics 
sometimes object that the vibrant hour of kabbalat Shabbat is, for 
many, merely a faddish island within an otherwise tepid and possibly 

“yuppie” existence. Possibly. I have no way of judging; and who has 
designated me to evaluate the depth of other people’s sincerity? 
Be this as it may, an island is also not to be lightly dismissed; and, 
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beyond that, I find it difficult to believe that the interlude leaves no 
imprint upon the totality of personal spirituality.

When I gave vent to this evaluation in Jerusalem recently, 
some listeners responded with a measure of surprise. “Et tu, Brute?” 
They needn’t. In a talk before a group of rabbanim close to twenty 
years ago, entitled, by way of adaptation, “Spirit and Spirituality,” I 
stressed the need for a much greater injection of ruaḥ – within our 
educational institutions, particularly. Again, in an address before the 
Educators Council of America in 1985 – recently disseminated by 
the Israel Koschiẓky Virtual Beit Midrash of Yeshivat Har Etzion – I 
stated: “I spoke before about a passionate concern for Torah. The 
key, indeed, is the passion – passion which is important in its own 
right as a component of avodat Hashem, and passion which holds 
the key to the development of other components…. In order to 
attain that, we, as educators, should be ready to sacrifice – and 
even sacrifice considerably – a measure of objective intellectual 
accomplishment.” I have since recurred to this theme, periodically; 
so I feel perfectly consistent in asserting that, for the bulk of the 
purveyors and participants of current spirituality, the net religious 
result is indeed positive.

There are, however, several reservations – some, major. First, as 
regards the perception of spirituality. We are all in favor of enthusiasm 
and would find it difficult to believe that, in the age of Locke and 
Shaftesbury, the term had negative associations. However, we must 
beware of conditioning our definition or conception of spirituality 
upon enthusiam and its external expression. Does anyone question 
the spirituality of George Fox and his quietist Quakers? Is Byron 
more spiritual than Wordsworth – the Wordsworth who defined 
poetry as “emotion recollected in tranquility;” he who taught us to 
approve “the depth and not the tumult of the soul;” he who could 
attest, in concluding the “Ode on the Intimation of Immortality,” “To 
me the meanest flower that blows can give / Thoughts that do often 
lie too deep for tears?” On the contrary, nothing is more unspiritual 
than confining the world of the spirit to its outward expression, to 
Sturm und Drang at any level. Was not this part of the message of the 
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famous counsel of Carlyle, the patron-saint of Victorian spirituality, 
“Close thy Byron, open thy Goethe?”

Second, the question of the balance of innovation and tradition 
needs to be carefully considered. I am not certain as to whether or 
how far the Rama’s dictum, ואל ישנה אדם ממנהג העיר אפילו בניגונים או 
 A person should not deviate from“) בפיוטים שאומרים שם (או"ח תריט:א)
the local custom – even in the matter of the particular tunes or 
liturgical poems that are traditionally recited there [Oraḥ Ḥayyim 
619:1]”) applies to ordinary daily or Shabbat prayer. After all, the 
Rama waited until Hilkhot Yom ha-Kippurim to pronounce it. But 
the issue as such, relating not only to the niggunim but to the 
overall atmosphere of tefillah and its locus, needs to be confronted, 
judiciously and sensitively.

The more critical concerns lie, however, beyond the purview 
of the practical aspects of conduct in the beit ha-knesset, and touch 
upon major cruces, especially as they impinge upon the dati le-umi 
Torah community. By way of example, in one of the more “spiritual” 
yeshivot hesder, the assembled ẓibbur burst into dance in the midst 
of tefillat Yom Kippur. It was subsequently explained that – and the 
rationale is even more perturbing than the event – inasmuch as 
they dance on Simḥat Torah, why differentiate. Clearly, whoever 
can offer such a rationale has no idea of the genuine import of Yom 
Kippur – and probably also has no idea of the import of Simḥat Torah. 
Surely, he has erased from his consciousness the gemara’s explanation 
for the omission of hallel on yamim noraim:

אמר רבי אבהו אמרו מלאכי השרת לפני הקב"ה רבש"ע מפני מה אין 
ישראל אומרים שירה לפניך בר"ה וביום הכפורים אמר להם אפשר מלך 
יושב על כסא דין וספרי חיים וספרי מתים פתוחין לפניו וישראל אומרים 

שירה (ר"ה לב:).
R. Abbahu stated: The ministering angels said in the Presence 
of the Holy One, blessed be He: Sovereign of the Universe, 
why should Israel not chant hymns of praise before Thee on 
New Year and the Day of Atonement? He replied to them: Is 
it possible that the King should be sitting on the throne of 
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justice with the books of life and death open before Him, and 
Israel should chant hymns of praise? (BT Rosh ha-Shanah 
32b).

In this instance, not the halakhic calendar but personal inclination 
dictated the day’s mood.

Even more seriously, misguided spirituality distorts Talmud 
Torah. In another yeshiva, students are encouraged to adopt, as do 
their masters, quasi-mystical interpretations for apparent halakhic 
discussions in the gemara. And this, in the name of a presumably 
spiritual quest for penimiyut ha-Torah. Spatial metaphors regarding 
what is higher, deeper, or inner are used congenially to suggest 
a greater degree of truth, value, or sanctity which the method 
presumes to attain. The spiritual impulse in this connection is 
dual. Spiritually, advocates of Maimonides’ rejection of literal 
anthropomorphism admire it for two reasons. First, it issues in a 
purer conception of divinity, as opposed to grosser renderings. Quite 
apart from the result, however, there is a strain of spirituality in the 
process. A metaphorical or allegorical reading is not so fettered or 
shackled by the text, and relatively untrammeled imagination can 
be brought to bear upon its explication. Here, too, analogously both 
elements are at work. A penimi analysis of שנים אוחזין בטלית or שור שנגח 
 enables one to soar far above the dull sublunary sphere of את הפרה
garments and cattle to a firmament of celestial reality. Second, the 
liberating enterprise, per se, by dint of its very nature, provides an 
exhilarating stimulus. For those who countenance the validity of 
these insights, ashrei ha-maamin. But those of us who were trained 
to deal with halakhic realia in their own terms, are chagrined by 
the harnessing of misconceived spirituality, in order, literally, לגלות 
 to produce an interpretation of Torah that is“) פנים בתורה שלא כהלכה
contrary to halakhah”). 

Most serious, however, are the dangers which lurk in a relatively 
abstract realm. Religious spirituality expresses itself, primarily, in 
two areas. The first, at which we have already glanced, is that of forms 
of worship and modes of expression. The second is focus upon the 
nature and degree of adhesion and linkage to the transcendental 
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order, in general, and to the Ribbono shel Olam, in particular. In its 
more extreme form, this tendency is reflected in various mystical 
traditions, particularly Oriental ones. In a lesser vein, however, 
it remains a significant component of more moderate religious 
outlooks.

Per se, the aspiration for linkage is of course positive, provided 
that awareness of the absolute chasm separating man from his 
Creator is not jaded. Where the sense of the “wholly other” is eroded, 
the striving for fusion can become highly dangerous, even more so 
from a Jewish perspective than from a Christian one. The Gaon’s 
critique of the Tanya, in this respect, is familiar; and it is paralleled by 
Barth’s rejection of Schleiermacher’s Romantic theology. The natural 
bent of spirituality in religion very often expresses itself, however, 
precisely in diminishing the sense of chasm and engendering 
a feeling of familiarity. Of many of its votaries, particularly in the 
current vogue, one might invoke the gemara’s rhetorical query, חב־
 ”?Can one behave familiarly with Heaven“) רותא כלפי שמיא? (ברכות לד.)
[BT Berakhot 34a]).

In seeking to trace the roots of our current spiritual vogue, we 
should no doubt look, in part, to some universal factors, inasmuch 
as the phenomenon extends beyond our borders. However, if we 
should focus upon insular sources, particularly within the dati le-umi 
community here in Israel, unquestionably the figure of Rav Kook30 
would loom prominently. His personality and his writings have left 
an indelible imprint upon that community, and reinvigorated spiri-
tuality is surely part of his patrimony, as it was central to his life and 
works; and for this we are all in his debt. Some would contend that 
he is also, unwittingly, responsible for some of the excesses. I do not 
feel qualified to judge; but it is a fact that those whom I would regard 
as having gone overboard regard themselves as his progeny. Be this 
as it may, it is essential that we grasp the seriousness of this issue.

 30 A recent collection of essays surveying various aspects of Rav Kook’s thought was 
entitled, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and Jewish Spirituality, ed. Lawrence Kaplan 
and David Shatz (New York: New York University Press, 1995). See, especially, the 
essays by Jerome I. Gellman, “Poetry of Spirituality,” and Norman Lamm, “Har-
monism, Novelty, and the Sacred in the Teachings of Rav Kook.”
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We are not just dealing with some moot theological abstraction. 
At issue is the character of man’s relation to the Ribbono shel Olam. 
Much of what now passes for spirituality implicitly presses for the 
demotion of yirah in the interest of ahavah. C.S. Lewis has some-
where observed that most people don’t want a Father in Heaven, but 
rather a Grandfather. Some would prefer a mate. This, for traditional 
Yahadut, is critical. This is hardly the place to examine this crucial 
issue in depth, but one point needs to be clarified emphatically. To 
be sure, Ḥazal decried the inferiority of avodah mi-yirah, but never 
yirah itself. As a motive for the religious life and the performance 
of miẓvot in general, love is pre-eminent; but as an integral compo-
nent of the inner religious life, as one aspect of man’s experience of 
God and his relation to Him, fear or awe takes its place alongside 
love. The selfsame Maimonides who, in the concluding chapter of 
Sefer Mada denigrates avodah mi-yirah, posits reverential awe in 
the second chapter of that treatise as a positive commandment; and 
he goes so far as to state that ahavah and yirah can jointly spring 
from the same contemplative experience. Indeed, one might suggest, 
without paradox, that one could fulfill the miẓvah of yirah, impelled 
by ahavah.

It is entirely possible that, even as specific miẓvot, love is superior 
to fear or even awe; and this is perhaps suggested by Naḥmanides’31 
celebrated explanation of why assei doḥeh lo ta‘asseh (“a positive com-
mandment overrides a negative one”), or by Maimonides’32 state-
ment that practical miẓvot were intended to engender yirah and the 

 31 See his comment on Exodus 20:8:
 ולכן מצות עשה גדולה ממצות לא תעשה כמו שאהבה גדולה מהיראה כי המקיים 

ועושה בגופו ובממונו רצון אדוניו הוא גדול מהנשמר מעשות הרע בעיניו.
 It is for this reason that a positive commandment is greater than a 
negative commandment, just as love is greater than fear, for he who 
fulfills and observes the will of his Master with his body and his pos-
sessions is greater than he who guards himself from doing that which 
is not pleasing to Him.

 It is noteworthy that the discussion is placed within the context, and with reference 
to the categories of servitude.
 32 See Guide, 3.52.
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philosophic knowledge communicated by the Torah to instill ahavah. 
However, the place of yirah as a cardinal aspect of our normative 
religious life is beyond question. It constituted the central motif 
of maamad har Sinai; in Ḥazal, religious commitment is generally 
denominated yirat shamayim; and we say daily, ויחד לבבנו לאהבה וליראה 
.(”unite our hearts to love and fear Your name“) את שמך

I’m afraid, however, that votaries of current spirituality often 
tend to erode the status of yirah; and, together with it, the status 
of the very essence of Yahadut: kabbalat ol malkhut shamayim and 
kabbalat ol miẓvot. In Israel today, in certain circles much is heard 
of hitḥabrut, as linkage, but little of hitḥayvut, as obligation. Only 
recently, I heard of the Bar Miẓvah of the son of a local spiritually 
inclined rabbi, at which the homiletic parlance was suffused with 
linkage and self-realization but nary a word about yoke or bondage. 
Or to take a published example, what is one to make of the following 
affirmation by Rav Shagar, regarded as bearing affinity to current 
spiritual circles:

האמונה בהלכה, כמו גם אמונת חכמים בהקשר זה, אינה נובעת בהכרח 
מכך שיש לי הוכחה שהם היו החכמים הכי חכמים. מקורה בסוג של 
אינטימיות – התורה והיהדות זה אני! הבחירה שלי בעצמי היא בחירה 
בתורה, במסורת. לא לחנם הביעו חכמים במדרשים רבים את אהבתם 
לתורה במטפורות הלקוחות מחיי איש ואשתו. הכרה זו, שבפי חז"ל נקראת 
קבלת עול מלכות שמים נותנת את האופציה למגע עם האין־סוף, בהיותה 

מוחלטת וראשונית.33 
Belief in the halakhah, like the belief in the Sages in this 
connection, does not necessarily derive from being sure that 
these sages were the wisest. Rather, its source is a kind of 
intimacy: Torah and Judaism – this is I! My choice of myself is 
the choice of Torah, of tradition. Not for nought did the Sages, 
in so many midrashim, express their love of Torah through 
the metaphor of conjugal life. This realization – which the 
sages term “the acceptance of the yoke of Heaven” – affords 

 33 Cited from an extensive interview with him, published in De‘ot, 3 (February, 
.p. 12 ,(שבט, תשנ"ט ;1999
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the possibility of contact with the Infinite, in that it is absolute 
and primal. 

And to think that this exercise in narcissism is to be equated with 
kabbalat ol malkhut shamayim!

Still more worrisome – hopefully atypical, but still a chilling 
straw in the wind – I found a conversation to which I was recently 
privy. Towards the end of a wedding of a ḥatan from a markedly 
spiritual yeshiva – during which the dancing proceeded with 
admirable gusto – I overheard one of his peers confidently reassure 
another:

בעצם, אתה לא צריך לקנא בא-לקים, מפני שאתה הוא. רק החלק שבנו 
שעושה רע איננו א-לקים; אשר לכל השאר, אתה הוא.

Actually, you don’t have to envy God, because you are He. 
Only the part of us that does evil is not God. As for the rest, 
you are He! 

I may not be quoting verbatim, but the citation is close to that; and 
the substance of the remarks is utterly accurate. I was confronted 
by the obvious question: Was there any connection between the 
gusto and the blasphemy, no less grievous for being innocent? I am 
convinced that there is no necessary link, but cannot be certain 
about specific cases; and this leaves room not only for thought but 
for concern.

We are confronted, then, with significant difficulties. The 
benefits of the current wave of spirituality are many and diverse; 
and, if such matters can be quantified, I repeat that, on balance, 
they outweigh the reverses even within our own Orthodox camp. 
However, some of its manifestations – particularly, ideological 
flotsam and jetsam – are truly worrisome; and with these we need 
to cope.

This brings us, finally, back to our primary problem: How to 
attain optimal fusion of divine law and human spirituality, commit-
ted to both while eschewing neither. We live by the serene faith that 
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it can be done. We refuse to believe that we are doomed to choose 
between arid formalism and unbridled sensibility. We reject both 
Leibowitz and Buber. But that faith needs to be energized, and to 
that end, we need to harness effort and commitment. The apocryphal 
remark attributed to an anonymous ḥasid, מתנגדים דאוונען נישט – אין 
 ;Mitnaggedim pray not – but on time“) צייט; חסידים דאוונען – נישט אין צייט
H�asidim pray – but not on time”) – is both facile and tendentious. 
It is also false. It is our mission to assure that legists and spiritualists 
both pray – on time.
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