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&> A Halakhic
Approach to Suffering

The motto of the halakhic logos and ethos was expressed in
the answer that the Jews of old gave Moses when he came down
from Mount Sinai: “All that God hath spoken, na‘aseh ve-nish-
ma” (Ex. 24:7). The Latin Vulgate translated “na‘aseh ve-nish-
ma” in the sense of obeying: “faciemus et erimus obedientes, we
will do and we will be obedient.” However, the Talmud inter-
prets the word “ve-nishma” theologically and semantically. In
Hebrew, “ve-nishma” has the connotation of understanding
instead of obeying. According to the talmudic interpretation,
“na‘aseh” means, “We shall be obedient, we shall obey the laws,”
and “ve-nishma” means, “We shall try to understand the laws”
(Shabbat 88a-89b). This is quite characteristic of our talmudic
approach, which is commensurate with the philosophy of
Halakhah. It is not enough to do; it is also important and essen-
tial to understand, to know. Basically, the positive Halakhah
lays claim to the mind of man and to his will—will translated
into action; not just the abstract decision in the Kantian fash-

ion, but the decision which is later translated and transformed
into deed.

At the second level at which the halakhic gesture unfolds,
axiological experiences (that is, experiences of values) emerge.
Halakhah disposes with the services of the logos-ethos and
leaps over the barriers of cognitive formalism into the realm of
living structural value themes. At this level, “beholding” after a
prophetic fashion, rather than “discerning” in the philosophical




tradition, is the key word. Meaningful themes, in contrast to
conceptual topics—I use the terms topical and thematic in the
original Greek sense of surface (topos) and root (theme) respec-
tively—address themselves not to the discriminating mind, the
public homo theoreticus, man who has the capacity for under-
standing something in a scientific or intellectual cognitive ges-
ture. Nor does the axiological Halakhah address itself to the
tenacious will, to public homo magnus, man capable of acting in
accordance with something. Instead, it speaks to the clandes-
tine man, to homo absconditus, whether he is a soul or spiritu-
al personality. He does not engage in understanding something,
nor does he engage in acting out something, but is always con-
cerned with relating to and sharing in something.

The dominant matter of this second gesture on the part of
Halakhah—not the positive conceptual gesture but the axiolog-
ical gesture—is not “ve-nishma,” but “Ta‘amu u-re’u ki tov
Hashem, Taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:9). It is
very strange that “ta‘amu” is translated as “consider” in many
English translations. This simply destroys the very meaning of
the verb. I would accept here the translation of the Vulgate,
“gustate et videte, taste and see.” It means that God can be be
tasted, beheld intuitively, confronted and related to. Man can
share in God. The themes, values and axiological motifs of the
thematic Halakhah cannot be interpreted, nor can they be
understood and analyzed. Rather, they are felt intuitively and
beheld. The Halakhah never attempted to evolve cognitive
instruments by virtue of which the themes could be interpreted
and portrayed. It apparently considered such an undertaking
futile, since the themes are intrinsically not subject to articulate
determination and verbalization. The themes inhabit a nonlo-
quacious, mute halakhic periphery; they are more or less bound-
ary concepts and ideas for which halakhic man, in his questing
for absolute security and rootedness, reaches out. However, they
always remain outside of his reach. The more rapidly the




Halakhah or halakhic man moves toward those glowing hori-
zons, the more the themata recede into an endless distance.

In a word, the emergent halakhic gesture manifests its
dialectical character or nature. On the one hand, it sets up a
reasoned, clearly defined, precise system of thought, finding its
application in detached deeds which reach the point of being
mechanical actions. The disciplines require only acting in accor-
dance with the understanding, but the acting is normative. It
means, we might say, being pressed to act not by some physical
outside force, but by the inner norm. On the other hand, it
insists upon all-out involvement with a singular, unreasoned
order of experiential themes, communicated to us through the
medium of notched, indented and lens-shaped metaphors.
Basically, the themes, the values, the axiological motives, can-
not be interpreted, nor can they be understood and analyzed.
They are felt intuitively and beheld.

The Example of Shabbat

Permit me to introduce an example which will elucidate the
above analysis. If we should examine all the laws pertaining to
the Sabbath, we will discover that within their topical normative
context, within the halakhic logos, we deal exclusively with for-
mal concepts such as melakhah (work) and melekhet mahashevet
(intentional performance) and so forth, without relating them to
any axiological theme. There is no single axiological theme—or
call it variant—to which the positivist halakhist relates his con-
cepts. There is no need to place these concepts within a mean-
ingful coordinate system. All the topical Halakhah is interested
in is the cognitive substance, not axiological validity; in formal
constructs, like those of physicists or mathematicians, and their
logical interrelatedness within the system.

The topical halakhist is not concerned with axiological
motifs. At the level of topical Halakhah, Shabbat is just a twen-




ty-four hour stretch or period during which one must abstain
from work and discontinue his daily routine; that’s all. There is
nothing else involved in the topical approach to the Sabbath
idea. However, when we shift our attention from halakhic think-
ing to halakhic feeling, from halakhic topics to axiological the-
mata, we suddenly find ourselves in a new dimension, namely
that of kedushah, holiness. Suddenly the Sabbath is transmut-
ed or transformed from an abstract norm, from a formal con-
cept, into a “reality,” a living essence, a living entity; from a dis-
cipline in accordance with which one acts compulsorily into a
great experience which one acts out spontaneously.

Of course, we have many passages in the Bible dealing with
the Sabbath, but the basic biblical text containing the Sabbath
idea within the topical frame of formal-systematic reference is
the passage in the Decalogue dealing with the normative aspect
of the Sabbath: “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy, le-
kaddesho. Six days shalt thou labor and do all thy work but the
seventh day is a Sabbath unto the Lord thy God; in it thou shalt
not do any manner of work, thou, nor thy son . ..” (Ex. 20:8-10).

The verb le-kaddesho, to keep it holy, if analyzed in the light
of positive topical Halakhah, means only abstention from the
daily routine or separation from work. In the topical context,
the term le-kaddesho does not refer to or imply a charismatic
quality inherent in the seventh day. It is just set aside as a day
in the week on which one must abstain from work; that is all.
This is a formal approach to the Sabbath idea.

In contrast to the topical Halakhah, the text which forms
the main motto of the thematic Halakhah with regard to
Shabbat would be, I believe, the mysterious passage in Genesis
which concludes the story of creation: “And God blessed the sev-
enth day and hallowed it, va-yekaddesh oto” (Gen. 2:3). A twen-
ty-four-hour period was sanctified and hallowed. It has sudden-
ly become a metaphysical entity upon which the Almighty has
bestowed a unique endowment, a very strange endowment,
namely, that of blessedness and sanctity.




