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“Lessons” — m0n (14
My father implanted within me the understanding that the essence of my existence is my rebbe.
If I cut myself off from my past, I impare my own being.

I feel this not only in regard to my father, but in a tangible fashion this feeling extends all the
way back to Maimonides. I have stressed many times my feeling that Maimonides was present
at our Seders; my father would constantly refer to Maimonides and his views when chanting the
Kiddush, eating the bitter herbs, and reciting the Haggadah. For me the Rambam became a true-
to-life companion. This is the basic concept of the Jewish covenant which roots us to the past.
That is why the Torah stresses that Abraham “planted an orchard [eshel] in Beersheva” [Genesis
21:33]/ The trees in the orchard symbolize the Jewish people, who are rooted in their past just as
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a tree is rooted in the ground. This relationship results in the Jews’ “proclaiming the Name of
God of the universe” [ibid.]. The Jews retain their spirituality because they have roots which
cannot be severed.

The study of Torah alone is not enough. Torah must have a rebbe and must be rooted in the
past...

“R. Akiva declared that the father transmits to the son comeliness, strength, wealth, wisdom,
years, adnt the number of generations before him [mispar ha-dorot]” [Eduyyot 2:6]. In the
mesorah community, in this fraternity of the committed, there need not be any generation gap,
any splintering of ranks. There is, rather, a sharing of ideas and ideals which span and unite
countless generations. This is the secret language of mispar ha-dorot, of uniting generations.
Each newborn Jewish child enters an extended historical family where he will be reared by the
wisdom and teachings of great Torah personalities.

Whatever | have said now is not just an abstract idea but an ongoing experience for me. Let me
say that I constantly experience the secret of mispar ha-dorot, of combining, uniting, and
merging many generations into one community. This idea becomes real every time I enter the
classroom at the Yeshiva. In the Yeshiva years play no role, centuries have no significance, and
different generations can successfully communicate with each other.

My classroom is crowded with boys who, as far as age is concerned, could be my grandchildren.
I enter the classroom as an old man with a wrinkled face and eyes reflecting the fatigue and
sadness of old age. You have to be old to experience this sadness. It is the melancholy that
results from an awareness of people and things which have disappeared and linger only in
memory. [ sit down; opposite me are rows of young beaming faces with clear eyed radiating the
joy of being young. When I enter the classroom I am filled with despair and pessimism. I
always ask myself: can there be a dialogue between an old teacher and young students, between
a rebbe in his Indian summer and boys enjoying the spring of their lives? I start shiur without
knowing what the conclusion will be.

Whenever 1 start a shiur, the door opens and another old man walks in and sits down. My
students call me the Rav. He is older than the Rav. He is the grandfather of the Rav. His name
is Reb Chaim Brisker [1853-1918]. Without his method of study, no shiur could be delivered
nowadays.

Then the door opens quietly again and another old man comes in. He is older than Reb Chaim
because he lived in the seventeenth century. His name is Reb Shabbetai ha-Kohen [1622-1662],
the famous Shakh [from the initials of his book, Siftei Kohen]. He must be present when civil
law, or dinei mamonot, is discussed when we study Baba Kamma or Baba Mezia. Then more
visitors show up, some from the eleventh, twelfth, or thirteenth centuries. Some even lived in
antiquity. Among them are Rabbi Akiva [ca. 50-135], Rashi [1040-1105], Rabbenu Tam [ca.
1100-1171], the Rabad [ca. 1125-1198], and the Rashba [ca. 1235-ca.1310]. More and more
keep on coming in.

What do I do? I introduce them to my pupils, and the dialogue commences. The Rambam states a
halakhah, and the Rabad disagrees sharply. At times the Rabad utilizes harsh language against the
Rambam. A boy jumps up to defend the Rambam against the Rabad. In his defense the student
expresses himself rashly, too outspoken in his critique of the Rabad. Young boys are wont to
speak in such a fashion. So I correct him and suggest more restrained tones. Another boy jumps
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up with a new idea. The Rashba smiles gently. I try to analyze what the young boy meant.
Another boy intervenes. Rabenu Tam is called upon to express his opinion, and suddenly a
symposium of generations comes into existence. Young students debate earlier generations with
an air of daring familiarity, and a crescendo of discussion ensues.

We all speak one language—“The whole earth was of one language and of common purpose”
[Genesis 11:1]. We enjoy each other’s company, speak one language, and pursue one goal. All
are committed to a common vision, and all operate with the same halakhic categories. A
mesorah collegiality is achieved. It is a friendship, a comradeship of young and old, spanning
antiquity, the Middle Ages, and modern times. The Mishnah [Eduyot 2:9] concludes that “the
number of generations before him” leads to “the appointed end”—ve-hu ha-ketz. This unity of
generations, this march of centuries, this dialogue and conversation between antiquity and the
present will finally bring about the redemption of the Jewish people. Ve-hu ha-ketz! The
messianic realization will come about because of this great dialogue of the generations.

Let me tell you, at the conclusion of the shiur, which can sometimes last three or four hours, I
emerge young. Younger than my pupils, they are tired and exhausted. 1 feel happy. I have
defeated age. I feel young and rejuvenated. In the mesorah experience, years play no role.
Hands, however parchment-dry and wrinkled, embrace warm and supple hands in a
commonality, bridging the gap which separates the generations. Thus, the old ones of the past
continue their great dialogue and rendezvous of the generations. This forgers and enduring
commitment to the mesora. Ve-hu ha-ketz—this is the secret that will lead to the messianic
redemption.
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