What is Mesorah? What Isn’t Mesorah?

Rabbi Prof. Jeffrey R. Woolf
Bar Ilan University
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4. Mesorah as Experience

Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Gerus and Mesorah (June 1975):
The study of Torah has a great cathartic impact upon me. It is rooted in the wondrous experience

| always have when | open up a gemara. Somehow, when | open a gemara, either alone or when
I am in company, when | teach others, | have the impression -- don't call it hallucination -- | have
the impression that | hear soft footsteps of somebody, invisible, who comes in and sits down with
me, sometimes looking over my shoulder. The idea is not a mystical idea -- the mishna in avos,
the Gemara in Brachos says nmna powr awvw oo, maw nvow. We all believe that the nnn y, the
One who gave us the Torah, has never deserted the Torah. And He simply accompanies the
Torah; wherever the Torah has a rendezvous, an appointment, a date with somebody, He is

there.
+++++

... Talmud Torah is more than intellectual performance. It is a total, all-encompassing and all-
embracing involvement -- mind and heart, will and feeling, the center of the human personality --
emotional man, logical man, volunteristic man -- all of them are involved in the study of
Torah. Talmud torah is basically for me an ecstatic experience, in which one meets G-d....In other
words, the study of the Torah is an ecstatic, metaphysical performance; the study of Torah is an
act of surrender. That is why Hazal stress so many times the importance of humility, and that the
proud person can never be a great scholar, only the humble person. Why is humility
necessary? Because the study of Torah means meeting the Almighty, and if a finite being meets



the infinite, the Almighty, the Maker of the world, of course this meeting must precipitate a mood
of humility, and humility results in surrender.

5. Methodological Considerations

Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Gerus and Mesorah (June 1975):

Those who study Halakhah know, it is a living, dynamic discipline which was given to man in order to
redeem him and to save him. We are opposed to o»»w of course, but vyn is certainly the very essence
of Halakhah. There are no o»»w in Halakhah, but there are great o>vymn. But the owyn are within the
system, not from the outside. You cannot psychologize Halakhah, historicize Halakhah, or rationalize
Halakhah, because this is something foreign, something extraneous....And when it comes to Torah, which
is from HaKadosh Baruch Hu, all the instruments of psychology and history, utilitarian morality, are being
used to undermine the very authority of the Halakhah. The human being is invited to be creative, inventive,
and engage in inspiring research from within, but not from without.
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