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Communications

TO THE EDITOR:

R. Daniel Schreiber’s thoroughly researched article, “Asymptotically 
Approaching God: Kedusha in the thought of Ramban” (Tradition 44:1, 
Spring 2011), treated two important subjects in depth: “general ethical 
principles” and “kedusha.” However, naturally, he left room for signifi -
cant additions. Here I would like to make suggestions to each.

The Torah concept of “general ethical principles” is certainly valid, 
and even very important; but where is it mentioned in the Talmudic and 
post-Talmudic literature? Some thought will readily show that the Tal-
mudic term “aggadah” represents just that.

Aggadah, as used in the Talmudic literature, includes not only stories, 
as the name implies, but also fundamental Torah principles. For instance, 
we fi nd the statement, “All that God created in this word He created only 
for His glory,” which guided the Sages in a very diffi cult practical decision – 
to forego enforcing their authority over rebellious employees when the 
beauty of divine service was at stake )BT Yoma 38a). Another illuminat-
ing example: the commandment “You shall do that which is fair and good 
in the eyes of God” (Deuteronomy 6:18). This commandment requires 
us to go beyond the letter of the law, especially in terms of fi nancial con-
cessions. The details of this principle are taught by illustrations from the 
conduct of Talmudic sages; see, for example, BT Ketubot 97a and BT 
Bava Metsia 83a. For an extensive discussion of the outstanding impor-
tance of this mitsva, and additional illustrations, see my Torah Study 
(Feldheim, 1990, 2002), Part 2, ch.2, sec. 5(1). 

Even the story portion of the aggadah can be seen as highly instruc-
tive in general ethical principles. The Sages teach us: “Serving a Torah-
giant is greater than studying under him” (BT Berakhot 7b) – observing 
the practical application of Torah principles is more instructive than their 
theoretical study; and for us, who no longer have the opportunity to 
serve a Torah-giant, studying aggadot concerning them is the best alter-
native (heard from R. Mosheh Gurewitz). 

It now remains for us to determine priority; if there is a confl ict 
between the demand of a halakhically defi ned mitsva and one based on 
aggadah, which duty overrides which? Here, as a rule, halakha takes pri-
ority – not because it is more important, but because it is more rigorously 
defi ned. By way of illustration, we may compare halakha to the skeleton 
of a human body and aggadah to its fl esh. When there is pressure on a 
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person, it is preferable to have the fl esh bend than to have a bone crack. 
But no one would claim that the skeleton is more important to the person 
than his fl esh.

Now for the concept of kedusha. The great importance Ramban gives 
the commandment “You shall be kedoshim” can be understood readily by 
considering R. S.R. Hirsch’s interpretation of the word “kadosh”: to be 
dedicated to a sublime ideal, the direct opposite to being self-indulgent 
(in contrast to “kadesh,” dedicated to a vulgar purpose (cf. Deuteronomy 
23:18)). This explains Ramban’s claim that without the commandment 
“You shall be kedoshim,” the 613 commandments would permit a person 
to be “naval bi-reshut ha-Torah,” debased with permission of the Torah. 
That, too, is the meaning of the Talmudic interpretation “perushim 
tiheyu” – do not be self-indulgent. 

This interpretation of “kedusha” also fi ts very well when applied to 
objects dedicated to the Sanctuary, and to the verse “You shall be unto 
Me… a kadosh people” (Exodus 19:6).

Finally, this interpretation of kadosh also matches the reason, given by 
Rambam and supported by Ramban, for not counting “Kedoshim tihyu” 
as one of the 613 commandments. Here are Rambam’s words: “The 
fourth principle is not to count commandments that include the whole 
Torah…There are those who erred in this principle and counted “Kedoshim 
tihyu” as a one of the positive commandments, not knowing that this is a 
commandment to fulfi ll the whole Torah” (Sefer Ha-Mitsvot).
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