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HASHKAFIC DIVERGENCE IN CONTEMPORARY 
ORTHODOXY: NEKUDAT HA-MAHLOKET

I n the closing chapters of Selected Essays, R. Shimon Schwab attempted 
 to provide spiritual clarity for “serious Torah students” by describing 
 and contrasting two confl icting viewpoints within present-day Or-

thodoxy.1 The fi rst ideology, termed the “Torah only principle,” was de-
scribed as follows:

Ideologically, this way of life is grounded in the conviction that we were 
chosen to function as a “Kingdom of Priests.”  Like the Kohanim of old, 
we should justifi ably refrain from taking part in most worldly pursuits in 
order to be totally engaged in spiritual interests.  While this is not possi-
ble in practice, worldly activities, necessary evils, are to be relegated to 
the background to play a secondary role in favor of the true essentials.2

The second school of thought, referred to by the familiar title of 
“Torah im derekh erets,” was described as follows:

The Divine task given to Adam that mandated controlling the earth ac-
cording to the will of the Creator applies to all men in general, but fi rst 
and foremost to Yisrael. It becomes mandatory for the Torah conscious 
educator – not to inspire fear of the world and hesitancy to meet its chal-
lenge, but rather, to fortify the vast majority of our youth to meet head 
on …The divine purpose for which Yisrael was created can be served in 
every capacity, in every profession, in all human endeavors, as long as they 
are not excluded by the halachah.”3

1 R. Shimon Schwab, Selected Essays. A Collection of Addresses and Essays on Hash-
kafah, Jewish History and Contemporary Issues. (New York; C.I.S. Publishers, 2002). 
P.121-122.

2 Ibid. p.125.
3 Ibid. p.127-129.
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Throughout the remainder of several chapters written in the style of 
an ongoing confrontation, R. Schwab openly and objectively discussed 
the positives and negatives of each school of thought, while outlining 
several other areas of contention. The reader is encouraged to examine 
his exposition in full. The specifi c intention in this paper is to uncover 
and explicate the origins of the confl ict described, and, in particular, to 
explore the possibility of discovering a distinct underlying point of dis-
agreement. 

Undoubtedly, the more frequent, overt, and perhaps adamant ex-
pression of the dichotomy in world outlooks notable of late is a conse-
quence of the varied reactions to the challenges of modernity.4 However, 
the actual basis for the diverse responses certainly goes back much fur-
ther.  Clearly, as both sides have been (and currently still are) advocated 
by individual gedolei Yisrael, it is obvious that in the fi nal analysis, each 
respective stand is rooted in specifi c fundamental statements of Hazal, 
and in the penetrating interpretations of those statements offered by Ris-
honim and Aharonim. 

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that despite the assorted contexts in which 
the debate plays itself out, authorities with a particular hashkafi c bent in one 
area typically line up in kind in other, supposedly unrelated areas as well.5 
This suggests that the disparity in approach in various settings actually refl ects 
a single basic underlying difference of opinion.6 It is that unifying philosoph-
ical point of departure that we hope to uncover in the present analysis.

Ironically, in order to best explore the issue, rather than focus on the 
traditional, more obvious areas of hashkafi c discrepancy (such as secular 
studies, religious Zionism and Jewish education for women) we will be 

4 For example, when initially introducing the two sides in the discussion, 
R. Schwab expressed it as follows: “fi rstly, there is the formerly Eastern European 
ideal of exclusive Torah study… on the other hand there is the formerly Western Eu-
ropean Hirschian Weltanschauung which combines Torah study with the ways of the 
world,” suggesting a 19th century origin. 

5 Obviously there are exceptions; however, for the most part, it is often easy to 
project where individual rabbis will stand on the core issues of secular studies, reli-
gious Zionism, and involvement in secular professions based on their generally pro-
fessed hashkafot.

6 As an illustration of this principle, see for example, Walter S. Wurzburger, “Rav 
Soloveitchik as a Posek of Postmodern Orthodoxy,” in Engaging Modernity Rabbinic 
Leaders and the Challenge of the Twentieth Century, edited by Moshe Z. Sokol, p.121. 
Commenting on the various policies that defi ned the Rav as the authority fi gure for 
Modern Orthodoxy, he noted: “Although these policies are not logically connected, 
they are closely related to each other, because they arise from the conviction that 
a Torat Chaim addresses the reality of the world rather than seeks an escape from 
them.” 
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analyzing three areas in which the hashkafi c disagreement appears, at least 
prima facie, to be least apparent. Included are the mandate to practice 
medicine, the requirement for rabbinic (i.e. human) derivation of Torah, 
and the requirement that man provide for his own sustenance.  These 
particular settings seem on the surface to be areas where all Orthodox 
Jews, at least from a practical application perspective, presumably agree. 
In reality, however, when explored in depth, major differences in percep-
tion and characterization come to the surface. 

VE-RAPPO YERAPPE –THE MANDATE TO HEAL

The traditional Jewish rejection of a fatalistic response to human sickness7 
has been thoroughly documented and shown to be generationally consis-
tent, supported by numerous affi rming statements going back to the 
times of the Gemara,8 Rishonim9 and Aharonim.10 Even those typically 
identifi ed as religiously zealous or “haredi” (if not overtly anti-secular) in 
their general posture, fully accept the legitimacy of human efforts to fi ght 
disease. Practically speaking, so called “right-leaning” rabbinic fi gures 
such as the Hida,11 or Hazon Ish,12 were just as likely to insist that a 
patient seek medical attention when appropriate, as were R. Samson 
Raphael Hirsch13 or R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik.14 

7 This very reasonable approach is often underscored by contrasting it with a more 
radical submissive stance espoused by other less enlightened religious groups. See 
Immanuel Jakobovits, Jewish Medical Ethics (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 
1975), pp.1-3. Thus, it has been often pointed out that the pious amongst the Kara-
ites and certain large sects of early Christians viewed standard medical interventions, 
as “an attempt to deify earthly things.” Any similar sentiments noted in the Tanakh or 
its commentaries are explained away as outliers or exceptional circumstances, certainly 
not representative of the mainstream Jewish view.

8 See for example: Ta’anit 22b, Bava Kama 85a, Mishna Nedarim 4:4 and Bava 
Metsia 107b.

9 See, for example, Rashba in Sefer Issur Va-Heter, chapter 60, sections 8-9, and 
his responsa, section 1, #413. See also the comments of Rambam in Perush ha-Mish-
nayot to Nedarim 4:4 and Pesahim 4:10, as well as Shemoneh Perakim Chapter 5, and 
Ramban in Torat Ha-Adam, perek ha-hovel. 

10 For example, R. Nissim Ashkenazi in Sefer Ma’ase Avraham, Yoreh De’ah, #55. 
See also, Responsa Tsits Eliezer part 15, section 38, Birkei Yosef, Yore De’a 336:2-3, 
Yehave Da’at 1:61, Sefer Shevet Yehuda #336, and Sefer Kreiti u’Pleiti 188:5 among 
many others.

11 Birkei Yosef, Yoreh De’ah, 336:2-3.
12 Emuna u-Bittahon, 1:6, and Kovets Iggerot 136.
13 See Collected Writings Vol. II:449 as an example.
14 See note 16 below.
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The well known derivation “‘ve-rappo yerappe’ – mi-kan she-nittena 
reshut la-rofeh le-rappot” (from here the physician was given license to 
heal)15 serves as an unambiguous declaration that, at least from a practical 
perspective, the practice of medicine is divinely sanctioned. At most, the 
need for Biblical backing admits to an underlying concern for a potential 
philosophical diffi culty instigated by man’s trespassing on Divine territory. 
Chief Rabbi Immannuel Jakobovits, in his classic work, Jewish Medical 
Ethics, summed up his discussion of this issue as follows: 

These laws indicate unmistakably that while encouragement was given for 
the sick to exploit their adversity for moral and religious ends and to 
strengthen their faith in recovery by prayer, confi dence in the healing 
powers of God was never allowed to usurp the essential functions of the 
physician and of medical science.16

Despite the evident universal approval, in truth, the deeper message 
and actual utility of “ve-rappo yerappe,” has been expressed in two very 
diverse ways. Some interpret the words “reshut le-rappot” in a very literal 
manner, deriving from them no more than what they strictly say; man is 
granted permission to heal and absolutely nothing more. Others however, 
have expanded the signifi cance of “ve-rappo yerappe” to express an enthu-
siastic endorsement of involvement in a great and honorable occupation.

R. Soloveitchik offered the most explicit illustration of the latter ap-
proach in a footnote to his famous essay, The Lonely Man of Faith. After 
introducing the reader to the wonderful world of majesty (the attainment 
of dignity and triumph over our environment) for which man intuitively 
strives, the Rav described its endorsement by the halakha as follows:

The unqualifi ed acceptance of the world of majesty by the Halakhah ex-
presses itself in its natural and inevitable involvement in every sector of 
human majestic endeavor. … This acceptance, easily proven in regard to 
the total majestic gesture, is most pronounced in the Halakhah’s relation-
ship to scientifi c medicine and the art of healing. The latter has always 
been considered by the Halakhah as a great and noble occupation. … 
God wants man to fi ght evil bravely and to mobilize all intellectual and 
technological ingenuity in order to defeat it. The conquest of disease is 
the sacred duty of the man of majesty and he must not shirk it.17

15 Tanna de-bei Rebbe Yishmael, Bava Kama 85a.
16 Immanuel Jacobovits, Jewish Medical Ethics, op cit. p. 22.
17 R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Lonely Man of Faith, pp. 52-53.



Howard Apfel

73

In contrast, the literalist camp understood the permission granted by 
“ve-rappo yerappe” as a constrained be-di’avad (after the fact) consent 
designed to allow therapeutic intervention only when absolutely necessary. 
All things being equal, disease was to be cured solely by the One who 
brought it in the fi rst place. 

Furthermore, we are cautioned by this approach against being misled 
by what appears on the surface to be a physician’s triumph or achieve-
ment. Any outwardly admirable human medical accomplishments are in 
actuality no more than an illusion. In truth, God never relinquished His 
role as the sole practitioner in curing disease. Genuine emuna u-bittahon 
(belief and trust) always did and still really does demand that we seek out 
restoration of health through prayer alone. Physician assistance is, for 
unclear reasons (yet undoubtedly somehow related to defi cient human 
merit), an obligatory formality, an unfortunate distortion of what was 
meant to be. 

In a selection from a letter, the Hazon Ish described medical efforts as 
follows:

Just as in an acquisition of money or wealth, human attempts to acquire are 
no more than the fulfi llment of an obligation, and heaven forbid we think 
“by my strength and my awesome hand etc.”  So too, human effort to save 
lives is also just a mitsva, and we must remember that we do not possess the 
power to really do anything.  Rather, with our therapeutic efforts we are 
merely awakening the gates of mercy, requesting that our actions fulfi ll that 
which is requested, and one who prays and laments over the saving accom-
plishes more than one who actually is involved in the effort.18

Reading this excerpt, one is immediately struck by the expression, 
“just a mitsva.”  The word “just” generally connotes something of mini-
mal value. Is a mitsva ever a trivial matter? Rather, “just” implies “as op-
posed to something more.” What has greater value than a mitsva? 
Obviously, the Hazon Ish was attempting to nullify what he considered a 
prevalent misconception about the function and effectiveness of thera-
peutic interventions attempted by man. 19  Evidently, he felt the need to 

18 Printed in Zikhron Ya’akov, 5739.
19 In a carefully designed analogy, the Hazon Ish compared medical intervention to 

the acquisition of wealth. Many are familiar with the gemara (Beitsa 16a) that states 
that an individual’s income is pre-determined every year at Rosh Hashana, irrespec-
tive of one’s efforts. According to this interpretation, the same can be said for the sav-
ing of a life in distress. In both contexts, the outcome is fully divinely pre-determined, 
and our material efforts, practically speaking, are ineffective – yet somehow ultimately 
necessary.
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emphasize that the actions of even a highly trained physician do not nec-
essarily have any direct concrete effect of their own. The physician may 
think he is doing substantially more, but in reality he is at most demon-
strating concern or sincerity of effort, in a sophisticated form of prayer.20 

YIVHAR ELOKIM HADASHIM – GOD FAVORS 
CREATIVE INTERPRETATIONS

Another realm where universal Orthodox acceptance exists in concept, 
yet differs quite notably in the message perceived, is the requirement for 
human intellectual input into the formulation of Torah principles and the 
halakhic process.

R. Levi bar Hama said in the name of R. Shimon ben Lakish: What is 
meant by the verse ‘and I will give you the tablets of stone, the Torah, the 
Mitsva that I have written to teach them’? ‘Tablets,’ those are the Ten 
Commandments; ‘Torah,’ that is mikra; ‘Mitsva,’ that is Mishna; ‘that 
I have written,’ those are nevi’im and ketuvim; ‘to teach them,’ that is 
Gemara. This teaches that all of these were given to Moshe at Sinai.21

In our elementary school days we were generally quite comfortable 
with a literal rendering of aggadic statements such as the one above. 
However, exposure to statements such as the one that follows from Yal-
kut Shim’oni (Judges 5:47) demand a far more sophisticated understand-
ing of the process:

And anyone who will innovate (mehaddesh) words of Torah on his own, 
is as one who is heard in heaven, and it is said to him; “thus says the Holy 

20 It is worth noting (and we will return to this later) the fact that the Hazon Ish 
himself appears to question the far-reaching implications of his characterization in the 
very next sentence. There, he continues as follows: “However, the matter requires 
shikkul (weighing, contemplation) since in a situation in which the rescue is clearly 
dependent upon a human action (if he does not act) he transgresses the prohibition 
‘do not stand idly by the blood of your fellow’.” It is interesting that this is not the 
only place where the Hazon Ish revealed a conciliatory tone in this area. Elsewhere, in 
a different correspondence with an individual asking about the correctness of seeking 
medical assistance, he projected an even more open attitude towards medical inter-
vention.  He writes, “When I think to myself, I consider efforts towards preserving 
health as a mitsva and obligation specifi cally one of the obligations designed for the 
completion of man that the Creator instilled into the fabric of His world.” (Kovets 
Iggerot 136)

21 Berakhot 5a.
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One blessed be He: ‘he built me a house, for a great reward belongs to 
him, as it says: ‘Yivhar elokim hadashim (God favors creative interpreta-
tions).’”

According to most commentators, when Moshe was given all of the 
details of the Torah he also received a set of basic principles by which the 
whole of Torah could later be derived.  A clear allusion to a seemingly 
redundant system of transmission is described by the midrash in Shemot 
Rabbah (41:6). Commenting on the verse “and it was given to Moshe,” 
the midrash comments:

R. Avahu said: “All forty days that he was working on high, he would 
learn Torah and then forget. He said to the Creator, it has been forty days 
and I don’t know anything. What did the Holy One Blessed be He do? 
When the forty days were up, He gave him the Torah as a gift, as it says, 
‘and it was given to Moshe.’ (Shemot 11:18)  Is it possible that Moshe 
really learned the entire Torah? Is it not written about the Torah that it is 
“longer than the land and wider than the ocean” (Iyov 11:9); how could 
it be that in forty days Moshe learned it all? Rather, God taught Moshe 
the principles [of the Torah].”

The seeming internal contradiction in the midrash can easily be rec-
onciled by a two-tiered transmission model. Moshe received the Torah in 
two forms at Mount Sinai. First, in miraculous fashion, he was given all 
the details of Torah as a “gift,” directly from God. At the same time, he 
was also given the principles separately, for later derivation.22 Presumably, 
all future transmission from Moshe and onward was meant to be accom-
plished through both modalities: direct literal transmission as well as 
logical or hermeneutical derivation.

There appears to be a consensus amongst Orthodox authorities to 
this basic arrangement. In one of his famous Yartzheit addresses titled 
“Shenei Sugei Masoret,” R. Soloveitchik elaborated on a continuing dual 
transmission to future generations. On one side was the mesorah of study 
and logical deduction, requiring the thirteen hermeneutical principles 
and/or logical analysis for communication: “the Rav hands over to the 
student not only the halacha but the reasoning behind it, he enlightens 

22 This dual transmission approach is also supported by the midrash Sifra (Behar) 
noted earlier: “Why is the issue of shemitta in particular related by the Torah explicitly 
to Mount Sinai, are not all the mitsvot also from Mount Sinai?  Rather, just as by 
shemitta we see the principles and details enumerated, so, too, by all the mitsvot, the 
principles and details were enumerated.” There are many other sources that similarly 
support this model. See, for example, R. Isaac Albo’s Sefer ha-Ikkarim.
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through the medium of intellectual understanding. The giver explains 
and the receiver understands and grasps…” On the other side, there was 
also a mesorah of halakha that is accepted and not explained nor explored 
intellectually: “Here the transmitter does not explain the reasons for the 
halakha and the recipient does not grasp them. Nothing can be rationally 
understood. This is what was received verbatim from his teacher even 
though he himself never comprehended it intellectually.” 23

R. Eliyahu Dessler, in several letters, also described two modes of 
transmission of Torah.24 First, there is what he termed “de’ah tokhnit pen-
imit she-nimtset be-atsmotav,” perhaps best termed “intuitive knowledge,” 
which R. Dessler himself exemplifi ed as knowledge of self, morality, and 
positive values. These, he pointed out, do not require or even allow for 
cognitive investigation or rational explanations; instead they are intuited 
naturally. 

The hasaga ha-penimit (internal comprehension) of Torah is be-behinat 
sod (mystery) in a way that is not available for transmission through ratio-
nal means; there is no way to transmit them… these are transmitted only 
through non-rational means… The geder of halakha le-Moshe mi-Sinai is 
penimit.25

On the other hand, R. Dessler also pointed out that there is another 
form of knowledge and acquisition of Torah that is derived through 
thoughtful investigation and deductive reasoning. It is in fact this latter 
approach, we are informed, that should currently occupy the dominant 
place in Torah learning.

While both R. Soloveitchik and R. Dessler acknowledged the reality 
of a two-tiered system of Torah transmission, they differed greatly as to 
how to perceive the fundamental Divine purpose in allowing for elements 
of human participation. R. Dessler viewed the requirement for human 
input as an unfortunate consequence of mankind’s sins: 

The etsem (essence) of Torah was meant to be learned be-derekh ha- penimi 
(intuited internally). Were it not for the sin of Adam and the sin of the 

23 R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Shenei Sugei Masoret”, in Shiurim Le-zekher Abba 
Mari (Jerusalem, 5743) pp. 228-231.

24 R. Eliyahu Dessler, “Torah bi-penim u-be-hitson: yahas ha-mehkar ha-sikhli 
ve-ha-deveikut”, in Mikhtav Me-Eliyahu, Part 1 (Jerusalem, 5762), pp. 218-223.

25 R. Dessler’s students added, in a note on this quotation, the suggestion to 
compare it to what Rambam writes in the introduction to his commentary on the 
Mishna, that the defi nition of halakha le-Moshe mi-Sinai is what is not given over to 
be transmitted through logical deduction.
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Golden Calf, it would still be learned that way…. For the grasping of 
Torah through human intellect was give to us only to learn it in this 
world. However, for the World to Come, the Torah that is within our 
essence is the only one that will be left to us.26

R. Soloveitchik, in many of his lectures and writings, espoused a very 
different philosophy. The entire focus of the second half of Halakhic Man 
is captured in the following passage: 

In no other fi eld of knowledge has man been adorned with the crown of 
absolute royalty as in the realm of Torah. The glorifi cation of man reaches 
here complete splendor.

Halakhic man received the Torah from Sinai not as a simple recipient 
but as a creator of worlds, as a partner with the Almighty in the act of 
creation. The power of creative interpretation (hiddush) is the very founda-
tion of the received tradition.”27

ORIGINS OF THE CONFLICT

As noted in the discussion of a license to heal, both Tosafot and Rashba28 
suggested the possibility that one who attempts to heal an internal disease 
is “soter gezerat ha-melekh” (attempting to abrogate the Divine decree), 
but the double expression, “ve-rappo yerappe” teaches that it is actually 
permissible. In Tosafot’s words, “ka mashma lan de-shari”. What exactly 
is “ka mashma lan de-shari” referring to? Most commentators discussing 
this issue assume that the permission referred to by these words was spe-
cifi cally permission to heal the sick. Is that truly the only tenable interpre-
tation?

In reality, careful analysis suggests that there are in fact two possible 
interpretations of these words. On the one hand, there is the familiar ex-
planation that “ka mashma lan de-shari “ (we learn that it is permitted) 
refers to a limited dispensation for therapeutic medical intervention alone.  
Perhaps the pragmatic concern for human health overrides the usual lim-
it on human interference. In this vein, it is only with great reluctance that 
medical treatment is allowed. Certainly, the premise that man must not 

26 R. Dessler, “Torah bi-penim u-be-hitson: yahas ha-mehkar ha-sikhli ve-ha-devei-
kut,” op cit.

27 R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, (The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, Philadelphia, 5743), pp.79-81.

28 Bava Kama 85a.
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interfere with the Divine decrees remains intact, and “ka mashma lan de-
shari” relates directly and specifi cally to medical intervention alone. 

On the other hand, “ka mashma lan de-shari” may also refer to a 
much greater concept, with a far more expansive application. Perhaps ve-
rappo yerappe uproots the original premise entirely. “Ka mashma lan de-
shari” doesn’t just mean that it is permissible to engage in medical 
therapy – it means that it is permissible to abrogate the decrees of God 
(mevatel gezarot ha-melekh). Understood this way, a much broader dis-
pensation emerges.

It is possible to discern these markedly dissimilar interpretations of 
the phrase, “ka mashma lan de-shari,” in the teachings of two renowned 
contemporary halakhic authorities. The fi rst approach was most explicitly 
articulated by R. Moshe Feinstein.29 R. Feinstein was asked whether an 
individual who required intravenous fl uids was required to have the intra-
venous catheter inserted prior to Yom Kippur in order to enable him to 
fast.  He replied that not only is he not obligated to do so, but it might 
even be prohibited.  Among the reasons for the prohibition was his anal-
ysis of Tosafot’s statement about ve-rappo yerappe: 

Even though [medical therapy for an illness] is considered to be an inval-
idation of a gezerat ha-melekh, the Torah permitted – and even obligated – 
medical intervention just as it allowed and obligated prayer which would 
invalidate gezerat ha-melekh. In this way, the Torah allowed medical ther-
apy with all manner of medications to invalidate gezerat ha-melekh by 
natural means, ve-hu mekavshei de-rahmana she-ein lanu leida (and this is 
from the Divine mysteries that are hidden from us). It is possible that the 
Torah does not allow us to invalidate gezerat ha-melekh except to cure the 
sick from illness, and one is not to learn a hiddush from this [to other 
situations], and it might be ke-soter gezerat ha-melekh since the melekh 
apparently does not want him to fast.

R. Feinstein alludes here to the idea that, typically, the permitted re-
sponse to gezerat ha-melekh is strictly limited to prayer.  The very narrow 
context of refu’at holim is an exceptional area where, for “mysterious 
reasons,” God also allowed man to attempt to intervene. Importantly, 
R. Feinstein emphasized that human interference was strictly limited to 
attempting therapeutic activity alone.30  Providing medical intervention 

29 Igerot Moshe, Orach Chaim #90.
30 Does R. Feinstein’s assertion preclude preventative therapy as well?  Almost 

certainly it does not. R. Feinstein most likely meant that it is permissible to cure ill-
ness, and also to prevent it altogether, and he was excluding specifi cally non-medically 
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in order to allow the person to fast, however, (when the gezerat ha-melekh 
was that he not do so,) was strictly off limits.  Only in the narrowest con-
text of actual refu’ah, by dint of a gezerat ha-katuv, is any natural thera-
peutic endeavor ever permitted.

In an entirely different context, a direct contrast to this approach was 
suggested by R. Herschel Schachter.31 In an essay on the nature of the 
mitsva of yishuv Erets Yisrael (resettling the land of Israel) R. Schachter 
responded to the well-known objection to re-settlement promoted by 
some, perhaps most notably the Satmer Rebbe.32  The opponents of re-
settlement maintained that the expulsion from our land was intended as a 
punishment and we are therefore not permitted to avoid God’s wrath (i.e. 
to nullify that gezera) by ending the exile prematurely.  To this argument, 
R. Schachter responded as follows: 

The foundations of this argument are very shaky. Surely Judaism does 
not forbid the attempt to avoid or curtail a punishment from God. 
Often sickness is a punishment infl icted on a person for his sins, and 
yet the Torah explicitly grants us license to seek a medical cure – 
“VeRapo Yerapei” – from which we adduce the permission granted 
a physician to heal.

Implicit in R. Schachter’s formulation is that one may understand the 
“ka mashma lan de-’shari” of ve-rappo yerappe far differently than did 
R. Feinstein.  The permission granted is not strictly limited to medical 
therapy alone, but, rather, the Biblical allowance to intervene presented 
in the context of refu’ah serves as a paradigm for other challenging situa-
tions as well. The permission is given not only to cure, but also to 
attempt to nullify other gezerot ha-melekh as well. 

To elucidate the message of this less conventional interpretation, we 
should recognize that illness should be viewed (as the majority of rabbin-
ic authorities do) as a form of Divine reprimand, or, minimally, as carry-
ing a specifi c moralistic Divine message.  At fi rst glance therefore, it 

related objectives. This is clearly expressed by R. Feinstein’s sanctioning Tay-Sachs 
testing (Iggerot Moshe, Even ha-Ezer IV, #110) which involves wound infl iction on 
healthy individuals for the sake of disease prevention.  Finally, he dispels all doubt in 
his later explicit statement (Iggerot Moshe, Orah Hayyim IV #101): “also, in reference 
to what I wrote in the [earlier] response… obviously one can also take medication 
when he is fully healthy to prevent disease from coming.”

31 R. Hershel Schachter, The Mitzvah of Yishuv Eretz Yisrael, Journal of Halacha 
and Contemporary Society, 1984, p. 29.

32 See Sefer Va-Yoel Moshe, Ma’amar Shelosha Shevuot. This was also the approach 
of the Minhat Elazar (Vol. 5 #12).
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appears quite audacious – even blasphemous – to suggest a warrant, let 
alone a mandate, to override such decrees. Why would the Divine Law-
giver grant a dispensation which is designed to eliminate His own gezerot?  
In response, however, one could reasonably argue that it is not necessary 
to resign to the full wrath of a punishment in order for its intended mes-
sage to be fully understood. Perhaps one can view these gezerot, and in 
fact all gezerot ha-melekh, as challenges placed by design in our lives by 
God for which we are encouraged, and even expected, to use all our pow-
er to overtake. 

BE-ZE’AT APEKHA TOCKHAL LEHEM – BY THE SWEAT 
OF YOUR BROW SHALL YOU EAT BREAD

The debate above culminated in a very dramatic difference of opinion as 
to what God expects of man (and Jews in particular) in meeting life’s 
challenges. It may be that that this discussion actually goes back to the 
creation of mankind and the original Divine directive to mankind.

Although this point itself can be debated,33  for the sake of our discussion 
let us assume that the consensus rabbinic opinion on the original mandate 
to man is similar to that expressed by R. Chaim Schmulevitz in his Sihot 
Musar:

Hazal taught (Niddah 30b): “There are no days in which man is envel-
oped in goodness more than those days that he is in the womb, eating 
from what his mother eats, drinking from what she drinks, and being 
taught the entire Torah. He looks and sees from one end of the world to 
the other…” In other words, all is prepared for him (the fetus) without 
any effort on his part, and even the effort involved in eating and drinking 

33 Obviously this issue is far more complex than as presented here. Even on a 
basic level there certainly are other opinions as to what exactly the original mandate 
to Adam was. For example, R. Soloveitchik’s thesis in The Lonely Man of Faith is 
well known. In contrast to R. Shmulevitz’s suggestion, presumably, even prior to 
his sin, Adam (I) was commanded “ve-kivshuha,” which, as Ramban points out, was 
a directive to mankind to develop the material world using all available natural re-
sources. Some, however, (see for example R. Shimon Schwab, Collected Writings) 
have responded to this by noting that this directive was specifi cally to benei Adam. 
However, with mattan Torah, the Jewish people were given a different directive; to 
be a “mamlekhet kohanim ve-goy kadosh” (a kingdom of priests and holy nation) which 
implies purely spiritual goals superseding the earlier ones. For further reading, see 
Leo Levi in Sha’arei Talmud Torah, pp. 209-214. See also Hovot ha-Levavot (Sha’ar 
Ha-Bitahon Chapter 3).
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he does not have to do. This is because in truth this was the intended 
state of created man, and this was the state of Adam prior to his sin.

Man was meant to live like a fetus – passive, on “life-support,” with 
all material needs provided so that he might spend his time in purely spir-
itual pursuits. However, that idyllic state unfortunately soon dramatically 
changed. R.Schmulevitz elsewhere elaborates:

The creation of man was done in a way that all his needs were prepared for 
him, and his place was the garden of Eden … and he had no worries or 
travails over his sustenance whatsoever. However, because of his sin, the 
curse of “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem” (Genesis 3:19) came upon him.”

According to this, it was because of Adam’s sin that we lost the ideal 
existence and were punished with the curse of “be-ze’at apekha tokhal le-
hem.” At that point in time, “living the good fetal life,” so to speak, was 
over, and now man would have to worry about his own sustenance and 
invest valuable time and considerable physical effort in order to maintain 
it. This, of course, would be true despite the fact that the quantity and 
quality of the sustenance itself (as already noted above) is pre-determined 
on Rosh Ha-Shana. The fact that we have to exert ourselves at all is a 
necessary evil, now understandable as part of the curse going back to 
Adam’s sin.  

In a well know response to a question on the appropriateness of ac-
quiring life insurance, R. Moshe Feinstein insisted that in our times no 
one can assume that they merit the luxury of relying on miracles for their 
parnasa.34 One must make an effort to provide not only one’s family’s 
current daily needs, but possible future ones as well. What is particularly 
interesting and relevant to our discussion is the reason R. Feinstein relates 
that this is so:

Therefore it is forbidden to depend on God sending one’s parnasa with-
out doing any work or business, even though one must realize that all 
prosperity [was pre-determined.on Rosh Hashana]. It is ordained by God 
that only by some act of work or business will He send one’s parnasa, 
based on the Biblical statement: ‘be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem.’

Not because of any direct effects of our efforts, but rather as a curse 
or punishment, we are obligated to take the compulsory measures to 
guarantee our wages and provide for our daily sustenance.  Any successful 

34 Iggerot Moshe, Orah Hayyim #111. 
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ventures in this regard are certainly not something to be proud of.  After 
all, “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem” is a curse and nothing more.

We have all grown quite accustomed to this approach – at least when 
it comes to parnasa – and applying it to areas such as medicine does not 
seem like a far stretch.  Disease is a punishment from God that He alone 
can remove.  Again, for mysterious reasons (“kavshei de-rahmana” in the 
words of R. Moshe), perhaps due to human weakness,35 or as part of the 
punishment, or perhaps merely to instill within ourselves a sense of 
behira,36 we have no choice but to go through the motions of procuring 
medical assistance by natural means.  Within this worldview, it is easy to 
understand the Hazon Ish’s earlier remarks that the physician not delude 
himself into thinking that his efforts have made any difference in a partic-
ular patient’s outcome; he is merely an incidental, albeit necessary, com-
ponent for the system to work.

Obviously, in light of the other worldview described above, one 
would expect an alternative understanding of “be-ze’at apekha” as well. A 
fascinating aggadah seems to provide the ideal alternative source:

R. Yehoshua ben Levi said that when God said to Adam “ve-kots ve-dardar 
tatsmiah lakh,” Adam’s eyes welled up in tears. He said, “Creator of the 
Universe, my donkey and I will eat out of the same trough?” Upon hearing 
God say, “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem,” he was instantly relieved..37

Initially, Adam was understandably very distraught upon hearing that he 
would now have to eat like the beasts of the fi eld.  God responded to his 
tears with “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem.” One might have expected Adam 
to grow even more distraught over the prospect of even further punish-
ment. Yet, incredibly, directly upon hearing the “bad” news, he felt relief. 
Why would Adam be consoled by a curse to work hard for his daily bread? 
Is not “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem,” part of the punishment itself? Ap-
parently, Hazal recognized a positive element in the response.

The Ets Yosef 38 explained that what bothered Adam most was that he 
considered it beneath his dignity to be equated with an animal. Upon 
hearing that he would not be humiliated to that degree, he felt considerably 

35 Taz, Yoreh De’ah 336:1.
36 True behira (free choice), however, resides in the spiritual world alone. This 

suggestion was made by R. Eliyahu Dessler in Mikhtav me-Eliyahu, Vol. 6 in an essay 
entitled; “Ta’ut kohi ve-otsem yadi.” It was apparently his last published letter.

37 Pesahim 118b.
38 Commentary found in the Ein Ya’akov by R. Chanokh Zundel ben Yosef of 

Salant, an 18th century scholar.
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better.  Thus Ets Yosef concludes: “Adam chose to be sustained through 
bread despite the travail, in order not to be comparable to an animal, and 
a source of dignity it certainly was (ve-kavod miha havei).”39

Admittedly it is conceivable that the redeeming quality of “be-ze’at 
apekha tokhal lehem” implied in this midrash was simply the prospect of 
avoiding the indignity of comparison to the beast of the fi eld. The “be-ze’at 
apekha tokhal lehem” curse in its essence, however, remains a severe punish-
ment, particularly when contrasted with the original fetal-like state of man 
in Gan Eden. Presumably that would be the rendering of this midrash ac-
cording to R. Moshe Feinstein and R. Chaim Schmulevitz. However, the 
formulation “ve-kavod miha havei” (and a source of dignity it certainly was) 
seems to imply more. Moreover, particularly to students of R. Soloveitchik, 
that very familiar term “kavod” (dignity) has a singular, far more positive 
connotation, as expressed so famously in The Lonely Man of Faith: 

The brute’s existence is an undignifi ed one, because it is a hapless exis-
tence. Human existence is a dignifi ed one because it is a glorious, majes-
tic, powerful, existence. Hence, dignity is unobtainable as long as man 
has not reclaimed himself from co-existence with nature and has not risen 
from a non-refl ective, degradingly helpless instinctive life to an intelli-
gent, planned and majestic one.40

Rather than merely defl ecting the agony and humiliation of comparabil-
ity to the beast, achieving dignity according to this formulation represents 
the foundation of an ideal, a priori, desirable existence. The realization of a 
majestic life (as R. Soloveitchik described it) is clearly something that human 
beings, both collectively and individually, should continuously, and more to 
the point proactively, strive to attain. Viewed this way, “be-ze’at apekha tokhal 
lehem” takes on a whole new meaning as a potential source for the achieve-
ment of dignity and majesty.  True, the be-ze’at apekha expression itself was 
undeniably a response to Adam’s sin, and it represented a signifi cant change 
from the idyllic status quo that existed in Gan Eden. However, rather than an 
eternal curse designed to make us suffer, it may instead represent an historic 
opportunity granting us the chance to achieve greatness. 

39 See also Berakhot (8a) where the gemara suggests that the reward for one who 
benefi ts from the fruits of his physical toil (“yegi’at kapekha”) is even greater than 
yir’at shamayim (fear of heaven). Similarly, the Maharal on that sugya stated that 
“since he is happy and loves the merits of his hard work, it is impossible that he won’t 
also love He who graciously gave him this… for work is the sheleimut (completion) of 
man. Finally, for many similar sources see Leo Levi, op cit., pp. 221-223.

40 The Lonely Man of Faith, p. 14.
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Perhaps that is the way the Creator operates when reprimanding his 
beloved children. Every parent who is forced to discipline a child gener-
ally has recourse to two options. On the one hand, instinct, perhaps even 
anger (if not damaged pride), generates the temptation to punish in a way 
that will simply infl ict pain. With that approach one has accomplished, at 
best, a painful deterrent to future transgression, and, at worst, created a 
resentful and rebellious child. Alternatively, the insightful parent will un-
derstand the advantage of devising a creative punishment that will give 
the child an opportunity to correct his mistake. Surely we can assume that 
God takes this latter route.

One might even be able to argue that “be-ze’at apekha tokhal lehem” 
represents an opportunity to go beyond where we were prior to the sin. 
In other words, we need to ask ourselves: when did we have it better – as 
fetuses in Gan Eden, or as people searching for a dignifi ed existence after 
the sin? Perhaps this is even the essential nekudat ha-mahloket (point of 
debate) between the two worldviews.

Interestingly, the midrash noted above seems to address this fi nal 
consideration as well. The very next line of the midrash expresses that 
“Reish Lakish said ashreinu (we are fortunate).” Intriguingly, however, 
because of a girsa (textual variant) discrepancy we are unsure as to what 
exactly is the nature of this fortunate state. The confusion relates to know-
ing exactly what the next word is supposed to be. There are two options: 
“ashreinu im amadnu ba-rishona” (we are fortunate if we remained as in 
the beginning [i.e., before the sin]), or “ashreinu she-lo amadnu be-risho-
na” (we are fortunate that we did not remain as in the beginning). Ac-
cording to the fi rst version of the text, the ideal state of affairs for mankind 
was clearly the fetal-like state that existed prior to Adam’s sin. In contrast, 
according to the second version, we are most fortunate that things have 
signifi cantly changed! This incredible girsa discrepancy confi rms, at the 
very least, that the fundamental argument between the two contempo-
rary worldviews that we have been discussing is likely a very ancient one. 
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