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LEARNING FROM HERETICS

Maya heretic serve as teacher of wisdom? The question revolves around a
seemingly simple consideration: Can knowledge be acquired without
reference to the personal character of its source? Such a dilemma was in
fact faced long ago by Rabbi Meier, the famous Talmudic scholar who
was forced to deal with the apostasy of his respected mentor, Elisha ben
Abuha. When circumstances brought about the astonishing spiritual
defection of a man who had been considered an intellectual giant,i the
student had now to decide what this meant to the master-disciple
relationship.

The well-known passage in the Babylonian Talmud informs us that
for Rabbi Meier, the pursuit of wisdom outweighed any other considera-
tions. His famous teacher may indeed have been considered a reprobate
by alL. His very name was in fact anathema to the sages, so much so that
he was now referred to simply as "Aher," the "other." Even as Aher rode
on his horse on a Sabbath coinciding with Yom Kippur2 in violation of the
sanctity of both holy days, R. Meier could follow him on foot. The words
of Torah that his master spoke were not defiled either by the deeds of his
mentor's limbs nor the heresy of his heart.

Whether this in fact remains normative depends upon a careful
analysis of the relevant text. The Talmud does indeed question the actions
of R. Meier.

And how could R. Meier have learn Torah from the mouth of Ahcr? Rabba b. Bar
IIana said that R. Yohanan said: What is the meaning of the verse, "For the priest's
lips should keep knowledge and they should seek the law at his mouth; for he is the
messenger of the Lord of Hosts" (Malakhi 2:7)? (This means that) if the teacher is
like an angel of the Lord of Hosts, they should seek the Law at his mouth, but if not,
they should not seck the Law at his mouth3

Clearly, the Biblical text mandates spiritual worth-akin even to the
very angels-as prerequisite for permissibility to "seek the Law at his
mouth." Did R. Meier wittingly transgress this verse?
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Resh Lakish answered: R. Meier found a verse and expanded it (as follows),
"Incline thine ear, and hear the words of the wisc, and apply thy heart unto my
knowledge" (Proverb 22:17). It does not say "unto their knowledge" but "unto my
knowledge.".

Since the heart may not be applied to their knowledge, it shows that
the acts of the wise men referred to must be wicked. Nevertheless, their
words may be listened to. Thus, R. Meier could learn from Aher, provided
he did not imitate the latter's deeds.

To the obvious question concerning the apparent contradiction of
these two hiblical verses, the Talmud responds with a crucial distinction:

There is no problem: In the one case, Scripture refers to an adult (gada!) (Rashi:
Having the knowledge to he careful not to learn from the deeds of the wicked, he
may study Torah even from the heretic); in the other case to a child katan (whose
susceptibility to evil demands that it be forbidden J.

The conclusion of this passage appears to be quite lenient. If minors
remain excluded from all sources of knowledge, adults may be trusted to
be discriminating enough to divorce tutor from teaching. Expressing this
pithily, the Talmud offers two fascinating metaphoric analogies:

R. Meier ale the date and threw the kernel away

R. Meier found a pomegranate: he ate the fruit within it, and the peel he threw
away5

It did not escape the notice of commentators that these illustrations
of the ahility to separate good from bad appear mutually contradictory. In
one, the outer portion was kept and the kernel discarded; the other had the
exterior cast off and the inner part consumed. Two excellent explanations
clarify this apparent discrepancy:

K. Shmuel Eliezer b. Yehudah Edels (Maharsha) suggests that two
distinct problems are addressed via these differing analogies. Aher posed
a danger based on hath of his estrangements from traditional Judaism.
Theologically, he no longer believed in the unity of God. Morally, he no
longer felt constrained by ethical norms. With regard to Torah teachings,
R. Meier accepted "the date and threw the kernel away," the outer
teaching was valid, the inner apostasy of the heart was rejected. For the
expressions of immoral hehavior publicly flaunted-i.e., "he found a

harlot and demanded her; when she refused because he was Elisha
b. Abuha, he tore a radish out of its bed on Shahbat and gave it to her,
wherehy she was convinced it was Aher (another)"6-R. Meier "threw
the peel away" but the laws he had learnt from him, the fruit within, he
maintained and cherished.

R. Yaakov b. Shlomo Ibn Haviv, in his classic work Ein Yaakov,

prefers a simpler solution: Two different time periods arc alluded to here.
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Before Aher allowed his innermost doubts to surface puhlicly, R. Meier
discarded the "kernel" and "ate the date." Once Aher's heresy was a

known fact, the exterior had to be rejected, and only the remaining core of
Torah revered.

Both R. Edels and Haviv merely amplify the justification behind
R. Meier's ruling. What we seem to be left with in terms of law is that
only minors are incapable of following in R. Meier's footsteps.

The almost unanimous rejection of this view by the major halakhists
appears perplexing. R. Yosef Caro, writing in his Shulhan Arukh (Yoreh
Deah 246:8), states simply:

The leachel who does not walk in the proper paih, even though he he very wise and
the nation require him, one may not learn from him until he turns again to
righteousness.

Strikingly absent this unqualified prohibition is the distinction found
in the Talmud to resolve the contradictory verses: A minor may not, but an
adult is permitted! And is not the law written primarily for the latter?!

R. Shabse haKohen (Shakh) accepts a startlingly different interpreta-
tion of the words katan and gadol to solve this problem. For him, the
terms in the Talmud describe levels of intelligence and maturity. Appar-
ently, the gadol category required for permissibility of study from heretic
is so far out of reach of the common man that R. Caro was correct in
assuming that no one of our generation could possibly deserve this title.
For all purposes then, the final law today indeed is an unqualified "No."

Rambam (Maimonides), who almost verbatim, served as source for
the R. Caro's ruling, similarly stated the same halakha. What he adds in
the Mishneh Torah to the ruling is the biblical source: "For it is written,
'For the priest's lips should keep knowledge. . . . (Malakhi 2:7)" Neither
the opposing text from Proverbs ("Including thine car . . .") nor its
application to gadol is mentioned at alL. The Lehem Mishneh of
R. Avraham Di Boton of Salonika also wonders why the talmudic distinc-
tion of gadol/katan is not included and rejects the possible explanation

that the gadol catcgory no longer exists in our "weakened generations."
Rambam, unlike R. Caro, wrote his Code for all times, even after the
advent of the Messiah, whence it is assumed the gadol designation will
surely reappear. (It is interesting that for some reason the Lehem Mishneh
does not allow the simple suggestion that when in fact the category of
gadol will finally return, in Messianic times, the fear of heresy wil no
longer be relevant.)

Instead, reinterpreting the conclusion of the source text in IIagigah,
the Lehem Mishneh believes that for Rambam, the verse from Malakhi
remains the sole normative principle. It is, after all, quoted by R. Yohanan
and cited elsewhere 7 without qualification. When R. Meier's practice is
questioned, it is he and he alone who requires biblical support and finds it
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in Proverbs, necessitating the gadol/katan resolution to bring the verses in
harmony. It is R. Meier who found another text~but not the Rabbis, the
majority who would neither study Torah from one such as Aher nor search
for a source other than the clear ruling from Malakhi. And of course it is
the view of "the many" which finds expression in Rambam.

What this would apparently leave us with is a final rejection on the
part of Rambam for the right to study from sources other than the holy. It
is based on Malakhi, "If the teacher is like an angel of the Lord. . ." The
unexplained and unaccounted for verse in Proverbs, "Incline thine
ear. . . ," seems simply to be conveniently ignored.

Fascinating indeed is the objection raised by the personal practice of
the author of these very words. Is it not Rambam who opened the gates of
wisdom and perused amongst the stalls of philosophers from every creed
and every stripe? As R. HayitT Yosef Azulai (the Hida) puts it in his
Pesah Eynayim:

But we must surcly be pained that if the Rambam believes ihere is no distinction
between adult and minor rand all are equally forbidden to study from heretics), go
and enlighten me: How was he able to act himself whereby he learnt all foreign
wisdoms, and he, of blessed memory, wrote in his letters that he studied all the
works of idolatry, ete.''"

Perhaps the key to the resolution of this perplexing diffculty lies in
that particular verse from Proverbs which Rambam seemed to ignore in
his Code. For it is precisely that passage which does appear in a most
prominent and obviously crucial setting as the very justification for his
philosophic life's work, The Guide to the Perplexed.

Anyone unfamiliar with the original discussion in Talmud Hagigah
would be totally unaware of the significance of Rambam's "Prefatory
Remarks" to his introduction to the Guide. After recounting his relation-
ship with R. Yoseph son of R. Yehudah, with whom he studied astronomy,
mathematics, logic and metaphysics, he writes: "When by the wil of God
we parted and you went your way. . . your absence has prompted me to
compose this treatise for you and for those who are like you, however few
they may be."

It is at this point, without any furthcr comment, that Rambam places
the quotation: "Bow down thine ear and hear the words of the wise, and
apply thine heart unto my knowledge" (Proverbs 22:17).

Obviously, the Proverbs passage has been neither ignored nor forgot-
ten. Quite the reverse, it forms the cornerstone of his philosophic quest
and the grounds for his intellectual foraging in the fields of others. The
specific alternate sources which form the basis for Rambam's utilization
of these two biblical verses is not known to us, but we can nevertheless
suggest a distinction. Specifically, if Rambam quotes it at the outset of the
Guide while accepting only the Malakhi verse in the ruling of his Code, it
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is clear that he believes the differing content of each of these works is
what determine relevance of biblical text. True, R. Meier obviously
assumed that subject matter of those two verses was similar; the differ-
ence had therefore to be the identity of the student: katan or gadol. But if
the Rabbis never even bothered to address the supposed contradiction, it
must have been because for them the very words suggested that distinc-
tion which Rambam would succinctly allude to in his choice of reference
for his two major works.

Proverbs speaks of listening to "the words of the wise." Concerning
them, hakhamim, the Bible allows one to draw from their knowledge and
separate teaching from teacher. Hokhmah, after all, is not specifically the
province of theology or the subject of rcvelation from Sinai:

If someone says to you there is wisdom amongst the nations, believe it, as it says:
(Shall I not in that day) Destroy the wise men out of Edom, (implying their prior
existence there); (if one says) there is Torah amongst the nations, do not helieve it."

Wisdom of nature, science, mathematics, etc. is found amongst all,
and requires acknowledgment even with divine blessing for non-Jewish
scholar: One who sees wise men of the nations of the world recites:
"Blessed is the one gave of His wisdom to flesh and blood." 1U

Daring indeed are the words quoted in the name of the Gaon of
Vilna:

In accord with the lack of knowledge of othcr wisdoms to a person, so will be
hundred-fold one's lack in the knowledge of Torah1 i

This is the kind of knowledge implied by Rabbi Moshe lsserles
(Rema) when he writes that "the study of science should be encouraged
because it brings an awareness of the Creator's greatness." 12 Perhaps

even more strongly is it suggested by R. Moshe Hayim Luzatto: "A
person who must mingle with learned gentiles should study that which
will make them respect him. As a result, God's name will be honored
through him." 13 To be ignorant of general knowledge, that which forms
the common goal of cultured individuals, may well be in the heinous
category of chilul Hashem, desecration of the divine name.

If the word hokhma is used to describe wisdom universally shared,
then it is obviously permissible to seek it wherever it may be found. For
that reason, the words of Ben Zorn a are highly significant: "Who is wise?
He who learns from all men."14

Why was this well-known passage from Ethics of The Fathers, with
the compelling force of a mishnah, not immediately raiscd as objection to
R. Yohanan's ruling that one may only learn from someone if he is "like
an angel of the Lord of Hosts?" Because it was apparently obvious that
the critical word in the passage allowing, or perhaps even suggesting, any
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person as teacher was hakham: One in pursuit of the designation "wise
man," may-nay, should-learn from all men, no matter what their
beliefs or their backgrounds.

How could R. Yohanan then have declared that "only if the teacher
is like and angel of the Lord of hosts, they should seek the Law from his
mouth. . ."? If you seek not wisdom but Sinai, not hakhma but Torah,

then you had best make certain that the spiritual is not contaminated in
heretical vessels!

When Maimonides spoke of a rav, the relationship of a student to his
or her religious instructor, then the ruling of Mishneh Torah was explicit:
We are bound by the verse in Malakhi. When he turned to those for whom
he had served as mentor in the sciences, philosophy and logic, such as
R. Yoseph son of R. Yehudah, Rambam prefaced that work (in which he
would quote the "wisdom" of Aristotle and others) with the appropriate
citation from the book of Proverbs. In but a few chosen words, the author
of The Guide to the Perplexed has thus given his solution to a fundamen-
tal question of scholarship: The perplexed can learn wisdom even from
the spiritually confused. But those who seek nourishment for the soul,
who strive to scale the mountains of Sinai, dare never slake their thirst
with study from impure sources. Indeed, He who is wise learns from all
men. But he who is holy rejects the teachings of heretics.
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