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THE RAV AND THE “TALE TOLD
BY THE HEAVENS”

O

ne of the more popular psalms from David, 19, opens with the
much-quoted words:

The heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament, His handiwork. . . . There is no speech nor language, their voice cannot be heard
(Psalms 19:2, 3).

The general meaning of these verses would seem to be quite straightforward and reflects one of man’s earliest and most moving religious
experiences, the awe and wonder as he contemplates the starry skies, its
vast distances and mysterious celestial bodies. Not only primitive man
was filled with reverence but philosophers as well. There is the oft-cited
statement of Immanuel Kant:
Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and
awe, the more often and the more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above and the moral law within. . . .1

But lest some miss the connection between the drama of the heavens
and God, the prophet was on hand to help. “Lift up your eyes on high and
see—who has created these? (Isaiah 40:26). The sheer magnitude, regularity and beauty of the heavens, its contents and processes, pointed to some
intelligent supernatural source. Indeed, medieval philosophers devised
what they took to be logical proofs for the existence of God, based upon
the very existence of the cosmos and the features of design which they
believed it to exhibit. While the idea of “proving” the existence of God is
no longer considered feasible to many, these verses continue to fascinate,
reverberate, and raise questions: precisely how do the heavens do their
“declaring,” especially since there is “no speech nor language”?
The reason for the sustained interest in these verses is probably to be
found in the observation that while apparently dealing with the theologically significant relationship between nature and God, the use of poetic-
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metaphoric language lends itself to broader homiletic treatment. I have
found it of particular interest to note that R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik
(“the Rav”) employs the verse in at least three different contexts, each
time giving it a different interpretation.
I
In Halakhic Man,2 R. Soloveitchik, in describing Halakhic Man’s relationship to existence, says, “It is not only ontological but normative”
(p. 63). While he desires to know the world, he does so for the purpose
of determining the ideal norm and then to prescribe the actions by
which one may implement or apply the Halakhic norm. And then, in a
sudden poetic leap, the Rav reverses the logical sequence which until
now has been that it is the man who introduces the normative elements
to his involvement with the concrete world and asserts:
Homo Religiosus hears the echo of the norm forthcoming from every
aspect of creation “The Heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament reciteth His handiwork” (Ps. 19:2). But what is the tale of the
heavens if not the declaration of the commandments? All of existence
declares the glory of God—man’s obligation to order his life according
to the will of the Almighty (p. 64).

Now, there is no way in which one may read into this verse the view
that “Glory of God” entails a “norm” for man which is “to live by the
commandments.” This could hardly be what the heavens are “declaring”
or the firmament “reciting”! We are compelled to say that we have here
a flight of the homiletic imagination in which the Rav, in his idealization
of the Halakhic Man with his deep involvement in the intricacies of the
halakha and its application to the concrete world, portrays him as hearing echoes of the norm emanating from all aspects of creation. Indeed,
the Rav himself will interpret this verse quite differently elsewhere.
II
In the Lonely Man of Faith,3 the Rav points out that while the man of
faith is inquisitive about the cosmos, it is only the covenantal confrontation that can provide him with answers to his questions. On the one
hand, man’s cosmic experience is, in a sense, “revelatory” in that “man
beholds God in every nook and corner of creation, in the flowering of
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the plant, in the rushing of the tide, and in the movement of his own
muscle, as if God were at hand.” And yet the very moment man turns
his face to God, he finds Him remote, unapproachable, enveloped in
transcendence and mystery. According to the Rav, the cosmic experience for man is “antithetic and paradoxical.” While God is experienced
as “the cosmic ruler reigning supreme in boundless majesty,” His will
crystallized in natural law, His very exaltedness and remoteness renders
the personal relationship with God difficult.
Says the Rav:
Of course God speaks through His works: “The heavens declare the
Glory of God and the firmament shows His handiwork.” Yet let me ask,
what kind of a tale do the heavens tell? Is it a personal tale addressed to
someone or is it a tale which is not intended for any [particular] audience? Do the heavens sing the Glory of the Creator without troubling
themselves to find out whether or not someone is listening to this great
song or are they really interested in man the listener? (pp. 30-31).

This is a brilliant and most dramatic extension of the Psalmist’s
metaphor. Instead of simply saying that the message of the cosmos, whatever it might be, is not personal and does not invite relationship, the Rav
picks up the metaphor, seeing the heavens as a speaker, and asks: “Is it a
personal tale addressed to someone” or is it “to whom it may concern?”
Here, the Rav again cites Psalms 19:2 in order to contrast the cosmic
experience with the living encounter experienced by the Patriarchs and
Moshe and the nation as a whole at Sinai. There the individual is
addressed by name. It is personal, it obligates, and it makes demands. The
Rav concludes: “The message of the heavens is at best an equivocal one,”
and hence the need for God to seek out man via a covenantal encounter.
The Rav’s reference to Psalm 19:2 in this work is to point out the
shortcomings of all natural theology. In searching for God in the cosmos, man can never be sure it is God whom he has briefly met and,
even if it is, he doesn’t know what it is that God wants from him.
III
A recent publication of the Rav’s teaching on prayer 4 contains another
rather surprising reference to Psalm 19:2. It appears as part of an unusually
extensive treatment of the aesthetic which the Rav defines as “an immediate constant contact with reality at the qualitative sensible level” (p. 51).5
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Elsewhere, the Rav has repeatedly pointed out that the success of
modern science has been based upon its ability to discover repeatable
relations between different aspects of our world, expressible in quantifiable-mathematical terms. Thus the “knowledge” that science gives us of
the world is not of reality itself but rather of a parallel universe composed of abstract concepts which in some “mysterious” fashion fit the
conclusions of human reason. Therefore, the Rav has maintained, the
ordinary experiences of the individual with the qualitative aspects of the
world through direct sense perception has a better claim to knowledge
of reality than the theories of science. In terms of religious significance,
the aesthetic, seen simply as the immediate experience of qualitative
sense perceptions, has already been pronounced by the Rav as “equivocal and paradoxical.”
However, in moving from a consideration of the aesthetic as simply
“immediate sense perception” to an analysis of “aesthetic man” a la
Kierkegaard, the term “aesthetic” for the Rav takes on the connotation
of the “artistic” with its emphasis upon the hedonic and apprehension
of the beautiful. Unfortunately, the Rav does not analyze the concept of
the beautiful to any extent, other than to say, “Beauty is apprehended in
the colors and forms conveyed by the senses, not comprehended” (p.
42). Harmonious form is perceived, not conceived. We are also introduced to the concept of the “sublime” or “exaltedness” which, according to the Rav, is a “primary feeling” which is “connected to witnessing
the beautiful” and which reveals itself in beauty (p. 55). But as to the
phenomenology of the sublime, all that the Rav tells us is that “exaltedness (the sublime) . . . suggests to man the vision of something unique
and great.”6
And then the Rav goes on to say:
In the light of this thesis we may state that God for Judaism is not only
the source and root of truth and light, of fact and values constituting the
foundations of our theoretical and ethico-practical world but also that
He is the origin of beauty, of the delightful and the pleasant. God is not
only omniscient (infinitely wise), not only full of grace, kindness and
morality (infinitely good) but also sweet and lovely, fair and pleasant.
God not only addresses Himself to man through the logos, by emanating wisdom and knowledge to the finite mind, not only through the
ethos, revealing to natural man, driven by insensate desires and impulses,
a great order of absolute values and ideals—but also through aesthetics—the immediate sensible apprehension of reality which is beautiful
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and grandiose “The heavens tell the glory of God” (Psalms 19:2). In
this enthusiastic explanation, David does not refer to the mathematical
precision of the movement of the planets and the propagation of light
but to the grandeur and splendor of the skies, to the innumerable natural phenomena whose charm and loveliness are beyond human imagination reaching and saturating every fiber in creation” (p. 57).

The interpretation that the Rav gives here to Psalms 19:2 is probably closest to the plain intended meaning of the text. Indeed, what
must have impressed the psalmist most about the heavens were the vast
stretches of space and distance, as well as the sheer plenitude of the
celestial bodies. In short, an experience of the sublime in the Kantian
sense of the term.
However, what is most surprising and rather puzzling is the heightened significance that the Rav accords here to the aesthetic, placing it
on the same level as the cognitive and the ethical and even, as we shall
see, claiming it to be exclusively constitutive of the religious experience.
In the passage cited above the Rav equates the beautiful (aesthetic),
the rational (cognitive) and the good (moral-ethical) in terms of their
relation to God on three levels:
1) As God is the “source and root” of the cognitive and the ethical,
so is He the “origin” of the aesthetic.
2) As God “addresses Himself to man” through the cognitive and
the moral, so does He through the aesthetic.
3) As God is Himself infinitely wise and infinitely good, so is He
“sweet, lovely, fair and pleasant.”
Let us examine these bold equations.
1) God is indeed the “source and root” of the cognitive in that He
has endowed man with a mind that can reason, formulate the laws of
logic and invent the computer. He is the “origin” of the ethical in that
He has endowed man with a moral sense and revealed to him moral
teachings. Thus, there is no problem in asserting that God is the “origin” of the aesthetic in the sense that the world He has created exhibits
qualities which, when perceived by man, evoke a special pleasure we call
the aesthetic.
2) While God may “address” man through all three types of experience, the clarity of the call will vary. In all three media God only affords
a glimpse of Himself and what is heard, seen, or inferred is always
equivocal. The preferred area for man’s search for God has been subject
to the vagaries of philosophical fashion. First it was characterized by the
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rigor of deductive proofs, and then it was the “sheer grandeur of the
moral ought,” and more recently the personal religious encounter as
immediate experience.
3) The third equation, however, sounds rather strange. For while
God’s wisdom is certainly quite different from man’s wisdom, both
qualitatively and quantitatively, it is nevertheless meaningful to use the
term “God has knowledge” because its core meaning is known to us
from our own experience where it entails a positive, substantive and
measurable attribute. Similarly, moral value is experienced by us as an
intrinsic good, and while within God it surely takes on a different form,
there is no difficulty in saying that “God is good” according to the
same essential criteria He has held out for man. However, what can we
possibly mean when we say “God is sweet and lovely, fair and pleasant,”
particularly as there is general agreement as to the essentially subjective
nature of aesthetic judgement? God may indeed appear at times as
“lovely and pleasant” but at other times as severe and angry. Surely,
then, all such terms, if seen as substantive descriptions of God, must be
rejected, particularly as they are not taken seriously even when applied
to man!
However, our puzzlement only grows as we read on a bit further:
Only the aesthetic experience, if linked with the exalted, may bring man
directly into contact with God, loving, personal and intimate. Only
through coming into contact with the beautiful and exalted may we
apprehend God instead of comprehending Him, feel the embrace of
the Creator and the warm breath of infinity hovering over a finite creation. The reason for immediacy and impact implicit in the aesthetic
experience is its sensuous character.
The direct revelation of the Creator has always been explained by
Judaism as a revelation of kevod Elokim (majestas Dei). This conveys the
thought that absolute beauty rests in God and that only He is the fountainhead out of which pulchritude, grace and loveliness flow into the
world. The latter abounds in magnificent forms, in harmony, style and
charm because it was created in the likeness of its Master whose majesty
and transcendent grace penetrate into every ramification of reality to
the point of saturation. God sanctions not only the true and the good
but also the beautiful (p. 59).

Among the statements cited above, I find the following most radical:
“Only the aesthetic experience (if linked with the exalted) may bring
man directly into contact with God, living, personal and intimate.”
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Let us for the time being consider this assertion without the conditional: “Only the aesthetic experience may bring man directly into contact with God, living, personal and intimate.”
As it stands, this statement is a truism, if as it seems, the Rav holds
that man can have direct contact with God only through the media of
sense perception. For that is precisely what the “aesthetic” means! But
why should we think that direct contact with God can come only
through the senses? But let us go along with this, for the moment.
Now, what is the nature of this condition, “if linked with the exalted”? Here the Rav is stipulating that the “aesthetic” experience he is
referring to is not mere sense perception but must include the quality of
the “sublime” which he sees as connected to the beautiful. Can such a
view be sustained; that only through this kind of a sensual immediate
experience (sublime-beautiful) can man have direct contact with God?
Had the Rav written that the aesthetic experience is one of the
avenues by which man may meet God, it should have been considered a
major breakthrough in Jewish theology. The assertion by a leading Jewish thinker that “absolute beauty rests in God and that only he is the
fountainhead out of which pulchritude, grace and loveliness flow into
the world” has been a long time in coming. As I pointed out in a 1964
article, there is much in biblical and Rabbinic sources to support such a
view.7 However, early connections between idolatry and the plastic arts,
as well as the perceived difficulty of maintaining a disinterested appreciation of the beauty of the human body, discouraged serious Jewish
philosophical inquiry into the domain of the aesthetic.
But what could have brought the Rav to (suddenly) elevate the
realm of the aesthetic (the sublime, the beautiful) to being the only, the
exclusive kind of experience through which man has direct contact with
the living God?
Perhaps what brought the Rav to this conclusion is his overtly
Kantian view of the ethical.8 He explicitly equates the ethical with the
cognitive in that in both, “one approaches God by the process of
deduction” (p. 58). According to the Rav, the ethical experience is primarily an awareness of a moral norm whose legitimacy, “long and careful study” (p. 58) may bring us to realize, requires that we relate it to
an absolute Good which is God. This is a process of inferential reasoning. Thus, here, as in the cognitive experience, “there is no direct
apprehension of the Creator” (p. 57), “no actual meeting” (p. 59).9
This is the reason he says, “One neither essentially admires goodness
nor adores intellectual greatness” (p. 64).

48

Shubert Spero
Actually, however, the moral experience need not be seen as primarily deontological, with emphasis on the moral law or norm or on the
right, but rather as the apprehension of the Good, the benevolent which
is outgoing and full of love and compassion. So that a glimpse of the
Absolute Good may arouse in man a passionate love for the source of
that good which can reach ecstatic intensity. After all, the Rav has stated
that the emotional approach “is to be considered a direct beholding of
Him” (p. 7), particularly so when it is generated by a moral experience
which gives a glimpse of the Absolute Good. In certain places, the Rav
seems to be edging towards the realization that the Good may indeed
be more than a general abstract norm. Thus he says: “In thanksgiving
God is proclaimed primarily as Good, arousing a feeling of gratitude
and indebtedness” (p. 66). “Good becomes an aesthetic value, it turns
into beauty” (p. 60) and “God is good and therefore beautiful.” But is
this not to confuse basic categories? Goodness as benevolence is an
intrinsic value with sufficient attraction to arouse love and passion to
qualify as a religious experience with God perceived as the Absolute
Good without recourse to the “beautiful.” Why, therefore, does the
Rav insist that “only beauty can be desired passionately, only loveliness
can arouse enthusiasm and frenzy” (p. 61).
Let us return to the earlier assertion of the Rav that only through
the aesthetic experience via the senses can man achieve the direct immediate experience of God. It is extremely difficult to reconcile this position with much of the Rav’s writing elsewhere.
In an earlier article I examined the Rav’s view of the epistemological
basis for our belief in God and have shown that, according to the Rav,
man in his own existence and personal experience is able to apprehend a
transcendent reality. The Rav states that man’s ontological awareness can
become identical with the transcendental awareness. However, all of
these “feeling-states,” apprehensions, awareness, appear to be “asensual
and are given directly to our consciousness.” Thus while, as I said, it is
groundbreaking to have the Rav add the aesthetic (sublime-beautiful) to
the class of experiences in which one can experience the transcendent, it
is extremely problematic to see it as the exclusive venue to encounter the
Divine. Indeed, the Rav later in this work makes it rather clear that his
use of these terms is quite equivocal. Thus he says:
When we speak of religious sensuousness we must note carefully that
there are many senses to this term . . . religious sensibility may manifest
itself not in bold pictorial representation but in experiential immediacy.

49

TRADITION
Contact is established with the Almighty in the abyss of a warm heart,
in a lovesick soul. . . . However devoid of sensuous material this feeling
is, it is still an immediate reality whose impact upon the religious person is enormous” (p. 65).

But if the phenomenon we are discussing is not sensuous in the
ordinary meaning, why use the term “aesthetic” altogether? The
expression, “experiential immediacy” seems quite adequate. Furthermore, in applying the concept of the beautiful to the religious sphere,
the Rav makes a number of extravagant claims:
• “In beautiful things, the transcendent hint to the something
beyond is inherent” (p. 60).
• “The craving for beauty is nothing but the eternal longing for
eternal noumenal Being” (p. 63).
• “God is extolled and adored because He is beautiful” (p. 65).
And, as we sit and wonder what this could possibly mean, the Rav says:
“The beauty of God is expressed in holiness” (p. 66).
Earlier, we quoted the Rav as saying that in the Divine alchemy,
God’s goodness can turn into beauty—which we are now told is really
holiness. But if so, why not dispense altogether with the terms “beautiful” and “aesthetic” when speaking of God, and get back to the traditional concept of goodness and holiness which have long been considered
quite adequate and integrally connected?10
However, if the words of the Rav on the aesthetic and the beautiful
as we found them in Worship of the Heart represent his considered and
final views, then indeed the “Tale told by the Heavens” and the cosmos
as a whole takes on a significance that even David himself could not
have imagined.11

NOTES
1. Critique of Practical Reason, (Abbott Translation, London, 1889), p. 260.
2. Halakhic Man, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (The Jewish Publication Society of America, Philadelphia 1983).
3. “The Lonely Man of Faith,” Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Tradition, vol. 7, no.
2, Summer 1965.
4. Worship of the Heart: Essays on Jewish Prayer, Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Ktav
Publishing Company, Toras Horav Foundation, 2003.
5. The role of the aesthetic in the thought of the Rav has never been quite
understood. His very use of the term called forth justifiable wonder:
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“Alone among major Orthodox figures today he [the Rav] is keenly aware
of the aesthetic both as a mode of consciousness and as an interpretive category” (D. Singer and M. Sokol, “Joseph Soloveitchik’s Lonely Man of
Faith,” Modern Judaism, Vol. 2, no. 3, Oct. 1982, p. 251). “All in all,
then, Soloveitchik appears to be of two minds about the aesthetic” (p.
252). The very paucity of the evidence encouraged a more recent writer to
attempt a carefully written but rather fanciful project to “bring Joseph
Soloveitchik into conversation with Immanuel Kant” on the subject of the
aesthetic (Zachary Braiterman, “Joseph Soloveitchik and Imannuel Kant’s
Mitzvah-Aesthetic) (AJS Review 25, 1, 1-24, 2001). Braiterman’s goal is
to develop an understanding of mitsva as a self-contained system based
upon Kant’s Third Critique of Aesthetic Judgment and upon certain notions
of aesthetics which he believes he has discovered in the writing of the Rav.
Since he states at the outset: “I readily admit that this [his theory] moves
us far beyond any possible understanding of mitzvah that Soloveitchik
himself would have seriously entertained or even recognized” (p. 19), the
concluding speculative-creative portion of his effort may be justifiably relegated to the realm of the philosophic imagination. However, what does
merit scrutiny is Braiterman’s claim to have found in the Rav’s writing
“three aesthetic threads” (p. 18).
The first concerns the Rav’s use of the term “beautiful” which Braiterman uncritically sees as signifying the aesthetic. However, his first two
examples (pages 7 and 8) seem to me to be in clear non-aesthetic contexts
and are mere hyperbole. Braiterman’s main source is the famous description
(Halakhic Man, p. 38) of the exchange between the Rav and his father R.
Moshe as they watch the sunset before ne’ilah in the courtyard of the synagogue. In the words of the Rav, “the Day of Atonement and the forgiveness
of sins merged and blended here with the splendor and beauty of the world
and with the hidden lawfulness of the order of creation, and the whole was
transformed into one living holy cosmic phenomenon.” From this Braiterman concludes, “Already the passage shows a general aestheticism because it
resonates with Kant’s more technical understanding of beauty” (p. 9). And
what may that be? According to Kant, the aesthetic judgment orders sense
impressions which enter into harmonious free play with concepts of the
understanding such as unity, causality and totality. So, too, continues Braiterman, for the Rav, “sunsets, trees and cemetery (sense impressions) intermingle with Sabbath and Yom Kippur laws and precepts.” Braiterman generalizes
the Rav’s description of this incident and concludes that, for the Rav, “there
is aesthetic pleasure in the performance of the mitzvah.” Does this truly follow? After all, watching the sunset before neilah is not a required or even
suggested component of the Yom Kippur observance so that a generalization
about mitsva performance could hardly be inferred from the Rav’s comments about a chance incident. Indeed, we are explicitly told that R.
Moshe—a man of the halakha par excellance, does not even perceive the natural sunset but only a “Halakhic sunset”—the aesthetic aspect for him is
completely overwhelmed. Only the Rav, with his unique talent for poetic
articulation, could describe his personal experience at that time as a “merging and blending” of the natural beauty with the underlying lawfulness (cog-
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nitive experience) if the day’s religious significance. This “blending and
merging” could hardly qualify as an aesthetic experience in the Kantian sense
as the latter insisted that it be completely “disinterested.”
The second “aesthetic thread” deals with the concept of the sublime
(see my note #8) which, according to Kant, is experienced when a subject
encounters natural phenomena of such vast magnitude or dynamic power as
to overwhelm the individual’s senses so that imagination fails to intuit it.
However, according to Kant, judging something to be sublime ends in a
“negative pleasure” in that the subject develops a feeling of respect for his
own rational consciousness which is able to cognize nature in all its power
and magnitude” (this, in a sense, makes him superior to nature.) Braiterman
sees a similarity between this and the Rav’s sense of self confidence in the
face of the overwhelming phenomenon of Revelation with its absolute
demands.” The ability of Halakhic man to confront the commanding power
of the Revelation with his own Halakhic creativity which the Rav describes
as “creator of worlds and partner with the Almighty in the act of creation”
(Halakhic Man, pp. 81-82) is for Braiterman a form of “negative pleasure.”
While there is a prima facie similarity between the two ideas, a closer
look at the different context reveals the chasm between them. For Kant,
the idea of “negative pleasure” is a psychological process which functions
as a necessary component of the experience of the sublime which, in Kant’s
analysis, is seen overall as a positive experience. The failure of the senses/
imagination to intuit either the mathematical (magnitude) or the dynamic
(power) sublime, should have left the subject with a sense of total helplessness in the face of the overwhelming forces of nature. Thus Kant must
remind us that, after all, human reason trumps nature even after the latter
has exhibited its full might and grandeur.
However, in the passages of the Rav cited by Braiterman, it is not
nature that provides a taste of the sublime but rather the “overpowering
divine presence” in the revelatory experience. This can come about during
the study of Torah or in the midst of prayer or in holy places or at holy
times. In all of these, according to the Rav, the Jewish view holds that even
at the highest level of deveikut the worshipper need not nullify his selfhood,
or repress his individuality or surrender his autonomy (U-Vikkashtem miSham, p. 190). Even in judgment man stands upright before his Creator.
The “sublime vista of halakhic creativity” that Braiterman refers to above is
attributed by the Rav only to the great masters of the halakha. It is to be
doubted, however, that the Rav believed that even they are “sublimely
confident” and “exult” in their own power. In face of the immediate experience of the numinous, “fear and trembling” and “I am but dust and
ashes” is still the normative position.
The third “thread” is no stronger than the others. Here Braiterman
attempts to relate Kant’s notion of the “disinterested” nature of aesthetic
judgment to the Rav’s treatment of “le-shema in the study of Torah and
performance of mitzvot.” The issue of lishmah in Rabbinic literature has, of
course, a long, venerable, and complex history in both halakha and
Aggadah, beginning with Antigonus ish Soho (Avot 1:3), and is replete
with all sorts of subtle distinctions. However, Jewish understanding of
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“duty for duty’s sake” was never measured by Kantian notions of ethical
purism with its psychologically unrealistic autonomous/heteronomous distinction. The Biblical God from the very outset demanded exclusive worship “with all your heart and all your soul” so that in Judaism “duty for
duty’s sake” is really duty for God’s sake and love of God is identical with
love of the absolute good.
However, the role of disinterestedness in Kantian aesthetics is primarily
to enable us to identify the nature of the pleasure the subject is experiencing. For if there is an admixture of other pleasures such as that of possession
or utility or cognition then it is simply not an aesthetic experience. In order
to be called aesthetic, the pleasure experienced must arise out of the surface
qualities of the object only, i.e., its sight, its sound, its texture. Braiterman
concludes with a long quotation from “u-Bikashtem mi-sham” in which the
Rav, following Psalms, declares that “the revealed law is man’s delight and
only comfort” and that “man feels happiness and enjoys the Sabbath and
Holidays, that mitzvah observance sweetens life, redeems him from grief,
loneliness and mourning.” If the Rav speaks here of the various emotional,
social and intellectual pleasures of mitsva observance rather than its “moral
utility,” it is not because, as Braiterman argues, the latter would sully the lishema while the former does not. It is simply because the context here is
not the moral mitsvot but mitsvot such as Sabbath, holidays, tefillin and
Torah study. Moreover these words must be seen in the light of the quotation from Maimonides that the Rav cites two sentences earlier: “Man must
occupy himself with Torah and mitsvot not out of fear of evil or to acquire
goods but should do the truth because it is true and in the end the good will
come in its wake” (Hilkhot Teshuvah 10:2). In short, knowing that performance of the mitsvot confers joy and happiness need not, in itself, contaminate the le-shema character of the motivation. Clearly, then, the Rav’s model
here is Maimonides rather than Kant.
6. The concept of the sublime as an identifiable element of the aesthetic experience has a long history. From Longinus (first century C.E.), through
Edmund Burke (1729-1797), to Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), there has
been the recognition that there are aspects of nature such as “clouds piled
up in the sky moving with lightning flashes and thunder peals, volcanoes in
all their violence, hurricanes, the boundless ocean in a state of tumult”
(Kant) which are so vast and overwhelming, immense and mighty that they
arouse in man unique feelings of grandeur, wonder, and amazement. These
may be called experiences of the sublime when they are not mixed with feelings of personal fear or terror. As early as Longinus this concept was recognized as a Biblical quality as expressed in such praise as “How great are thy
works O Lord” (Psalms 92:6), “How manifold are thy works O Lord”
(Psalms 104:24), “Say unto God, how awesome is Thy work” (Psalms 66:3)
and, in the words of Job 37:14-22. The feeling of the sublime is explained
as follows: “A sensible object of great magnitude strains our imagination till
it fails.” There takes place a failure of human sensibility in the presence of
the size, the might and multiplicity of nature. The stars of the heavens or
the sands of the seashore in their infinity overwhelm the mind’s ability to
form a simple, articulate impression of the number or extent. Kant saw the
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experience of the sublime, while part of the aesthetic, as being quite distinct
from the perception of the beautiful (see K.E. Gilbert and H. Kuhn, A History of Esthetics [Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1954], pp. 321344). Kant then added an interesting twist: The overwhelmed imagination,
in its effort to widen itself, falls back on itself and realizes the dignity and
value of its own subjectivity as a creator of consciousness which alone can be
aware of and appreciate nature’s grandeur.
The concept of the sublime is extensively developed by Abraham
Joshua Heschel (God in Search of Man, Farrar,Straus & Cudahy, N.Y.,
1955, Chs. 2-5), who sees it as “the silent allusion of things to a meaning
greater than themselves” (p. 49). Compare to the Rav’s words, “In beautiful things, the transcendental hint to the something beyond is inherent’ (p.
60, Worship of the Heart). Heschel calls man’s response to the sublime
“wonder” or “radical amazement” which he sees as the beginning of all
philosophy and religion. “Radical amazement leads to a feeling of the hidden love and wisdom in all things.”
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