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WHY AND HOW WE STUDY MAHSHAVA

A number of years ago I was asked to teach a two-semester course 
in mahshava to all fi rst-year semikha students in the Rabbi Isaac 
Elchanan Theological Seminary (RIETS) of Yeshiva University. 

Until 2010, the curriculum for ordination at RIETS focused on Talmud 
and halakha, in addition to courses in practical rabbinics. The new cur-
riculum I was asked to help develop and teach refl ected a new recognition 
that rabbis need to study mahshava as well.1

Why Study Mahshava?

A few weeks into the semester, one of the students asked me why we were 
learning mahshava in the fi rst place, and I realized that I should have 
begun by introducing the rationale for the course. (In subsequent years I 
did exactly that.) When considering this question, I began to realize that 
the answer would very much affect both the content of the shiur as well 
as its methodology. 

An important perspective regarding the reason to study mahshava 
emerges from a passage in Avot de-Rabi Natan (ch. 29). It states that 
someone who knows aggada but does not know halakha has not tasted 
wisdom, while someone who knows halakha but does not know aggada 
has not tasted fear of sin. Evidently, the goal of the study of mahshava 
(which I take as aggada, broadly defi ned), is to inspire fear of Heaven. 
The source continues with a metaphor: one who is familiar with aggada 
but not halakha is similar to an unarmed warrior; one who is familiar with 
halakha but not aggada is similar to an armed weakling; yet, one learned 
in both is like an armed warrior. 

Aggada builds strength of character. It transforms a weakling into a 
warrior eager to engage. However, he remains unprepared—a soldier 
without a sword, lacking the tools to fi ght without halakha. Halakha, 
notes R. Avraham Yitzchok Bloch (Shiurei Da’at, p. 142), is precise, like 
a sharp sword; if aggada inspires spiritual strength, halakha informs a 
person of how to act—how and when to use this strength. 
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However, even if the primary goal of aggada is motivation, it does 
not merely relate inspiring tales or simplistic teachings. One cannot love 
or fear God if they do not know God. Aggada therefore aims to intro-
duce us to our creator (Sifre, Eikev 49). It inspires us through its pro-
found wisdom and insightful observations about God, Torah, and the 
world. It is rich, complex, and poetic. Like halakha, if it is to be correctly 
understood, it must be studied with rigor and sophistication.

Nevertheless, because the primary goal of studying mahshava is to 
instill fear of Heaven, it follows that certain areas of study are more rele-
vant than others. Rambam makes this point when discussing the coming 
of the messiah: “One should not occupy himself at length with the ag-
gadot and midrashim that deal with these and similar matters, nor should 
he consider them of prime importance, for they bring one to neither awe 
nor love [of God]” (Hilkhot Melakhim 12:2).

According to Rambam, emphasis should be placed on principles of 
faith and on matters that promote love and fear of God.2 Indeed, for 
Rambam, the stakes are extremely high as he writes that the study of 
yesodei ha-Torah (the principles of the Torah) plays an important role in 
the fulfi llment of fi ve major mitzvot which require us to possess funda-
mental knowledge of God:3

1.  Anokhi, “I am Hashem, your God who took you out of Egypt” 
(Exodus 20:2), which requires of us to know that He exists.

2.  Lo yihyeh, “You shall have no other Gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3), 
which requires us to not consider the idea that there is another divinity 
besides God.

3.  Shema Yisrael, “Hear, Israel, Hashem is our God, Hashem is one” 
(Deut. 6:4), which calls on us to know of His oneness and accept 
His mitzvot (see Sefer ha-Mitzvot, Aseh 1).

4.  Ahavat Hashem, “And you shall love Hashem, your God” (Deut. 6:5), 
the mitzva to love Him.

5.  Yirat Hashem, “Fear Hashem, your God” (Deut. 6:13), the obliga-
tion to fear Him.

Thus, according to Rambam, studying mahshava (our word, not his) 
goes well beyond personal spiritual inspiration—it is a foundational reli-
gious obligation.

What to Study?

The Talmud informs us that a person is most likely to remember and be 
affected by what he or she learns if they study what they are interested in 



TRADITION

84

or enjoy (ma she-libo hafetz). Accordingly, educators should teach mate-
rial that stimulates their students.4 I have found that it is often easier to 
engage certain students though the study of mahshava than through the 
study of Talmud. Allowing talmidim to choose their area of study proves 
valuable and effective.

However, engagement cannot be the only criteria. Despite the fact that 
some audiences may be enamored by discussions concerning the messi-
anic era, for example, as we saw in Rambam, emphasis must nevertheless 
be given to texts that promote love and fear of God. More precisely, one 
must also ensure that his or her students have a correct conception of the 
nature of God itself. 

Remarkably, mahshava classes frequently discuss many interesting but 
secondary topics, while omitting what may be the most important topic 
of all—God. Indeed, Rambam (Moreh Nevukhim 1:35) stresses the 
importance of teaching even young children about the nature of God, 
according to their level of understanding. Moreover, as children grow up, 
their understanding of God must also mature. Sometimes, even as stu-
dents develop a sophisticated understanding of the world around them, 
they maintain the same infantile perspective on God to which they were 
introduced as youngsters. If our students’ conception of God is rooted in 
Uncle Moishy’s song “Hashem is Here, Hashem is There,” we ought not be 
surprised if they reject the God of their youth when they reach graduate 
school. Indeed, in an essay entitled “The Pangs of Cleansing,” R. Kook notes 
that the source of atheism is often rooted in an immature understanding 
of God (Orot, p. 128). Or, as has often been quoted by contemporary 
religious thinkers, “The God whom you reject, I don’t believe in either.” 

How should we teach about God? R. Moshe Isserles (Responsa 7) 
writes that there are two primary avenues to do this, philosophy (i.e. at-
tempting to understand God through the intellect as was done in classical 
Jewish philosophy) and Kabbala, and both are legitimate. As R. Kook in 
an essay entitled “Le-Ahduto shel ha-Rambam” notes, the Jewish people 
have accepted both of these approaches as the words of the Living God 
(Ma’amarei ha-Ra’aya Vol. 1). Accordingly, one may choose to study 
one or the other, though ideally one should pursue both, as this will give 
a person the most complete perspective possible.

How to Study?

Unfortunately, topics in mahshava are often addressed tangentially or in 
response to a student’s particular questions. I believe that from an educa-
tional perspective, neither of these approaches is ideal.
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My wife, an experienced high school Judaic studies teacher, told me 
that her students once asked her why they don’t study important topics 
such as free will, the purpose of mitzvot, and reward and punishment. In 
response, she demonstrated that they had indeed addressed each of these 
issues extensively in the course of their study of Sefer Devarim. Moreover, 
she showed them that they even remembered what they had learned. 
Nevertheless, they still did not feel that they had studied these issues be-
cause they had not done so as stand-alone topics in a Jewish philosophy 
curriculum. 

This highlighted for me the importance of teaching mahshava topi-
cally and systematically. Similarly, when rabbis address important theo-
logical issues tangentially, as part of a sermon, or even while studying a 
particular sefer, this diminishes how effectively these fundamental topics 
are processed. Instead, these matters should be studied and taught as dis-
tinct subjects. When we teach halakha, for example, we typically begin with 
Scripture and continue through talmudic sources, Rishonim, Aharonim, 
and contemporary authorities, concluding with practical applications and 
inspiration. Why don’t we do the same with Jewish philosophy? 

At other times, theological questions are indeed tackled directly, as a 
response to a question posed by a student. However, because of this con-
text, our answers often sound apologetic. An advantage of studying an 
entire sugya is that this problem is solved because we are addressing the 
question holistically. For example, let’s presume I am asked to discuss the 
Torah’s view on evolution or the age of the universe. I should ask myself, 
of what larger sugya is this a part? Of course, there are many sugyot related 
to this issue, but one of the most signifi cant is the question of which con-
ditions justify deviation from the literal meaning of the text. Instead of 
immediately addressing the questions relating to evolution, we study the 
question of when the Torah should be understood literally, and when a 
non-literal interpretation is appropriate. Rishonim address this question 
extensively, and an analysis of their views enables us to address these con-
temporary questions in a non-apologetic and sophisticated manner. Of 
course, on occasion we have to answer questions immediately and suc-
cinctly. However, when our students appreciate the systematic structure 
of our curriculum, they will trust us when we say that we will return to a 
topic later and fully explore a particular challenge.

Studying in this way helps students and congregants address many of 
the heretical viewpoints to which they have been exposed. Many prob-
lematic ideas stem from superfi cial understanding. Often unsophisticated 
understanding leads people to greater errors, such as believing that the 
Torah contradicts morality or science. Likewise, superfi cial understanding 
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of Talmud and Rishonim may lead people to believe that they contradict 
one of Rambam’s principles of faith. However, careful analysis generally 
reveals this is not so. Likewise, shallow interpretation of Humash and 
Midrash may lead otherwise intelligent people to believe, for example, 
that Esau was an innocent victim duped by his sinister twin. Slow, careful, 
and methodical investigation, in my experience, helps people see the 
beauty, complexity, profundity, relevance, and truth of Torah. 

Addressing Questions We Cannot Satisfactorily Answer

My comments in the previous section emerge from my own experience, 
which is primarily in adult education. For the most part, I have taught 
university and semikha students, as well as congregants in my synagogue 
or in scholar-in-residence programs. I am aware that the approaches I 
have described will not work for all audiences. This is especially true in a 
time when students seem to have shorter and shorter attention spans, 
demanding soundbites and tuning out information that seems long-
winded or too complex. It may be that under certain circumstances the 
opposite approach is called for. Sometimes it is preferable to not intro-
duce complexity if it will leave the student confused and unsatisfi ed. A 
simple approach, even if it is incomplete, is better than a sophisticated 
answer that invites rejection.

Rambam in his introduction to Perek Helek records a story that illus-
trates this point. There was once a great scholar, the Tanna Antigonus of 
Sokho, who taught a very important principle—one should not serve 
God merely to receive reward, but rather one should serve Him out of 
love (Avot 1:3). Among his pupils were two intelligent people who were 
troubled by this message. They felt that it only made sense to work hard if 
one can expect to achieve reward. Their names were Zadok and Boethus. 
They misunderstood their teacher. Of course, ultimately there will be re-
ward, unimaginable in its greatness. However, ideally one should not be 
motivated by this promise of remuneration. Sadly, their misunderstanding 
led them to form deviant sects of Judaism that ultimately caused great 
harm. 

In response to this event, Rambam suggests, Avot (1:11) teaches, 
“Scholars, be careful with your words lest you incur the penalty of exile.” 
Rambam writes that Antigonus attempted to teach the people an impor-
tant lesson. One should seek the truth simply because it is true (see Hilkhot 
Teshuva Chapter 10). But this sophisticated and complex lesson was 
above the comprehension of some. They would have been better off serv-
ing God faithfully, even if they were motivated by the incentives of reward 
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and punishment. True, this is not ideal service, but it is far better than no 
service at all. Moreover, it does inspire growth, and eventually these peo-
ple may have reached the goal of service of God out of love. 

The Mishna informs us that a teacher who is not aware of his stu-
dent’s limitations is at fault. The educational message must be one the 
students can understand and that will promote growth in their service of 
God. While one can never falsify the Torah, when we present a message 
beyond the scope of our students’ understanding, we stunt their growth 
and misguide them. Sophistication is not always the solution; in some 
cases, studying the sugya may leave a student confused, whereas a brief 
“elevator pitch” would have left them inspired.

Ra’avad (Hilkhot Teshuva 5:5) warns against raising questions we 
cannot adequately answer. Sefer Hasidim (1061) rules that one should 
omit a teaching if this omission is more benefi cial than disclosure. Every time 
we raise an issue we must wonder, as did R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, might 
my teachings cause more harm than good? Perhaps omitting this topic 
would better serve my larger audience (even if it may leave one or two stu-
dents frustrated)?5 Just as in halakha, where there are rulings which may 
not be publicized to the larger population (halakha ve-ein morin kein and 
davar zeh assur le-omro bifnei am ha’aretz), so too in matters of mahshava 
there may be topics that we are better off choosing not to address. 

As a teacher, I am optimistic. Intuitively, I tend to feel that shedding 
light on a topic and openly discussing it always helps. But this is not always 
the case. However, generally speaking, hiding things is no longer possible. 
People end up hearing the “burning questions,” one way or another. And 
“all the answers” are readily available online. Thus, openness is often the 
only option, and avoidance and omissions make educators appear as if 
they have something to hide.

What then do we do about questions when we believe that our answers 
will not satisfy our students? We must teach them to live with the ques-
tions. Nobody became a heretic from reading R. Akiva Eiger’s hiddushim, 
even though he leaves many questions unresolved. The same can be true 
with regard to philosophical questions. In the words of R. Aharon Lich-
tenstein: “What I received from all my mentors, at home or in yeshiva, 
was the key to confronting life, particularly modern life, in all its complex-
ity: the recognition that it was not so necessary to have all the answers as 
to learn to live with the questions.”6

It is easy to convey information. But that is not our primary task. 
More important than teaching Torah knowledge is bringing our students 
closer to God. Teaching mahshava can be a signifi cant way to advance this 
goal. Remaining ever mindful of this goal helps determine the content 
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and methodology of our teaching. Ultimately, however, we cannot do this 
work for our students. Success will depend upon their own hard striving 
and growth. What we can do is share our passion, show them how study-
ing Torah in general, and mahshava in particular, has inspired us to seek 
closeness to our Creator, and pray that they too will see the beauty and 
truth of Torah.

1 Interestingly, several decades earlier, R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik advocated for 
mandatory study of philosophy for rabbinical students. See Nathaniel Helfgot (ed.), 
Community, Covenant and Commitment: Selected Letters and Communications (Ktav 
Publishing House, 2005), 100–101.

2 Likewise, R. Dessler (Mikhtav me-Eliyahu, vol 4, p. 353) writes that there is no 
purpose to studying aggadot if a person is left unaffected by their study.

3 Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 4:16.
4 Avoda Zara 19a.
5 Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, #19 (Feldheim, 1995), 333.
6 R. Aharon Lichtenstein, “The Source of Faith is Faith Itself” in Jewish Action 

53:1 (Fall 1992) and reprinted most recently in TRADITION 47:4 (2014), 188–191. 


