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TORAH in MOTION

Stimulating Torah Virtually Everywhere

1 Belief a Mitzvah
and Why Does it Matter?

IF GOD IS SO POWERFUL AND HE IS SUPPOSED
TO0 BE EVERYWHERE, HOW COME | CAN'T
AND HIM ON ETHER MYSPACE OR FACEROOK?

Rabbi Steven Gotlib

Avreich, Beit Midrash Zichron Dov
Rabbinic Educator, The Village Shul
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I stood between the LORD and you at that time to convey the LORD’s words to you, for you
were afraid of the fire and did not go up the mountain—saying: I the LORD am your G-d who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage: You shall have no other gods
beside Me.
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Rabbi Simlai taught: There were 613 mitzvot said to Moses. 365 prohibitions corresponding to
the number of days in the solar year and 248 positive mitzvot corresponding to the number of a
person’s limbs. Rav Hamnuna said: What is the verse that alludes to this? “Moses commanded to
us the Torah, an inheritance...” The word Torah, in terms of its numerical value, is 611. In
addition, “I am the Lord your G-d” and: “You shall have no other gods”, we heard from
the mouth of the Almighty, for a total of 613.
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The Rabbis taught: “Because he scorned the word of G-d and breached his commandments he is
cut off” refers to someone that says that the Torah is not from Heavem. Alternatively, the pasuk
refers to an Epicurean... Rabbi Yishmael says that it refers to someone who worships
idolotry. How do we know this? Because Rabbi Yishmael teachers that the pasuk means
that he scorned the words that were said to Moshe on Mt. Sinai: “I am the LORD your
G-d, do not worship other gods.”
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The first mitzvah is that we are commanded to acquire knowledge of the nature of G-d's
existence, i.e. to understand that there is an Original cause and Source of existence Who
brings all creations into being. The source of this commandment is G-d's statement (exalted
be He), "I am G-d your Lord."... It is clear from this passage [the Gemara in Makkos] that "I
am G-d your Lord," i.e. knowledge of G-d, as explained above, is counted as one of the 613
mitzvot.


https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.15.31
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.20.2
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It is a mitzvah to love and fear this glorious and awesome God, as [Deuteronomy 6:5] states: "And you
shall love God, your Lord" and, as [Deuteronomy 6:13] states: "Fear God, your Lord." What is the path
[to attain] love and fear of Him? When a person contemplates His wondrous and great deeds and creations
and appreciates His infinite wisdom that surpasses all comparison, he will immediately love, praise, and
glorify [Him], yearning with tremendous desire to know [God's] great name, as David stated: "My soul
thirsts for the Lord, for the living God" [Psalms 42:3]. When he [continues] to reflect on these same
matters, he will immediately recoil in awe and fear, appreciating how he is a tiny, lowly, and dark
creature, standing with his flimsy, limited, wisdom before He who is of perfect knowledge, as David
stated: "When I see Your heavens, the work of Your fingers... [ wonder] what is man that You should
recall Him" [Psalms 8:4-5]. Based on these concepts, I will explain important principles regarding the
deeds of the Master of the worlds to provide a foothold for a person of understanding to [develop] love for
God, as our Sages said regarding love: "In this manner, you will recognize He who spoke and [thus,]
brought the world into being."
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After this mighty man was weaned, he began to explore and think. Though he was a child, he began to
think [incessantly] throughout the day and night, wondering: How is it possible for the sphere to continue
to revolve without having anyone controlling it? Who is causing it to revolve? Surely, it does not cause
itself to revolve. He had no teacher, nor was there anyone to inform him. Rather, he was mired in Ur
Kasdim among the foolish idolaters. His father, mother, and all the people [around him] were idol
worshipers, and he would worship with them. [However,] his heart was exploring and [gaining]
understanding. Ultimately, he appreciated the way of truth and understood the path of righteousness
through his accurate comprehension. He realized that there was one God who controlled the sphere, that
He created everything, and that there is no other God among all the other entities. He knew that the entire
world was making a mistake. What caused them to err was their service of the stars and images, which
made them lose awareness of the truth. Abraham was forty years old when he became aware of his
Creator. When he recognized and knew Him, he began to formulate replies to the inhabitants of Ur
Kasdim and debate with them, telling them that they were not following a proper path.
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The Rabbis of Blessed Memory interpreted [this commandment] as acceptance of His
kingdom, may He be exalted, and this is belief in His Divinity. They said in the Mekhilta
“why was ‘you shall have no other gods besides me” spoken since G-d already said “I am Lord
your Go-?” An analogy to a king that went to rule in a new country. The kings official’s said to
him “legislate laws for the population.” The king responded “before I legislate laws for the
population, the population must first accept my sovereignty. For if they do accept my sovereignty
then how can they fulfill my laws?” Likewise the Omnipresent said to Israel “I am the Lord your
G-d. You shall have no other gods besides me I am He whose Kingship you accepted while in
Egypt.” They said “yes.” “Just as you accepted my Kingship then, accept My laws now—do not
have. . . After all this, I saw that the Ba’al Halakhot (Behag) did not count this
commandment within the 613... And it appears from the opinion of the Ba’al Halakhot that
the only laws he counted as a commandment within the 613 are those laws which He, may
He be exalted, commanded concerning doing an action or refraining from doing an action.
Belief in His Existence, may He be exalted, which He informed us through His signs and
miracles and the revelation of His Presence in front of our eyes is the essence and root from
which the mitzvot are born and are therefore not counted... He made the acceptance of
sovereignty a topic unto itself and the mitzvot and the Laws a topic unto itself. (Translation
by R. Ari Weiss).
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“] am the Lord your G-d.” This statement is a positive commandment. He said, “I am the
Lord” in order to instruct and command the Jewish people that they should know and believe that
there is a G-d. That is to say: He exists, and always existed, and everything came into being
through His desire and ability. He is their G-d Whom they are obligated to serve ... G-d said to
the Jews, “I am the Lord your G-d. You shall have no [other gods].” [In other words, G-d said, ]
“It is I Whose Kingship you accepted on yourselves in Egypt.” They (the Jews) replied, “Yes it is
true.” [G-d then said,] “If you accept my Kingship you should accept my laws.” That is, after
you have accepted and agree that I am the Lord and I am your G-d [as you saw] from Egypt, now
accept my mitzvot!”
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The basis of all faith and the taproot of all beginnings, that paves the way towards
understanding the truth of the elements of the divine Torah, is the belief in the existence of
G-d, the Blessed. Therefore the purpose of this section [of Ohr Hashem] is to substantiate
aspects and knowledge of the Torah of G-d, the Blessed, and it is worthy of examination, this
root, and how it can be stood on firm ground... Yet, if the first command of the Torah were to be
belief in the existence of G-d, the Blessed, the commander would be commanded. And it is the
nature of G-d to only be the one commanding, not a thing that is commanded! Yet this is
the famous mistake of those who counted as a positive commandment belief in the existence
of G-d, the Blessed, and this mistake is that the commands do not stand alone, there is no system
of commands without a known and recognized commander. And for this, when you count
believing in G-d as a commandment, you already assume the existence of a G-d to
command you, which you already knew that you should believe in. And if you were to
believe that a G-d commanded you to believe in a G-d, you'd have to know that a G-d
commanded you to believe in a G-d! And it would go on forever, this infinite chain of things
you'd need to believe in, and so the whole point would be destroyed. And that is why you
should never count believing in the existence of G-d, the Commander, as a commandment.

And this may be seen in another way: that it is indeed clear from the meaning of the term
commandment and its definition that it can only find its place among things to which will
and choice apply. If indeed the belief in the existence of G-d is among the things to which
will and choice do not apply, it follows that the meaning of the term commandment will not
fit. This is something we shall investigate later on, G-d willing. Any way one looks at it,
because it is evident that since this belief is a root and principle of all the commandments, if we
count it itself as a commandment, it would follow that it is its own premise—yet this is the
height of absurdity! (Translation by Joshua Skootsky).
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How could there be reward and punishment for beliefs relating to Torah? What would I give to
understand this! For it is made clear in the tradition that their punishment is extraordinary, as
they said, "the heretics and epicureans, those who deny the Torah or deny the resurrection of the
dead... will remain in Gehinnom generation after generation", and "The following have no share
in the world to come: one who says that the resurrection of the dead is not found in the Torah,
one who says that the Torah is not from heaven, and the epicurean"... But we can clearly see
that desire and choice have no sway whatsoever in these matters. Because... when a person
believes something, they experience that belief as compelled and entirely un-chosen. How
much more so when they have compelling, inescapable reasons irrefutably proving it to be
true: in these situations they feel clearly, perceptibly, and viscerally compelled to believe
[the result of the proof], and it is simply impossible for them to believe the opposite... For
desire and choice have no effect on beliefs: beliefs are not a matter of choice, and desire
cannot act upon them...

After establishing that desires have no influence on beliefs, and that all beliefs are experienced as
compelled upon those who believe them, we have no option other than to locate desire and
choice [for which one is rewarded or punished] in an area connected to beliefs and adjacent to
them. This area is the satisfaction and joy we have when God graces us with belief in G-d,
and the exertion we dedicate to arriving at its truth - for this is undoubtedly a matter of
desire and choice. For you can immediately see that a belief can be true without a believer
achieving (yasig) an awakening of joy in her believing it. From this it is clear that the
awakening of joy and dedication to examining the belief’s truth are driven by desire and
choice. And from this the question of reward and punishment is resolved.

(Translation by R. Jason Rubinstein).
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All the more so for the people who are immersed in the temptations of this world, whom the evil
inclination bribes and tells, “behold, there is an ownerless world in front of you, and you can do
whatever your heart desires!”... Regarding any matter about which a person has been bribed, he
is not able to recognize the truth if it is against his will and it is as if he is drunk regarding this
matter. And even the greatest of wise man will not stand up for him while he is in that drunken
state. Therefore it is not astonishing that there are philosophers that reject the creation ex nihilo
because their desires for the pleasures of this world continue to expand in proportion to their
intellect. And a bribe like this has the power to turn aside the mind of a person, even to the extent
of saying that two times two is not four, but five. But if recognition of the truth is against man’s
will, then their intellect, even the greatest intellect, does not have the capacity to enlighten
them... And his faith in idolatry comes to him because of the strength of his desires to act out all
abomination, in the manner of idolatry. As [the rabbis] say, that “the people of Israel only
worshiped idols in order to permit themselves public promiscuity” (San. 63b)... in the matters of
faith and knowledge one can only know the truth if they free themselves from all the
temptations of this world, and people like that cannot be found in any nation or ethnicity
except among the sages of Israel, who are as holy as angels. We find that we must listen to our
tradition from the Rabbis, who were the only ones capable of discussing matters of faith because
their minds were free from any distortion of their will... For without deep engagement with the
Torabh, it is impossible for any person to free himself from his evil inclination, which twists
his intellect to accord with his wishes.
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R. Isaac said: This [Gen. 12:1] can be compared to a person traveling from place to place and
saw a palace ablaze. He said, “Is it possible that this palace could have no proprietor?” The
palace proprietor made an appearance to him and said to him, “I am the proprietor of this
palace!” So too our father Avraham wondered “how could it be that this world has no
proprietor?” Hashem made an appearance to him and said to him, “I am the proprietor of
this world!”
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An obedience motivated merely by submission, dedication, and a desire to fulfil the letter of
the law cannot produce such a reaction. How can Abraham be motivated by obedience when
obeying could itself constitute a transgression of G-d’s will? His is an absolute, unconditional
commitment, his love of G-d so complete that he remains undeterred even by the prospect of
G-d’s accusing him of murder after the fact. The answer that this midrash provides to the
question of doubt differs from the previous ones. It expresses Abraham’s unremitting dedication,
his willingness to foreit everything -not just ethics but even his very religion- which is his only
path to unqualified devotion, if not utter certainty. In any event, it appears as though
Abraham’s insistence on the divine origin of the imperative to slaughter his son can be
facilitated only by the seed of doubt... This is what sets it apart from ordinary obstinacy,
especially if we read [his doubt] as a manifestation of Abraham’s own misgivings.
Intransigence that does not take doubt into account is meaningless and false. (Translation
from Rabbi Shimon Gershon Rosenberg’s Faith Shattered and Resotred: Judaism in the
Postmodern Age.).
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"I have set the Lord before me constantly" ; this is a major principle in the Torah and amongst
the virtues of the righteous who walk before G-d. For a person's way of sitting, his movements
and his dealings while he is alone in his house are not like his way of sitting, his movements
and his dealings when he is before a great king; nor are his speech and free expression as
much as he wants when he is with his household members and his relatives like his speech when
in a royal audience. All the more so when one takes to heart that the Great King, the Holy
One, Blessed Is He, Whose glory fills the earth, is standing over him and watching his
actions, as it is stated: ""Will a man hide in concealment and I will not see him?' - the word of
G-d", he immediately acquires fear and submission in dread of G-d, May He Be Blessed, and is
ashamed of Him constantly.



