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Leonard Levin on Isaac Heinemann: The Reasons for the
Commandments (Boston, 2008)

Heinemann is at his best in giving as full an inventory as he can of the
various reasons given by the medievals for the traditional mitzvot. He
categorizes them in different ways in different parts of his book.At the
outset, he finds four kinds of reasons: scientific, apologetic, theoretical-
religious, and practical-religious. In hindsight, he discovers an additional
threefold classification: intellectual, practical, and emotional.

Either way, there are different kinds of reasons because there are different
kinds of human beings in a religious community. Some are driven by the
desire to understand, some by emotional involvement, some by the joy of
practical participation. It is the nature of religious observances to be
complex and multi-faceted, to satisfy different people in different ways.
Thus, all these categories of reason will have some validity in explaining
the value of the religious observance for different kinds of people.




Gersion Appel: A Philosophy of Mitzvot (NY: KTAV, 1975)

What divine purpose do the mitzvot, the Biblical commandments, serve?
What moral and spiritual goals do the mitzvot envision? The Sefer ha-
Hinnukh, one of the principal works in Jewish ethical and halakhic
literature, is a primary source for ta'amei ha-mitzvot, the reasons and
purpose of the divine commandments in the Torah.

A Philosophy of Mitzvot by Rabbi Dr. Gersion Appel sets forth the
Hinnukh’s objectives and his approach to revealing the religious and
ethical meaning of the mitzvot. In his wide-ranging study, the author
presents a comprehensive view of Jewish philosophy as developed by the
Hinnukh and the classical Jewish philosophers. The Hinnukh emerges in
this study as a great educator and moral and religious guide, and his
classic work as a treasure-trove of Jewish knowledge, religious
inspiration, and brilliant insight in the molding of human character.




The Torah itself offers reasons for some commandments and
emphasizes the "wisdom" of the law (Deut. 4:6-8).
It also differentiates between mishpatim ("ordinances")

and hukkim ("statutes") without, however, offering any clear
principle of division.
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(10) if you shall obey the voice of Hashem
your God, to keep his commandments and
his statutes which are written in this book of
the law; if you turn to Hashem your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul.
(11) For this commandment which |
command you this day, it is not too hard for
you, neither is it far off. (12) It is not in
heaven, that you should say, “Who shall go
up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, and
make us to hear it, that we may do it?” (13)
Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should
say, “Who shall go over the sea for us, and
bring it to us, and make us to hear it, that
we may do it?” (14) But the word is very
near to you, in your mouth, and in your
heart, that you may do it.
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(5) Behold, | have taught you statutes and
ordinances, even as Hashem my God
commanded me, that you should do so in
the midst of the land where you go in to
possess it. (6) Keep therefore and do them;
for this is your wisdom and your
understanding in the sight of the peoples,
who shall hear all these statutes, and say,
“Surely this great nation is a wise and
understanding people.”
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(24) The people murmured against
Moshe, saying, "What shall we drink?"
(25) Then he cried to Hashem.
Hashem showed him a tree, and he
threw it into the waters, and the
waters were made sweet. There he
made a statute and an ordinance for
them, and there he tested them.
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At Marah He gave them a few sections of the Torah in
order that they might engage [in the study] thereof; viz.,
the sabbath, the red heifer and the administration of
justice.
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For the leiv is the core of the commandments. Some
commandments require articulation, which serves to
reinforce the leiv. Others consist of deeds so that a
person will utter the required statements.




(25) If you take your neighbor's garment as
collateral, you shall restore it to him before the sun
goes down, (26) for that is his only covering; it is his
garment for his skin. What would he sleep in? It will
happen, when he cries to me, that | will hear, for |
am gracious
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(9) "You shall not oppress a foreigner, for you
know the heart of a foreigner, since you were
foreigners in the land of Egypt.
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(16) Only he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor
cause the people to return to Egypt, to the end that
he may multiply horses; because Hashem has said to
you, “You shall not go back that way again.” (17)
Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his
heart not turn away: neither shall he greatly multiply
to himself silver and gold.
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(4) An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into
the assembly of Hashem; even to the tenth
generation shall none belonging to them enter into
the assembly of Hashem forever: (5) because they
didn’t meet you with bread and with water in the
way, when you came forth out of Egypt, and because
they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor from
Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you.
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_ In general, the Torah tends not to give reasons for

the details of mitzvot and their minutiae (like the sacrifices). Among the
mitzvot there are several whose reasons we can only suppose, but we can
never know with certainty (e.g., the order of the ritual on Yom Kippur,
the ritual for the purification of a person impure because of contact with
a corpse, and the one afflicted with leprosy). Specifically, the obscurity
and the secrecy that rest on them imbue them with a character of “exalta-
tion and awe.”
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Observance of the mitzvot that proceeded explicitly from the divine
utterance, “is irrational from the point of view of the human actor.” Even
if we do not understand their reasoning, we are obligated to uphold them;
and if we do understand them, we must intend not only to uphold the
mitzvot of our conscience, but also to do the express will of our Maker
with a full heart and to arrange the entire process of our lives according to
His mitzvot.



TALMUD & MIDRASH

Classical rabbinic literature contains a more formal discussion of the
problem. The mishpatim are said to represent laws that would have
been valid even without having been "written" in the torah, such as the
prohibitions against robbery, idolatry, incest, and murder, while

the hukkim, such as the prohibition of swine's flesh and the wearing of
garments made of both wool and flax are "decrees" of God. It is to the
latter class that "the evil inclination" and the gentiles object.
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Our Rabbis taught: “Mine ordinances shall ye do,”
i.e., such commandments which, if they were not
written [in Scripture], they should by right have
been written and these are they: [the laws
concerning] idolatry [star-worship], immorality
and bloodshed, robbery and blasphemy.

“And My statutes shall ye keep,” i.e., such
commandments to which Satan objects, they are
[those relating to] the putting on of sha'atnez, the
halizah [performed] by a sister-in-law, the
purification of the leper, and the he-goat-to-be-
sent-away. And perhaps you might think these are
vain things, therefore Scripture says: “l am the
Lord,” i.e., |, the Lord have made it a statute and
you have no right to criticize it.
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R. Simlai when preaching said: Six hundred and thirteen VIV NIRN VY HIRINY 129 VIT
precepts were communicated to Moses, three hundred VHY ,NVNY 15 1INRI NI NIVY
and sixty-five negative precepts, corresponding to the mn ]’JDD--]’]N'? vnnm DYVYI NIRN
number of solar days [in the year], and two hundred and NNNYY DPIINY DINRNY NN
forty-eight positive precepts, corresponding to the number DR Y 192N TI9--NYY
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being in letter-value, equal to six hundred and eleven, ‘I YA 75 =90y b7 MmN Y. Y
am’ and ‘Thou shalt have no [other Gods]’ [not being 2" -"7 B ‘DUD):Z\’)’T::IJ:;)
reckoned, because] we heard from the mouth of the Might . |
[Divine].




David came and reduced them to eleven [principles], as it
is written, "A Psalm of David. Lord, who shall sojourn in
Thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell in Thy holy mountain? —
li] He that walketh uprightly, and [ii] worketh
righteousness, and [iii] speaketh truth in his heart; that [iv]
hath no slander upon his tongue, [v] nor doeth evil to his

fellow, [vi] nor taketh up a reproach against his neighbour, 117Y2 N1 1P ?)’ RV) X N9IM
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own hurt and changeth not, [x] He putteth not out his VI KD NOR NV NPT D 1 HY
money on interest, [xi] nor taketh a bribe against the "0NY?
innocent. He that doeth these things shall never be

moved."



Isaiah came and reduced them to six [principles], as it is ;N7 VY HY 1TRYM 1INV N2
written, "[i] He that walketh righteously, and [ii] speaketh DRIN DIWN DT MPTN '|‘7m”

uprightly, [iii] He that despiseth the gain of oppressions, TINNN 13 PN MPYYN YN
[iv] that shaketh his hand from holding of bribes, [v] that 0T YINYN NIR DVIN TNIVA
stoppeth his ear from hearing of blood, [vi] and shutteth Y92 DINTN 1Y DI

his eyes from looking upon evil; he shall dwell on high."

Micah came and reduced them to three [principles], as it is PN ,\.’)'7\2) “% ITRYM 1N K1
written, "It hath been told thee, O man, what is good, and YT 2 am Y qn 0N -.17 79

what the Lord doth require of thee: [i] only to do justly, 70N NN VAVH MYY DX 13 TN

and [ii] to love mercy and [iii] to walk humbly before thy n mbx (1) oy nH Y18
God.” '




Again came Isaiah and reduced them to two [principles], as
it is said, “Thus saith the Lord, [i] Keep ye justice and [ii] do
righteousness [etc.].” Amos came and reduced them to
one [principle], as it is said, “For thus saith the Lord unto
the house of Israel, Seek ye Me and live.”

To this R. Nahman b. Isaac demurred, saying: [Might it not
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On another occasion it happened that a certain non-Jew came before Shammai and said to him,
“I will convert to Judaism, on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while | stand on one

foot.” Shammai ¢

nased him away with the builder's tool that was in his hand. He came before

Hillel and said to

nim, "Convert me." Hillel said to him, “What is hateful to you, do not to your

heighbor: that is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary; go and learn it.”



From the second century onward, Christian attacks on "the
law" provoked many Jewish replies stressing the importance
of the mitzvot.

The commandments were given for the sole purpose of
purifying man; they strengthen man's holiness; they enable
Israel to acquire merit.
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After these things the word of Hashem came to "

etc. (Psalms 18:31) "As for "Abram in a vision, saying,
God — His ways are perfect; the Word of Hashem is
tried; a shield is He for all who take refuge in Him." If
His way is perfect, how much more is He Himself!

Rav said: Were not the mitzvot given so that man
might be refined by them? Do you really think that The
Blessed Holy One of cares if an animal is slaughtered
by front or by the back of the neck? Therefore, mitzvot
were given only to purify people.
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Rabbi Hananya ben Akashya says:

The Holy One, Blessed be He, sought to confer merit
upon the Jewish people; therefore, He increased for
them Torah and mitzvot,

as it is stated: “It pleased the Lord for the sake of His
righteousness to make the Torah great and glorious”
(Isaiah 42:21).
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The ta'amei ha-torah ("reasons of the commandments") are
not revealed and should not be revealed.

The "yoke of the commandments” is to be cherished without
probing its reasons.

No detailed rationalization of the commandments is to be
found in the rabbinic sources.
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R. Isaac also said: Why were the reasons of
[some] Biblical laws not revealed? — Because
in two verses reasons were revealed, and they
caused the greatest in the world [Solomon] to
stumble.

Thus it is written: “He shall not multiply wives
to himself,” whereon Solomon said, ‘I will
multiply wives yet not let my heart be
perverted. Yet we read, “When Solomon was
old, his wives turned away his heart.”

Again, it is written: “He shall not multiply to
himself horses;” concerning which Solomon
said, ‘| will multiply them, but will not cause
[Israel] to return [to Egypt]. Yet we read: “And
a chariot came up and went out of Egypt for six
[hundred shekels of silver].”
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R. Isaac said: Why do we sound
the horn on New Year? — [You
ask], why do we sound? The All-
Merciful has told us to sound!—
What he means is, why do we
sound a teru'ah? [You ask] why
do we sound a teru'ah? The All-
Merciful has proclaimed ‘a
memorial of teru'ah!
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Seneca: Letters

| condemn Plato because, not content with

specifying the law, he added general principles.
The law should be like a voice addressing us

from heaven.

It should command, not discuss.

Tell me what | must do.

It is not for me to learn, but to obey.
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With regard also to shaving the head or IPTN DRNWYWN WRIN Napn ©
beard, Maimonides wrote that their DIDRY D”aN7N AN 1YR1 0)
prohibition is due to their practice by YT 12 PWIYY 219N 1NN
idolaters—although this is not explicit [in LOMAN IR DT 3"y 1A
the Torah].

We have no need to seek reasons for oYL WPIY TN NR PRI ¢
mitzvot because they are royal decrees WHY B Ton MY D MNny
that are incumbent upon us even if we do DYV PTI RY 9

not understand them.




