Halakhah: The Source of Spirituality

Is Halakhah the source of our deepest spirituality or is it, in fact, an impediment to our spiritual growth? In the context of this question, spirituality means a connection to God through feeling God’s closeness to our lives.  And Halakhah means a meticulous observance of the daily minutiae of the mitzvot. 

Instinctively, as an halakhic Jew with deep respect for the Rabbinic tradition, I think that halakhah must be the source of our deepest spirituality; otherwise, why would we keep it?  Our path as a religious community must always be the path of God.  Thus, if a way of life is dictated to us by our religious tradition, it must be in order to bring us closer to God.

Yet, as a communal rabbi and as an individual Jew, I am constantly facing the challenges of teaching and observing halakhah.  One difficulty is that teaching and analyzing the finest details of the halakhah, while often exhilarating in an academic setting, usually is either too tedious or else too complex for a larger communal setting.  In a yeshiva, one has the time, and even the mandate, to sit for days and weeks on the most impractical of topics, while in a communal setting such leisure is very rarely the case.  And so halakhah becomes something that is more followed than understood.

A second major problem is that even when the halakhah is understood properly in all its beauty, its end result is often uninspiring.  It seems, at first glance, to get in the way of “real spirituality.”  To take a caricature as an example: I remember sitting at a seder once, where we were involved in the deepest of discussions about the meaning of the Exodus from Egypt, when a person at the table hurried us along and commanded us to end the discussion so that we could eat our Afikomen before hatzot.  Does this emphasis on halakhah not distract us from our ultimate goal of cleaving to God?

Two of the greatest Jewish thinkers of the twentieth century deal with this question in a way that informs my own practice of halakhah.

One thinker who helps us enormously with this problem is the great Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik.  Most prominently, in his Ish Ha-halakhah, Halakhic Man, Rabbi Soloveitchik describes a spiritual way of life that is molded through observance and knowledge of halakhah.  

For Rabbi Soloveitchik, halakhah is a system—a structure that governs the existence of our lives in such a way that we are able to bring a transcendent God into our earthly lives.  Other religions will confine God to a sanctuary and remove God from the mundane activities of the world.  Others are so “intoxicated by their dreams of an exalted supernal existence that they have failed to hear…the sighs of the orphans, the groans of the destitute.”  (HM, 41.)  As Rabbi Soloveitchik writes, “There is nothing so physically and spiritually destructive as diverting one’s attention from this world.”  (HM, 41.)

Halakhah declares that man stands before God not only in the Synagogue but also in the public domain.  (HM, 93.)  Halakhah declares that holiness is found in an ordered life that regulates human behavior in accordance with God’s will.  (HM, 46.)  Halakhah sees the beauty of a Godly life in every mundane experience that we encounter.  With halakhah dictating our lives, the spiritual is not something that we have to cleave to because it is something that is always part of who we are.

“A lowly world is elevated through the halakhah to the level of a divine world.”  (HM, 38.)  A non-halakhic person will walk through life and at times be moved by the beauty of a sunset or the majesty of a mountain peak.  But for the halakhic person these experiences take on new meaning; everything is suffused with halakhic meaning.  “When halakhic man looks to the western horizon and sees the fading rays of the setting sun or to the eastern horizon and sees the first light of dawn and the glowing rays of the rising sun, he knows that this sunset or sunrise imposes upon him anew obligations and commandments…the recitation of the morning shema, tzitzit, tefillin, the morning prayer…and the like….  When halakhic man chances upon the mighty mountains, he utilizes the measurements, which determine a private domain (reshut ha-yahid): a sloping mound that attains a height of ten handbreadths within a distance of four cubits.”  (HM, 20-21.)  

Finally, Rabbi Soloveitchik wonders, can halakhic man attain the peaks of religious rapture that a mystic encounters?  The situation is comparable to the way a physicist describes the world.  He will use mathematical principles and intersecting concepts that are devoid of excitement and flashiness.  Nevertheless, he will grasp the world with a profound depth, intensity, and consistency.  So too, one who follows halakhah, one who cognizes sacred time, one who understands in great depth the beauty of the halakhot, will have a religious experience of great depth, intensity, and consistency.  (HM, 84.)

So, for Rabbi Soloveitchik, halakhah is the source of our spirituality.  It is the way of life that guides us to God by allowing us see God everywhere.  As Rambam writes in Iggeret Teiman:  “If he could only fathom the inner intent of the law, he would realize that the essence of the true divine religion lies in the deeper meaning of its positive and negative mitzvot, every one of which will aid man in his striving after perfection, and remove every impediment to the attainment of excellence.”

The power and the force of Rabbi Soloveitchik’s argument are self-evident to any reader of his work.  Yet, I wonder about its applicability for my own personal life, as well as for the majority of people in our community.  Throughout the work, Rabbi Soloveitchik repeatedly refers to his father, R. Moshe Soloveitchik, and his grandfather, Rabbi Hayyim of Brisk.  It seems clear that these towering figures were the inspiration for his work.  He describes a way of life that they closely approximated; a way of life that they lived.

These were giants--figures who understood the depths of halakhah on a level that very few can obtain.  But the premise of Ish Ha-halakhah requires that type of deep understanding of the halakhah.  What value does the spiritually uplifting halakhic way of life described by Rabbi Soloveitchik have for those who do not understand the depths of halakhah the way his father and grandfather did?  To phrase the question differently: Why should anyone with a limited background in advanced Talmud study who reads Rabbi Soloveitchik’s book accept upon themselves?  In this sense, its value is very seriously limited to a small minority of people.  

There is a second difficulty with the way of life suggested by Ish Ha-halakhah.  Lets assume for a moment that the system works as a whole on a macro level.  That the halakhic lifestyle will truly aid us in living ethical lives that give us a deep, spiritual connection to God.  We still must understand how this works on a micro level; how does the performance of each and every mitzvah help us come closer to God?

Its easy to understand how the performance of certain mitzvot bring us closer to God, but it is more difficult to see how the performance of every single mitzvah brings us closer to God.  Look at Rambam’s explanation of the reasons for the mitzvot in part III of The Guide to the Perplexed.  Rambam understands that many of the mitzvot were commanded as a way of rooting out pagan elements within ancient Judaism.  For example, why is it prohibited to eat meat boiled in milk?  Rambam suggests, “perhaps such food was eaten at one of the ceremonies of the [idolatrous] cults.”  (Guide, III: 48.)  Well, if that is the case--if the mitzvoth contain irrelevant moral and philosophical ideals--how does my performance of that mitzvah today bring me any closer to God?  

Consequently, while there is great value in accepting the approaches of Rabbi Soloveitchik and Rambam towards halakhah, I would suggest that for the great majority of people in our community today it must be supplemented by a second approach—by an approach that Rabbi Soloveitchik severely attacks.

The scholar of kabbalah, Gershom Scholem, describes a second approach in his classic work, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (29-30).  Scholem suggests that the strongest support for the performance of halakhah comes not from the scholars of Talmud and lomdus, but from the kabbalists.    For the kabbalists, the Halakhot are not presented as allegories of deeper ideas, but rather as the performance of a secret rite, sodot.  This prestige which the kabbalists gave to the mitzvot raised it to center stage in the life of Jews.  Every mitzvah took on cosmic performance; every mitzvah contained the ability to transform the destiny of the universe.   

The kabbalists believed that the performance of each mitzvah can be a tikkun; it can have an effect upon the inner workings of the Divine, an inner theurgic affect.  If I in my little house in Riverdale can perform the mitzvah of eating matzah correctly, that action may indeed forever alter the cosmic nature of the universe.  

One who believes this theology can never take lightly the performance of any mitzvah.  Every mitzvah, regardless of its meaning is of paramount importance.  Every mitzvah, regardless of whether or not one understands it in its full complexity must be performed.

The difference between the kabbalistic approach as described by Scholem, and the approach of Rabbi Soloveitchik is evidently seen in the way a mitzvah is performed.  Rabbi Soloveitchik quotes approvingly an halakhic ruling of the nodeh be-yehudah:  “Certainly…we should wholly abolish reciting mystical intentions [before the performance of a mitzvah.”]  Contrast this with neo-kabbalistic practice of reciting leshem yichud prior to the performance of each mitzvah.  

One doesn’t need to be a kabbalist to appreciate the beauty of the kabbalistic approach.  It recognizes the supreme value of each mitzvah.  It argues that each mitzvah whether or not we understand it fully must be performed with a sacredness and seriousness.  It suggests that the performance of each mitzvah has the ability to unite us with God.

Can this theology help us if we are not full believers in the kabbalistic approach?  Can it help us even if we are unable to comprehend the notion of theurgy—the idea that the actions of human beings have the ability to affect the Divine?  

It can because it reminds us of the fact that there is a whole stream of thought in Judaism that is not kabbalistic and at the same time does not adopt the extreme rational, cognitive approach suggested by Rabbi Soloveitchik.

There is an approach to halakhah that says that mitzvot do not have a rational value in the sense that hey can be understood by man.  This is a romantic approach.  It argues that each mitzvah has intense value only because God has commanded us.  No human being can understand the logic behind the mitzvah.  The halakhot of our lives have no independent morality or ethical good.  They have value only if Jews perform them in the exact manner that God commanded us.

As Judah Halevi, author of the Kuzari writes in reference to the performance of the mitzvot: “Human reason is out of place in matters of divine action on account of its incapacity to grasp them.  Reason must rather obey, just as a sick person must obey the physician in applying his medicines and advice.  Consider how little circumcision has to do with philosophy, and how small its social influence.  Yet Abraham, in spite of the hardship…and subjected his person and children to it, and it became the sign if the covenant, of the attachment of the Divine to him….  Other nations may desire to imitate, but they can only have the pain without the joy….  Even in other instances of imitation no people can equal us at all.  Look at the others who appointed a day of rest in the place of Sabbath.  Could they contrive of anything which resembles it more than statues resemble living human beings?”  (2:14.)

The Kuzari’s position is that performance of the mitzvot is like a DNA code to forming a spiritual connection God.  Perform the mitzvah, and even without understanding it, you will achieve that connection.  Unlike the kabbalists, the Kuzari does not claim that performance of the mitzvah affects the inner workings of the Divine.  But, like the Kabbalists, the Kuzari argues that the performance of the mitzvah alone—without any rational explanation for why this is the case--has the ability to connect us to God.

Altogether we have seen three different approaches as to how halakhah acts as the source of our spirituality.  In Halakhic Man, Rabbi Soloveitchik argues that halakhah is the concept that allows us to experience God in every aspect of our life.  It is the format that brings God down into this world, into every seemingly mundane action that we perform. On the other hand, Scholem suggests that kabbalists see halakhot as a way of actually affecting God.  The proper performance of the halakhah literally can make all the difference in the world.  Finally, the Kuzari suggest that reasons for the halakhot can not be understood.  Yet, their proper fulfillment represents the path to God.

Each approach has its difficulty.  Rabbi Soloveitchik’s approach is elitist and inhospitable to the non-talmudist.  The kabbalistic approach is difficult to accept inasmuch as  it is still foreign to those of us trained in traditional yeshivot or in a rational educational system.  And the Kuzari’s approach, however beautiful it may be, asks us to deny that the mitzvot have any ethical, rational, or moral qualities.  Such an approach might make halakhah a spiritual vehicle, but it turns it into something that is highly unattractive to those seeking morality as part of their Godly life.

Would it be so bad to internalize within ourselves all three elements?  Would it be so bad to admit that while these three approaches to halakhah in many ways contradict each other, each contains highly attractive elements?  

Except for the Ideal Man that is created by Rabbi Soloveitchik in Ish Ha-halakhah no one is entirely consistent in their religious lives.  Thus, I would suggest that when we practice halakhah we do so with these three approaches in mind.  We draw upon the cognitive, worldly, concrete elements proposed by Rabbi Soloveitchik.  We believe in the possibility that what we do can affect the divine above.  And we accept that there is a romantic power to the mitzvot that encapsulates the uniqueness of Judaism.

In doing so the halakhah becomes the guide in our journey to God.
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