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Ubikashta MI’Sham 10:1, p. 63-65 =transl. by Rakeffet, The Rav, vol. I, p. 247-250]


Let me stress the idea of the Mesorah [tradition] by telling you a personal story.  I remember that when I was growing up I was frightened and lonely boy.  I was afraid of the world.  For me, the world was a cold and strange place.  I imagined that everyone was mocking me.  But I had one friend; do not laugh at me, it was the Rambam [Maimonides].  How did we become friends? Simply, we met.


Rambam was a constant guest in our home.  During the days when my father was newlywed, supported by my grandfather… father studied Torah day and night.  A small group of outstanding young scholars gathered around him and eagerly absorbed his teachings.


My father studied with his disciples in the room where my bed was located.  My wont was to sit on my bed and listen to my father’s words.  He constantly quoted Rambam.  His method was to first open the Talmud and analyze the text under discussion and the relevant commentaries. He would generally say: these are the explanations of  Tosafot (Talmudic Commentary).  Now, let us analyze the explanations of Rambam.


My father would inevitably discover that Rambam rejected the basic explanation of the text and differed with Tosafot. My father would declare, as if to complain, that we cannot comprehend the approach and conclusion of Rambam towards the Talmud text.  It was almost as if my father were directly saying to Rambam: “Rabbi Moshe, why have you taken this approach?”  My father would continue, “at first glance, the Ra’avad (commentary on the Rambam) is correct at his criticism.” The students would jump forward and each would express his thoughts.  My father would carefully listen but would refute their proposed interpretations. 


Once again he would exclaim that the words of Rambam were incomprehensible.  Nevertheless, my father would not give up.  He would place his head on his hand and soon be engrossed in deep thought.  The students would not disturb his thought process. Finally, my father would gradually lifts his head and begin to expound the true meaning of Rambam.  Sometimes he would be lengthy, and on other occasions brief. I would strain my ears to catch my father’s every word.  In my young and impressionable mind, there developed a duel impression: First, that the Rambam was being attacked by enemies who wanted to hurt him, and second, that the Rambam’s only defender was my father.  I felt strongly that without my father, who knows what would happen to the Rambam?  It was as if the Rambam himself were with us in the room, listening to my father’s words.  The Rambam sat next to me on my bed.  What did he look like? I don’t know exactly. He seemed to look like an exceedingly handsome and good father.  His name was also Moshe, just like my father.


Intensely following my father, the students absorbed his every word. Slowly but surely, the tension evaporated. My father continued his discourse with strength and courage.  New ideas were clarified; the laws under discussion were classified and carefully articulated.  A new light emerged; the questions were resolved and the topic properly explained.  Rambam emerged triumphant, and my father’s face was filled with happiness and delight.  He had defended his friend, Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon.  The Rambam was comforted and smiled. I too was delighted and joined in the feeling of joy in the room.  I would jump from my bed and run to my mother and cry out the good news: “mother, mother, the Rambam won; he beat the Raavad.  Father helped him.  Look how wonderful my father is!”


But once in a great while my father did not succeed, and despite all his efforts the enemies of the Rambam defeated him.  Their questions were as strong as iron. Although my father mustered all his strength, he could not save the Rambam from his detractors.  Salvation did not come for the Rambam.  Deep in thought, my father would lean on his head on the palms of his hands on the table.  The students and I, and even the Rambam, waited in great tension for my father’s words.  But my father would raise his head and sadly state: “there is no answer.  The words of the Rambam are difficult.  The shiur ended with no explanation. The students were sad, and even my father was depressed. A sense of despair descended upon all of us. I cried.  Even the eyes of the Rambam glistened with tear-drops.


With a  broken heart, I would walk slowly to my mother and cry out to her: “Mother, father cannot answer the Rambam. What will we do? He did not succeed today.”  And my mother would tell me: “Don’t worry. Father will find and answer to the Rambam.  If he does not succeed, then when you grow up perhaps you will find an answer to the Rambam.  Always remember, my son, the important thing about Torah is to study it in happiness and enthusiasm.”


It is true that this story is part of my youth.  It is not, however, the fantasy of a young child or the creation of mystical feelings. This story is an historic and psychological reality that guides me at all time.  When I sit down to learn, the giants of the Mesorah [tradition] are with me.  Our relationship is personal.  The Rambam sits to my right, Rabbeinu Tam to my left.  Rashi sits at the head and explains, Rabbeinu Tam asks, the Rambam decides the halacha, and the Raavad objects.  All of them are with me in my small room, sitting around the table. They look at me with fondness. They world the text out with me, and life a father, they encourage and strengthen me. Learning Torah is not just a didactic, formal, and technical experience whose purpose is the creation and exchange of ideas.  Learning Torah is the intense experience of uniting many generations together, the joining of spirit to spirit, and the connecting of soul to soul.  Those who transmit the Torah and those who receive the Torah are invited to meet one another at the same historic juncture.

Reflections of the Rav, II, p. 21b-23 [original language in: The Rav II, 186-189]

The old Rebbe walks into the classroom crowded with students who are young enough to be his grandchildren.  He enters as an old man with wrinkled face, his eyes reflecting the fatigue and sadness of old age.  You have to be old to experience this sadness. It is the melancholy that results from an awareness of people and things which have disappeared and linger only in memory.  I sit down; opposite me are rows of young beaming faces with clear eyes radiating the joy of being young.  For a moment, the Rabbe is gripped with pessimism, with tremors of uncertainly.  He asks himself: Can there be a dialogue between an old teacher and young students, between a Rebbe in his Indian summer and students enjoying the spring of their lives? The Rebbe starts his shiur, uncertain as to how it will proceed.

Suddenly the door opens and an old man, much older than the Rebbe, enters.  He is the grandfather of the Rebbe, Reb Chaim Brisker.  It would be most difficult to study Talmud with students who are trained in the sciences and mathematics, were it not for his method, which is very modern and equals, if not surpasses, most contemporary forms of logic, metaphysics or philosophy.  

The door opens again and another old man comes in.  He is older than Reb Chaim, for he lived in the 17th century.  His name is Reb Shabtai Cohen, known as the Shach, who must be present when civil law (dinai mamonot) is discussed.  Many more visitors arrive, some from the 11th, 12th and 13th centuries, and others harking back to antiquity – Rabbeinu Tam, Rashi, Rambam, Raavad, Rashba, Rabbi Akiva and others.  These scholarly giants of the past are bidden to take their seats.

The Rebbe introduces the guests to his pupils, and the dialogue commences. The Rambam states a halacha; the Raavad disagrees sharply, as is his wont. Some students interrupt to defend the Rambam, and they express themselves harshly against the Raavad, as young people are apt to do.  The Rebbe softly corrects the students and suggest more restrained tones. The Rashba smiles gently.  The Rebbe tries to analyze what the students meant, and other students intercede. Rabeinu Tam is called upon to express his opinion, and suddenly, a symposium of generations comes into existence.  Young students debate earlier generations with an air of daring familiarity, and a crescendo of discussion ensues.

All speak one language; all pursue one goal; all are committed to a common vision; and all operate with the same categories.  A Mesorah collegiality is achieved, a friendship, a comradeship of old and young, spanning antiquity, the Middle Ages and modern times.  This joining of the generations, this march of centuries, this dialogue and conversation between antiquity and the present will finally bring about the redemption of the Jewish people.  

After a two-or three hour shiur, the Rebbe emerges from the chamber young and rejuvenated. He has defeated age.  The students look exhausted.  In the Mesorah experience, years play no role.  Hands, however parchment-dry and wrinkled, embrace warm and supple hands in commonality, bridging the gap with separates the generations.  Thus, the “old ones” of the past continue their great dialogue of the generations, ensuring an enduring commitment to the Mesorah.
