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Rabbi Shim’on says: One who is walking on the way and reciting his learning, but
ceases his recitation and says “How beautiful this tree is!”, or, “How beautiful

this furrow is!” — Scripture regards him as if he is liable to lose his nefesh.
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Go and see how great the punishment is for one who ceases a word of Torah

without proper reason to engage in purposeless conversation, as they said in

Masekhet Avot: “Two who were going on the way and ceased their recitation of
learning . . .
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RabbiYaakovsays: One who is walking on the way and reciting his learning, but ceases
his recitation and says “How beautiful this tree is!”, or, “How beautiful this furrow is!”
etc

After the Complete Ones set down the proper behavior for subduing one’s matter, so that
he not stray after the physical appetites as is his nature, with the general rule that
emerges from all their opinions being that intense engagement with Torahcesug®e

for the general subduing of the sensing capacity, which is the intent of Chazal when they
says “l have created the evil inclination; | have created the Torah to neutralize it”,
because intense engagement in Torah suffices to cause ogjedioas tgusting the

bad, and to choose the good, because of its goodness . . . so when one is reciting his
learning as appropriate, meaning that he is meditating on and investigating Torah as
appropriate, but while engaged in his investigation and his recitdtédare he finishes
investigating the topic that he is investigating, he stops, and speaks valueless things, and
is entangled in imagination which is drawn after the sensible, and says “How beautiful
this tree is!”, “How beautiful this furrow is!”, all oWhich are based on the sense of
vision, becausesenses can only perceive individuated matter, and the imagination can
only perceive the individual which is individuated by its matter, about which the word
‘this’ is appropriate, which is why it says heféldow beautifulthis tree is!”, rather than

“the tree”, which would imply that he was investigating it in terms of its generality,
which comes from it essential for as is known, and in this matter it would be perceived
by the analytic intellect, and woule lzomprehended rather than sensed.

Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed 1:2

The intellect enables humanity to distinguish between truth and falsehood, and
this was found in Adam perfect and complete. However, the shameful and the
appropriate are in the categoof the apparent rather than in the category of the
intellectually graspable. One does not describe the sphericalness of the heavens as
“appropriate”, or the flatness of the earth as shameful, but rather as true and false.
Similarly in Arabic we descbie the actual as true and the nonexistent as false, while we
describe the appropriate and shameful as good and bad.

Through the intellect Adam distinguished truth from falsehood in all
intellectually graspable matters. While Adam was still perfect antptete, possessing
the thoughts and intellect which cause Scripture to say regarding him “You made him
only slightly inferior to elohim”, Adam had absolutely no ability to utilize the
apprehended or to comprehend them, so that even the most obviousppandntly
shameful thing, nakedness, was not shameful to Adam, and Adam could not comprehend
its shamefulness.

When Adam rebelled and turned to his imaginative desires and the pleasures of

his physical senses, as Scripture says “that the tree was gepéb(teating and that it
was desirable to the eyes”, Adam was punished by the removal of that intellectual
comprehension, and as a result Adam rebelled against the commandment which Adam
had been commanded by virtue of his intellect, and he acquired eboemsion of the
apparent and sank into the realm of the shameful and appropriate.




For those of us who identified with some variant of Torah Umadda, this Mishnah
has always been a direct challergaow is it that we can support formal ndorah
study? h this regard Rav Lichtenstein offers a counterreading that may be the best
Modern Orthodox drush ever, that anyone who sees appreciation of natural beauty as a
break in their learning is spiritually deficient. Busihard to see this as original intent

On the other hand, a Google search turns up 41icbations for “beautiful tree”,
but only 292 for “beautiful furrow”, almost all of which seem metaphorical. Why pick
such a peculiar instance of beauty appreciation?

| have always been struck bymRbam’s claim inGuide for the Perplexed 1:2
that the actual eating of the fruit was not the primary tragedy of the Eden story. Rather,
Rambam explains, the tragedy was that Chhwaticed that the fruit was beautifuthis
itself embodied her fall frorthinking only about “truth and falsehood” to knowledge of
“good and bad”.

An advantage of Rambam’s reading is thablves the apparent circularity of the
sin: How can Adam and Chavah have done bad by eating the fruit, when before eating
the fruit the concept “bad” was irrelevant to them? ButRambam the fruit gave them
that knowledge visually, so that the category was already relevant to them thefy
ate. This seems to nmeore satisfyinditerarily thanRamban’s notion that the ake was
an external yetzer hora that could nonetheless influence tBeinwhere did Rambam
get this reading from? Was it entirely a creative attempt to read his philosophy into
Chumash?

Several years ago, it occurred to me that Rambam read our Miafiaah
interpretation of the Eden story. Adam and Chavah were engaged in true learning, that is
to say meditating exclusively on abstract truths, when they noticed the tree, and as a
result became subject to death. It would have been better had the ivisich&fruit”
rather than tree, but reading it as a reference nonetheless seems reasonableMasme.
pleased this week to discover that th& ténury Salonikan Rabbi Moshe Almoisio, in
his commentary Piei Mosheh to Avot | translate above, seémbave had the same
idea. While he does not cite Bereshit explicitly, his reading of the Mishnah is an
extended exposition of Guide 1:2.

In this light, and given that ‘beautiful furrow’ still seems to function better as
metaphor, perhaps the furrow is@mbination of Bereshit 3:18, where thase imposed
as a consequence @diting the fruit is that uncultivated fields will produce briars, and
Yirmiyah 4:3, which urges the metaphorical plowing of furrows so as to avoid sowing
only to produce briars. Ufrows thus represent the way in which we overcomeuhse
without undoing the behavior which caused it. The Mishnah would then be saying that
those who either repeat the first fall (by admiring particular rather than abstractpeauty
or who accept itomplacently (by admiring the technical capacitieshave developed
as a consequeef that fall), deserves death (but may be spared nonetheless, as were
Adam and Chavah).

! | have not worked out yet how Rambam understands the relationship of Adam and Chavah before she
noticed the fruit.

Z Cf. Hosheia 10:@2

3 Cf. “Euclid alone has looked on beauty bare”, Edna St. Vincent Millay. Of course, having read this
footnote, it might be best to accept Rav Lichtenstein’s counterreading.



Rabbi Almosino’s exposition moves the mishnah from the realm of ritual o tha
of intellect—the offense is a break in what one is thinking about, not a cessation of the
formal act of reciting Torah. We can then develop a reading as follows: ‘Anyone who
stops their analysis of Torah to admire a tree or furrow, when the admanatural
beauty or technological accomplishment is irrelevant to their analysis of Torah, is liable
to lose their soul.”Butin contrast Rabbi AImaosno’s apparent meaning here, and
perhaps to Rambam as watlis possibléo arguethat it is a spirtial deficiency to see
such admiration as ever irrelevant to Torah, which is rooted in appreciation of both the
Creation and the creative capacity of the tzelem Elokim.

Shabbat shalom

Aryeh Klapper
www.torahkadership.org




