Does Halakhah place any limits on intellectual or spiritual, inquiry? In the opening issue of YU’s Torah
UMada Journal, Rabbi Yehuda Parnes cited Mishneh Torah Laws of Avodah Zarah 2:2-3 as dispositive
evidence that it does. Rambam states there that

The idolaters composed many books about their worship - - the essence of its worship, and its acts and rules — but
The Holy Blessed One commanded us not to read those books at all, not to think about this or anything relating to it
...and itis not only idolatry that one is forbidden to turn-to-follow in thought, but rather any thought that causes a
person to uproot one of the roots of the Torah, we are prohibited to even consider it, and we may not distract our
thoughts toward such and think and thereby be drawn after the considerations of the heart, because the human mind
is constricted and not all minds can understood the truth as it really is, and if every person would follow the thoughts
of his heart, he would destroy the world in accordance with his constricted intellect.*

In their response, Professors David Berger and Lawrence Kaplan noted that Rambam himself read many
such books, to which Rav Parnes responded by claiming that Rambam’s personal practice was

halakhically irrelevant since he did so “lehavin ulehorot”.

“Lehavin ulehorot” is derived from Devarim 18:9:

When you come to the land which Hashem your G-d is giving you, you must not learn to do in accordance with the
abominations of those nations.
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The Midrash Halakhah and Talmud Bavli each read “must not learn to do” as implying that one may
learn “lehavin ulehorot”, literally “to understand and direct”. (Note that Sanhedrin 68 apparently
permits even doing acts that would otherwise be proscribed as witchcraft, so long as one does so in
order to educate a student. Commentators dispute as to the content of that education, with at least
some believing that this refers to a course in Defense Against the Dark Arts. As the SBM Fellows pointed
out this summer, there must surely be some limits to this, and yet those limits are not discussed in the
literature.)

As it happens, Rambam in Mishneh Torah does not mention this exemption, although he does refer to it
in his Commentary on the Mishnah, and | hope to return to his position in much greater depth in the
future. Here, though, I want only to point out that Rav Parnes’ defense may concede too much for his
position to be practically viable. The purpose of free inquiry is, of course, to better understand the
world, and so to better direct oneself and others.

One can argue — and this fits well with Rambam’s explanation of the formal prohibition above — that not
everyone can use this exemption. Rav Moshe Feinstein, for example, thought it applied only to gedolei
hador, and one can read lehavin ulehorot as referring to specifically the requirement that members of
the Sanhedrin know enough about capital crimes to be able to vote in capital criminal cases. But these
restrictions are not grounded in the text, and others use it much more broadly — Tzitz Eliezer, for
example, uses it to justify the carving of a sun on Yehoshua bin Nun’s gravestone, which was publicly
visible.

| suspect therefore, that the underlying intuition is that only gedolei hador, or some other term for the
great, should be able to decide when other people can use this exemption — that there is no objective
prohibition against pursuing any knowledge with positive intentions, but nonetheless ordinary people
should defer their judgment to the great as to when they should utilize the subjective permission.

My intuition is that this may well be a good idea, but not one that is or should be enforceable. In other
words, it is often wise for people to ask their mentors whether a certain book, or field of study, is likely
to enhance their faith or practice, but less often wise for teachers and rabbis to offer that advice
unsolicited, and rarely if ever wise to seek to compel following that advice. Here and in many other
areas of halakhah and hashkafah, the goal of Torah scholars should be to gain the trust of others rather
than to gain power over them.

Shabbat Shalom



