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“The Devil makes work for idle hands” is not, to the best of my knowledge, a Jewish proverb,
although our Tradition generally seems in sympathy with the sentiment. But yeshiva culture makes a
stronger claim, in which idleness — not of the hands, but of the mind or soul — is intrinsically wrong, not
only because human nature abhors a vacuum, and therefore time left unfilled by worthwhile pursuits
will inevitably be occupied by sinful pursuits. In formal terms, the claim is that all human, or at least
human male, time is presumptively allotted to Torah study, so that any other use of time is presumptive
bittul Torah and demands a justification sufficient to legitimate doing it instead of Torah study.

This concept of bittul zman, the prohibition against devaluing time, in my experience creates a
fundamental dissonance between yeshiva culture and the rest of even fully observant Jewish life. This
dissonance can occur within as well as between individuals and subcultures. But in a wonderful (at least
so far- I'm only a few chapters in) book titled Bein HaZmanim', Rabbi David Stav sets out to bridge this
gap by colonizing leisure for Halakhah, in other words to create philosophic and especially legal
justifications for time spent in pursuits that have no direct halakhic significance. Rabbi Stav’s goal is to
present Jews who are fully committed to Torah while unselfconsciously immersed in leisure culture as
integrated religious beings. His hope is that, recognizing themselves in his portrait, such Jews will
willingly accept the halakhic and hashkafic guidelines he provides for leisure, in the same way that frum
gourmets willingly accept the boundaries of kashrut.

This approach should be distinguished from the more common attempt of Modern Orthodox
intellectuals to valorize the experience of literature and the like. Rabbi Stav occasionally slips into the
approach of finding Torah-equivalent purpose in other pursuits, but more often he seeks to defend good
reads as well as great books. His paradigmatic leisure activity is the tiyul, which encompasses friendly
strolls, romantic outings, pilgrimages to natural and architectural wonders, and the experience of
physical Israel.

Along the way, Rabbi Stav correctly notes that even the most extreme anti-bittul zman culture
acknowledges the human need for and value of relaxation; it simply develops playful and relaxing modes
of Torah study, such as gematria. A wonderful example of this is a comment to Devarim 32:47,

"Don XN Y NT K7 D7, which some Rabbinic traditions translated as “For it (Torah) is not a valueless
thing — unless the emptiness comes from you”. Those who indulge in “leisurely” forms of Torah study
might be anxious that they are making Torah valueless - so we are taught — by the Sefer Gematriot! -
that the gematria of “for it is not a valueless thing” is gematriot.

Meshekh Chokhmah to the same verse develops a version of the standard Modern Orthodox
argument.

! My deep gratitude to Dov Weinstein for the book, and for calling my attention to it
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“For it is not an empty thing from you” — meaning: something that you can empty yourselves of;
“because it is your life” — and how can a person empty himself of life?!

Now if you were to say;

Sometimes a person must empty himself of Torah, such as in the bathhouse or the bathroom?

For this reason the verse continues “and through this dvr”, meaning through your emptying

yourself of these (Torah) words when necessary “your days will be extended”.

This is the explanation of Talmud Berakhot 24b (discussing the prohibition of studying
Torah in “soiled” places, such as bathrooms):

If he ceases (to study Torah), what is his reward?

Said Rabbi Abahu: Scripture says of him “and through this dvr your days will be
extended.”

Along this line it is fitting to explain

that we hold like Rabbi Yishamel on Berkahot 35b that (there is an obligation to engage in

agricultural and the like, form the verse “and you will gather your grain”, which implies that)

*“you should behave toward Torah in accordance with natural practice = yax 77 37n.”

Therefore it says

*and through this dvr” — that you will empty yourselves of Torah in the time of plowing and

harvesting

“your days will be extended on the ground which you are coming to so as to possess it”,

but to engage intensely in business and ?plowing? in distant lands — this is forbidden, to be

mevatel for the sake of ?extras? and the pleasures of human beings.

A contemporary Orthodox humanist, by contrast, might translate the verse as “for no valueless thing
emerges from you, so long as it is a true expression of your lives” — and hope that this midrashic exercise
is self-justifying in the same way as the verse’s gematria.

I have an abiding fondness for anti-bittul zman culture, and therefore a real ambivalence about
the full scope of Rabbi Stav’s project. Several rabbis whose approbations introduce the book make clear
that they see it as outlining a bedieved life, one justified only for those who cannot reasonably expect to
meet the Meshekh Chokhmah’s standard, and Rabbi Stav himself sometimes seems to agree. At other
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times — with the obligatory citations from R. Kuk — he seems to lean toward the position that the
leisured human life, i.e the life which thinks time can be eaten for flavor as well as nutrition, has worth
that simply cannot be captured, even if it can be matched or surpassed, by the absolute matmid. Simply
getting the aspiring matmid to consider that possibility — perhaps even, dangerously?, to savor it —is a
noteworthy contribution.

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper

2 Or, for those who aspire to hatmadah but are incapable of achieving it, therapeutically
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