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Torah is Not Just a Collection of Dinim: An
Interview with Rav Herschel
What is the relationship between secular knowledge, and a proper derekh
halimmud?
The Vilna Gaon is quoted as saying that to the extent one is lacking in secular
knowledge of the sciences, and so on, one is lacking a hundred times more in
Torah. There are certain areas where secular knowledge is essential. A good example
would be in the area of kashrus. In order to paskin the laws of kashrus, one must have
an understanding of food chemistry.
Rabbi Soloveitchik once spoke at an RCA convention, and dealt with the issue of
shuls that permitted the use of a microphone on Shabbos. He said that, with regard to
those who permitted the use of a microphone, he wondered whether they understood
the Halakha well enough to permit this; with regard to those who prohibited the use of a
microphone, he wondered whether they understood physics well enough to prohibit
this.
In that sense, if you don’t have precise secular knowledge, how can you even open your mouth? You
won’t know what you’re talking about! One of the rabbanim from the yeshiva tells me that his wife works in a
nursing clinic for cancer patients. Apparently, one of the women there is clearly going to die because her
husband asked his Rosh Yeshiva what should be done about her cancer, and the Rosh Yeshiva insisted
against listening to the doctor, who had called for an operation. This woman is absolutely going to die. How
could this Rosh Yeshiva open his mouth? He doesn’t even know the first thing about the disease! There is
certainly what to ask about when it comes to medical issues, but to think that a rabbi should paskin without
knowing anything about the disease is absolutely ridiculous.
This is only as far as pesak is concerned. Aside from this, Rabbi Soloveitchik had enormous intellectual
depth, and was interested in everything under the sun. Rabbi Soloveitchik used to say that we never have to
be worried about the conflict between science and religion. We believe in one God, and this God gave us the
Torah, and created the rules of physics, chemistry, biology, mathematics, astronomy, and so on; therefore,
there can’t possibly be any contradictions. Some rabbanim are afraid to be exposed to secular knowledge
because they’re afraid that it’s going to contradict the Torah. How could it contradict the Torah if it’s all from
Hashem ehad?
It is clear that the hours spent studying in the college will take away from time spent learning Torah, but,
on the other hand, such study will give a student much more breadth, and a better hekeif of the whole world in
general. In a certain sense he may lose out, because he’ll have less time for learning Torah, but secular
studies grant a student a greater depth. Torah is not just a collection of dinim. When a person learns Torah, it
should put the entire world in context. If a person has a real understanding of secular knowledge, then that,
together with the Torah, will give him a better perspective on life.

The impulse to share hospitality with others and celebrate and give thanks for abundance
transcends the menu. Edward Winslow’s final comment about the harvest of 1621, is a
sentiment shared by many Americans on Thanksgiving Day: And although it be not always
so plentiful as it was at this time with us, yet by the goodness of God, we are so far from
want that we often wish you partakers of our plenty
-Edward Winslow, “A Letter Sent from New England,” In A Journal of the Pilgrims at
Plymouth [Mourt’s Relation], Ed. Dwight B. Heath (New York: Corinth Books, 1963), p.
82.
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