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Creativity

The Jewish people’s proclamation at 
Sinai, Na’aseh Ve’nishma, “We will 
do and we will hear,” was a crown-

ing moment in our history. Quite literally. 
The Talmud describes that at that instant  
heavenly crowns were placed upon the 
head of every Jew:

“Rabbi Simai expounded: When Israel 
went ahead and said, “We will do” before 
“We will listen,” six hundred thousand 
ministering angels descended and tied 
two crowns upon each Israelite, one 
corresponding to “we will do” and one 
corrspinsing to “we will listen.” (Shabbat 
88a)

The greatest Torah commentators have 
long been drawn to expound upon 
the profound nature of this unique 
declaration. The Beit HaLevi, Rabbi Yosef 

Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik zt’l (1820-1892) 
offered a precious explanation. He based 
his insight on the Zohar’s remark that “we 
will do” refers to worthy actions (mitzvot) 
while “we will listen” refers to studying the 
words of Torah. The Beit HaLevi explained 
that there are actually two distinct aspects 
regarding Torah study. One must know 
what the Torah says in order to adhere 
to its commandments. Talmud Torah is 
a means to an end rather than an end in 
itself. But then there is another aspect: 
the study of Torah purely for the sake of 
Torah study itself. There are two crowns 
of Torah: The ‘crown’ of learning toward 
greater observance and learning for its 
own sake, Torah lishma. (Beit HaLevi, 
Mishpatim ד”ה ויקח)

The tradition of Torah Lishma, a lifelong 
pursuit of Torah study as the most noble 
and ennobling of acts was and remains 
the hallmark of the remarkable tradition 
of Brisk. Of note was Rabbi Soloveitchik’s 
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illustrious forbear, Rabbi Chaim of 
Volozhin (1749-1821) who famously 
argued for the supremacy of Torah 
learning in his classic volume Nefesh 
Hachaim (Sha’ar  4). 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik zt”l himself 
made his mark on modern Jewish history 
through his mastery of Torah learning 
and his dedication to disseminating its 
depth and wisdom.

In what ways did the Rav conceptualize 
the essential meaning of a Jew’s 
devotionTorah study?  The Rav articulated 
many ideas in this regard. The following is 
one of his unique suggestions.

“Halakhic man is a man who longs to 
create, to bring into being something new, 
something original. The study of Torah, by 
definition, means gleaning new, creative 
insights from the Torah (chiddushei 
Torah.) (Rabbi Soloveitchik, Halakhic 
Man, p.99)

Two unforgettable stories help set the stage 
in helping to understand the Rav’s unique 
emphasis on creativity in one’s Torah 
learning. One story from his childhood 
and a second takes us to his tenure as Rosh 
Yeshiva at Yeshivat Rabbeinu Yitzchak 
Elchanan.

The Rav described his childhood home 
where he recalled sitting up in bed at night 
listening to his father teach Torah. “My 
father always spoke about the Rambam.” 
Members of the group that gathered to 
study with Reb Moshe Soloveitchik would 
struggle to understand the Rambam's 
unique positions and halachic decisions. 
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As a child when the Rav, little Yosef Dov, 
would hear that the difficulties were 
resolved and the lesson was explained he 
felt joy and excitement. “I would jump out 
of bed and run to my mother’s room to 
tell her the joyful news, “Mother, Mother, 
the Rambam is right...father came to his 
aid. How wonderful Father is!” The Rav 
continued to reminisce: “Other times when 
his father did not have a way to explain the 
words of the Rambam he felt that he was 
sad to the point of tears. Slowly I would go 
to my mother and tell her with a broken 
heart, “Mother, father can’t resolve the 
Rambam - what should we do?” “Don’t be 
sad,” mother would answer, “Father will 
find a solution for the Rambam. And if he 
doesn’t find one, then maybe when you 
grow up you will resolve his words. The 
main thing is to learn Torah with joy and 
excitement.” (‘And From There You Shall 
Seek’, Soloveitchik, pp. 144-145)

Perhaps, two contrasting lessons should 
be derived from this touching anecdote. 
The fact that the Rav’s mother suggested 
to her son that he would discover a new 
answer, suggests that she was advocating 
creativity and freshness in Torah learning.  
There is more that can be discovered 
that has not yet been uncovered. The 
second lesson, highlighted by the idea of 
‘defending the Rambam’’ alludes to strict 
allegiance to tradition and defending the 
fixed mesorah of yesteryear.

A second anecdote takes us to the Rav’s 
shiur room. This story was shared by one 
of the Rav’s  outstanding students, Rabbi 
Azarya Berzon shlit”a: “The Rav could not 
tolerate anything that was old or stale, 
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are about to say are intense, we can’t just 
mumble through them. We need to cover 
our eyes so that we can have complete 
concentration, and not be distracted by 
anything going on around us. 

 Listen, fellow Jews - We call out -שמע ישראל
to the entire Jewish people, it’s not enough 
to just accept Hashem’s rule over us as 
individuals, we need to do so together as 
a people.

 .Hashem is the master over everything – ה'
He is היה, הוה, ויהיה – He is beyond time, He 
simultaneously exists in the past, present, 
and future. He embodies the middah of
.of mercy ,רחמים

 Not only does He embody – אלוקינו
the middah of רחמים, He concurrently 
exemplifies the middah of דין, of strict 
judgement, as well. Additionally, we 
specifically point to the fact that He is 
not just אלוקים, He is אלוקינו, our G-d. He 
watches over every single one of us, in a 
very personal, detailed way.

אחד  .Hashem is the One and Only – ה’ 
One should enunciate the letter ד long 
enough to focus on the magnitude of this 
statement. He rules over the entire world 
from one end to the other, the good and 
the bad, the world of nature, the world of 
politics, war and economy, medicine and 
current events….everything. 
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even if he had said it. When a brilliant 
student once commented while the Rav 
was trying to work out p’shat, ‘Rebbe, 
this is what you said when we learned 
the sugya five years ago…,’ the Rav didn’t 
allow the student to conclude his sentence. 
Instead he slammed his hand on the desk 
and exclaimed, ‘Forget about what I said 
five years ago! Pay attention to what I am 
saying now!”

“The Rav always taught us that just as God 
is unique as the Creator, man too must 
be unique. He must be original. In his 
writings and essays the Rav went to great 
lengths to emphasize the centrality and 
significance of being original, especially in 
Torah learning” (Mentor of Generations, 
Eleff, p.230).

The act of creativity brings us closer 
to God. Just as God is the creator of the 
Universe when we engage in creativity 
we emulate the Divine. This is true in the 
area of learning. Discovering a chidush 
(breaking new ground or revealing a new 
idea or insight) is an act of emulating 
or imitating the ways of God. (See “The 
Centrality of Creativity in the Thought of 
Rabbi Soloveitchik, Wurzburger, Tradition 
30:4, 1996)  
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