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Chapter XVI: Beshalach (Ex. 13:17-17:16)

Essay 15. Torah study provides protection
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Tractate Berachot, the first chapter:

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: “For everyone who occupies himself
with [the study of] Torah, afflictions are removed from him, for it is said, “For
man is born to [do] mischief, just as sparks fly upward.’! And fly [means] nothing
other than Torah, as it is stated: ‘Will you set your eyes upon it? It is gone;’? and
sparks means nothing other than suffering, as it is stated: ‘Wasting of hunger, and
the devouring of the sparks’® [equating devouring sparks with wasting hunger, as
both are types of suffering. From here, we derive that through Torah, one is able to
distance himself, upward, from suffering, sparks].”

Rabbi Yochanan said: “Don’t even schoolchildren know this, as it is
said, ‘[G-d] said: If you will surely hear the voice of the L-rd, your G-d, diligently
doing what is upright in G-d’s sight, giving ear to G-d’s commandments and
keeping all G-d’s laws, then I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that |
brought upon the Egyptians, for I the L-rd am your Healer.” * Rather, say instead,
“Anyone who is able to engage in Torah yet does not engage, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, brings upon him hideous afflictions that trouble him, as it is
stated: ‘I was mute with silence; I was silent from good, and my pain was strong.’

- Berachot 5a

" English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
' Job 5:7.

2 Prov. 23:5.

3 Deut. 22:29.

4 Ex. 15:26.

5 Ps. 39:3.
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This requires investigation, for the argument that even schoolchildren know this,
from the Scripture that “[G-d] said: If you will surely hear ...,” also raises a difficulty for
the teaching of Rabbi Yochanan that one who can study Torah but refrains is afflicted. This
teaching is known from the principle that “from a negative statement you can infer a positive
statement,”® i.e., why can’t one learn the negative statement, “If you . . . keep G-d’s laws, then 1
will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians,” and infer the
positive, “If you do not keep G-d’s laws, I will bring diseases upon you.”
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It can be said that Reish Lakish’s intention was to say that even if a person is deserving
afflictions because of some sin, if he would occupy himself with studying Torah, [the
afflictions] wouldn’t come upon him. The language “are removed from him” is nicely precise
according to this understanding. On this, Rabbi Yochanan questioned that even the
schoolchildren know this, for Scripture says, “[|G-d] said: If you will surely hear the voice of
the L-rd . .. ,” which has the meaning that even if it were suitable to afflict him, “I will not
bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians.”’ For if this is not the
case, it is difficult to understand why Scripture is coming, saying that “I will not bring upon
you any of the diseases,” for how would it enter your mind that he would bring them upon a
man, if he listens to the voice of the L-rd.

Another difficulty is: Can it be that one who is righteous has no other reward other
than to be free from the disease? Rather, certainly it is coming to say that even if he is already
deserving of [the afflictions], “I will not bring them.”

¢ Nedarim 11a, 13b; Sotah 17a; Shevuot 36a.
7Ex. 15:26.
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The solution offered by Rabbi Yochanan is that everyone for whom it is possible to
occupy himself with Torah, but he does not occupy himself, even if he observes the
commandment[s] and isn’t deserving of afflictions for any other sin, nevertheless the
afflictions will come upon him. This does not have the simple meaning of the first verse cited
by Rabbi Yochanan of “[G-d] said: If you will surely hear ...,” for the verse is speaking of
one who is already deserving of afflictions.

Also, if you only had the second verse cited by Rabbi Yochanan, “I was mute with
silence,” I would again say that it’s speaking of one who has sinned and who is deserving of
afflictions. Rather, that if he had occupied himself with Torah, it would have protected him,
but since he was silent from her, i.c., “silent from good,” refraining from Torah study—because
of this, “my pain was strong.”

Now that we have the verse of, “If you will surely hear,” that teaches this, a difficulty
is “why do I need two verses?”® You must say that it’s speaking even about one who has not
sinned and who is not deserving of afflictions, and because of this, two verses were needed for
Rabbi Yochanan.
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Also, it can be said that sometimes it occurs to a person’s heart that in order to
preserve his healthy nature, he needs to refine himself a little and temporarily renounce the
studying of words of the Torah, in order to restore his soul so that it does not come into the
hands of the sickness of the black bile, i.e., depression, and the like. It is indeed so that he is
directed to this refinement and temporary renunciation for the sake of Heaven, in order to

8 A common Aramaic question in the Talmud.



fulfill the directive, “Be very watchful of your souls.”® About this [Reish Lakish] said, “For
everyone who occupies himself with [the study of] Torah, afflictions are removed from him,”
as it is written, “I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that [ brought upon the Egyptians.”
Even though according to his nature, he is likely to receive afflictions, nevertheless, the merit
of his studying the Torah will protect him. Rabbi Yochanan’s greater novelty teaches us, that
if one temporarily renounces the study of Torah in order to save himself from the afflictions
of nature, the Holy One, Blessed be He, will bring upon him hideous afflictions that are
unnatural, and he will also suffer from them.
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Refer later in this book, at the beginning of parashat Bechukotai'® on the midrash,'!

“ ¢I have considered my ways:’'> Every day I have considered going to this or that place, but
my feet led me to the synagogues and study halls.”

° Deut. 4:15.

10 Zera Shimshon, Chapter XXXIII: Bechukotai, Essay 1.
1 Vayikra Rabbah 35:1.

12 Ps. 119:59.



