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Chapter XVI: Beshalach (Ex. 13:17–17:16) 
 
Essay 15. Torah study provides protection 

  

סּוּרִין בְּדֵלִין מִמֶּנּוּ שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "וּבְנֵי־רֶשֶׁף יַגְבִּיהוּ עוּף", אָמַר  יפֶּרֶק קַמָּא אָמַר ר' שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן לָקִישׁ כָּל הָעוֹסֵק בַּתּוֹרָה יִ   בְּרָכוֹת

אֶלָּא אֵימָא כָּל שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר לוֹ    .־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמַע" וְכוּ' ר' יוֹחָנָן הָא אֲפִילּוּ תִּנוֹקוֹת שֶׁל בֵּית רַבָּן יוֹדְעִים אוֹתוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "וַיּאֹמֶר אִם

   סּוּרִין מְכוֹעָרִין וְעוֹכְרִין אוֹתוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "נֶאֱלַמְתִּי דוּמִיָּה" וְכוּ' עכ"ל.ילַעֲסוֹק בְּתוֹרָה וְאֵינוֹ עוֹסֵק הקב"ה מֵבִיא עָלָיו יִ 

  

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.’1 And fly [means] nothing 

other than Torah, as it is stated: ‘Will you set your eyes upon it? It is gone;’2 and 

sparks means nothing other than suffering, as it is stated: ‘Wasting of hunger, and 

the devouring of the sparks’3 [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 I 

brought upon the Egyptians, for I the L-rd am your Healer.’ ”4 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.’5 

- Berachot 5a 

 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Job 5:7. 
2 Prov. 23:5. 
3 Deut. 22:29. 
4 Ex. 15:26. 
5 Ps. 39:3. 
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דְּ"וַיּאֹמֶר אִם־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמַע" מַשְׁמָע  צָרִי˂ עִיּוּן דִּלְר' יוֹחָנָן נָמֵי תִּקְשֵׁי דְּאֲפִילּוּ תִּינוֹקוֹת שֶׁל בֵּית רַבָּן יוֹדְעִים אוֹתוֹ, דְּהָא מִקְרָא  

  .שׁוֹמֵעַ הֵיןנָמֵי הָא דְּמִכְּלָל לָאו אַתָּה 

 

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,”6 i.e., why can’t one learn the negative statement, “If you . . . keep G-d’s laws, then I 

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.” 

 

ק בַּתּוֹרָה לאֹ יָבֹאוּ עָלָיו, וֹאֵיזֶה חֵטְא, אִם יַעֲססּוּרִין מֵחֲמַת  יב אָדָם יִ יוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּכַוָּונַת רֵישׁ לָקִישׁ הָיְתָה לוֹמַר שָׁאַף אִם נִתְחַיֵּ 

לּוּ תִּינוֹקוֹת וְכוּ' דְּקְרָא כְּתִיב "וְיאֹמַר" וְכוּ', דְּהַמַּשְׁמָע אַף יוְעַל זֶה הִקְשָׁה לוֹ ר' יוֹחָנָן דְּאֲפִ .  וְדָּיֵיק שַׁפִּיר הַלָּשׁוֹן בְּדֵלִין מִמֶּנּוּ 

דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי קָשֶׁה מַאי אֲתָא קְרָא לְמֵימַר דְּ"לאֹ־  באֹ עָלֶי˃ "הַמַּחֲלָה אֲשֶׁר־שַׂמְתִּי בְמִצְרַיִם לאֹ־אָשִׂים",אִם הָיָה מִן הָרָאוּי לָ 

סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ דְּיָשִׂים אִם הוּא שׁוֹמֵעַ בְּקוֹל ה'. וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה וְכִי מִי שֶׁהוּא צַדִּיק אֵין לוֹ ם שְׂכַר אֶלָּא לִהְיוֹת  שׁוּאָשִׂים", וְאֵי˂ 

  ". ב בָּהֶם "לאֹ יְשִׂימָם יצּוּל מֵהַמַּחֲלָה. אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁבָּא לוֹמַר שָׁאַף אִם כְּבָר נִתְחַיֵּ ינִ 

 

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.”7 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.” 

 

 

 
6 Nedarim 11a, 13b; Sotah 17a; Shevuot 36a. 
7 Ex. 15:26. 
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רִין מִשּׁוּם חֵטְא אַחַר, עִם  סּוּי וְאֵינוֹ עוֹסֵק, אַף אִם יִהְיֶה שׁוֹמֵר מִצְוָה וְלאֹ הָיָה חַיָּיב בְּיִּ בַּתּוֹרָה  ק  וֹוְתֵּירֵץ כָּל שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר לוֹ לַעֲס

וְזֶה לאֹ מַשְׁמָע מִפְּשָׁט הַפָּסוּק שֶׁל "וַיּאֹמֶר אִם־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמַע", שֶׁהָרֵי הַפָּסוּק מַיְירֵי בְּמִי שֶׁכְּבָר    .סּוּרִיןיכָּל זֶה יָבוֹאוּ עָלָיו יִ 

אֶלָּא .  סּוּרִיןי לַמְתִּי דוּמִיָּה" הָיִיתִי אוֹמֵר דְּמַיְירֵי בְּמִי שֶׁכְּבָר חֵטְא וְנִתְחַיֵּיב יִ נִתְחַיֵּיב בָּהֶם, וְאִם לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא הַפָּסוּק שֶׁל "נֶאֱ 

נֶעְכָּר" סוּק שֶׁל וּמֵעַתָּה שֶׁיֵּשׁ אַף הַפָּ   .שֶׁאִם הָיָה עוֹסֵק בַּתּוֹרָה הָיְתָה מֵגֶנֶת עָלָיו, וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁנֶאֱלַם מִמֶּנָּה מִשּׁוּם הָכִי "וּכְאֵבִי 

חֵטְא וְלאֹ    "אִם־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמַע" שֶׁמּוֹרָה עַל זֶה, בְּמִי שֶׁלּאֹ  דְּמַיְירֵי אַף  כָּרְחֲ˃ צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר  וְעַל  לִי?"  קְרָאֵי לְמָה  קָשֶׁה "תְּרֵי 

  .נִתְחַיֵּיב, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוּצְרְכוּ תְּרֵי קְרָאֵי לר' יוֹחָנָן

 

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.e., “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?”8 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.  

 

ר בְּרִיאוּת הַטֶּבַע שֶׁלּוֹ צָרִי˂ לְהִתְעַדֵּן מְעַט וּלְהִתְבַּטֵּל מִדִּבְרֵי תּוֹרָה, וֹוְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּלִפְעָמִים יַעֲלֶה עַל לֵב הָאָדָם שֶׁכַּדִי לִשְׁמ

טּוּל לְשֵׁם  ידּוּן וְהַבִּ יוְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהוּא מְכַוֵּין לַעֲשׂוֹת זֶה הָעִ .  לִי מָרָה שְׁחוֹרָה וְכַיּוֹצֵאוֹלְהָשִׁיב נַפְשׁוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ לָבאֹ לִידֵי חכַּדִי  

לְקַיֵּ  כְּדֵי  הָעוֹסֵ ישָׁמַיִם  כָּל  קָאָמַר  זֶה  וְעַל  לְנַפְשֹׁתֵיכֶם",  מְאֹד  "וְנִשְׁמַרְתֶּם  יִ ם  בַּתּוֹרָה  "כָּל־ יק  דִּכְתִיב  מִמֶּנּוּ  בְּדֵלִין  סּוּרִין 

סּוּרִין, מִכָּל מָקוֹם זְכוּת דְּתוֹרָה מְשַׁמַּרְתּוֹ.  יאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלְּפִי הַטֶּבַע שֶׁלּוֹ הָיָה קָרוֹב שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ לוֹ יִ   לאֹ־אָשִׂים עָלֶי˃",  . . .הַמַּחֲלָה  

סּוּרִין הַקְּרוֹבִים אֶל הַטֶּבַע, הקב"ה מֵבִיא  ישֶׁאִם יִתְבַּטֵּל מֵהַתּוֹרָה בִּשְׁבִיל לְהִנָּצֵל מֵהַיִּ   ,פֵי, קָא מַשְׁמַע לַןור' יוֹחָנָן חִידוּשָׁא טְ 

 .סּוּרִין מְכוֹעָרִין חוּץ מֵהַטֶּבַע נָמֵי וְעוֹכְרִין אוֹתוֹיעָלָיו יִ 

 

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. 
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fulfill the directive, “Be very watchful of your souls.”9 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 I 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. 

 

  '. וְעַיֵּין לְקַמָּן רֵישׁ פָּרָשַׁת בְּחֻקֹּתַי עַל מִדְרָשׁ "חִשַּׁבְתִּי דְרָכָי" בְּכָל יוֹם הָיִיתִי מְחַשֵּׁב וְכוּ

 

Refer later in this book, at the beginning of parashat Bechukotai10 on the midrash,11  

“ ‘I have considered my ways:’12 Every day I have considered going to this or that place, but 

my feet led me to the synagogues and study halls.”  

 

* * *  

 
9 Deut. 4:15. 
10 Zera Shimshon, Chapter XXXIII: Bechukotai, Essay 1. 
11 Vayikra Rabbah 35:1. 
12 Ps. 119:59. 


