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Foreword: 

Where Are We 
 

Have you ever wondered: how did we get here? What are all these 

Mitzvot? And what is this vague collection of writings, laws and stories 

people refer to as “Torah” – like, literally, what does the word Torah even 

mean? Or, have you thought to yourself: why am I alive? What does it mean 

to be human; and more, to be part of the Jewish people? What is the point 

of life, if there is any? 

In order to make sense of things, we need to start from the beginning. 

You see, most people grow up learning all sorts of ideas in school or from 

their local synagogue – but very rarely is anyone taught what it’s all about, 

and why.  

Now, there’s a good reason for that, to an extent – it has to do with age 

and maturity. Parents want what’s best for their children, and sometimes 

the children aren’t developed enough to understand the significance and 

benefit of their parents’ demand. It’s not anyone’s fault! That’s just how the 

human brain develops. Most humans don’t reach peak neural 

functionality until their mid-twenties.  

This implies that a lot of education begins as persuasion and 

habituation. In other words, parents (and the teachers they hire) 

encourage their children to study the information that will ultimately 

serve them best, and to act in the proper behavior which, one day, they will 

see more clearly as being a healthy and enjoyable way to live. 
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But as you know, as children grow older, we become less satisfied with 

following orders, and become more interested in knowing “Why?” before 

we agree to follow along. And that’s where things get challenging. Because 

now, the parent or teacher can’t just get away with teaching information 

and behavior, but rather they must couple those with content and insight. 

And, guess what? That’s a lot more challenging.  

And so, we arrive where we are now, having this conversation. This is 

a place which is dedicated to exploring the fundamentals of life, Torah, 

Judaism, society, humanity, personal fulfilment and national identity. To 

do so, we will investigate some of the most basic and primary aspects of 

Yisrael’s identity and what we are capable of accomplishing. In particular, 

we will examine concepts which lie at the bedrock of Yisrael – who are 

we, what values are we committed to, and which concepts provide the 

unique vision of life which has defined our people from time immemorial.  

This book is structured around the Thirteen Foundational Principles 

as codified by Rambam, which we will learn more about as we move on. 

First, though, we will examine a number of crucial points which are 

important to orient ourselves around in order to properly engage with this 

book. The need for context, the moorings of Yisrael’s unique civilization, 

and the ideal mindset for enlightened growth within the structure of 

Yisrael’s priceless knowledge and insight.  
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Introduction: 

Why Foundations 
 

We live in a world filled with incredible diversity and individuality. 

Just a few short decades ago, only the very fortunate could even conceive 

of being the masters of their own destiny to the extent possible today. In 

today’s world, the most underprivileged can rise to the highest rungs of 

society by the power of self-expression alone: unfettered liberties and 

opportunities are just one viral video away.  

 One of the numerous effects of this fundamental shift in human 

society is the way in which wide-spread and collective perspectives have 

fallen to the wayside. Whereas it used to be that one’s parents were the 
primary source of knowledge and information in a child’s life, that is no 

longer entirely the case. As a result, the relevance of tradition – the 

transmission of customs or beliefs from generation to generation – have 

become increasingly irrelevant for today’s youth. Whereas the fears of 

eternal damnation or bliss in exchange for obedience used to be 

overwhelmingly effective, our generation grabs life by the horns and 

believes it can find its’ own way through life. By and large, they are correct.  

 Some things, however, cannot be exchanged. When we no longer look 

to the past, we lack the perspective to inspire an informed future. They say 

that “history repeats itself”; but that is only when her lessons are not used 

as stepping stones to the next challenge or opportunity. Beliefs which 

moored civilization caused much illusion and hardship, true – but also 

opened us to deep and devout experiences of spiritual exaltation. Today’s 
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generation largely lacks the vocabulary to deal with commitments to 

transcendent values. We’ve traded in faith for fortune, trust for self-

sufficiency, and spiritual ideals for physical pursuits. Sadly, none of these 

trades were necessary; it is the very short-sightedness of our generation 

which believes such concepts cannot share the same space in life 

concomitantly.   

And yet, with all the changes humanity has endured, some things do 

stay the same. While living oblivious to the foundations laid by 

civilizations before us, we’ve created structures of our own – local as they 

may be. Within every realm of our lives, we’ve created micro-meaning: 

ways in which things are supposed to be done. This is how you run a 

successful business; these are the essential rules of a healthy relationship; 

here’s how you can grow your social media following in three simple 

steps. Every company has their corporate values; each institution needs 

to explain “who we are” and what values they are built upon. 

Why are we so insistent to provide structure to our pursuits? Why does 

every company or brand feel the need to express their corporate 

philosophy or ethical vision? In truth, we recognize that these things 

matter, more than we are often willing to be cognizant about. We crave 

structure and order; we will spend more money on a purchase if the 

company which makes our clothing tells us a story about the fabric and 

its’ origin story. Context gives us a sense of placement and purpose; it 

introduces intentionality into what is otherwise chaotic and impersonal.  

Within any system, it is context that allows for meaning to emerge 

from amongst the assorted constituent parts. Indeed, it is difficult to assert 

the particular value of any given snapshot of reality without framing it 

within the broader context within which the detail is imbedded. At the 

highest level of aperture, our lives as a whole require context if we are to 

feel properly situated within our slice of reality. When we know who we 

are, where we are, and what we are meant to be doing, we have the 

capacity to transform our experience from bewildering and chaotic to 

meaningful and relevant. 

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, known by the acronym Ramchal, was 

one of the great scholars and Kabbalists of the early eighteenth century. 
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Although the story of his life would carry us far beyond the limitations of 

this book, suffice it to say that in a short thirty-nine years Ramchal 

chartered the course of Yisrael’s mind, heart and action through his 
dozens of influential books and the impact his colorful life made on world 

Jewry.  

Among the many works of his which became historical classics, 

Ramchal’s Derech Hashem, or “Way of God”, was written towards the end 

of his life. Always sensitive to structure and layout, Derech Hashem sets 

out the fundamentals of Torah belief and practice concerning humanity’s 
role in this world, the methods for Godly connection, and what we know 

of God’s system by which He conducts all of existence. Published in 

approximately 1740, Derech Hashem attempts to provide a consistent path 

and context for viewing reality and the interplay between man and God. 

In the opening of the book’s introduction, Ramchal explains the value 

of what he’s written. He uses the following metaphor to illustrate how a 

clear understanding of the structure and layout of any system can 

completely change how we experience any number of details contained 

within the system. Writes Ramchal as follow: 

 

Derech Hashem, Introduction  
The advantage of knowing matters 
within the structure of their parts, 
divisions and orders of interrelationship, 
in contrast with knowing matters 
without such distinction, [is similar to 
the] advantage of seeing a garden, 
beautiful in her flowerbeds, her paths 
elegant and symmetrically aligned, [in 
contrast to] seeing a wild thicket of reeds 
or an overgrown forest.  
For the imagery of many parts, without 
knowing their connections and true 
relative positions in the structure of 
everything which they are a part of 
(which they comprise) – for an 
inquisitive mind – will merely yield a 

 דמהְקהְְ,שםהְדרך
דִיעַתְְ רוֹןְי  בָרִיםְעַלְְיִת  הַד  

פִיְְ קֵיהֶםְכ   נֶֹתְחֶל  כ  מַת 
רֵיְיַחֲסֵיהֶם,ְְ סִד  קוֹתָםְו  ל  מַח 
חָנָה,ְְ הַב  אְֹב   ל  ֶ דִיעָתָםְש  מִי  
רְְ הֻד ָ ןְהַמ   אִי ַתְהַג ַ רוֹןְר  יִת  כ  

וֹתָיוְ סִל  מ  הְב ִ ָ יֻפ  עֲרו גוֹתָיוְו מ  ב ַ
עוֹ,ְמְֵ ָ ו רוֹתְמַט  ש  אִי ַתְו ב  ר 

ְהְַ הַי ְַחוֹרֵש  נִיםְו  וֹמֵחְְַק ָ עַרְהַצ 
ו בְ ב  עִר  ְְ.ב  

ים,ְְ נָםְצִי ו רְחֲלָקִיםְרַב ִ יְאָמ  כ ִ
רָםְְ ָ ש  רְלאְֹנוֹדַעְק  ֶ אֲש 

יָןְְ בִנ  יתְב   רֵגָתָםְהָאֲמִת ִ ו מַד 
בְמֵהֶם,ְאֵצֶלְְ כ ָ ר  ֻ ֹלְהַמ  הַכ 
דַעַת,ְְ וֹקֵקְל  ת  ש   כֶלְהַמ ִ ֵ הַש  

אְְ ָ אְמַש   ָ בֵדְב ְ אֵינוְֹאֶל  ָ לאְְֹכ 
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heavy burden without any passion, in 
which he will toil and work and just 
become exhausted without satisfaction. 
For a large component of any thing is its' 
interrelationship with its related aspects 
and its' relative position within 
existence. So, if these connections are 
hidden from him, he will find himself 
involved without satiation and his desire 
will be filled with pain, without providing 
him security. Not so for one who knows a 
matter in its’ structure! As he carries it, it 
reveals itself to him as it truly is, 
continually enlightening towards 
wherever he shall turn, and in the beauty 
of his work he takes pleasure and delight.  

ְ ד ָ יגְַחֶמ  י ִ ֶ יַעֲמֹלְְה,ְש  וְֹו  עְב 
אֵיןְנַחַת...ְְ עָיֵףְו  אָהְו  נִל  ו 

בָר,ְ דוֹלְמֵהַד ָ הֲרֵיְחֵלֶקְג ָ ֶ ש 
יַחֲסִיםְלוְְֹ ת  חָסָיוְעִםְהַמ ִ הו אְי 

זֶהְְ צִיאו ת,ְו  מ  רֵגָתוְֹב ִ ו מַד 
צֵאתְְ נִמ  ו ,ְו  נ  ֶ נֶעֱלָםְמִמ 

לִיְְ וְֹמִב   ת  ו קָתוְֹטוֹרַד  ש  ת  
עָתָהְ ש ְָ ְְב  ד ָ חֶמ  אִיבְָו  תוְְֹתוְֹמַכ 

נו חָה.ְלאְֹכֵןְהַי וֹדֵעְְַ אֵיןְמ  ו 
הִי וֹתְְ ב   ֶ בָרְעַלְאֳפָנָיו,ְש  ד ָ

עֲלִילְְ עֵינָיוְב ַ הְל  ֶ ל  ג ַ אוְֹמִת  נוֹש  
ְְ ְיֵלֵך  הו א,ְהָלוֹך  ֶ מוֹתְש  כ  

ם,ְְ ָ נֶהְש  רְיִפ  ֶ לְאֶלְאֲש  ֵ כ  הַש   ו 
גְְ עַנ ֵ לָאֲכוֹתָיוְיִת  יֹפִיְמ  ו ב 

עְֲוְ  ַ ת  עַ.יִש   ֵ  ש 

 

 Ramchal opens by comparing experiences. On the one hand, we reflect 

on the experience of finding one’s self in a well-tended botanical garden. 

Here, every species is carefully cultivated and arranged according to its’ 
natural climate and within a careful color scheme across the entire 

garden. Unique flora from across the globe have been collected and made 

accessible in a particular way, ultimately to please the visitor. Everything 

has its’ place.  
 What experience do we undergo in this place? We are at peace; life is 

beautiful, bright, and clearly arranged. As we traverse its’ numerous paths, 
we are pleased by the flowing rows of flower and the seamless 

arrangement. We enjoy the sense of calm and security that the careful 

structure of the garden provides the visitor, and leave the visit relaxed, 

energized and with a positive impression of the garden. 

 Let’s contrast the above with finding one’s self in the midst of a 
densely overgrown thicket. The dry twigs are tangled in impossibly 

complex ways across the floor. A variety of intrusive weeds grow freely 

amidst the undefined clusters of struggling plant life. The few meager 

flowers which have fought hard enough to survive their savage neighbors 

are nonetheless overcrowded by the forcefully multiplying shrubbery. 
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With no easy way to turn, a visitor must struggle to make his way through 

the difficult terrain, causing both emotional and physical strain. If he 

makes it through the overgrown mess, he will leave exhausted, distressed 

and with a negative impression of the thicket.  

 Explains Ramchal: the same is true with systems of life in general, and 

the experience of Torah to Yisrael in particular. We can either find 

ourselves in an overgrown jungle, or find ourselves in a beautiful garden. 

If we learn to trace Truth’s pattern from amidst our experiences and 

encounters, we can reap the enjoyments available to you Torah can be 

either recognized as a beautifully arranged, calming garden, or mistaken 

for a catastrophic mess of disparate details. If we are to recognize Torah 

and tap into its’ untold riches, we must learn to see its’ artistic 
arrangement and structure of thought. In recognizing the breadth of 

intricacy and beauty within Torah, we become capable of enjoying the 

sights and garnering the energy available within the Torah’s garden.  

In understanding the structure of the blueprint, itself, we acquire the 

lenses through which to perceive and appreciate all of Torah’s endless 
pleasures. Having a broad framework enlivens the details, providing 

structure, support and breadth to each element it subsumes. The broader 

the context, the brighter each detail can shine. When we have principles 

guiding our perspective, we find ourselves anchored in reality to a greater 

extent.  

The Gemara presents the centrality of context in Judaism with an 

astonishing interpretation of a verse. The Torah describes  

 

Talmud Bavli, Yoma 72a 

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: What is the 
meaning of that which is written: “And this 

is the Torah which Moshe placed [sam] 
before the children of Yisrael” (Deut. 4:44)? If 
one merits, the Torah becomes a potion [sam] 

of life for him. If one does not merit, the 
Torah becomes a potion of death for him. 

And this idea is what Rava said: For one who 

is faithful to her, Torah, and immerses 
himself in it with love, it is an elixir of life; 

ְמסכתְבבלי,ְתלמוד
ְעב/אְדףְיומא

יְ ןְלֵוִי:ְְאָמַרְרַב ִ עְַב ֶ ֻ הוֹש  י 
תִיב:ְ) כ  (ְדבריםְד:מדמַאיְד ִ

םְְ רְש ָ ֶ וֹרָהְאֲש  זֹאתְהַת  "ו 
יתְלוְְֹ ה"?ְזָכָה,ְנַעֲש ֵ ֶ משֹ 

ים.ְלאְֹזָכָה,ְְ סַםְחַי ִ
יתְלוְֹסַםְמִיתָה.ְְ נַעֲש ֵ

או מָןְְ אָמַרְרָבָא:ְד   נו ְד   הַי  ו 
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but for one who is not faithful, it is a potion 

of death. 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said that Rabbi 

Yonatan raised a contradiction: It was 

written: “The precepts of the Lord are 

upright, gladdening the heart” (Ps. 19:9), but it 
is also written: “The word of the Lord refines” 
(Ps. 18:31). The word for refines, tzerufa, literally 
means to burn or melt. He reconciles these 
verses as follows: For one who is deserving, 
the Torah gladdens him; for one who is not 

deserving, it burns him to death. Reish 

Lakish said: This lesson emerges from that 
second verse itself: For one who is deserving, 
the Torah refines him for life; for one who is 

not deserving, it refines him for death. 

ְ אְד   ָ ,ְסַמ  לָאְְלָה  חַי ֵי,ְד  
מוֹתְָ אְד   ָ ,ְסַמ  ְא.ְְאו מָןְלָה 
רְְ מו אֵלְב ַ יְש   אָמַרְרַב ִ
יְיוֹנָתָןְרָמִי,ְְ מָנִי:ְרַב ִ נַח 

תִיב:ְ) (ְתהיליםְיט:טכ  
רִיםְְ ָ ש  ו דֵיְה'ְי  ק  ִ "פ 

תִיב:ְ) חֵיְלֵב",ְו כ  מ   ש ַ שםְְמ 

רו פָה"?ְְיח רַתְה'ְצ  (ְ"אִמ 
וֹ,ְלאְֹזָכָה,ְְ ת  מַח  ש ַ זָכָה,ְמ 

מִיתָה.צוֹרַפְ  וְֹל  יְְת  רַב ִ
ןְ עוֹןְב ֶ מ  ִ ְאָמַר:ְְש  לָקִיש 

קָא,ְְ רָאְנַפ  ק  ְד ִ ו פֵיה  מִג 
ים.ְלאְְֹ חַי ִ וְֹל  ת  זָכָהְצוֹרַפ 

מִיתָה. וְֹל  ת   זָכָהְצוֹרַפ 

 

 In the above Gemara, Rabbi Yehoshua records a fascinating 

interpretation of a verse commonly recited when removing the Torah 

scroll from the Aron. While describing how Moshe placed the Torah before 

the nation of Yisrael, the verse uses the word ם  .meaning placed ,ש ָ

However, audially this word is essentially identical to the word for a 

potion, elixir or drug, סַם. Traditionally, such coincidences within the 

language of Torah are seen as intentional and, therefore, pregnant with 

meaning.  

Accordingly, Rabbi Yehoshua explains that there is, indeed, a veiled 

implication within the Torah’s words. The Torah acts as a potion upon its’ 
recipient. As with all drugs, the effects can vary significantly depending 

on an assortment of variables, including the constitution of the person 

imbibing in the drug. Here, Rabbi Yehoshua argues that Torah’s influence 
on a human being is also proportionate to the type of person who is 

absorbing the Torah. If the individual is faithful to Torah, with an 

understanding of its’ general meaning and an interest in growing by 
means of its’ guidance, then the Torah acts as an elixir of life to that 

individual. In contrast, if a person indulges in the Torah without the proper 
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advance fortification, he finds himself at risk of being poisoned by the 

very thing which could have brought life and vitality into his system. 

In a much shorter work, known as Derech Etz HaChaim – which is 

itself really an introduction to the longer Kabbalistic work, Klach Pitchei 

Chochma – Ramchal described this need for context from another angle, 

appealing towards reason and natural sensibilities about the importance 

of thinking about big questions in our lives.  

 

The Path to the Tree of Life 

Most of humankind spend their entire 
lives thinking about their practical 
needs and business concerns, concerns 
of the local moment. But why don’t we 
focus our hearts for even one moment 
to also think about substantial matters: 
what am I? Why do I exist in this world? 
Or, what does the King of Kings, the 
Holy One Blessed is He, desire of my 
life? What is the end-goal of all this?  
Asking these questions is the greatest 
and most powerful antidote one can 
use in overcoming our natural drives – 
it is simple, yet its abilities are great, 
and its’ fruits are numerous. A person 
should set aside a minimum of one 
hour each day, free from all other 
thoughts, to contemplate solely upon 
this matter. 

ְהחייםְְעץְדרךְמאמר
נוֹתְיָמָיוְְ הֲלאְֹהָאָדָםְרֹבְש  

וֹנוֹתְעֲסָקָיו,ְְ ב  בְֹחֶש   ש  עוֹמֵדְלַח 
יםְְ הְלאְֹיָש ִ ָ לָמ  עָה.ְו  ָ קֵיְחַי ֵיְש  עִס 
םְְ עָהְאַחַתְג ַ ָ ו ְש  בָבוְֹאֲפִל  אֶלְל 
ְְ: ש  ָ בֶתְמַמ  ֶ בְֹמַחֲש  ש  זֹאתְלַח  ל 

עוֹלָם?ְאוְְֹ אְל  הְב ָ ָ לָמ  מַהְהו א?ְו 
בְַ נְ מַהְמ  ֶ ְמִמ  ש  כֵיְְק ֵ ְמַל  ו ְמֶלֶך 

ְהו א?ְְ רו ך  ְב ָ דוֹש  לָכִיםְהַק ָ הַמ  
יָנָיו?ְְ לְעִנ  ָ יֶהְסוֹףְכ  ְו מַהְיִה 
רו פָהְהַי וֹתֵרְְ זֹאתְהִיאְהַת  

צִיאְְ הַמ  ו כַלְל  ת  ֶ דוֹלָהְוַחֲזָקָהְש  ג  
ְְ תָה  ָ עֻל  ה,ְו פ  ָ הִיאְקַל  צֶר,ְו  נֶגֶדְהַי ֵ

י ְַ ֶ ְרָבְש  יָה  דוֹלָה,ְו פִר  עֲמדְְֹג  
עָהְְהָאָדְָ ָ פָחוֹתְש  כָלְיוֹםְל  םְב  

לְְ ָ אָרְכ  נו יְמִש    ָ אֶחָתְפ 
יָןְְ בְֹרַקְעַלְהָעִנ  ש  בוֹתְלַח  ָ חֲש  ַ הַמ 

יְ. ת ִ אָמַר  ֶ  הַז ֶהְש 

 

 We aren’t wired to search for truth at all costs. Asking questions and 
clarifying the bedrock concepts of one’s life is difficult yet infinitely 

rewarding. We are charged by Ramchal with the responsibility of seeking 

out our identity; of clarifying one’s purpose in the world; of understanding 
the meaning behind our thoughts and action in this life. This is deemed 

so vital that a person should dedicate “a minimum of one hour each day”, 
in Ramchal’s words, to consider these questions and their implications for 

our lives. It is to this extent that our greatest teachers encouraged the 
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reflection on fundamental questions bearing immense practical 

application, rather than the more local considerations which generally fill 

our thoughts. 

It is interesting to note that the more foundational something is, the 

most precious it is seen as being. In other words: it is not merely that some 

ideas are more important than others; in their being more important, they 

also carry a certain special weight. They mean something more than other 

ideas. They possess what is called ְָ דבוְֹכ , Kavod, literally meaning gravitas 

or weight. Kavod speaks of the significance an entity bears and the 

respect it deserves in recognition for what or who it is and represents. In 

every close familial or social relationship, the Torah calls upon members 

of Yisrael to recognize and attribute the requisite Kavod of that 

relationship – as the practical actions vary and pertain to each specific 

circumstance, of course.  

Not only humans, but items and even ideas require Kavod. There are 

items which, according to Torah, are special and sacred, and aren’t to be 
used for anything else or by anyone else except the unique person who is 

meant to be involved. The idea of specificity and individual roles and 

responsibilities is hardwired into the Torah’s entire narrative about 

Yisrael. It is particularly true regarding items such as utensils used in the 

Beit HaMikdash – the Holy Temple in Jerusalem – and sacred writings 

such as the Torah scroll, Tefillin or Mezuzot. Items which carry the name 

of God all bear the highest level of Kavod and must be treated with the 

utmost sensitivity.1 Even with regards to the foods we eat we find 

attention in rabbinic writings towards avoiding discarding foods which 

are otherwise usable, known as חִית ש   ַ ת  לְ  The sensitivity to value is .ב ַ

pervasive throughout the guidelines of Torah. 

This is also why the scholars of our people implored us to always study 

Torah in terms of principles. Principles bear the greatest Kavod by virtue 

of their broad applicability. The Sifrei, a Tannaic commentary on Devarim, 

records a discussion about how a person should go about studying Torah. 

Should I just pick up any Jewish book and start reading? Is there a more 

 
1 The guidance pertaining to this can be found in Rambam’s Hilchot Sefer Torah 10:2 
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efficient way to study? When I’m reading, what should I be trying to take 

away from the text? Or, on a deeper level: is there a better way to learn 

whatever it is I’m learning, in such a way that I can extract more meaning 
and insight from any given detail of Torah I happen to study? Here, the 

great leader of Yisrael, the second-century CE president Rabbi Yehudah 

the Prince records the nation’s tradition on the matter as follows: 
 

ְשוְְפרשהְהאזינוְספרי,
עוֹלָםְהָוֵיְְְיב ְִרְַ הו דָהְאוֹמֵר:ְל  י 

לָלִים,ְְ רֵיְתוֹרָהְכ   וֹנֵסְדִב  אָדָםְכ 
רָטִיםְְ סָןְפ   וֹנ  אִםְכ  ֶ עִיםְְמ ְְ-ש  יַג  

וֹת.ְְ אֵיןְיוֹדֵעְַמָהְלַעֲש  אוֹתוֹ,ְו 
קֵיסָרִיְְ ְל  הָלַך  ֶ ְש  מֶלֶך  לְל  ָ מָש 

ְמֵאָהְזוְ  צָרִיך  זְאוְֹמָאתַיִםְזו זְְו 
רָטְ לִיםְפ   עִיםְְְ-הוֹצָאָה:ְנוֹט  יַג   מ 

וֹת;ְְ אֵיןְיוֹדֵעְַמָהְלַעֲש  אוֹתוֹ,ְו 
הְאוֹתוְְֹ עוֹש ֶ פָם,ְו  צָר  אֲבָלְאִםְמ 

לָעִיםְ וְְֹ-ס  כָלְְפ  רֵטְו מוֹצִיאְב  
צֶה.ְְ ר  י ִ ֶ ְמָקוֹםְש 

Sifrei, Ha’azinu Ch. 306 

Rabbi Yehudah would say: One should 
gather words of Torah as principles; for 
if he gathers them as particulars, they 
weary him and he is at a loss of what 
to do. An analogy: One going to 
Caesarea and requiring one hundred or 
two hundred zuzim for expenses — If 
he takes them in perutot (small coins), 
they weary him, and he is at a loss; but 
if he melts them into selaim (large 
coin), he can change them wherever 
he wishes. 

 

One should strive to learn whatever information he does as principles, 

rather than as details. In the analogy, Rabbi Yehudah compares miniscule 

details of information to a heavy pocket of loose small change; whereas a 

broad and sturdy principle of knowledge is likened to a light, thin and 

versatile hundred-dollar bill in one’s hand. With a principle, you are free to 
travel as you like, secure in your ability to apply to new circumstances – 

the conversion is easy. But an individual filled with details that lack the 

clarity and applicability of a principle is bound to feel wearied and 

insecure with his knowledge.  

Foundations secure an individual in his own life; details within those 

foundations help to flush out the way these foundations manifest. Life, 

filled with scattered details without any overarching principles to justify 

the details, winds up exhausting and unfulfilling. Gathering our learning 

into broad and applicable principles of thought and action breathes vigor 

and purpose into the moments of life. In letting our learning become more 
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than data, we recognize the ְָ דבוְֹכ  and preciousness of wisdom and Torah 

itself. While details are the “nuts and bolts” of our lives, principles shed 

light and meaning onto every detail and enhance the significance of their 

constituent parts. 

As we continue forward into exploring Rambam’s Thirteen Principles, 
which provides the general structure of this book, we should bear in mind 

how precious these ideas are. Their value is relative to their uniqueness. 

They coalesce into the unique system of values which allows for the 

structured survival and thriving of Yisrael.  

Our tradition about the centrality of principles goes deeper. One 

opinion in the Midrash – a collection of traditions and rabbinic 

interpretations on the Torah from the first-century CE – maintains that 

what Moshe ultimately learned from God on Sinai was Torah as principles. 

Towards the end of the book of Shemot, when Moshe descends from 

Mount Sinai after all the events of the revelation, the Midrash picks up on 

an anomaly in the text. The words used in describing Moshe’s descent are 

peculiar – and, as usual, the Midrash does not let the irregularity slide by. 

The verses describe God giving Moshe the Torah after forty days spent 

studying together, rather than describing it as having been learned by 

Moshe. Wouldn’t it have been more accurate to say Moshe learned it, 

rather than God gave it, if the subject matter at hand is what Moshe 

received? Explains the Midrash as follows: 

 

Midrash Shemot Rabba 41:6 

“And He gave to Moshe” (Ex. 31:18) – 
Rabbi Abahu said: throughout the forty 
days that Moshe spent up above, he 
would learn Torah and then forget it. 
He said to God: Master of the universe! 
I’ve spent forty days, yet I know 
nothing! What did the Holy One do? 
Once the forty days were complete, 
the Holy One gave it to him as a gift – 
as it says, “and He gave to Moshe”.  
But did Moshe really learn all of 
Torah? Does it not say of the Torah, 

ְמא:וְְרבהְשמותְמדרש
בָר ןְ(שמותְלא:יח)ְ:אַחֵרְד ָ ֵ ת  ְְ"וַי ִ
ה",ְאֶל ֶ יְאָמַרְמש  הו ,ְרַב ִ לְאַב ָ ְְכ ָ

עִים ב ָ הְיוֹםְְאַר  עָש ָ ֶ הְְש  ֶ ְְמש 
לָה, מַע  וֹרָהְלוֹמֵדְהָיָהְל  ְְת 
וֹכֵחַ, ש  וֹןְלוֹ:ְאָמַרְו  ְְהָעוֹלָם,ְרִב 

ְיְֵ עִיםְלִיְְש  ב ָ אֵינִיְְיוֹם,ְְאַר  ְְיוֹדֵעְְַו 
בָר! הְמֶהְד ָ ְְעָש ָ דוֹש  רו ךְ ְהַק ָ ְב ָ
לִיםְ-ְהו א הִש   ֶ עִיםְמִש   ב ָ ְְיוֹםְאַר 
ְְלוְְֹנָתַן דוֹש  רו ךְ ְהַק ָ ְאֶתְהו אְב ָ

וֹרָה נָה,ְהַת  ָ אֱמַר:ְמַת  נ ֶ ֶ ןְש  ֵ ת  ְְ"וַי ִ
ה".ְאֶל ֶ כִיְמש  לְְו  ָ וֹרָהְכ  ְְלָמַדְְהַת 
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“Its’ measure is lengthier than the 
land; it is more expansive than the 
seas” (Job 11:9)? Rather, the Holy One 
taught it to Moshe as principles – as it 
says, “as He principled (as in  ְ ללְָכ ; 

literally: finished) in speaking with 
him”. 

ה, ֶ תִיבְאהְָוְ ְמש  וֹרָהְכ   ת  ְאיוב)ְב ַ

הְ(יא:ט הְ ְמֵאֶרֶץְ"אֲרֻכ ָ חָבָהְמִד ָ ְְו ר 
י עִיםְיָם",ְְמִנ ִ ב ָ אַר  מָדָהְ ְיוֹםְו ל  ְְל 

ה? ֶ אְמש  ָ לָלִיםְאֶל  דָהוְ ְכ   ְְלִמ 
ְ דוֹש  רו ךְ ְהַק ָ ה,ְהו אְב ָ ֶ מש  ְְהֱוֵי:ְל 

כַל" רְתוְֹוְֹכ   דַב ֵ וְְֹל   ."אִת 

 

 In an interesting play on words, the Midrash finds another allusion in 

the verse to how Moshe learned from God. The verse says that God gave 

Moshe the Torah “as He finished speaking to him” - ְֹו רְאִת  דַב ֵ כַלוֹתוְֹל   The .כ  

word for “as he finished”, ְַכ לוֹתוְֹכ   , is built of the same letters which comprise 

the word for a principle, לָל  Accordingly, the Midrash expounds the verse .כ  

to mean that it was only once Moshe received the Torah as principles was 

he then able to properly descend the mountain. What Moshe came away 

with from his learning with God was principles; we, too, are charged to 

emerge from the experience of Torah study with a deeper grasp of the 

underlying principles expressed in the words of Torah.  

Rambam, who we will learn much more about in chapters to come, 

exemplified this approach throughout his teachings and writings. Many 

of his books share the express goal of outlining the structure of certain 

aspects of the Torah. At the conclusion of Rambam’s commentary on 

Mesechet Berachot, he proceeds into a lengthy tangential discussion 

about divine justice and reward and punishment. At the conclusion, he 

explains why he felt it necessary to include this important discussion 

within the commentary at this point. He writes as follows: 

 

Rambam’s Commentary to Mishnah, 

Berachot 9:7 

… This isn’t the most fitting place to 
speak further about this idea. But my 
approach, consistently, is that wherever 
there is any hint to a matter of 
faithfulness – I will explain some part 
of it. For me, it is more important to 

ְלהרמב"ם,ְהמשנהְפירוש
ְט:זְברכותְמסכת

רְְ ... דַב ֵ אִיםְל  אֵיןְמָקוֹםְזֶהְמַת  ו 
יְְ כ ִ ר  ד ַ ֶ אְש  ָ יָןְהַז ֶה,ְאֶל  וְֹעַלְהָעִנ  ב 

ְאֵיזֶהְְ י ֵש  ֶ כלְֹמָקוֹםְש  מִידְב   ָ ת 
נֵיְאֱמו נָהְאֲבָאֵרְ י  עִנ  רֶמֶזְב  

ו ב יְחָש  הו ,ְכ ִ ֶ ירְְמַש   ב ִ הַס  לִיְל  אֶצ 
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explain a foundational principle than 
anything else that I teach. 

בָרְיְ  לְֹד ָ סוֹדוֹתְיוֹתֵרְמִכ  סוֹדְמֵהַי  
אֲנְִ ֶ דְ.אַחֵרְש  ֵ לַמ   יְמ 

 

 The impact of this statement can be lost on one who lacks an 

appreciation of the sheer amount of teaching and explaining Rambam did 

in his lifetime. This was a man who masterfully arranged and explained 

the entirety of the Oral Torah in his crowning achievement, the Mishneh 

Torah. Someone who wrote the first comprehensive commentary on the 

Mishnah since the composition of the Babylonian and Jerusalem 

Talmuds. A brilliant doctor who authored numerous original and 

authoritative medical guides while serving the Sultan of Egypt. A scholar 

whose writings have been among the central texts of Yisrael for the past 

eight hundred years. A historic leader who led the Jewish community in 

Egypt and inspired an intellectual and religious revolution which lasted 

centuries. For Rambam to step aside and inform his readership of his 

perspective on teaching principles provides us a valuable insight into his 

orientation towards Torah and structure overall. 

 There is another aspect in Rambam’s words which bears mention. 

Rambam has established an interrelationship between Emunah and 

Yesodot; as he puts it, it is when he is addressing אֱמו נָה נֵיְ י   matters of ,עִנ 

faithfulness, that Rambam launches into the presentation of Yesodot. In 

other words, Rambam sees Emunah itself as a foundational idea, 

deserving frequent attention and clarification. We will find the 

relationship between these two concepts to be significant, both in our 

understanding of Emunah as well as in clarifying Rambam’s closing 
words to the Thirteen Principles.  

The truth is, though, that this is not limited to Torah. In every area of 

our lives, we crave clearly defined terms. We want to know what our role 

is, what’s expected of us by our social settings; we hate being left without 
resolution to a story; we’re bothered when we can’t find the words to 
explain how we feel. That’s even why we’re willing to pay extravagant 

prices for high-definition TV screens: anything which can provide us 

sharper focus, brighter colors, and a more vibrant picture of reality. 
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In another monumental letter written by Rambam, known as Iggeret 

Teiman or Letter to Yemen, Rambam stresses this idea of the importance 

of orienting one’s self towards the underlying context of things. In 

speaking to the Jewish communities of Yemen who had written to 

Rambam, seeking advice in the dark world of harsh persecution and 

existential threats by radical Muslim Almohad tribes who were savaging 

the continent at the time, Rambam offered clarity, insight and courage to 

those enduring these difficult circumstances. Amongst his numerous 

insights is introduced the following idea: 

 

Rambam, Iggeret Teiman 

Here, it is proper for you to give your 
attention towards understanding what I 
am about to say. Know, that no human 
would ever imagine to take one 
statement from a flow of connected 
ideas, and [attempt to] learn from it. 
Rather, it is necessary to see what 
precedes the idea, and what follows it, in 
order complete the idea and know the 
purpose of its’ being said – then, one may 
learn from it. If it were possible one a 
human to learn from ideas disassociated 
from that which precedes and succeeds 
it, it would be possible for one to say that 
God, may He be blessed and exalted, 
warns us in the Torah against listening 
to any of our prophets, nor to pay heed to 
them or their signs! After all, it says (Deut. 

13:4), “Do not listen to the words of that 
prophet”! Similarly, one could suggest 
that the Holy One commands us to serve 
idolatry! – after all, it says (Deut. 11:16), “And 
you will serve other gods, and you will 
bow to them” – along with many other 
similar things as this. The 
meaninglessness is evident; one does 
not evince proof from any verse at all, 

ְרמב"ם,ְאגרתְתימן
ךְְָ ת   ע  ךְָלָתֵתְד ַ כָאןְרָאו יְל  ו 
יְְ עְכ ִ אוֹמֵר.ְד ַ ֶ הָבִיןְמָהְש  ו ל 

ו רְ ב  רֹתְד ִ הָאָדָםְיִכ  ֶ כֵןְש  ָ לאְֹיִת 
מַדְְ יִל  צו פִיםְו  בָרִיםְר  םְמִד   סֻי ָ מ 
אוֹתְמָהְְ בְלִר  אְחַי ָ ָ מֵהֶן,ְאֶל 

דֵיְְ אַחֲרָיוְכ   פָנָיוְו מָהְל  ל 
םְהָעְִ ֵ ל  ַ ש  י   ֶ ְ ש  יֵדַעְמַט  יָןְו  רַתְְנ 

ְְ ו  אִל  ו .ְו  נ  ֶ מַדְמִמ  אָזְיִל  רוְֹו  אוֹמ 
מדְְֹ אָדָםְלִל  רְל  ָ ש  הָיָהְאֶפ 
הְְ ָ רו תִיםְמִמ  בָרִיםְכ   מִד  

אַחֲרֵיהֶם,ְְ ל   ֶ נֵיהֶםְו מָהְש  פ  ִ ל  ֶ ש 
יְְ אוֹמֵרְלוֹמַרְכ ִ רְל  ָ ש  הָיָהְאֶפ 
ְְ הִירֵנו  הְהַז  ֶ עַל  יִת  ְו  רַך  ב ָ ה'ְיִת 

וֹרָהְמְִ ת  ְב ַ ש  מַעְל  ָ הִש   ו םְנָבִיאְְל  
נָהְאֵלָיוְְ אְֹנִפ  ל  ֶ ש  בִיאִיםְו  מִןְהַנ  

רוְֹ הו אְאָמ  אוֹתוֹתָיוְו  לאְֹ"ו ל 
בר מַעְאֶלְד ָ ש   בִיאְְיְת ִ הַנ ָ

כֵןְהָיָהְְְ!(:דיגְדברים)"ְהַהו א ו 
נוְ  יְה'ְצִו ָ לַעֲבדְְְֹאוֹמֵרְכ ִ

רוְְֹ הו אְאָמ  עֲבוֹדָהְזָרָהְו 
םְאֱלהְִֹ" ָ םְש  ֶ ת  יםְאֲחֵרִיםְְוַעֲבַד 

כוְ  כָלְְ(טז:יאְדברים)"ְ'ו  ,ְו 
ים זֶהְרַב ִ וֹמֶהְל  אֹדְְהַד  כֹלְְְמ  ב  

פִיְ ו ט,ְל  ש  ָ ו לוְֹפ  ט  זֶהְב ִ ו ר.ְו  ב  ד ִ
לָלְעַדְְ סו קְכ   ָ מֹדְמִפ  אֵיןְלִל  ֶ ש 
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until he knows the intention of the idea 
from its’ context before and after; then, 
he may understand the idea.  

הְְ ַ סו קְמִמ  ָ נַתְהַפ  ו ָ ַ דַעְכ  ו ָ ת ִ ֶ ש 
אָזְְ אַחֲרָיוְו  ֶ הְש  ַ פָנָיוְו מִמ  ל   ֶ ש  

יָנוְֹ  ְ.יו בַןְעִנ 

 

 Here, perhaps to the greatest extent, we find how a stress on context 

and the clarification of foundational ideas comes to the forefront of our 

engagement with wisdom. Rambam stresses that no one would 

intelligently expect to understand a single isolated piece of data without 

seeing it within its’ original context. Reading any book in such a manner 
would lead one to horrifically inaccurate understandings of the matter at 

hand; in some cases, this would be just a benign error, while in others, the 

results of such irresponsible judgement could be catastrophic. If, for 

example, the total idea at hand is how to use an advanced medical 

instrument, using one sentence out of context as the basis for one’s 
understanding could have lethal consequences.  

 Therefore, continues Rambam, one can never entertain to understand, 

say, a single phrase from the Torah without considering its’ broader 
contextual placement with the Torah at large: what book is it within? What 

other subjects are discussed in juxtaposition with it? What are some 

common denominators linking the flow of ideas in the overall passage? 

Are there any recurring vocabulary cues present within the text? Finally, 

what unique aspect of wisdom is this particular nuance of language, 

implication or inference yielding forth into the unique harvest we each 

reap from Torah’s boundless crop.  
 

 

 

  


