


the forbidden mixtures of milk and meat 
were due to an idolatrous practice. Ramban 
neatly summarises this über-rationalistic 
outlook when he comments on Vayikra 
19:19 that: 

‘The intention is that there should not be 
in any place a decree of the King of Kings 
that lacks a reason, for ‘Every word of G-d is 
proven’ (Proverbs 30:5)’’   i.e. and we should 
try to work out the reason.

Other sages, particularly in recent times, 
have been more ambivalent about the 
reasons if any, given by G-d for His mitzvot. 
The Sfas Emes in his comments on Acharei 
Mot from 5632 (1872) says: ‘The performance 
of the command is more acceptable than the 
reason for the mitzvah. The reasons of the 
mitzvot are only there because Hashem 
mentioned them. However, our actions 
must be based solely on the fact that it is 
Hashem’s Will. So when a person accepts 
the Yoke of Heaven upon himself before 
performing a mitzvah he can perform the 
mitzvah in the proper fashion.’

From this view, even in relation to Mishpatim, 
the reason, where stated or derived, is of 
mere academic interest; one observes the 
mitzvah because it is G-d’s will, not because 
of the reason, or the reward that is stated.

Rabbi S R Hirsch discussed the Chukim in 
his seminal work Horeb (published 1837) 
and later works, where he calls attention 
to the fact that Chukim and Mishpatim 
are usually mentioned together, and that 
Chukim are usually mentioned first. He 
comprehensively rejects the approach of 
the medieval sages to the Chukim, believing 

that giving reasons for the 
Chukim has the potential 
to undermine their eternal 
validity. On Vayikra 19:19, 
Rav Hirsch highlights the 
connection between laws 
that are so-called Mishpatim 
e.g Love your neighbour as 

yourself, with the immediately juxtaposed 
so-called Chok of keeping different species 
separate, demonstrates that they are 
essentially all mitzvot that share the same 
characteristics and that the division of 
‘rational’ and ‘non-rational’ is arbitrary.

In 1940, Acharei Mot fell on Shabbat 
Hagadol, just before Pesach. In his Shabbat 
sermon on 20th April 1940 in the Warsaw 
Ghetto, the Piacezna Rav, Rabbi Kalonymus 
Kalman Shapira z”tzl, spoke about our 
topic, developing Rav Hirsch’s approach, 
but taking it in a new direction under the 
intense spiritual disaster through which he 
was living, when around him some were 
questioning the point of continuing to 
observe mitzvot and to learn Torah. 

Rabbi Shapira is one of few halachic decisors 
who provide a spiritual live commentary 
response to the immoral society they lived 
through from 1939. The Rav lost his only 
son and his daughter-in-law in two separate 
bombings on 27th September 1939. 

Even on the occasion of my eldest son’s Bar 
Mitzvah, I think it appropriate to remember 
these losses suffered seventy years ago. 

The Rav discussed whether it is possible 
to make a distinction between Mishpatim 
and Chukim.

‘Even with respect to the prohibitions against 
robbery and murder, which are always 
thought to be rational commandments, 
in the category of Mishpatim, we now see 
that there are nations which are producing 
rationales to the effect that one should rob 
people of their wealth, and even commit 
murder in cold blood…’

‘Every way of a man is right in his own 
eyes’ (Proverbs 21:2). ‘This is because only 
someone who possesses a good soul 
realises that it is wrong to steal.’

‘Therefore when a Jew brings himself 
closer to G-d and the Torah, he understands 
even the Chukim as that ‘which must be 
so’. This understanding is not based on 
human intellect; it is not dependent on 
one reason or another. Reasons are only 
necessary to motivate the understanding of 
those matters that are alien to the person; 
matters that involve the essential self are 
understood and grasped directly, just as a 
person understands himself.’ (pages 33-34 
of Esh Kodesh)

Rabbi Shapira’s insight on this issue 
developed in his sermons throughout 
1940, and he elaborated further on this 
in his sermon on Rosh Hashanah and at 
Chanukah.

‘We do not weigh truth and justice with our 
own minds; we do not wonder, G-d forbid, 
if things should or should not be so, if such 
and such is true or not. Rather, His will is 
truth and justice. Even when, G-d forbid, we 
are tormented, we do not, G-d forbid, raise 
questions, despite the fact that matters may 
not be in accord with our way of thinking; 
for matters do not depend on our way of 
thinking. It is not merely that we say that, 
G-d forbid a question exists, but we do not 
understand the answer, as it is beyond our 
grasp. Rather, we say that aside from what 
G-d wills, commands and does, there is no 
truth or justice whatsoever.’ (pages 68-69 
of Esh Kodesh)

‘When we see the devastation in such areas 
as Kosher food, Shabbat  observance, 

mikvah, cheder, education in general 
etc, then take care that even under such 
circumstances your faith is not impaired, 
G-d forbid, by even a hairsbreadth…There 
are Mishpatim type sufferings, whose 
function and purpose we understand; 
but there are also Chukim type sufferings 
whose purpose we do not understand…
Perhaps this is what the sages meant when 
they said Israel would be redeemed only 
through faith – for then also, the exile was 
as a result of a Chukah (statute) …and what 
was the purpose of the Exile? Its ultimate 
purpose was to arouse sparks of holiness – a 
Chukah was staring them in the eyes, and to 
face every Chukah, one needs to strengthen 
one’s faith. The Chukah has no reason, but 

faith too is above reason, so that when we 
bind ourselves with a perfect faith to G-d 
who is above reason, then even Chukah 
type calamities become sweet.” (pages 
84-85 of Esh Kodesh)

We are still living in the same exile as Rabbi 
Shapira and we see daily around us the same 
neglect of Shabbat, mikvah and Jewish 
education today in Anglo-Jewry, as Rabbi 
Shapira saw in Warsaw. 

Rabbi Shapira’s understanding is that the 
only way to overcome incomprehensible 
adversities (which are perhaps caused by 
a neglect of observance of Chukim) is to 
strengthen faith in G-d and observe His 
mitzvot without any doubt or hesitation.

It is my prayer that just as Rabbi Shapira 
continued studying and teaching a full 
Yeshiva programme on a daily basis in the 
face of adversity until his murder in 1943, 
so we will all increase our communal faith 
in Torah education. We must take up the 
challenge given to us by Rabbi Shapira.
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