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Generational Studies

Adapted to English from Emes LiYaakov on
Pirkei Avos by Rav Yaakov Kaminetzky, Published by Rav Doniel Neustadt shlita
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“The age of five is the time to start learning the Written Torah,
ten for learning Mishnah [...] fifteen for Gemara” (Avos 5:21).

According to the Mishnah, children must learn

first Mikra, then Mishnah, and then Gemara.
Surprisingly, in the time of the Poskim such as the Bach and
the Shach - generations that were meticulous
to fulfill even the minutia of every mitzvah
— the study of Tanach was all but abandoned,;
until today, before a child is proficient in
Torah Shebichsav, he is already introduced to
Gemara. See Shach, Y.D. 245.

We find another change in curriculum
which is already recorded in the Gemara
(Bava Metzia 33a). In the days of Rebbi, it
was taught that Gemara is the highest form
of learning, and later they taught to pursue
the study of Mishnah more than Gemara.

Moshe Rabbeinu, Ezra HaSofer, Hillel
HaNasi, Rambam and Rema all blew a shofar identical to ours,
took identical dalet minim, donned identical tefillin and tzitzis,
and put up identical mezuzos. In contrast, when it comes to
the mitzvah of Talmud Torah, its method of performance has
evolved from generation to generation, taking on a new form
entirely. This needs an explanation.

\

According to the original halachah it is forbidden

to recite the written Torah by heart. There is an
obvious rationale for this prohibition. In earlier times the
Chachamim knew how to apply each of the nw1m1 nminaw mm
113. They also were familiar with all the extra letters and
missing letters of the Torah, and what each one implied.
Therefore, it was important not to teach the Written Torah
orally since these details cannot be successfully transmitted
orally.

Conversely, it was forbidden to commit the Oral Torah to
writing. The reason for this was because only a living teacher
can accurately convey the intricate nuances of the halachah.
A student was allowed to keep notes for personal use because
it served as a reminder of the oral tradition he received from
his teacher. But if it were to be used by someone who has not
attended the lesson it may be misunderstood, or even worse,
misconstrued.

In response to the intellectual decline which resulted from
the troubles that beset the nation, Rabi Yehudah HaNasi,
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based on the concept of Jn71n 1791 ’n% NMWYY Ny, compiled the
Mishnah and wrote it down. He possessed the unique ability
to accurately record the intricacies of halachah and with his
precise language he incorporated hints to the halachos codified
in the Braisos (see Kesubos 69b). At this juncture it became
both necessary (because of the decline) and possible (because
of Rabi’s unique capabilities) to record the Mishnah.

During the Amoraic period most of Torah

study revolved around studying the Mishnah.
They also utilized sevara to derive new concepts in halachah.
Occasionally the Amoraim would also engage in employing the
112 nwaT nmnnw M and by means of
exegesis derive halachah directly from the
pesukim. But this was the exception and not
the rule. By the time the Talmud was sealed,
the method of deriving halachos directly
from the Mikra was entirely forgotten.

From that point forward, halachah was
no longer derived directly from the Written
Torah but through logic and though analysis
of the Mishnah and the Gemara.

The Rishonim (Rav Saadiah Gaon,
Rambam, Ramban, etc.), were still able to
extract emunos vdeyos directly from the
Written Torah in conjunction with agados of Chazal. But as
far as halachah was concerned, they based it exclusively on the
Oral Torah.

This explains the change in our curriculum. Since

the primary purpose of learning is to be able to
perform mitzvos properly, the primary area of study shifted to
the Torah Shebeul Peh, since that leads directly to the
performance of mitzvos. As times change, the way the Torah is
taught is also subject to change, guided by the Chachamim of
each successive generation.

A similar change occurred regarding the
teaching of Torah. Originally, when all
of Bnei Yisroel were learned people and everyone was capable of
teaching Torah to his own children, each father was the best
teacher for his child. Chazal (Bava Basra 21a) based this practice
on a drasha from the passuk nnx nnTa?), which Chazal read
onx oRTaY1 — “you shall teach them yourselves.” However, as
time went on and ignorance began to spread, if a child’s education
were left to his father, the children of amei haaretz would grow
up ignorant. Therefore, teachers were appointed.
Here to the change reflected the need. In every generation
the crucial mitzvah of talmud Torah is fullfilled in the best
possible way for the particular time.




