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Chapter 8
Introduction

This discourse by the Maharal of Prague, a towering 16th-century Jewish thinker and mystic, addresses the true
nature of Torah and mitzvos—not as naturalistic or utilitarian laws, but as expressions of divine, supra-natural
wisdom. The Maharal (Rabbi Yehuda Loew ben Bezalel, 1520-1609, based in Prague, a student of Kabbalistic
and rationalist traditions, and a mentor to many later thinkers) challenges any attempt to rationalize mitzvos
based on physical benefit or health logic. Instead, he presents mitzvah observance as the ultimate means of
binding the human soul to divine intellect. This discourse is a masterclass in the Maharal’s unique synthesis of
philosophy, mysticism, and deep psychological awareness.
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The observance of the commandments is not related to nature, but rather only to reason.

It has been explained to you that the Torah is a refining and
purifying agent for the soul of a person.

And in the Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 19:8): A certain gentile
asked Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai: “These actions that you
perform seem like sorcery. You bring a cow and burn it
(Bamidbar 19:5), and crush it, and take its ashes, and someone
among you who became impure from a corpse—you sprinkle
two or three drops upon him, and you say to him: ‘You are
purified.””

He said to him: Has a ruach chazazit (feverish spirit) ever
entered you? He said to him: No. Have you seen someone who
was afflicted with ruach chazazit? He said: Yes. He asked: And
what do you do for him? He said: We bring roots and smoke
them beneath him, and sprinkle water upon him, and the spirit
flees. He said: Let your ears hear what your mouth is saying.

So too, this spirit is a spirit of impurity, as it is written
(Zechariah 13:2): “And also the prophets and the spirit of
impurity I will remove from the land.” We sprinkle upon him
and it flees.

After the gentile departed, his students said to him: To this one,
you pushed off with a reed; what do you say to us? He said to
them: By your lives, it is not the corpse that renders impure, and
not the water that purifies, but rather the Holy One, blessed be
He, said: I have enacted a decree; I have issued a statute. You
are not permitted to transgress My decrees, as it is written
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(Bamidbar 19:2): “This is the statute of the Torah.” Until here
(the Midrash).

Behold, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai answered the gentile that
the commandments of the Torah are beneficial in and of
themselves, in the manner that he said—that the red heifer
removes the spirit of impurity.

And just as some people have thought that the Torah prohibited
forbidden foods because they generate harmful physical
temperaments, and they have offered reasons for the
prohibitions of blood and fat, saying all of them produce bad
temperaments—

All of these explanations are baseless regarding the true reason
for their prohibition.

And in the chapter "Amar Lahem HaMemunah" (Yoma 39a):
““And you shall become impure through them’ (Vayikra 11:43),
it was taught by Rabbi Yishmael: A sin dulls the heart of a
person, as it says: ‘Do not become impure through them and be
impure by them’—do not read it as ‘a7nvI1’ but as ‘avnu’ (you
shall be dulled) through them.”

Behold, they only said that a sin dulls the heart of a person. And
he explained that this dullness comes from the sin—because the
person transgressed a commandment that was fitting for him,
since his soul is a divine soul, as we said.

Therefore, the sin dulls his heart—not because of the nature of
the creeping creatures.

And even if it were true that all forbidden things generate a
negative temperament, that is not the reason for the prohibition.
Rather, what the Torah forbade shows that these are things with a
deviation—they depart from the category of other foods that are
pure.

And because of the deviation within them, they draw after them
a strange, altered nature—as we wrote above.

But this is not the reason behind what is forbidden or
permitted—for if it were so, the Torah would be a book of
medicine or a book of natural science.
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And just as Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai answered the gentile
that the commandment of the red heifer is like an act of nature or
a kind of mystical charm, they said to him: “To him you pushed
off with a reed.”
That is, to say to him that the mitzvos of the Torah are of that
sort. But we, who know that the commandments of the Torah are
not of that sort—what do you say to us?

And he answered: “By your lives, it is not the corpse that defiles,
and it is not the water that purifies.” That is, there is no natural
cause for the corpse to defile or for the water to purify.

For there is nothing natural in this commandment; rather, “I have
issued a decree—you are not permitted to transgress it.”

And the explanation is: Everything stems from the order that
Hashem, blessed be He, gave us. It is a rational commandment,
and so it follows logically.

Therefore, the corpse defiles a person, and the water purifies
him—and all of it is necessitated by wisdom, which is the Torah
that Hashem, blessed be He, gave to man.

But to say that this thing is natural—that it is not. Rather, this is
the order of Hashem, blessed be He, for man in His wisdom, and
because it is a decree appropriate to man, the corpse defiles and
the water purifies.

And therefore, one should not question this, for “deep,
deep—who can find it?” (Koheles 7:24).

For the Torah is not natural. For if the Torah were natural, then it
would be difficult to understand the concept of impurity and
purity. But this is not a natural thing at all—it is a rational order.

And even if one does not know or understand the nature of this
decree, behold the Torah was only given to refine the creations
(Bereishis Rabbah 44:1), and this refinement applies to a person
whether he knows the reason for the mitzvah or not.
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Only when a person's actions follow the rational order that is
proper for him, then his actions are as they should be according
to reason—and this is the refinement and purification of his soul
from its source, as was explained.

For the Torah is the rational order that is fitting for a person as a

human being. And through the commandments, he cleaves to the
rational; and through this, he cleaves to Him, blessed be He. And
this is what is written (Bamidbar 19:2): “This is the statute of the
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Torah...”
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And the same applies to the commandments: why are they the

way they are? Certainly, we know that this is the order that 1031 7Y NYT ORTID 57D O 7B7 NIYRT 171V 1)
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necessarily follows.

Therefore, one should not question the reason behind the
commandments—why they are this way—for so did Hashem
decree the order according to His wisdom, and nothing is in
vain. So did Hashem, blessed be He, engrave.

72 °2,72 07 797 NiHT oYY 7Y 2RYT X 797
TN 137 TR ,INR30 097 9790 7720 0WI 13
T30 DWT PR 791 ,7793%.

And the person who performs and keeps this order that Hashem,
blessed be He, arranged—this is a refinement and purification of
his soul.
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For through the performance of the commandments—which are
the rational order—he cleaves to the rational, and through this,
he cleaves to Hashem, blessed be He.
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And one who transgresses the commandments departs from the
rational order that Hashem, blessed be He, ordained. And
whatever departs from order brings complete destruction of the
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Therefore, whoever assigns to the commandments a reason
based in nature—for example, saying that the Torah forbade
pork (Vayikra 11:7-8) because it produces a harmful bodily
temperament—and even if this is truly the case...
...and likewise they gave a reason for the prohibition of

forbidden fat—that it produces harmful temperament—and so
with blood.

And all the more so with insects and impure birds—for all of
them they gave naturalistic reasons. As if the Torah were a book
of medicinal remedies or a book of nature—Heaven forbid to say
SO.

For if the matter were as they say, behold they said in Chullin
17a: ““‘And houses filled with all good things’ (Devarim
6:11)—Rabbi Yirmiyah said in the name of Rav: It refers to
houses of pigs which were permitted to them.”

And if the reason for the prohibition was due to harmful
temperament—where did the concern go?

And similarly with forbidden fat—if its nature is harmful, then
why is the fat of a ben pakuah (fetus born alive) permitted, as
brought in Chullin 74a?

And likewise, if slaughter was forbidden so that we should not
be cruel, then why did the Torah permit ben pakuah without
slaughter?

Therefore, it is not fitting to speak in this manner. And even
though it is true that all of these indeed have a harmful
temperament—that will certainly result from their inner negative
character—this is not the essential reason for the mitzvah.

Rather, they are simply not fitting for man, according to the
order Hashem established, and therefore He distanced them. And
sometimes, the Torah did not distance such things.

And this is what Hashem promised: “And you shall consume all
the nations,” for in this case, distancing was not
appropriate—since now it was fitting to fulfill (Devarim 6:11):
“And houses filled with all good things.”
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Just as the Torah forbade something when it was appropriate
according to the rational order, so too did the Torah permit it
when it was fitting to permit.
Everything depends on the intellect, through which the conduct
of man should be directed.
And this is what our Sages, of blessed memory, said (Torat
Kohanim on Vayikra 20:26): “A person should not say: ‘I cannot
stand eating pig meat,” or ‘I dislike such-and-such thing,” but
rather, ‘I indeed desire it, but what can I do—my Father in
Heaven decreed it upon me.’”
This teaches that one must not say the Torah is based on natural
law. For if it were natural, then there would be no divine reward
for something that comes by nature.
Therefore, he should say: “I desire it” because of nature, but
Hashem, blessed be He, has decreed upon me in His wisdom
what is not fitting for man and unique to his soul.

And if a person asks: Why did the rational order determine that
man should perform these commandments?

Certainly, regarding mitzvos whose reason is known, like charity
(Devarim 15:8), prayer, honoring parents (Shemos 20:12), and
distancing from theft and robbery (Vayikra 19:11-13), one may
say that it is fitting for man to be distinguished by these acts, for
they are appropriate to human dignity.

But as for the mitzvos whose reasons are not known or
revealed—they are nevertheless known to Moshe and to other
sages according to their level and spiritual standing.

For all of them, according to the rational order, are fitting for
man—and that is why they purify and refine his soul until it
becomes pure and clear.

And this clarifies what was said (by Rabbi Yochanan), that it is
not the corpse that defiles nor the cow that purifies the impure—

Meaning, it is not a natural property of the dead that it defiles,

nor a natural property of the waters of sprinkling that they purify.
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Rather, Hashem, blessed be He, engraved and arranged man’s
actions according to what the divine intellect obligated—such
that this is the method through which he becomes purified. But it
is not natural; it is entirely divine intellect.
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And for man, this is a statute and decree—especially when he
cannot grasp the reason for the mitzvah, which is a divine
intellect.
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Therefore, a person who possesses a divine soul, even though it
is bound in material form—through performance of divine,
rational mitzvos, when he cleaves to them and fulfills them—he
thereby cleaves to Hashem, blessed be He, and brings his soul

out of the realm of nature.
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And even though he does not know the reason for the mitzvah,
still, when he performs it and cleaves to the mitzvah—which is
divine intellect—he is cleaving to Hashem, blessed be He.
Understand these matters well. This is enough.
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[NOTE Summary

The Maharal opens by affirming that mitzvos do not stem from nature but from divine intellect. Torah is not a
system to align man with biological health or practical function—it is a divine order that purifies and elevates
the soul. He illustrates this through the example of the Red Heifer (Parah Adumah), whose purification process
defies all natural explanation, as even Rabbi Yochanan taught that the corpse does not naturally impart impurity,
and the ashes do not inherently purify. Rather, these are divine decrees without natural basis.

The Midrash cited clarifies: one must not say, “I naturally dislike pork,” but rather “I desire it, yet Hashem
forbade it.” This shows that Torah is not based on taste, temperament, or scientific benefit, but on divine decree.
If Torah were naturalistic, it would carry no divine reward. Even when certain prohibitions happen to align with
natural dangers (like harmful foods), that is not their true reason. Were Torah merely medicinal, inconsistencies
such as the permission to consume meat from a ben pakuah (a fetus found alive after slaughter) would
undermine the system. These examples prove the Torah is not governed by biology or ethics alone.

While some mitzvos like tzedakah or honoring parents may appear rational, their inner reason still flows from
divine intellect. Mitzvos with unknown reasons are known to Moshe and great sages, not because they are
arbitrary, but because they lie beyond normal cognition. All mitzvos conform to the “order of divine reason,”
which, when followed, purifies and clarifies the soul. Deviating from this order brings spiritual disintegration.
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Therefore, even when one cannot grasp the rationale, performing mitzvos binds him to Hashem, for he cleaves
to divine intellect through divine action.

Practical Takeaway

Avoid reducing mitzvos to explanations based on physical health, psychology, or social benefit. Even when
those factors are present, they are not the source of the mitzvah's obligation. Approach mitzvos as pathways of
divine connection. Even without understanding the reason, trust that each command refines your soul and binds
you to Hashem’s infinite wisdom.

Chassidic Story

[NOTE

The Mabharal of Prague was once approached by a physician in the emperor’s court who scoffed at dietary laws
in the Torah, claiming they were just ancient hygienic customs. The Maharal invited him to his home and served
a meal of the finest kosher meat. After eating, the doctor praised the flavor and asked, “What medicinal value is
in this meat that makes it kosher?”

The Mabharal replied, “None more than the non-kosher meat you claim is equal. The reason I served it was not
for health or flavor, but because this act—permitted by the Creator—unites my soul with Him. If I had served
you the tastier meat, but one that Heaven forbade, it would have been poison for my soul even if nourishing to
my body.”

The physician was silent. Years later, he told others that in that moment, he realized that Judaism was not a
culture of laws, but a map to another world.

(Source: based on oral traditions recorded by students of the Maharal; see also Netzach Yisrael, chapter 11)
END NOTE]
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