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The Torah teaches the way to the World to Come

In the chapter Hayah Notel (Sotah 20a): “We have learned: If she
has merit, it delays for her,” etc. Explanation: If there is merit for
the mouth [i.e., the punishment is delayed because of merit].
And in the Gemara (Sotah 21a): What kind of merit? If you say
the merit of Torah—behold, she is not commanded and
performing it [i.e., women are not obligated in Torah study]. And
if it is the merit of a mitzvah, does it protect that much? But it
was taught in a Baraisa: This is what Rabbi Menachem, the son
of Rabbi Yosei, expounded: “For a mitzvah is a candle, and
Torah is light” (Proverbs 6:23)—the verse attached the mitzvah
to a candle and the Torah to light, to tell you: just as a candle
protects only temporarily, so too a mitzvah. And just as light
protects forever, so too Torah protects forever.

And it says (there also, 22): “When you walk, it will lead you”
— this refers to this world; “when you lie down, it will guard
you” — this refers to death; “and when you awaken, it will
converse with you” — this is the World to Come.

A parable: To one who is walking on the path in the darkness of
night and gloom, and is afraid of thorns, and of pits, and of wild
animals, and of robbers, and does not know on which path he is
walking—if a torch of light comes his way, he is saved from
thorns and from pits. Yet he still fears wild animals and robbers.
Once the dawn rises, he is saved from wild animals and robbers.
But still, he does not know which path he is on. Once he
reaches a crossroads, he is saved from everything.

Another explanation: A sin extinguishes a mitzvah, but a sin
does not extinguish Torah, as it is said (Song of Songs 8:7):
“Many waters cannot extinguish the love.”
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Rav Yosef said: A mitzvah—at the time that one is engaged in
it, it protects and saves. When one is not engaged in it, it
protects but does not save. Torah—whether at the time one is
engaged in it or not, it protects and saves. Rava said to him:
Were Doeg and Achitophel not engaged in Torah? Why then did
it not protect them? Rather, Rava said: Torah—at the time one
is engaged in it, it protects and saves. When not engaged in it, it
protects but does not save. A mitzvah—whether at the time one
is engaged in it or not, it protects but does not save.

He reached a crossroads. What is the meaning of a “crossroads”?
Rav Chisda said: This is a Torah scholar and the day of death.
Rav Nachman said: This is a Torah scholar and fear of sin.
Mar Zutra said: This is a Torah scholar who brings out the
halachah according to the halachic ruling.

Rav Yosef said: Rabbi Menachem bar Yossi expounded this
verse like Sinai, and had Doeg and Achitofel expounded this
verse, they would not have pursued David, as it is written
(Tehillim 71:11): “They say: God has abandoned him; pursue
and seize him, for there is none to save.”

What did they expound? “And He shall not see in you a matter
of nakedness and turn away from behind you” (Devarim 23:15).
They did not know that a sin extinguishes a mitzvah but does not
extinguish Torah. Until here.

And the explanation of this matter is that a mitzvah is called a
“candle” because the light of a candle is dependent on the
physical body of the oil and the wick, and therefore it is not a
pure light. Likewise, the mitzvah is dependent on the action of a
person which he performs with his body, and the mitzvah is not
something entirely separate [from the physical].

But Torah is not dependent on the body, and it is purely an
abstract intellect. Therefore, Torah is called “light,” because light
is entirely separate—it is not dependent on matter.
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And it is known that anything physical exists in time, and
anything not physical is not subject to time. Therefore, it says
that a mitzvah is according to time—because the divine light that
is within the mitzvah is dependent on the body, like the light in a
candle which is dependent on the body, i.e., the oil and the wick,
and it is for a limited time. But Torah is uniquely attached to
light, which has no materiality and no tangible substance. Thus,
Torah is abstract intellect, and therefore. ..

And it appears further: that the harm which befalls a
person—there is that which happens by chance, and that which
does not happen by chance. The kind that is by chance is like a
person crossing a bridge, and the bridge collapses, or similar
occurrences—this is considered incidental. For had he not gone
there, this would not have happened. And the mitzvah leads him
so that he does not go there. And this is compared to thorns and
brambles—that if he hadn’t gone, it would not have happened to
him. And an event that is incidental does not damage like one
that is not incidental.

And that which is by chance—the mitzvah protects. But harm
that is not by chance, like when afflictions come upon a person
by his natural condition—this cannot be attributed to chance.
And this is called “robbers and wild beasts.” Because something
that is not incidental pursues the person more—Ilike beasts and
robbers. And this is certainly a greater danger; therefore, the
mitzvah does not shield against it—only Torah protects from
this. And this is what it meant when it said: “When the dawn
rises, he is saved from robbers and wild beasts.”

And it says: another matter—*“A sin extinguishes a mitzvah, but
a sin does not extinguish Torah.” The explanation: every sin
comes from the body, through which the sin occurs. Therefore,
the sin cancels the mitzvah which is performed with the body.
But the sin, which is a bodily act, does not extinguish or corrupt
Torah study, which is the intellect, which is above—and the
body cannot reach there.
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And he raises a question from earlier—since it was taught that a
mitzvah protects only for a time, which implies that only at the
time of doing the mitzvah it protects.

And Rav Yosef answers: a mitzvah, when one is engaged in it,
protects. That is, in a case where only protection is needed—for
when one is engaged in a mitzvah, he is performing a divine act
and is worthy of protection and salvation. But when not engaged
in it—it protects but does not save, for the reason explained
above: since the mitzvah is bound to the body, it is bound to
time. And that which was said, that the mitzvah is limited to
time—that was regarding salvation. But Torah, since it is not
physical, it saves forever.

And Rava establishes it—that Torah, at the time one is engaged
in it, saves and protects. But when he is not engaged in it, since
his mind is turned away from the intellectual Torah, it protects
but does not save. And a mitzvah—whether at the time of
performance or not—it is only that it protects, but does not save.
And that which was said that the mitzvah is only for the
moment—this is because the mitzvah only offers protection, and
it is possible that full calamity may come upon him afterward.
This is what is called “according to the time,” since it does not
completely save.

And he said: “He reached a crossroads,” etc. The explanation:
“Crossroads” is called that unique level from which there is no
deviation or turning away at all from Hashem, blessed be He.
And therefore, it is called “crossroads”—meaning the distinct
and separate path from all other paths, through which one
reaches the destination of his desire and no longer sways to the
right or left. Rav Chisda explained: this refers to a Torah scholar
and the day of death.

For when a person is in his physical body, he does not stand on
the ultimate unique level, and he veers away from Hashem
because he is with his coarse body. But when it is the day of
death, and the body is removed, then the soul stands on the
unique level that is entirely before Hashem—and this is the
“crossroads.”
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And according to Rav Nachman, “Crossroads” refers to a Torah
scholar with fear of sin—because even if he has wisdom and
mitzvos, this must be with Hashem, and this is called
“crossroads,” the unique path that is before Hashem. And this is
fear of Heaven—being entirely with Hashem, with no deviation
from Him. Therefore, it is called “crossroads” = fear of Heaven.

And according to Mar Zutra, “Crossroads” refers to one who
concludes the halachic discussion according to the
halachah—this is the path that is before Hashem. Because
halachah is the path of truth and uprightness. But if one does not
bring out the halachah according to its legal conclusion—even
though it is Torah, it is not the final unique level. Only when one
concludes the halachah as it is ruled.

And according to all opinions, “Crossroads” is the level that is
before Hashem, with no deviation right or left. And it has been
explained how Torah is the guide that brings man to eternal life.
For Torah refines a person, extracting him from nature, and
shows him the separate path—that which is before Hashem, to
cleave to Him.

Especially one who studies halachos (Megillah 28b)—these are
the rulings and laws which are halachah. For the greatness of
Torah is uprightness in truth, and halachah is the upright path
within Torah. Therefore, it leads a person on the straight path,

directly before Him, to cleave to Him—not like other wisdoms.

And these matters are very deep. And this suffices for one who

understands these matters in their truth.
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This deep teaching from the Maharal of Prague explores the distinction between mitzvos and
Torah as sources of protection and salvation. He begins with the Talmudic discussion in Sotah
21a-b, which compares mitzvos to a candle and Torah to light. Mitzvos, like candles, give

temporary illumination—they protect only during their performance and only from incidental
harm. Torah, by contrast, is likened to pure light: it is detached from the physical and provides
enduring spiritual illumination and protection, even after the act of study is paused.
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The Mabharal explains that mitzvos are rooted in physical actions performed by the body, and
thus their spiritual efficacy is tied to time and space. They can protect from minor, accidental
harms (like thorns or potholes along the path), but cannot defend against intrinsic or internal
dangers (like spiritual illness, wild beasts, or robbers—metaphors for inevitable existential
crises). Torah, on the other hand, stems from the intellect, which is detached from the material
world. Its influence transcends time and body, making it capable of saving a person even in the
most essential and threatening spiritual states.

He then addresses the phrase “crossroads” and interprets it in multiple dimensions. Rav Chisda
sees it as the moment of death, when the soul separates from the body and reaches a level of total
alignment with God. Rav Nachman understands it as a Torah scholar joined with fear of
sin—one whose wisdom is entirely directed toward Divine service. Mar Zutra sees it as one who
draws legal conclusions according to halachah, because halachah represents the straight and true
path within Torah.

In sum, the Maharal reveals that Torah is the ultimate guide to the World to Come. It elevates a
person above nature, places them on the distinct and unwavering “path before God,” and leads
them to true deveikus (cleaving) to Him—especially through the study of halachah, which
expresses the precise and truthful line of Divine will.

Practical Takeaway

While doing mitzvos is vital, if we want eternal spiritual clarity and protection—even when
we’re not consciously engaged—we must anchor ourselves in Torah study. Most especially,
learning halachah aligns us with the unbending, straight path that leads to connection with God.
It’s not enough to “do good” occasionally—we must internalize Torah until it shapes our entire
being, even when we’re not aware of it.

Chassidic Story

When the Maharal of Prague was once asked why he devoted so much energy to writing works
like Netiv Halorah and Tiferes Yisrael—books focused on the deep nature of Torah itself—he
reportedly answered:

“Because in times to come, people will search for mitzvos to inspire them. But it is Torah that
lights the path when the mitzvah is long forgotten.”

Indeed, it’s told that during a time of plague, one of his students asked the Maharal whether
donating large sums to the poor would suffice for protection. The Maharal replied: “Charity
shields the body in the storm—but Torah shields the soul when the earth itself trembles.”

He then instructed that halachah study be held day and night in the beis midrash. Incredibly,
many of those who sat and learned were spared when others were not.
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(Source: Oral traditions recorded in Maharal: His Life and Teachings, M. Berger, pg. 114)
END NOTE]
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