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presents

I am Hashem your G-d which took you out from
the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage.

(Shemot 20:2)

Eliyahu, the prophet, challenged Bnai Yisrael to
choose between the worship of Hashem and the worship
of the Ba’al—an idol that was popular at the time.  He asked
the people, “How long will you skip between the two opin-
ions?  If you choose Hashem, go after Him.  If you choose
the Ba’al, go after it.”1

This is an amazing statement.  It is appropriate for
Eliyahu to urge the people to follow Hashem.  But, Eliyahu
continues beyond this point.  He tells the people that if
they cannot completely devote themselves to Hashem,
then they should follow the Ba’al.  Would it not be better to
leave those undecided in their state of confusion?  Why
encourage these doubters to totally abandon the Almighty
for the Ba’al?

Rav Chaim Soloveitchik Ztl explained that the an-
swer to these questions requires a clear understanding of
the fundamental principles of the Torah.  Maimonides out-
lines thirteen basic convictions.  These convictions are the
basis of Torah Judaism.  These thirteen principles are differ-
ent from the six hundred and thirteen mitzvot.  If an
individual repeatedly violates a mitzvah, this does not ex-
cuse this person from observance whenever possible.  For
example, a person who eats non-Kosher food in restau-
rants is not permitted to disregard the laws of Kashrut at
home.  Each opportunity to observe a mitzvah must be
seized.  A person should not hesitate because of an inabil-
ity to make a total commitment to observance of this
command.

In contrast, belief in the fundamental principles of
the Torah must be complete.  This stems directly from the
definition of the term conviction.  Convictions cannot be
accompanied by doubt.  For example, a person who is in
doubt as to the non-corporeal nature of Hashem has not
accepted this principle.  Similarly, belief that the Messianic
era is possible does not represent conviction regarding its
reality.

This was the message Eliyahu delivered to Bnai Yis-
rael.  Acceptance of Hashem leaves no option for belief in
Ba’al.  A person choosing to believe in both lacks convic-
tion in the fundamental principle that only Hashem is  G-d.
Those in doubt are no different, in this manner, than those
following Ba’al whole-heartedly.2

Ribbi Elazar says about the Torah that the
major portion of it is written and the minor

portion is an oral tradition…. And Ribbi
Yochanan says that the major portion of the

Torah is an oral tradition and the minor portion
is written.  (Talmud, Tractate Gitten 60B)

The festival of Shavuot celebrates the revelation of
the Torah at Sinai.  The Torah received at Sinai is composed
of two parts.  It includes a written portion and an oral por-
tion.  The written portion is recorded in the five volumes
of the Chumash.  The Oral Torah was also received from
Moshe at Sinai.  This Oral Torah is an elaboration on the
material in the Written Torah.  It was not originally record-
ed.  Instead, it was taught as an oral tradition and
communicated through the generations by teacher to stu-
dent.  Eventually, a brief synopsis of this body was
recorded as the Mishne.  Later, a more detailed written ac-
count of the Oral Torah was created.  This is the Gemarah.
Over the centuries, an enormous body of writings has sup-
plemented these early records of the Oral Torah.  These
works include all of the interpretations and elaboration on
the basic material in the Written Torah.  It is the product of
the insights of Sages throughout the generations.

The text above recounts a dispute between two
Sages.  Ribbi Elazar asserts that the major portion of the
Torah is contained in the Written Torah—in the Chumash.
The Oral Torah is the smaller of the two components of the
Torah.  Ribbi Yochanan disagrees.  He contends that the
majority of the Torah is contained in the Oral Torah.  The
Written Torah is the smaller component of the Torah.

This is a perplexing dispute.  One merely needs to
look at any library of Torah works to understand the prob-
lem.  The Written Torah is recorded in the five books of the
Chumash.  This work can be contained in a single volume.
The Oral Torah fills endless volumes.  It is true that the
published material has grown over the centuries.  During
the time of Ribbi Elazar and Ribbi Yochanan, the published
or written portion of the Oral Torah was quite limited.
Nonetheless, the body of material encompassed in this Oral
Torah surely was larger that the five books of the Chumash.

There is another problem with this dispute.  Both
Ribbi Elazar and Ribbi Yochanan were great Torah scholars.
They certainly had disagreements.  However, they studied
the same Torah.  They were both fully aware of the scope
and detail of the Torah.  Yet, the disparity between their

1Sefer Melachim I, 18:21.
2 Rav Y. Hershkowitz, Torat Chaim, p 203.
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positions is immense.  How could they present such radi-
cally different accounts of the material they studied?

In order to answer these questions, we must ask
one more important question.  How does one measure the
relative “sizes” of the Written and Oral Torah?  The Written
Torah has a size.  It has a material form.  We can measure
the number of words or letters required to record it.  But,
how do we even measure the Oral Torah?  We can count
the number of words required to record it.  However, this
is not its true measurement.  The Oral Torah existed before
it was recorded in writing.  It is a set of ideas.  How does
one assign a size to a set of ideas?  How big is the theory of
relativity?  Is it larger or smaller than the Newtonian me-
chanics?  These are absurd questions!  Concepts do not
have size.

It is apparent from this last question that Ribbi Elaz-
ar and Ribbi Yochanan are not disputing the relative
material size of the Written Torah and the Oral Torah.  This
is not the basis for comparison.  We have also shown above
that, even if we make the questionable assumption that the
Oral Torah can be assigned a size based on the words re-
quired to transcribe it, the dispute between the Sages
remains enigmatic.  They would both have to agree that the
Oral Torah fills more volumes than the Written Torah.  So,
what are they disputing?

In order to understand the dispute between these
two Sages, we must consider the relationship between the
Written Torah and the Oral Torah.  We will begin by outlin-
ing two fundamentally different possibilities.

The first possibility can be understood though
imagining the following scenario.  Consider an immense
library.  Some poor soul has been assigned the enormous
task of preparing a single work that summarizes the knowl-
edge contained in this entire library.  How might he
proceed in accomplishing this task?  Let us propose the
following.  First, he should divide the library into sections.
One section would be works on agriculture.  Another sec-
tion might contain all works on business and finance.
Once the library has been so divided, these sections will
be divided into smaller subsections.  The business and fi-
nance section would include an accounting section and
investment section.  Once the sections and subsections
are created, the real work can begin.  A brief summary
should be prepared of each volume in the library.  Based
on these summaries, a summary will be created of the
works in each subsection.  The subsection summaries will
then be used to create a summary of each section.  Finally,
using the section summaries, a summary will be created
that encompasses the entire library.

The Torah can be understood through applying a
similar scheme.  Each Tractate of the Talmud can be viewed
as the summary of a large subsection of Torah concepts.
The Mishne of the Tractate is a summary of the Tractate.
The Written Torah is a brief summary of the summaries
contained in the Mishne.  In other words, the Written Torah

can be viewed as the summary of an immense body of
knowledge.  This body encompasses all areas of the To-
rah—the entire Oral Torah.

There is an alternative way to characterize the rela-
tionship between the Written and Oral Torah.  Again, let us
consider an analogy.  Shakespeare is probably the most
thoroughly studied playwright or author.  Let us consider
just one of his works—Hamlet.  Countless articles and
books have been written analyzing and critiquing this work.
These books and articles are commentary on Hamlet.  They
expand upon the issues and insights that the play reveals.

This description can also be used to characterize
the relationship between the Written and Oral Torah.  The
Written Torah can be viewed as the more fundamental com-
ponent, and the Oral Torah as a commentary and
elaboration on the Written Torah.  The Oral Torah explores
the meaning and significance of each passage and nuance
of the Written Torah.  It reveals the Written Torah’s full mean-
ing.

These two relationships are very different.  If the
Written Torah is a summary of the entire Torah, it is—by its
very definition—smaller than the Oral Torah.  The summa-
ry is a condensation of the body it describes.  However, if
the Oral Torah is a commentary on the Written Torah, it is
the less fundamental of the two works.  Again, this is a re-
sult of its very definition.  The commentary is an elaboration
on the more fundamental work it explains.

We can now understand the dispute between Rib-
bi Elazar and Ribbi Yochanan.  They do not dispute the
relative sizes of the Written and Oral Torah.  The issue they
debate cannot be resolved through taking some measure-
ment.  They disagree over the relationship between these
two elements.  According to Ribbi Elazar, the major portion
of the Torah is written.  He maintains that the Oral Torah is
a commentary and elaboration on the Written Torah.  In
this relationship, the Written Torah is the fundamental ma-
jor component.  The Oral Torah plays a secondary role.
Ribbi Yochanan asserts that the major portion of the Torah
is Oral Torah.  He understands the Written Torah as a sum-
mary of the entire body of knowledge contained in the
Oral Torah.  In this relationship, the Oral Torah is the major
element or partner in the relationship.
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