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"Greater is one who is commanded [to do mitzvot] and does them than one who is not commanded and does them." (Bava Kama 87a)


Different explanations have been given for the superiority of fulfilling mitzvot as a response to a command over voluntary fulfillment.  Some point to the worry and concern that the mitzva should not be fulfilled merely as a source of reward.  Others mention the moral struggle caused by a natural inclination to reject obligation.


Although these explanations might explain the technical advantage of following a fixed set of rules, surely taking personal initiative in a situation should supersede this?!  Many of the greatest figures of Jewish history left a lasting impression on subsequent generations through voluntary acts.  The halakha's commands are, ostensibly, codified in the Shulchan Arukh, and one who follows them acts as a commanded person.  Which obligation did Rav Chayim Volozhin fulfill in establishing his great yeshiva or the Ba'al Shem Tov when beginning the Chassidic movement?  Were these not voluntary acts, born of personal initiative?  Is a great spiritual and religious innovator's life work, invested with his creativity, considered inferior to his recital of birkat ha-mazon and eating matza on Pesach night?


In order to understand the principles that are at work here, we need to first examine the concept and laws of birkot ha-mitzvot (blessings said before performing mitzvot).

HISTORICAL COMMANDS AND RENEWED COMMANDS 


Before the performance of every mitzva we say the blessing that begins "He sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us...."  Does this refer to a one-time historical event?  The Ritva (Pesachim 7b) writes:

"The sages commanded us to make a blessing before the performance of a mitzva in order to first BECOME SANCTIFIED WITH THE BLESSING, and make it clear that it is being done because of a command of the Master of the Universe."


The sanctification mentioned in the blessing does not seem to refer to Israel's receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai, but to an event happening in the present, related to the recital of the blessing.


Rabbeinu Tam makes a similar comment (Tosafot Pesachim 7a) when he distinguishes between the two blessings made at a circumcision, "On circumcision," and "To bring him into the covenant of our father Avraham."  Rabbeinu Tam says that "On circumcision" fits into the standard mold of birkot ha-mitzvot, said before the performance of any mitzva, whereas "To bring him into the covenant" praises God for the phenomenon of bringing a child into the covenant, but is not in the category of birkot ha-mitzvot.  He says that, "We do not bless God over that which is happening now, but praise and thank the Holy One, blessed be He, for having commanded us about circumcision WHEN WE ENCOUNTER IT."  In other words, the blessing of "To bring him into the covenant" does relate to the historical event of the giving of the Torah at Sinai when we were commanded about circumcision "when we will eventually have an opportunity to perform it."  However, standard birkot ha-mitzvot, those that are made before performing a mitzva, relate to "that which is happening now."  The blessing before a mitzva does not translate "Who commanded us at Mount Sinai to circumcise future children," but "Who commanded us concerning this particular act that I am about to perform."


The sages' formulation of the blessing before doing a mitzva relates, according to the Ritva and Rabbeinu Tam, to God's present command to do this particular act at this moment.  Certainly, the command to keep the mitzvot came forth from Mount Sinai when the Torah was given to the people of Israel.  However, at the first stage of this command there was still a cloud of mystery, for the mitzvot were to be kept in real-life situations that had not yet taken place.  There is a second stage of every Divine command, though, that relates to the present and connects the Sinaitic command with a particular specific situation.  Every person searches for the moment when he will be able to translate the command of Sinai into reality.  When the conditions present themselves - Sukkot arrives and the four species are in his hand, his eight-day old son is before him and the mohel is ready - the two ends of the Divine command unite and the command of Mount Sinai touches down in the present at a point of human experience.  The person then hears the voice of God at Mount Sinai telling him to act, not just in a general theoretical way - that there are mitzvot to be done, but to perform a particular mitzva right now.


A birkat ha-mitzva is the expression of this consciousness.  The sages believed that a person should not just perform mitzvot based on God's ancient command given at Mount Sinai, fulfilling an old obligation we once accepted on ourselves.  Rather, this command renews itself and comes to fruition in present circumstances, but only if our ear is trained to hear the command relating to the present.


[The following comment in Tosafot Sukka 39a (s.v. Oveir) might reflect this attitude: "As long as the mitzva is not accessible (does not actually present itself) it does not make sense to make the blessing over it."]

ENTERING THE OBLIGATION TO DO A MITZVA


In light of the above we must explore Rabbeinu Tam's approach to women making blessings over mitzvot that they are not obligated to fulfill.  Rabbeinu Tam's opinion is the basis of Ashkenazi practice in this regard - women make the birkat mitzva over time-bound mitzvot they fulfill, even though they are not obligated to do them.  Because, goes the rationale behind his approach, women DO fulfill such a mitzva when they choose to perform it (there is a "kiyum mitzva"), the blessing over it is relevant.


There is a slight technical difficulty with his ruling, though.  The Torah is painstakingly serious about speaking truthfully at all times.  Certainly, when speaking before the Divine in prayer and blessings the utmost care must be taken so that every word is totally truthful.  How, then, can a woman say "Who sanctified us with His commandments and COMMANDED US..." as she says a blessing over a mitzva she is NOT commanded to fulfill?!  The Rosh (Kiddushin 1:49) was bothered by this problem, yet left it unanswered.


The Ran (on the Rif Rosh Hashana 9b) offers a relatively simple solution:

"This is not difficult, for men were commanded and women also get reward [for fulfilling these mitzvot].  So it is legitimate for them to say "He has commanded us."


This approach to resolving Rabbeinu Tam's line of thought, that women, as part of the people of Israel, are included in the GENERAL command to keep all of the mitzvot, was avoided by the Rosh.  Based on our previous discussion of Rabbeinu Tam's approach to birkot ha-mitzvot the reason is clear.  The statement, "He commanded us" does not refer to the general Sinaitic command to keep the mitzvot, but to the specific command to fulfill the particular mitzva that God has presented before me at this moment.  How can a woman make a berakha over this act if she was not commanded to do it at this moment?


Resolving the difficulties in Rabbeinu Tam's opinion demands assuming that women do not fulfill these mitzvot simply as volunteers.  The borderline between what is a command and what is not, are not as clear cut as we asserted above.  One who is obligated, "metzuveh ve-oseh," has the "benefit" of having received the historic command; he must, though, connect this historic command with a directive to apply it to a particular situation in the present.  Without this second voice, telling him to do a particular act right now, the ancient command of Sinai would remain an unanswered voice calling out in the Sinai desert, ineffectual in the present.


Rabbeinu Tam believed that the ability to be commanded in time-bound mitzvot was not withheld from women.  Even though she was not obligated at SINAI to keep certain mitzvot, perhaps a woman might hear the voice of God speaking via the WORLD to keep one of these mitzvot.  Perhaps a woman will look at present reality and feel a sense of obligation with regards to a particular mitzva.  If a woman comes to synagogue on Rosh Hashana and feels in her heart that SHE MUST coronate the Almighty through hearing the sound of the shofar - she is not suffering from any delusions or imagination.  A mature understanding has brought forth this realization, telling her that sometimes the conditions and the setting mandate that a great mitzva must be kept.  This in itself obligates her.  In short, in order to appreciate and understand Rabbeinu Tam's opinion we must adopt the Magen Avraham's comment concerning women and the counting of the Omer: "They have already accepted it upon themselves as an OBLIGATION." (OC 489:1)  [Perhaps the Ran's comments above might be understood similarly.]


A fundamental principle seems to emerge: The OPPORTUNITY of fulfilling a mitzva paves the way to OBLIGATING its fulfillment.  This might be true for all time-bound mitzvot - their obligation is brought on by the time; and situational mitzvot might work this way - the situation presenting itself obligates doing the mitzva (living in a house creates the obligation to put on a mezuza).  [See, in this context, Tosafot Pesachim 113b (s.v. Ve-ein) with regards to tefillin.]


This understanding guided the Maharil in his derasha about the sounding of the shofar, and moved him towards practical conclusions:

"True, women are not obligated, for it is a time-bound mitzva.  However, they took the obligation on themselves.  Since they have entered into this obligation, they must push themselves to make sure that everything is prepared, whether it be cooking or jewelry, so that they are free to come to the synagogue and hear the sound of the shofar ... He said that in Austria the women used to be accustomed to cook on the day before Rosh Hashana so that they would be free to be in the synagogue on Rosh Hashana itself ...  Since women have taken upon themselves this obligation, it is fitting that they arrange for their children to stay at home, if at all possible, so they do not interfere with them hearing the shofar ... If it is impossible for a woman to leave her child at home, it is better for her to keep her in the women's [section of the] synagogue, FOR THEY ARE NOT OBLIGATED AS MUCH AS THE MEN, but it is ideal to arrange to keep her child at home because she thus takes upon herself the obligation."

[Two related comments:

1.  The Eishel Avraham (Botshatsh - OC 589) rules that women are also forbidden to eat before hearing the shofar blowing, but that the prohibition is less severe than for men.

2. One excerpt from Rav Gustman z"l's extensive discussion of this issue (Kuntresei Shiurim - Kedushin p. 254): 

"I suggest the following halakhic ruling - that women should not avoid doing time-bound mitzvot without a good reason, because of another (obligatory) mitzva that she might miss out on or if it is exceedingly difficult."]

TRANSFORMING PERMISSIBLE ACTS INTO OBLIGATORY ONES


There are two ways of performing a mitzva that one is not obligated in.  One can do it as a volunteer, as an "eino metzuveh ve-oseh," without worries and without pain.  The feeling that accompanies such an action is "How nice it will be if I succeed at accomplishing this - but, if not, nothing has been lost because I am not obligated to do this."  This type of a voluntary mitzva is a no-risk venture.


One can, however, rise to the level of a "metzuveh ve-oseh," one who acts from a sense of obligation.  One acts not just in order to fulfill the minimal halakhic requirements, but because of living with a constant consciousness of "metzuveh ve-oseh."  One who has this approach to living - his life acts out the Divine command, the fire of Mount Sinai lights the way for him in whatever situation he finds himself.  The great acts of our great leaders were great because they felt they must be done.  Reality dictated that they be done - it was crying out for help.  When these people found that they had the ABILITY to rise to the challenge, they realized that the Divine command OBLIGATED them to act.  Through their will-power they transformed themselves into "Metzuvim ve-osim," people acting out of a sense of obligation.


Based on this approach, the Chafetz Chayim (at the end of his "Ahavat Chesed"), understands the following passage in the gemara:

"Abbayei and Rava both were descended from the house of Eli [and destined to die before their time].  Rava who was involved in Torah lived forty years, and Abbayei who was involved in Torah and gemilut chasadim lived sixty years."  (Rosh Hashana 18b)


The Chafetz Chayim asks: Whether a talmid chakham leaves his Torah study to do acts of lovingkindness is not dependent on the whims of his personality.  The halakha teaches us that one must interrupt his Torah study for those mitzvot that another is not able to do.  If not, he should proceed with his Torah study.  This talmudic passage is difficult - if we are speaking about acts that could have been done by another, then Abbayei's behavior is problematic; and if they could not have been done by anyone else, Rava's behavior is improper!  He answers:

"Perhaps because Abbayei was such a prominent personality in his generation and was involved in acts of lovingkindness, he became involved in major charitable projects.  Many of these ventures would not have been started without him.  Rava thought that an obligation only falls upon a person when he encounters the situation.  There is no obligation, he thought, to initiate activities.  He was worried about bitul Torah, leaving Torah study.  However, since we see that because of this, years were added to Abbayei's life, apparently Heaven agreed with Abbayei's approach."


Abbayei thought that even things that did not "encounter him" could still be considered "an obligation that rests on a person."  He investigated what the needs of his generation were, looking under the surface in order to try and contribute to helping the nation of Israel in whatever way he could.  When he heard the scream of reality and saw that he was the person in the position to try and change it, mitzvot that were hidden from others' eyes revealed themselves to him.  


We once again learn that the Shulchan Arukh does not suffice to understand what a man's obligations are.  A man's sense of obligation is sharpened in proportion to his sensitivity to reality and its problems.  A man's obligations exist to the degree that he is willing and able to listen to the voice of the Divine command calling forth from reality.

[The original article appeared in Daf Kesher #440, Iyar 5754, vol. 5, pp. 119-122.]

