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CLASS 4

Il. Neuroscience supports Torah sources for personal development

A. Children and brain development

1. Mishnah, Avos 4:20
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Elisha the son of Avuyah would say: One who learns Torah when he is
a child, to what is this comparable? To ink inscribed on new paper. One
who learns Torah when he is old, to what is this comparable? To ink

inscribed on erased paper.
(See commentary of Tiferes Yisrael and Maharal (Derech Hashem).)

2. Bava Basra 21a
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From here (the age of six) and onwards, accept the student and stuff
him like an ox.

3. Bava Basra ibid.
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Said Rava: [When we have a choice between] two teachers of
children — one teaches a lot of material but is not precise, and one is
precise but does not teach a lot of material — we hire the one who
teaches a lot, because errors will get extracted by themselves. Rav
Dimi of Nehardea says that we hire the one who is precise but does
not teach a lot, because once an error has gone up [on the child’s

mind], it has gone up [and cannot be easily corrected].
(See the ruling of Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 245:19, and Taz there.)

4. Alei Shur (Rav Shlomo Wolbe), vol. |, p. 363
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... The education of a child begins from the very first day of the child,
because the impressions of what is happening around him are
absorbed in him strongly, and they are continually taking shape in him
from day to day. Therefore, one’s conduct with even a one-day-old
infant must be calculated.

And come and see how the Sages exerted themselves to
determine the correct ages for the various stages of child
development....

B. Adults and brain development

1. Rambam, Shemoneh Perakim, beginning of chapter 2
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Know that the violation of Torah laws and the fulfillment of Torah laws
have their origin only in two (out of five) of the faculties of the nefesh,
the wnann 7n and the "ivnnin 770, and that to these two faculties
alone are to be ascribed all nn'ay and nnxn. The faculty of |t and the
faculty of nnn do not give rise to observance or transgression, for in
connection with neither is there any conscious or voluntary act. That
is, man cannot consciously suspend their functions, nor can he curtail
any one of their activities. The proof of this is that the functions of both
these faculties, the |t and the nnTn, continue to be operative when one
is asleep, which is not true of any other of the soul's faculties.

2. Michtav me'Eliyahu, Rav Eliyahu E. Dessler, vol |, p. 113 (Kuntres ha’Bechirah)
(English version: Strive for Truth, vol. I, p. 52-56)
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When two armies are locked in battle, fighting takes place only at the
battlefront (this analogy is based on the situation before the advent of



modern warfare). Territory behind the lines of one army is under that
army’s control and little or no resistance need be expected there. A
similar situation prevails in respect of territory behind the lines of the
other army. If one side gains a victory at the front and pushes the
enemy back, the position of the battlefront will have changed. In fact,
therefore, fighting takes place only at one location, though potentially
the line could be drawn anywhere in the territories of the two
contending countries.

The situation is very similar with regard to bechirah (“free choice”).
Everyone has free choice — at the point where truth meets falsehood.
In other words, free choice takes place at that point where the truth
as the person sees it confronts the illusion produced in him by the
power of falsehood. But the majority of a person’s actions are
undertaken without any clash between truth and falsehood taking
place. Many of a person’s actions may happen to coincide with what
is objectively right because he has been brought up that way and it
does not occur to him to do otherwise, and many bad and false
decisions may be taken simply because the person does not realize
that they are bad. In such cases, no valid choice has been made. Free
will is exercised and a valid bechirah is made only on the borderline
between the forces of good and the forces of evil within that person.

For example, many otherwise observant Jews are prone to speak evil
of others, thus transgressing the prohibition against lashon ha’ra
without even realizing that it is a grave sin. Yet these same people
would not dream of transgressing the laws of Shabbat; their yetzer
ha’ra does not even tempt them to do this or to miss prayers or not to
don tzitzit or tefillin, because they have been brought up to do these
things without question. [There is thus no bechirah involved in any of
these cases. Bechirah comes into play only when one is tempted to
go against the truth as one sees it, and the forces on either side are
more or less equally balanced. The point at which this equilibrium is
reached obviously varies with the individual and depends on many
factors, such as heredity, environment, education, etc. But there is no
human being who does not have a “bechirah-point” somewhere along
the scale.]

It must be realized that this bechirah-point does not remain static in
any given individual. With each good choice successfully carried out,
the person rises higher in spiritual level; that is, things that were
previously in the line of battle are now in the area controlled by the
positive inclination, and actions done in that area can be undertaken
without struggle and without bechirah. In this sense we can
understand the saying that “one mitzvah leads to another” (Avot 4:2).
And so in the other direction. Giving in to the yetzer ha’ra pushes back
the frontier of the good, and an act which previously cost one a
struggle with one’s conscience will now be done without bechirah at
all. The yetzer ha’tov is no longer functioning effectively in that area.
And so we have learnt: “One sin leads to another” (Avot, ibid.), and
“as soon as one has committed a sin twice, it is no longer a sin for
him” (Yoma 86b).

As we have said, education plays a large part in determing one’s
bechirah-point. A person may have been brought up to do many good
actions as a matter of course. All this means is that his bechirah point
is at a high level. For example, one may have been brought up in an
environment of Torah, among people who devote themsevles to good
deeds. In this case his bechirah-point will not be whether or not to
commit an actual sin but whether to do a mitzvah with more or less
devotion and kavanah. Another may be brought up among evildoers



of the lowest grade, among thieves and robbers. For him, whether or
not to steal does not present any bechirah at all; his bechirah-point
might be on the question of shooting his way out when discovered....
So we see that education and environment cannot in any way change
the essential act of bechirah, but only the location at which it takes
place.... The ability to adopt the truth as he knows it is equal in all
situations.

To sum up: everyone has free choice at his bechirah-point, but the
position of the bechirah-point itself is determined by various factors.
This may be affected by his own previous choices, which may have
raised or lowered his bechirah-point. Or it may be affected by factors
outside his control. Divine Providence may have placed him from
childhood in a certain environment, higher or lower as the case may
be.

There is thus no free choice except at “the point of free choice,” and
this point is fixed by antecedent factors. But there are no outside
factors which can affect the act of bechirah itself. Here the human
being himself reigns supreme.

3. Gemara, Yoma 86b (also Moed Katan 27b, Sotah 22a, Kidushin 20a and 30a,
and Erchin 30b)
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Rav Huna said: When a person commits a transgression
repeatedly... it becomes to him like a permitted act.

4. Rambam, Hilchos De’os 1:7

WYl MY Ny 7 Aty TV 47X NIVTR inyy DX 7'a0 YD)
'Y TY TR D2 TR NEYYAND NIYTD '9 7Y NYIVY D'yyna
1971 .IY91a NiyTD AR 'Y N0 DN2 N N7 17y 07 Dn'wyn
12 NP7 1270 1IXY N1I1AN TN DD XFD D2 K72 17KD Ninginy
N' N'WNI) 1KY 1127 1228 DR TAZY X'DL DT IT T DR
N2721 N2V KN IT TR 7N "X YK Y 1y T " (o
12T WYX DX DNNAX 7V N XD yn?" (0 N N'UXN]) Ny inxyy

A7y

How can one train himself in these character traits to the extent that
they become a permanent part of him?

He should perform, repeat, and repeat again the deeds which
conform to the standards of the “middle road” qualities. He should
repeat them constantly, until these acts are easy for him and do not
present any difficulty for him. Then, these qualities will become fixed
in his personality....

5. Mishnah, Avos 3:15
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All is foreseen, and [yet] freedom of choice is granted. The world is
judged with goodness. And everything is in accordance with the
abundance of man's positive deeds.




Rambam, Commentary on Mishnah, Avos 3:15
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And afterwards he (the Tana of the Mishnah) said that the virtues do
not come to a man according to the great size of the deed, but rather
according to the great number of deeds. That is, the virtues are
acquired by repetition of the good deeds many times. And with this will
come a strong acquisition, but not when a person does one very big
deed of the good deeds, because with this alone a strong acquisition
will not come to him. The parable for this is when a person gives a
thousand gold coins at one time to a single person who is in need, and
he does not give anything to another person, he will not acquire the
trait of generosity with this one, great act, as much as it will come to
one who donates one gold piece a thousand times, and gives each
one of them out of generosity. This is because this person repeated
the act of generosity a thousand times, and a strong acquisition [of the
trait of generosity] came to him [in this way]. But [the first person]
aroused his soul with a great inspiration towards a good act only one
time, and afterwards it ceased from him.... This is the meaning of what
they said, “Everything is in accordance with the abundance of man's
positive deeds,” and not in accordance with the great size of the deed.

6. Sefer ha'Chinuch, Mitzvah #16
NINY I'yyn INX TN 'navnn 731 1271 ,mi7ivo '3 2u01 0TRN D LVUT ...

VI 71 27 niawnn A 731 122%2 ma ywn 17'9X1,Y0 OXI 210 DX DDA 701V
17'OKI1 ,NIXNAI NINA NTANNA 170YI IMIZ7TNWN D'Y' INN DY DX ,DI'N 7D
'Uyn NIDAL,NNYY X2 Nnw? X7¢ J1Mnl L2100 X N0 T'n ,0'ny DY'7 X7
'Y DTX N'N' DX 17'981 .N1DA70 DDWN NI7IYON NNXR D V00 XD e
,S'OIT 7 DNQTA T'AN PIOY' DX ,NIXNAI NN YON ,0'ANI W' 12271 1InNA
[0V 72 DX NNX2Q ,NYD NIAKA 1IN YMN INNNY 7uUn 0T RN 19RO
N2 YU NIFNYZ 127 NPTYN D'ATA [0 T7 AW NINK INIKA DI 72 T'AN

JNRY MO 'MI71V9 '9) 7u91 DTRN 70U NARI QT VIT D

,NIXNI NN DN7 NN )2'97 7R NX NIDT7 n"apgn n¥ (2,20 ndn) 77 0'non NNk 3 Wi
N0 NI7IYON NN D IININKA 117 2'0N7 170V 75 [N NIFY1 NN 73 |02 0'9NnY7 '
TV N7 DDITI DRIV NIFNY7 D791 1INIX

LJURIQ '79NI1 1TA2Q NXNE INN9A ATt 17 W'y m 70 DIniNa L (2 ,an ninan) at 7y 27 imni
TN [N 7u911 ,NIFTAN NIXA 178Y 197 ,X0N' K7W 17 NVAIN

¥ NV 7RI .DOWNN K7 NNXRIE YN DNNINX D )70V JNORN NN L,NRY DA AR NN DY
,0'WIN "A1YNA D'AYOY7 2WNX D W' TO9N NN ,0'?78 NIINKA 0'ANI 07W 127 Nifn Nx i
NMYUK [NY7Y 'RAN 'RY DTN 17X RXIDI1L,NINX 12T71,00%70 DY YYI7NNY NN niva
?DNMNN DN 2DWN' YITAl,DNYNIMA N1y 07,00 112 117 7 DA K70 NIRoNI

X2'¥N W91 NX NNNIL,DN7VN 01D D JINN INY 021 .0NYIA TN |9 ,010'191 1nwn L, IR
,ANNINA 7172 TINY DNY , 0¥ '01 NTDT MY NIYAN 12N ANYN Y7V NP R ,NTNYT INNI
.NNNY 11D ;02T 7R 7Y9N) ,0N2 Y70y NIDNA D




Know that a man is influenced in accordance with his actions. His heart
and all his thoughts are always drawn after his deeds in which he is
occupied, whether they are good or bad. Thus, even a person who is
thoroughly wicked in his heart, and every imagination of the thoughts
of his heart is only evil the entire day — he he will arouse his spirit and
set his striving and his occupation, with constancy, in the Torah and
the mitzvos, even if not for the sake of Heaven, he will veer at once
toward the good, and with the power of his good deeds he will deaden
his evil impulse. For after one’s acts is the heart drawn. And even if a
man should be thoroughly righteous, his heart upright and honest,
desiring the Torah and the mitzvos, should he but engage constantly
in impure matters — as we might say by way of example, if the king
forcefully appointed him to an evil vocation — then in truth, if his entire
occupation, constantly, all the day, will be in that vocation, at some
point in time he will turn from the righteousness of his heart to become
completely wicked. For it is a known and true matter that every man is

influenced in accordance with his actions as we have stated.
(English translation by Charles Wengrov, Sefer ha’Hinnuch: The Book of Mitzvah
Education. Feldheim Publishers.)

7. Rav Shlomo Hoffman (Hebrew) (English version: “Secrets of the Soul”)
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The Rambam, the Vilna Gaon, and Rav Yisrael Salanter all establish
that the first and most fundamental step in character development is
“consciousness” of the workings of the nefesh, and they write at length
how the inner drive functions, works, influences, and reacts, in order
for the person to recognize his drives and their powers. For if one is
not aware of them, how will he be able to work on them?... Therefore,
the first and most basic principle in character development is
recognizing the inner drives that make you function....

Suggested readings for Class 4:

Pirkei Avot, Brain Plasticity, and Self-Renewal. Daniel Drubach, MD. In B ’Or Ha Torah Journal,
#22, 5773 (2012-2013), pp. 99-108. https://www.jct.ac.il/en/publications/bor-hatorah/b-or-ha-torah-
22/#acc6210 c67272a4-7510-42a0-89¢ee-€920625¢30b1

Planting and Building in Education. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Feldheim Publishers. (Translator: Rabbi
Leib Keleman)



Strive for Truth (English translation of Michtav me Eliyahu), vol. 1, pp. 52-57. Rabbi Eliyahu E.
Dessler. Feldheim Publishers.

Secrets of the Soul, Volume One: Self-Awareness and Dealing with Challenges. Rabbi Shlomo
Hoffman, Feldheim Distributors.



