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The Halachik Lamdan- a Halachik Imperative 

Chapter 1 – The Lamdan 

Rosh Yeshiva Chaim Finkelstein 

 

More important than gaining knowledge is the ability to put that knowledge to use. Especially in a day and age that 

rightfully calls itself the Information Generation, where, at the click of a button, vast tomes of information can 

present themselves. In the 1980’s IBM made that clear when they were litigated against, and as a tactic presented 

the courts with thousands of pages of information pertaining to the case. As the courts were unable to process such 

volumes of information the case was duly dismissed.1 In order for information to become useful a system of sorting 

and analysing must be adopted, to sift out the relevant parts, to make sense of the material under scrutiny and 

mostly, to deconstruct the plane information in a way that one can generate new information from the old. 

This system was called by the Talmud, lehavin davar mitoch davar, ‘to extrapolate one concept from another’,2 or, as 

is commonly referred to, as pilpul, ‘the dialectic of give and take’.3 Understandably, with many Tanaic4 and pre-

Tanaic texts in circulation at the time of the Amoraim (c 200-500 CE) a system was needed to collate and 

contextualise these texts, and this system of pilpul, which is as old as the written Torah itself, was employed.5 By 

contrasting these texts, identifying the implications of a phrase, and distinguishing their content from what was 

orally transmitted, the sages of the Talmud could indeed contextualise and even extrapolate deeper meanings than 

what was apparent.6 This system, like all disciplines, had to be learnt by observation and mentorship from a 

practitioner, and the platform for the transmission of this system was called the Beis Medrash, the Kalla,7 or 

shimush, ‘apprenticing with a sage’. The student would eventually learn the information, as well as acquire the tools 

to deal with new information and the innovation of new concepts. The subject of in-depth Talmud study could 

occupy an entire library, but for the purposes of this essay the above introduction will suffice.  

The Rishonim8 and Achronim9 continued with this system of analysis, and the style of their works bear a strong 

resemblance to the style of the Talmud itself, often using the same language and hermeneutical terminology as the 

Talmud.10 The result is the same as the Talmud, that information has been processed and analysed and new ideas 

have taken form.  

This system of analysis continues until today, with each Rosh Yeshiva approaching a subject with their unique style of 

thinking. Each may concentrate on aspects of the Talmud, the Rishonim and the Achronim, that previous Torah 

scholars may not have dealt with, or revise the explanations of previous scholars, providing a fresher and deeper 

perspective than what was apparent. The young yeshiva student, just like the students of yore, come not only to 

learn the content of the Talmud in their yeshiva, but also the methodology of pilpul from their Rosh Yeshiva and his  

lectures, to be able to contrast texts, to identify intimations of a phrase and most importantly to contextualise and 

innovate new ideas from the old. A student who has managed to acquire this skill set from his mentors and can 

utilise them in providing insight is called a lamdan, a scholar who is familiar with the inner workings of the Torah and  

 
1 BENNIS, W. G. 1976. The unconscious conspiracy: why leaders can't lead. New York: AMACOM. 
2 Shabbos 31a 
3 Temura 16a 
4 [Ed. c 10-200 CE] 
5 Ibid. 
6 Uncovering the pearl beneath the rock. 
7 Brochos 6b; [Ed. a biannual Babylonian Torah gathering]. 
8 [Ed. c 1000-1500 CE] 
9 [Ed. c 1500-2000 CE] 
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is capable of crafting a sevora, ‘a logical deduction’, which is robust and impervious to refutation. For a sevora to 

stand steadfast, the originator must do his homework, including researching the available information on the 

subject, and then testing his deductions by rigorous questioning. The successful lamdan will make sense of the 

wealth of information before him and can hold the maelstrom of opinions and ideas together with his deductions, 

even gleaning new principles along the way. The case for learning in this manner has been strengthened by the 

yeshiva organisations when it comes to learning Gemara and its commentaries, and a young student showing 

acumen in this style of analysis is hailed among his peers and seniors as a Talmid chochom, worthy of the title. It is 

probably due to intellectual prowess that such honour is heaped upon the sharp and masterful scholar, for as the 

Maharal writes, that the Jewish People distinguish themselves by their ability to recognise intellectual superiority.11 

So within the walls of the yeshiva a lamdan can emerge, a Torah scholar who’s patterns of thought will resemble his 

predecessors all the way back to the Talmud (and maybe even further), insofar as his ability to decode and explain 

texts in circulation, providing insight and exposing a deeper mechanism, thus contributing to the subject at hand. 

 
11 Maharal, Chidushei Agados, Yevomos 79a 
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