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Halachah Talk Column Parshas Bechukosai 5782 

Yated Neeman US Edition 

 

The Mitzvah of Talmud Torah 

 

In the beginning of this week’s parsha, Hashem promises many wondrous things, 

provided that: “If you will follow My decrees and observe My commandments and 

perform them” (Vayikra 26:3). Rashi, in his commentary on this pasuk, cites a 

Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni, Bechukosai #671) which explains that the opening phrase, 

“If you will follow My decrees,” cannot be a reference to the observance of mitzvos, 

for the pasuk states, “and observe My commandments.” Therefore, the phrase, “If you 

will follow My decrees,” refers to the concept of “toiling in Torah.” 

As the parsha begins with the concept of “toiling in Torah,” this week’s article will 

focus on the halachos of Talmud Torah, learning Torah. It should be noted at the 

outset that, owing to the vast amount of material on this subject, in the course of one 

article we will barely scratch the surface. 

 

Oft Repeated 

The Rishonim (Rambam, Sefer Hamitzvos, Aseih #11; Semag, Asin #12; Semak #105; 

Hachinuch #419) note that the Torah commands us, in numerous places, concerning 

this mitzvah. These include: 

1) “Learn them and be careful to perform them (Devarim 5:1). 

2) “You shall teach them thoroughly to your children” (ibid. 6:7). 

3) “You shall teach them to your children” (ibid. 11:19). 

4) “So that they will learn” (ibid. 31:12). 

 

Many Aspects 

Upon studying the various works that deal with this mitzvah, it is possible to discern 

that the mitzvah of Talmud Torah comprises many aspects (Shulchan Aruch Harav, 

Hilchos Talmud Torah, chap. #3, Kuntres Acharon; Rishon Letziyon, Yoreh Dei’ah 

#246; Ohr Yisrael #27; Chosen Yehoshua 1:3, Hagaha #1; Shu”t Maharshag, vol. I, 

Yoreh Dei’ah #96). These include: 

1) The mitzvah of learning Torah. Included in this is the mitzvah of kevi’as itim, 

setting aside times for Torah learning. 

2) The mitzvah of knowing the entire Torah. 

3) The mitzvah to remember all the Torah one learns and not forget it. 

4) The prohibition against interrupting Torah study. 

5) The mitzvah to teach Torah to one’s son. 

6) The mitzvah to teach Torah to one’s students. 
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The Mitzvah of Learning Torah 

Let us begin by citing the words of the Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Dei’ah 246:1): 

“Every Jewish man is obligated to learn Torah, the poor and the wealthy, the healthy 

and the sick, and young and old. Even a pauper who collects from door-to-door, and 

even one who has a wife and children, are obligated to set aside time for Torah 

learning during the day and at night, as it says, ‘You shall contemplate it day and 

night’ (Yehoshua 1:8).” The Rema adds: “And in a difficult situation, even if he only 

recited Kri’as Shema in the morning and in the evening, we apply to him the pasuk, 

‘They (i.e., the words of Torah) shall not be withdrawn from your mouth’ (Yeshayah 

59:21).” 

The Acharonim explain that the Shulchan Aruch’s intent is not that the obligation of 

Torah learning is fulfilled merely by setting aside times to learn (kevi’as itim) during 

the day and night. Rather, the obligation of Talmud Torah requires a person learn all 

the time. When the Shulchan Aruch speaks about kevi’as itim, he is speaking about 

someone who must earn a livelihood and is therefore unavailable to learn all the time. 

However, one who is unencumbered by parnassah obligations is certainly required to 

learn all the time. Similarly, one who has completed his parnassah obligations for the 

day is required to spend the rest of his time involved in learning (Levush, Orach 

Chayim 47:6; Shelah, Shavuos, Ner Mitzvah #21; Magen Avraham 156:2; Shulchan 

Aruch Harav, Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:5). 

 

How Can I Work? 

If there is an obligation to learn Torah all the time, how is one allowed to work and 

thereby make himself unavailable to perform this mitzvah? The Acharonim (Ohr 

Samayach, beginning of Hilchos Talmud Torah; Birkas Shmuel, Kiddushin #27; 

Kehillas Yaakov, Brachos #15 and Shabbos #11) explain that this is based on the idea 

that there is no prescribed amount of time that a person must learn Torah. Therefore, 

he is obligated to do so only when he is able. However, when he is occupied with 

necessary matters, i.e., eating, sleeping, earning a livelihood, he is exempt from Torah 

learning and he satisfies his obligation through kevi’as itim. However, when he is 

exempt due to pressing needs, it is worthwhile to keep in mind the words of the 

Shelah: “A person who is free from important obligations (iskei hazman) and is not 

busy with his livelihood, is obligated to learn day and night without wasting a 

moment” (Shelah, Shavuos, Ner Mitzvah #21). 

 

Kevi’as Itim 

As we mentioned, the requirement of kevi’as itim, setting aside times to learn during 

the day and night, is meant for those who are unable to learn all the time. Concerning 

kevi’as itim, it is important to note the words of the Yerushalmi (Brachos 9:5): “Rebbi 

Chilkiyah said in the name of Rebbi Seemon: One who makes his Torah into itim 

annuls the covenant.” The Acharonim explain that this refers to someone who learns 

only during specific fixed times during the day even though he has more time 

available to learn (Shelah, Shavuos, Ner Mitzvah #21; Mishnah Berurah 155:4). 

The Rema (Orach Chayim 155:1) writes: “Even someone who does not know how to 

learn should go to the beis hamedrash and he will receive reward for going.” The 

Mishnah Berurah (#6) explains that he should go to the beis hamedrash where they 
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are learning, even if he does not understand; nevertheless, just being there is a 

mitzvah. 

The Mishnah Berurah continues that this is certainly true concerning someone who 

does understand to some extent what is being learned there, such as halachah or 

aggadata, and he should have fixed times to go and hear the lecture, and this will be 

considered his learning. 

 

Paid to Learn 

Does a person who is paid to learn have to set up kevi’as itim to learn outside the 

times he is paid to do so, or is his obligation of kevi’as itim satisfied with the learning 

for which he receives compensation? 

The Birkei Yosef (Orach Chayim 155:1) discusses the cases of a dayan and a cheder 

rebbi. He writes that the dayan is allowed to preside over a court case during the time 

which is set aside for his kevi’as itim. This is because adjudicating a din Torah is also 

Torah. However, if the dayan receives payment for presiding over the case, it cannot 

be considered part of his kevi’as itim. By the same token, even though a cheder rebbi 

spends numerous hours teaching Torah, since he is paid to do so, it is not counted 

towards kevi’as itim, and he must set up additional times to learn. 

What needs to be understood is why is it that when the dayan or cheder rebbi receive 

compensation for their learning, that learning can no longer be counted towards the 

obligation of kevi’as itim, even though they are fulfilling the mitzvah of Talmud 

Torah. This question was addressed by Rav Malkiel Tannenbaum, one of the leading 

poskim during the late nineteen and early twentieth centuries. He explains that every 

Jewish man is obligated to set aside time every day during which he is not involved in 

his physical needs but rather the pursuit of Torah learning. If a person receives 

compensation for his Torah learning, that learning is included in his physical needs, as 

he is earning a livelihood through that learning (Shu”t Divrei Malkiel, vol. IV, #81). 

What about kollel yungerleit? The Birkei Yosef at first writes that this should be the 

same as a dayan and a cheder rebbi, and therefore since the yungerman receives a 

kollel stipend, the learning in kollel does not count towards his kevi’as itim and he 

would have to set aside an additional learning session outside of his kollel learning. 

However, the Birkei Yosef then writes that a distinction can be drawn between the two 

cases, however, he does not elaborate as to what that distinction might be. 

However, a contemporary author, Rav Efrayim Zalman Sternbach, the son of Rav 

Moshe Sternbach explains as follows: The kollel stipend is not the yungerman’s 

“livelihood,” but rather, it is merely a means so that he can learn Torah without 

having to be concerned with making a parnassah. However, the money given to the 

dayan or the cheder rebbi is a salary and his livelihood (Yisachar Uzevulun, page 

#164). 

The Kaf Hachayim (Orach Chayim 155:4) cites the Birkei Yosef and writes that since 

it is unclear whether kollel yungerleit must set aside time beyond kollel hours in order 

to fulfill kevi’as itim, it is necessary for them to be stringent. This is because it is a 

safeik, a doubtful situation, concerning a Torah precept, and the rule is that in such 

matters one must be stringent (safeik de’Oraisa lechumra). 

Rav Moshe Sternbach explains that the idea of kevi’as itim is to show that the person 

loves Torah. Therefore, he writes that a kollel yungerman can fulfill the concept of 
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kevi’as itim during kollel hours by setting aside time to learn without interruption, as 

such learning shows his love for Torah (Shu”t Teshuvos Vehanhagos, vol. IV, #214). 

 

Definition of Kevi’as Itim 

Earlier in the article, we cited the words of the Shulchan Aruch in Yoreh Dei’ah 

concerning the obligation of kevi’as itim. However, in order to get a better idea of 

what kevi’as itim is, we must examine the words of the Shulchan Aruch in Orach 

Chayim (155:1): 

“After leaving the beis haknesses [after shacharis], he should go to the beis 

hamedrash and set a time to learn. It is necessary that that time be fixed and he should 

not skip it even if he thinks [that by doing so] he will earn a large profit.” The sefer 

Seder Hayom (Seder Halinud) explains that the importance of kevi’as itim lies in the 

fact that by setting aside a designated time for learning and never skipping it shows 

the importance of Torah learning. For if he were to miss out on his set time, this 

shows that the only reason why he is learning is because he has nothing else to do. 

Although the Shulchan Aruch writes that he should never skip it, the Chofetz Chayim 

explains that this is true unless he is forced by circumstances beyond his control 

(Nidchei Yisrael, chap. #12). 

 

Amount of Time 

How much time should a person set aside for his kevi’as itim? Many authorities write 

that there is no specific amount of time required to be designated for kevi’as itim, 

rather it is dependent on each individual’s capabilities and the amount of time he has 

available (Seder Hayom, Seder Halimud; Yosef Ometz, page 265; Shulchan Hatahor 

[Kamarna] 155:1). 

Other Acharonim write that a person should try and learn a minimum of three hours a 

day (Maaseh Rav #60; Kaf Hachayim, Orach Chayim 155:15). 

 

What about Kri’as Shema? 

Earlier, we cited the words of the Rema: “And in a difficult situation, even if he only 

recited Kri’as Shema in the morning and in the evening, we apply to him the pasuk, 

‘They shall not be withdrawn from your mouth’ (Yeshayah 59:21)” [Yoreh Dei’ah 

246:1]. Can a person make use of this ruling and exempt himself from kevi’as itim? 

Before addressing that question, it is important to note that when the Rema discusses 

the idea of Kri’as Shema, he is referring to someone who recites the entire parsha of 

Shema and not just the pasuk of Shema Yisrael (Ohr Samayach, Hilchos Talmud 

Torah 1:2). 

(Interestingly, the Ohr Samayach also writes that in order to fulfill the mitzvah of 

Torah learning through the recital of Shema, one has to have this in mind while 

reciting Kri’as Shema. He contends that this is true even according to the view that, 

when performing a mitzvah, one does not have to have intent to fulfill the mitzvah [see 

also Shu”t Yosef Ometz #66; Mishnah Berurah 47:17.). 

Concerning the question of when one can make use of the Rema’s leniency, the 

Shulchan Aruch Harav (Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:4) writes: 
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“If it sometimes occurs that one is extremely busy with business matters, so much so 

that he cannot learn during his set times during the day and the night, he can fulfill his 

obligation of ‘You shall contemplate it day and night’ even with a small amount of 

learning, such as a chapter during the day and a chapter during the night. And in a 

difficult situation where his preoccupation is extremely overwhelming, and he does 

not have time even for one chapter, he can fulfill his obligation through Kri’as Shema 

of the morning and of the evening in order to fulfill the mitzvah of ‘You shall 

contemplate it day and night’ when he has no other choice.” 

So, we see that making use of the Rema’s leniency is only in extreme cases. Even 

when a person is very busy and he cannot fulfill his regular kevi’as itim, he should 

still learn a minimal amount. 

 

Time for the Learning 

The time that a person chooses for his fixed learning session should be the same time 

every day and he should not move it from one time slot to another on different days of 

the week (Alfasi Zuta [Rama MiPano], end of Brachos; Seder Hayom, Seder 

Halimud; Yosef Ometz, page 265; Kaf Hachayim, Orach Chayim 155:13). 

It is preferable to arrange the fixed learning session immediately after shacharis. 

There are two reasons for this: 1) By doing so, he fulfills the concept of “Yeilchu 

meichayil el choyil,” i.e., to go from one mitzvah to the next, and 2) if he were to 

follow his own pursuits first, there is concern he will forget to learn (Shulchan Aruch 

Harav, Orach Chayim 155:1; Mishnah Berurah 155:2). 

 

Making up What was Missed 

What should one do if, for whatever reason, he was unable to fulfill his kevi’as itim 

during the day? The Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 238:2) writes as follows: “If one 

has an established practice to learn such-and-such every day, and he was busy during 

the day and he did not complete it, he should complete it immediately at night.” 

This is true whether a person has a set amount of material to cover each day, i.e., a daf 

Gemara or a perek of Mishnayos, or whether he has a set amount of time that he 

learns every day. The reason for this is because, in either case, his practice has the 

status of a neder, a vow. This is true even if he never verbalized his intent to learn a 

certain amount of material or a certain amount of time daily. Following such a 

practice creates an obligation to do so daily (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Dei’ah 214:1; 

Mishnah Berurah 238:5). (For this reason, whenever a person begins a practice of 

some mitzvah or the like, he should say he is doing so “bli neder,” i.e., that it should 

not have the status of a vow [ibid.]. 

The Acharonim disagree as to whether one can postpone the missed learning to the 

following day or whether he must learn that very evening. Some contend that it is 

impossible to make up what was missed that day on the morrow, as tomorrow’s 

learning is for that day and in the meantime, no learning was done today. To such a 

situation we apply the pasuk, “A twisted thing cannot be made straight, and what is 

not there cannot be numbered” (Koheles 1:15) [Pri Megadim, Orach Chayim 238, 

Eishel Avraham #1; Mishnah Berurah 238:4). 
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Others contend that, although lechatchilah he must follow the ruling of the Shulchan 

Aruch and make up his session that very evening, bidi’eved, if he cannot, he is 

allowed to make it up on the following day (Magen Giborim 238, Shiltei Giborim #1; 

Pischei Teshuvah 246:1). 

One authority suggests that whenever a person misses his fixed learning session, he 

should pay a penalty to tzeddakah. By doing so, this will perhaps serve as a deterrent 

in the future from missing his session again, as well as an atonement for missing his 

kevi’as itim (Yosef Ometz, page 266). 

 

What to Learn? 

We wish to state at the outset that when it comes to deciding what to learn and how 

much to learn in the limited time available to the working individual, everyone is 

unique and there is no “one-size-fits-all” answer. Everyone must have a spiritual 

guide to help him in such situations. Our intent here is to merely cite the halachic 

sources as to which areas of Torah should be given precedence. 

Many authorities emphasize the fact that those people who have limited time available 

for Torah learning cannot suffice with just learning Gemara. Rather, it is very 

important to spend time learning practical halachah, especially those areas that are 

relevant on a regular basis (Drishah, Yoreh Dei’ah 246:2; Shach, ad loc. #5; Taz, ad 

loc. #2; Shulchan Aruch Harav, Hilchos Talmud Torah 2:9 and 3:4; Shulchan Aruch 

Harav, Orach Chayim 155:1; Mishnah Berurah 155:3). 

Also, it is important to note that the Mishnah Berurah (603:2) cites the view of the 

Arizal and the Vilna Gaon that there is an obligation to learn mussar. 

 

Immensely Important 

The Gemara (Shabbos 31a) relates that one of the questions asked a person when he 

is judged is “Did you set aside times for Torah learning.” It is worthwhile to examine 

what the Chofetz Chayim wrote on this subject: 

“And due to our many sins, many people have completely loosened their grip on the 

Torah and are unconcerned about setting even a minimal time for Torah learning 

during the day. The reason for this is because they are unaware of the great obligation 

that exists to do so. Chazal (Yerushalmi Chagigah 1:7) have said that [during the time 

of the first Beis Hamikdash] Hashem forwent the sins of idol worship, immorality and 

murder, but He did not when it came to the sin of bitul Torah, not learning… And the 

person who does not encourage himself to set aside time for Torah learning every day 

will certainly end up with nothing, chas veshalom. What will he answer on the Day of 

Judgment. A wise man has his eyes in his head [i.e., he realizes what is in store] (Biur 

Halachah 155:1, s.v.). 
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