
Torah Study, Its Retention and the Yeshiva Student1 

1) As an American, what does learning Torah do for me? 

If you toil very much in the Torah’s words, HaKadosh Baruch Hu will remove the yeitzer hara 

from you.2 If you learn Torah when it is difficult for you, your reward is one thousand; when things are 

going smoothly for you, the reward is [only] two hundred.3 R’ Shimon ben Lakish states that anyone who 

engages in Torah study, afflictions keep away from him.4 Whoever engages in Torah study, the Torah 

makes him great, exalts him above all things5 and his wishes are granted by the Holy One, blessed be He.6  

2) Regarding Torah study: 

a) Is anyone exempt? 

Every Jewish male is required to study Torah, whether poor or rich, healthy or in pain, young or 

very old and weak. Even a poor person who lives from charity and makes the rounds of homes [to collect 

for himself] … must establish fixed times for study.7 Why? Because when they escort a person to his final 

Heavenly judgment after his death, the Heavenly tribunal says to him: “… Did you set aside fixed times 

for Torah study?”8 

b) Is it a daily obligation? 

The Mishnah Berurah9 states that one is obligated on a daily basis to study written Torah, which 

consists of tanach10 11 and oral Torah, which consists of mishnah, gemara and halacha.12 

In addition, it’s very important to learn mussar every day, whether a little or a lot, because the 

greater a person is the greater one’s yeitzer hara. The antidote to the yeitzer hara is rebuke from statements 

of chazal.13 Just how important is learning mussar? The Chayei Adam14 says, “It is crucial that one study 

                                                           
1  See Life Insurance and Loshon Hora. 

2  Bamidbar Rabbah 14:4 and Kiddushin 30b. 

3  Shir HaShirim Rabbah 8:11. 
4  Berachos 5a. See also Nefesh HaChaim by Rabbi Avraham Yaakov Finkel zt”l, page 156. 

5  Avos 6:1. 

6  Avodah Zarah 17a. 
7  Rambam, Mishnah Torah, Hilchos Talmud Torah 1:8 and Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 27:2. 

8  see Shabbos 31a. 
9  155:3 and Kiddushin 30a. Regarding working people, see The Laymen’s Guide to Torah Study. 

10  According to the Kabbalah, it’s preferable not to learn Tanach at night (Birkei Yosef 1:13 and 238:2 in name of the Arizal, Ben 

Ish Chai, Pekudei #7 and Kaf HaChayim 237:9). As your Rav or Rebbe. However, it is permissible to read Tanach on Friday 

night or the night of Yom Tov (Piskei Teshuvos 238:1). It is permissible to learn Tanach along with Rashi at night (ibid. 238:1). 

11  See Rashi to Shemos 31:18 “ככלתו”. 

12  Whoever learns halachos is assured that he is destined for the World to Come… (Megillah 28b and Niddah 73a). 

Yet the Chofeitz Chayim asks, “Why are we told specifically to learn halachos? If a person doesn’t the learn halachos, 

how will he be able to fulfill the mitzvos? In order to fulfill the mitzvos of tzitzis and tefillin, for example, one has to carefully 

learn in detail all the laws pertaining to these mitzvos… Fulfillment of the mitzvos is inconceivable unless one first learns all 

of the laws connected to them” [Chafetz Chaim on the Torah volume 1 (Israel Bookshop) Maasai L’Melech, pages 243 – 244]. 

In addition, Avos says, “Study is not primary; performance is.” (1:17. See also Yevamos 109b and Kiddushin 40b). 

On the subject of Torah learning, the Chofeitz Chayim would mainly encourage people to learn the Shulchan Aruch 

and become an expert in all of its laws (see Chafetz Chaim on the Torah volume 1, pages 243 – 244, Maasai L’Melech and 

Positive Vision by Rabbi Avrohom Neuberger, pages 177-179). 

13  Mishnah Berurah 1:12. 

14  143:1. See also Remove Anger from Your Heart by Rabbi Zev Reichman, pages 37 – 123. See also Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh 

Dei’ah 245:6. 
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Mussar daily, even if he must take away time from learning other portions of Torah, such as a chapter of 

Mishniyos or Gemara!” Therefore, one who is learning mussar would be exempt from learning 

mishnayos or gemara,15 but would still be obligated to learn halacha.16 Hence, based on the Chayei Adam 

and Mishnah Berurah, the order would be mussar, tanach, mishnah, gemara and halacha. 

Regarding, Tanach (i.e. Torah, Nevi’im and Kesuvim), how does one fulfill his obligation? 

Rabbeinu Tam17 says that Talmud Bavli contains Tanach and Mishnah. Therefore, studying Gemara 

fulfills this requirement. Still, one still has an obligation to complete the weekly Torah portion (i.e. parsha) 

with the congregation by reading twice from the mikra (i.e. Torah) and once from the Targum (Onkelos).18 

It’s recommended that when one goes over the pashah he should use a Chumash Mikra’os Gedolos. 

Is there another method to learning mishniyos, halach and mussar? A Daily Dose of Torah by 

Rabbi Yosaif Asher Weiss, which includes: Torah, Mishnah, Mussar and Halachah etc.  

A third method to determine what type of mussar and halacha to learn is listed by the Gemara:19 

Most people are suspect of some form of thievery; a minority are suspect of sexual immorality and all 

people are suspect of loshon hora. 

Why does the Gemara list these three? To teach us that these issues are neglected by most people. 

Meaning, one needs to learn Halachos of Other Peoples’ Money by Rabbi Bodner, Zos Brisi by Rabbi 

Finkelman or Positive Vision by Rabbi Neuberger (books on Shemiras Einayim) and Sefer Chofetz Chaim 

– English Translation. 

For individuals, Rav Tzadok HaKohein of Lublin20 gives us a litmus test to figure out what type 

of mussar and halacha to learn: “In that area in which his yeitzer hara pulls him the most, he is a most 

fitting receptacle to become exceptionally pure and innocent.” 

Final ruling: One should ask his Rav or an experienced Rebbe for guidance in order not to have a 

burnout.21 

3) If one does not learn Torah daily, what will eventually happen to him? 

The Gemara22 states, “Those who are bereft of Torah knowledge,23 become more foolish with 

age.” 

4) What does man accomplish when he learns Torah on a universal level? 

When a man learns Torah and his lips utter words of Torah… he upholds the world.24 G-d is as 

happy with him as he was on the day He created Heaven and earth, as it says, ‘to implant the heavens and 

make firm the earth’. Furthermore, ‘when people are learning Torah, G-d is happy with His world. What’s 

more, G-d rallies all His angels and tells, ‘Look what a holy nation I have on earth, for they make a crown 

for the Torah.’ When the angels see their Master’s joy, they immediately proclaim, ‘Who is like Your 

people Yisrael, a unique nation on earth!’ “Yisrael is happy, for G-d gave them the Torah, which is the 

                                                           
15  For someone who is involved in a mitzvah is exempt from another mitzvah (Sukkah 25a and 26a. See also Mishnah Berurah 

248:1, 640:7; Aruch HaShulchan 26:2; 38:10, 11, 12, 13, 93:7 and Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Dei’ah 240:12). 

16  See note 9 

17  Tosafos to Kiddushin 30a “לא צריכא ליומי” and Sanhedrin 24a “'בלולה במקרא ובמשנה וכו”. See also Bava Metzia 33a.  

18  See Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 72:11 and see Halachically Speaking 1 by Rabbi Moishe Dovid Lebovits, pages 181 – 187. 
19  Bava Basra 165a. 

20  Tzidkas HaTzaddik #49. 
21  See Rosh Hashanah 4b. 

22  Shabbos 152a. 

23  As the Gemara states, “True poverty is the lack of knowledge” (Nedarim 41a).  
24  see Pesachim 68b, Nedarim 32a, Bereishis Rabbah 1:4 and Zohar volume 3, Tzav 35a. 
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source of His joy and delight, as it says, ‘I will be then His delight every day.’25 Additionally, the Gemara26 

says, “Fortunate is the one who toils in the Torah and who gives pleasure to his Creator.” 

5) Retaining the Torah: 

a) How does one remember what he learned? 

One who makes his voice audible at the time that he learns, his learning will be retained in his 

hand. However, one who reads silently will forget quickly.27 Secondly, one must be constantly reviewing28 

his learning in order that it will be kept safe in his innards [i.e. have it well memorized], so as not to 

forget.29 30 

Some people are good at multitasking. Nevertheless, the Gemara says that if a person learns many 

things at once, then [his learning] will diminish. Since he acquires more information than he could review, 

he will forget what he learns. However, if he learns a small amount at a time and reviews his learning, 

then he will accumulate knowledge.31 In addition, one who learns without structure cannot acquire 

wisdom. His learning is mixed up in his mind and nothing is retained with clarity.32 A person must refine 

his deeds if he wishes to fully benefit from the spiritual influence of Torah.33 When a person exerts himself 

in Torah or in any area of avodas Hashem to the best of his abilities, then Hashem grants him heavenly 

assistance and he will attain very great levels.34 

b) How many times should one review his material? 

The Steipler35 says at least four times.36 37 

6) Are there any food(s) which can facilitate one’s learning? 

Meat and other nourishing foods can invigorate the body to enable a person to study Torah better.38 

7) When should one not review his learning? 

Not during davening. There is a widespread misconception that learning is permitted during 

chazaras hashatz.39 HaRav Chaim Kanievesky shlit”a, says, “People do not receive a reward for learning 

then; on the contrary, they get an aveirah.”40 

                                                           
25  Nefesh HaChaim (4:13) by Rabbi Avraham Yaakov Finkel, page 154. 

26  Berachos 17a. 
27  Rambam, Mishnah Torah, Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:12. 

28  To learn effective ways of reviewing, read The Longer-Shorter Way by Rabbi Yehoshua Paltiel. See also The Six Constant 

Mitzvos by Rabbi Yehuda Heimowitz and Rabbi Shai Markowitz, pages 212-213. 

29  Rashi to Devarim 12:28 “שמר”. 

30  See Kiddushin 29b and Artscroll Sotah 35a, note 49. 
31  See Avodah Zarah 19a, Eruvin 54b and Ramchal, Sefer Havikuach, page 76. 

32  Ramchal, Sefer Havikuach, page 76. 
33  Ramchal, Derech Hashem 4:2. 

34  Chovos HaLevavos, Sha’ar Cheshbon HaNefesh, chapter 3 “וכן בעל מעשה העבודה אם”. 

35  I.e. Rav Yaakov Yisrael Kanievsky. 
36  Karyana D’Igarta, volume I, #11. 

37  See Brain Power by Rabbi Aharon Yehoshua Pessin, page 35, note 1, second paragraph; Artscroll Pesachim 72a and Kesubos 

50a, note 31. 

38  Rashi to Kiddushin 30a “לא טעים אומצא”. 

39  Mishnah Berurah 17, Aruch HaShulchan 17 and Igros Moshe, Orach Chayim 4:19. 
40  Halachically Speaking Volume 2 by Rabbi Moishe Dovid Lebovits, pages 147 – 148. 
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8) What can cause one to forget his Torah learning?41 

• Not reviewing what one learns. As Avos D’Rabbi Nassan42 states: 

“A person can learn Torah for ten years and yet forget it all in just two. How is that possible? If a 

person sits idly for six months without review, he will begin to say of that which is impure that it is pure 

and vice versa. After twelve months without review, he will switch the names of the sages one with another. 

After eighteen months without review, he will forget entire sections. After twenty-four months without 

review, he will forget entire mesechtos.43 [After reaching this state]’ he will eventually sit silently and be 

inactive…” 

• Looking at immodest things. Therefore, the Reishis Chochmah44 forewarns us: 

“Everything that a person looks at, the image penetrates and fixes itself in his mind45 and when he 

comes to pray or to study Torah, those material images appear in his mind, and they damage and 

invalidate his thoughts46 and he will not be able to concentrate as required, because the eyes only see 

through the power that resides in the soul and the soul receives those images that come through the eyes 

and if the person looks at nakedness, he causes nakedness to penetrate in a high place.” 

9) The Yeshiva and Its Student  

Ever wonder why a yeshiva has night seider? The Gemara47 states, “Night was only created for 

the purpose of Torah study.” During bein hazmanim a yeshiva student tends to be a little lax when it 

comes to having a learning seider. Therefore, if he didn’t learn a word of Torah that day, he should be 

meticulous in learning at night.48 

On Shabbos or Yom Tov one is at home with his family. Yet, the Gemara49 informs us, “Shabbosos 

and Yomim Tovim were given to (Yisrael) only for the study of Torah…” If one wants to go on a walk with 

his friends etc., that’s fine. First, learn Torah for whatever duration of time that one is capable of. Why? 

Sholom HaMelech says, “The Torah of Hashem is perfect in restoring the soul…50 and Shabbos is the 

day of the soul, not the day of the body.”51 

 

 

This article can be viewed at www.sefaria.org/sheets/48675. For comments or feedback, please email 

sreviewch@gmail.com. 

                                                           
41  Regarding the topic of forgetting, see Halachically Speaking volume 1 by Rabbi Moishe Dovid Lebovits, pages 37 – 44 and 

Brain Power by Rabbi Aharon Yehoshua Pessin, page 58, 71, 73-79, 102 and 103.  

42  24:6. 

43  As Moshe Yaakov Ibn Ezra says, “Memory cannot recall more than what was forgotten” (see Brain Power by Rabbi Aharon 

Yehoshua Pessin, page 32, note 3 [quote slightly changed]). In addition, see Ohr HaChayim HaKadosh on Vayikra 26:3, as to 

why we forget our learning. 

44  see Reishis Chochmah, Sha’ar HaKedushah, chapter 8, “ודע”. 

45  Therefore, “One must guard his mind more than anything else for it produces all the results of life” (Mishlei 4:23). Why? 

Because that’s where the soul resides (see Rabbeinu Bachayei to Bereishis 2:7 “וצריך” and Even Ezra to Shemos 23:25 “אמר”). 

46  Thought conforms to the neshamah level of the soul. It is the element that gives the ability to know and understand the holy 

Torah. For this reason, the neshamah resides in man’s brain, the organ of thought and the neshamah being the highest of the 

three levels (Nefesh HaChayim 1:14). 

47  Eruvin 65a. See also Rambam, Mishnah Torah, Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:13. 
48  See Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 238:1. 

49  Yerushalmi, Shabbos 78a. See also Beis Yoseif, Orach Chayim 288:1. 

50  Tehillim 19:8. 
51  Zohar volume 2, Vayakhel 205a. 
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