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Intellect Isn’t Everything, In Fact, It’s Almost Nothing





This session’s Talmud passage drives home the point that, no matter how righteous or learned one group of people may be, they cannot save the community if the community does not behave decently.





May you enjoy the rest of Pesach (and happy chameits when it’s over!)





God bless you all!


Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 24a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 134-136:


�Rav happened to come to a certain place.  He decreed a fast, but the rain did not come.  The prayer leader went down before him.  He said: Who causes the wind to blow,” and the wind blew.  He said: “Who causes the rain to fall,” and the rain came.  He said to him: “What do you do?” He said to him: “I am a teacher of young children, and I teach the children of the poor just like the children of the rich.  And whoever is unable [to pay], I do not take anything from him.  And I have a fishpond, and whoever is lazy, I bribe him with them, and I prepare for him, and I mollify him, until he comes and studies.”





Rav Nahman decreed a fast.  He petitioned for mercy, but the rain did not come.  He said: “Take Nahman, [and] throw him from the wall to the ground.”  He was distressed, and the rain came.





Rabbah decreed a fast.  He petitioned for mercy, but the rain did not come.  They said to him: “But surely when Rav Yehudah would decree a fast, the rain would come”  He said to them:  “What shall I do?  If on account of study; we are better than they, for in the years of Rav Yehudah all [their] study was in [the order of]  Nezikin, but we teach the six orders.  


And when Rav Yehudah reached in Uktzin: [If] a woman was pickling vegetables in a pot,’ and some say:  ‘Olives that were picked with their leaves are ritually pure,’ he said:  “I see [matters that are as difficult for me to understand as all the] arguments [raised by my teachers] Rav and Shmuel here!’  And we teach Uktzin [in] thirteen academies! But nevertheless when Rav Yehudah took off one shoe, rain came, and we cry out all day, and there is no one who pays attention to us!  If [this is] on account of deeds, if there is someone who saw something, let him speak!  But what can the leaders of the generation do, when their generation does not seem worthy?”  





Rav Yehudah saw two people who were treating bread wastefully, [and] he said: “Conclude from this [that] there is plenty in the world.”  He looked angrily [about and] there was famine.  The Rabbis said to Rav Kahana son of Rav Nehunya, his attendant: “You, Sir, who are found often before him, cause him to go out through the door that is near the market.  He saw a crowd.  He said to them: “What is this?”  They said to him: “They are standing by container of dates that [are among the dregs of the barrel after the dates were pressed into juice and this used-up date pulp] is being sold [as food].“  He said: Conclude from this [that if people will stand in line for such poor food as this that] there is a famine in the world.”  He said to his attendant: “Take off my shoes for me.”  He took off one shoe for him, and rain came.  When he was about to take off the other [shoe], Elijah came and said to him: “The Holy One, blessed be He, said: ‘If you take off the other [shoe], I will destroy the world.’”





Background


The Bent of the Passage


The bent of this whole passage is that, though Rav and Rav Yehudah may not have been as learned as other sages, their righteousness was enough to bring a drought to its end.  In contrast, neither Rav Nahman, son-in-law of the exilarch (the Davidic dynasty’s ruler in Babylonia) and a learned man in his own right, nor Rabbah one of Judaism’s greatest sages, could bring an end to a drought.  





Rav Nahman


Rav Nahman may have suffered from what is popularly known today as “affluenza”:  the feeling of low self-esteem engendered by having everything given to you as a result of being born into, or marrying into, a rich family.  Rav Nahman’s wife was quite demanding, even domineering.  It is no wonder, then, that Rav Nahman was ready to either throw himself from a roof or, as Rabbi Steinsaltz interprets it, be deposed from his position of leadership.  The phrase chalash da’atei, here translated as distressed, can also mean to go out of one’s mind.  





Uktsin


Uktsin is the sages’ parade example of a truly difficult tractate of Mishnah.  It has to do with laws of ritual purity and is well nigh inscrutable.





Rav Yehudah Sets Limits


Rav Yehudah, as characterized in the text, is not the most knowledgeable of the sages but he is among the most influential.  He notices what goes on around him and sets communal limits.  When people waste food, he notices.  It seems, however, that he doesn’t notice when they are distressed by famine.  But once he becomes aware, he quickly sets things to right.





Discussion Questions


1.  At the heart of this passage is what could be interpreted as a harsh critique of the sages’ society of learning.  Rabbah attests to the advanced learning of his community, yet they are not able to bring the rain when simply pious sages can.  Do you think the editors of the Gemara wanted to underscore this point?  If so, what does this say about their valuations of piety and scholarship?





2. Why are the stories of Rav, Rav Nahman, Rabbah and Rav Yehudah grouped together?  What are the similarities between Rav and Rav Yehudah, who could bring rain and Rav Nahman and Rabbah who had trouble doing so?  Could these be alternative models of leadership in the Jewish community today?  How?





�
 


Healing Passage:  Uncovering Our Wounds


This page of study is sponsored by Lee Egerton in honor of the speedy recovery of Judith Abrams.  A donation has been made to Maqom for this purpose.  Thank you!





This week’s text is a famous one, but not one that is usually associated with the healing process.





Text:


R. Joshua b. Levi met Elijah standing by the entrance of R. Simeon b. Yohai's tomb. He asked him: ‘Have I a portion in the world to come?’ He replied, ‘if this Master desires it.’...





[Rabbi Joshua ben Levi] then asked [Elijah], ‘When will the Messiah come?’ 


	— ‘Go and ask him himself,’ was his reply. 


	‘Where is he sitting?’


	 — ‘At the entrance.’ 


	And by what sign may I recognize him?’ 


	— ‘He is sitting among the poor lepers: all of them untie [their bandages] all at once, and rebandage them together, whereas he unties and rebandages each separately, [before treating the next], thinking, should I be wanted, [it being time for my appearance as the Messiah] I must not be delayed [through having to bandage a number of sores].’ 





So he went to him and greeted him, saying, ‘Peace upon you, Master and Teacher.’ 


	‘Peace upon you, O son of Levi,’ he replied. 


	‘When will you come Master?’ asked he, 


	‘Today’, was his answer. 


	On his returning to Elijah, the latter asked, ‘What did he say to you?’ 


	— ‘Peace upon you, O son of Levi,’ he answered.  


	Thereupon he [Elijah] observed, ‘He thereby assured you and your father of [a portion in] the world to come.’ ‘


	Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said, “He spoke falsely to me, stating that he would come today, but has not.’ 


	He [Elijah] answered him, ‘This is what he said to you, Today, if you will hear his voice. (Psalm 95:7)’ (B. Sanhedrin 98a)





Background


This story has many meanings.  The one that is most often noted is that the messiah is the person you least expect to be an instrument of salvation.  The messiah will be disabled, poor, outcast.  While this meaning is certainly present and important, this story has an aspect to it that relates to healing.





Why is the messiah revealed at the moment of changing the dressings?  Anyone who has changed post-surgical or other dressings knows that the daily, sometimes twice or thrice daily, changing of dressings is a moment of suspense, hope, wonder and horror.  You hope, irrationally, that the wound will be completely healed every time you take off the dressing; that this will be the last time.  When you see human flesh rebuilding itself, it makes you think of Ezekiel’s vision (ch. 37) and how the bones are gathered and then sinew, then flesh, step upon step until the wound finally closes.  And there is the horrid disappointment upon seeing blood and smelling pus.  It’s a moment of nakedness, of recognition, of truth telling and assessment and vulnerability.  No wonder this is when the messiah comes:  at a moment of ultimate vulnerability and coming to terms with blemishes.





Discussion Question


1. How does the idea of the messiah fit into your Jewish belief system?  How does the idea of a “world to come”, i.e., heaven and hell, fit into your ideas of Judaism?





2.  What do you think the messiah is saying to which we are not hearkening?





3.  Some ideas about the bandages’ symbolic meanings were explored, above.  What else could they mean to an individual?  To a people?











�
Beginning Text Study Program:  A Path Into the World of Jewish Literary and Spiritual Creativity


We are beginning a new study track for those who are just starting to look into Jewish sources.  We will move from Torah, Tanach (Hebrew Scripture), through the Second Temple Period, Mishnah, Tosefta, Midrash, Gemara, Codes, Liturgy, Mysticism and Medieval Commentaries.  This will, hopefully, give participants a chance to become familiar with the depth and breadth of Jewish literary creativity.  


	


Now, we move on to the writings of the sages. As its name would imply, Tosefta, meaning "additions" to the Mishnah, contains different and additional viewpoints and commentary on subjects found in the Mishnah.  Tosefta is approximately four times larger than the Mishnah. It is generally agreed that its composition took place in the Land of Israel, one generation after the redaction of the Mishnah, i.e., 220-230 C.E.  Tosefta provides commentary to all six orders of the Mishnah.  Jacob Neusner edited the translation of Tosefta into English (KTAV Publishers) and the material here is translated by Tzvee Zahavy.  Hebrew texts vary:  there is the one cited in the back of every volume of Talmud on the corresponding tractate, the one volume work edited by Zukermandel and the “cadillac” of Toseftas, the text and commentary of Saul Lieberman. In this text from Tosefta, passages from the Mishnah are included in italics.


	


Enjoy!





Tosefta


“From what time does one recite the Shema in the evening? (M. Berakhot 1:1)”  From the time when people go inside to eat their evening bread on Shabbat.  [These are] the words of Rabbi Meir.  And sages say:  “From the time that the priests are permitted to eat their terumah.”





A sign for the matter [which designates the proper time] is when the stars come out. Even though there is no [explicit Scriptural] proof for this thing there, is an allusion to this thing [in the verse], “[So we labored at the work] and half of them held the spears, from the break of dawn until the stars came out. (Nehemiah 4:15).”  (T. Berachot 1:1)





Background


The mishnah we explored last session discussed what time evening begins and ends.  This affects when we may say the Shema in the evening which is the beginning of the day in Jewish thought.  





Tosefta adds some glosses to this mishnah and changes its direction in subtle yet important ways.  In the mishnah, the priests’ behavior in the Temple is considered the arbiter of time.  In Tosefta, it is common peoples’ observance of sunset on Shabbat in their homes that determines “sunset”.  This is an important shift away from the priesthood and Temple and toward a Judaism whose hallmark is home observance of the sabbath.





Tosefta then admits another suggestion:  that the time of sunset is determined not by any human being but by God.  The verse from Nehemiah contrasts the break of dawn with the “outbreak” of stars; thereby suggesting that these were the definitions of day’s beginning and end.








Discussion Questions


1. What do you feel is most fitting:  that nightfall be judged by the behavior of the priests in the Temple cult, by lay persons’ observance of Shabbat or by the manifestations of God’s creations?  Why?





2. If you were to name the popular arbiters of time in our culture, what would they be?  For example, the eleven o’clock (or ten o’clock) news was once considered the official end of the day.  











�
Holiday Passage:  Shavuot


Shavuot, which celebrates the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai, was a moment of intense connection with God and revelation.  This  moment is recreated year after year on the festivals during which one is to appear at the Temple and renew one’s connection with God.  It is a moment of intense scrutiny as our texts bear out.





Text


Three times a year shall all your males appear (yeira’eih) before the Lord your God in the place which He shall choose [i.e., the Temple]; in the feast of unleavened bread, and in the feast of weeks and in the feast of booths.  (Deuteronomy 16:16//Exodus 23:8)





All are obligated to appear [at the Temple on the festivals] except a cheresh, shoteh v'katan, an hermaphrodite or an androgen or women and slaves who have not been freed or the lame [man] or the blind [man] or the sick [man] or the old [man], or the one who cannot go up [to the Temple Mount] on his feet.  Who is [considered] a katan?  Anyone who cannot ride upon his father's shoulders and go up from Jerusalem to the Temple Mount.  This is the opinion of the School of Shammai.  But the School of Hillel say, "Anyone who is unable to hold his father’s hand and go up from Jerusalem to the Temple Mount, as it is written, "Three pilgrimages. (Exodus 23:14)" (M. Hagigah 1:1)





[Three times a year shall all your males appear] before [et p’nei] the Lord your God [in the place which he will choose]. (Deuteronomy 16:16).  If you do all that is said about [this] matter [of the appearance offering] I will turn (poneh) from all my affairs [of business] and I will occupy Myself only with you. (Sifre D. 143)





Rav Kattin said:  Whenever Israel came up to the Festival, the curtain [before the Holy of Holies] would be removed for them and the cherubim were shown to them, whose bodies were intertwined with one another.  And they [the congregation] would be thus addressed:  Look!  You are beloved before God as the love between a man and a woman. (B. Yoma 54a)





Background


The Few, The Proud...


Three times a year, Israelites were to come to the Temple and appear. The list of those exempt from performing this commandments is extraordinary in its completeness.  It effectively eliminates anyone who is not a blemishless, full-grown male.  Though women, slaves and minors (and presumably others) came to Jerusalem during the festivals (Deuteronomy 16:11, 14),  only the males were required to appear with an offering.  This commandment, to appear thrice yearly at the Temple, is called r’ayon.





Inspecting the Troops


The makeup of the congregation on the pilgrimage festivals surely had symbolic significance, as it does in other cultures:


Calendrical rites...almost always refer to large groups and quite often embrace whole societies.  Often, too, they are performed at well-delineated points in the annual productive cycle, and attest to the passage from scarcity to plenty (as at first fruits or harvest festivals) or from plenty to scarcity (as when the hardships of winter are anticipated and magically warded against).  To these also one should add all rites de passage, which accompany any change of a collective sort from one state to another, as when a whole tribe goes to war, or a large local community performs ritual to reverse the effects of famine, drought, or plague.  Life-crisis rites and rituals of induction into office are almost always rites of status elevation; calendrical rites and rites of group crisis may sometimes be rites of status reversal. At such a moment, when the entire community goes through a liminal, i.e., intrastructural, phase, apparently only the best representatives of the group participate in the ritual which reinforces the society's structure. (Turner 1969, 168)


The festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot are intimately linked to the agricultural cycle of harvesting and planting. It is on these holidays that the Israelites described in M. Hagigah 1:1 must appear in the Temple with an offering.  If, at these moments, God is “inspecting the troops”, as it were, and determining if they were worthy of further support and agricultural bounty, and if the priests were considered the finest representatives of the Jewish people, then it is logical that at such a moment of transition, all Israelites who appeared at the Temple for “inspection” would be required to be as close to the priestly ideal as possible.





God Turning Toward Israel


The wording of the biblical verse cited in Sifre D. (an early midrash collection on the book of Deuteronomy) is somewhat strange.  Normally, it would say lifnei, before God.  Sifre D. interprets the anomalous words, et p’nei, to mean something special.  God will actually turn (the words p’nei, face, and poneh, turn, are related) to the people of Israel at these moments and forsake all other matters to do so.  The image of God’s intense scrutiny conveyed by this interpretation would certainly justify the exclusion of all but “the best representatives of the group”.





Embracing and Rejoicing


The passage from Yoma makes clear the symbolism of these festivals:  God is the husband and Israel the wife.  The Temple is their chuppah and wedding chamber.  The way to life and fertility for the Jewish people is through union with God.





Discussion Questions:


1.  Do we still maintain some of the Torah’s and sages’ ideas about “fittest” representatives.  For example, one sociologist noted:  


While some of these norms, such as sightedness and literacy, may be commonly sustained with complete adequacy by most persons in the society, there are other norms, such as those associated with physical comeliness, which take the form of ideals and constitute standards against which almost everyone falls short at some stage in his life.  And even where widely attained norms are involved, their multiplicity has the effect of disqualifying many persons.  For example, in an important sense there is only one complete unblushing male in America:  a young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual Protestant father of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and a recent record in sports. (Goffman 1963, 128)


How do such cultural norms play themselves out in our Jewish communal lives?





2.  You might have been surprised to learn that the ark with the cherubim (winged sphinxes) was paraded about before everyone.  You may have thought that these were c
