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4 June, 1998

Don’t Rush to Judgment
This session’s Talmud provides a cautionary tale about rushing to judge others when that work is best left to God.  It, and the passage from the Yerushalmi presented in the Beginner’s Course, are challenging to the twentieth-century mind.  I look forward to your interpretations of these materials.

God bless you all!

Judy Abrams

Bavli Taanit 24b, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 137-138:

[There was] a certain man who had been sentenced to lashes in the court of Rava because he had sexual intercourse with a non-Jewish women.  Rava ordered that he be flogged and he died [as a result of his flogging].  

The matter was heard in the House of King Shavor, [and] he wished to cause Rava distress.  Ifra Hurmiz, the mother of King Shavor, said to her son: “Do not have a confrontation with the Jews, for whatever they ask of their Master, He gives them.”  He said to her: “What is that?”  “They petition for mercy and rain comes.”  He said to her: “That is because it is the time for rain.  Rather, let them petition for mercy now, in the summer, and let rain come.”  

She sent to Rava: “Direct your attention, and petition for mercy that rain should come.”  He petitioned for rain, but rain did not come.  

He said before God: “Master of the Universe!  ‘We have heard with our ears, O God, our fathers have told us, what work You did in their days, the days of old,’ but we with our eyes have not seen [anything].”  Rain came until the gutters of Mehoza poured into the Tigris.  

His father came [and] appeared to him in a dream, [and] said to him: “Is there anyone who puts Heaven to so much trouble?”  He said to him: “Change your place,”  He changed his place.  The next day he found that his bed had been slashed by knives.

Background

King Shapur and Ifra Hormuz

According to Rabbi Steinsaltz, in his side notes on page 138, “Ifra Hurmiz was a Persian queen, the mother of Shapur II (309-378 C.E.).  Since Shapur was crowned when he was born, his mother had great influence on him for many years.  Ifra Hurmiz is mentioned several times in the Talmud as an admirer of Judaism of the Sages, even giving money to some of the Sages to distribute as charity and in the performance of good deeds.”

We learn on B. Baba Batra 8a-b that she donated a chest of gold to be used for the highest mitsvah.  This mitsvah turns out to be the redemption of captives.

Rava’s lashes

Having sexual intercourse with an idolater was considered to be akin to adopting an idol to be one’s god and entering into a marital relationship with that god.  In other words, making a covenant with another god can be expressed by, and is reflective of, who a man intimately encounters (B. Sanhedrin 82a).

This is one of those passages which must be fully understood in its context.  The mishnah on which this gemara commented was one which speaks of misdeeds which could not rightly be punished by a human court (B. Sanhedrin 81b) and so were left to death by the Heavenly Court.  In that sense, then, the flogging was not lethal punishment but provided the opportunity for the edict of the Heavenly Court to make itself manifest.

Apparently, God was none too happy with Rava’s course of action as, once God’s judgment is unleashed it carries away all the guilty in its train.  In other words, Rava’s harshness and request for rain brought God’s focus, as it were, to this one small place. Rabbi Steinsaltz notes, on page 138 that, “the destructive forces unleashed by God are restricted in activity to a particular place.  Thus a person against whom a divine decree has been issued is safe from harm if he moves to a different place.”

I hesitated to post this passage as it has come to my attention that people read a passage such as this out of context and utterly misconstrue its meaning.  I have faith in our study community and our ability to deal with difficult material such as this.  We have studied together long enough (almost 3 years and over 613 email students!) that we don’t have to sugar-coat the text.

Discussion Questions
1.  Ifra Hurmiz was clearly an influential, wealthy, non-Jewish woman who helped the Jewish community.  She is set against the unnamed non-Jewish woman who slept with the unnamed man.  How are these figures similar?  Different?  How do they reflect the range of ways non-Jews can relate to the Jewish community?

2. How does the principle “measure for measure” work in this story?  Is it a complete symmetry literarily?  Why or why not?  If Ifra Hurmiz is balanced by the non-Jewish woman who slept with the man who was lashed how do the other characters pair up, so to speak?  What does this reveal about the story’s intent?

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.  

Yerushalmi

The Talmud of the Land of Israel, called the Yerushalmi, appears to have been redacted in the early fifth century. One of the Yerushalmi's most distinctive features is its paucity of midrashic material, i.e., stories and biblical exegesis, when compared with the Babylonian Talmud (the Bavli), even though the bulk of midrashim we possess originated in the Land of Israel. Approximately one-sixth of the Yerushalmi's bulk is aggadah (stories), while in the Bavli the proportion is almost a third. This is almost certainly because much of the midrashic material of the schools which produced the Yerushalmi were compiled in independent midrash collections.  Another characteristic of the Yerushalmi is the relatively less rigorous and elaborate editing process it has undergone (when compared with the Bavli).  The Yerushalmi is printed in two major versions.  The Venice Edition contains the entire Talmud of the Land of Israel in one volume.  Each folio of that volume has four columns.  The other version, with the immensely helpful commentary called P’nei Moshe, looks more like a page of the Bavli and comes in several volumes.  Jacob Neusner has edited a translation of the Talmud of the Land of Israel into English (University of Chicago Press).

Enjoy!

Yerushalmi

It was taught:  One who recited the Shema in the synagogue in the morning fulfilled his obligation [to recite it].  [One who recited the Shema in the synagogue] in the evening has not fulfilled his obligation [to recite it].  What is the difference between the morning and evening recitations of the Shema?  Rav Huna said in the name of Rav Yosef:  What is the reason that [the sages] said that a person must recite the Shema at home at night?  In order to chase away the demons. (Y. Berachot 1:1)

Background

The commentary to the mishnah found in the Talmud of the Land of Israel is quite lengthy and this is just one portion of it.  The mishnah asked from what time in the evening we may begin our recitation of the evening Shema.  

While the morning Shema can be, indeed should be, recited in the synagogue, the Gemara is not as univocal about where the Shema should be recited in the evening. Customarily, the recitation of the Shema is accomplished in the synagogue, as well.  The afternoon service is conducted just before sunset and then the evening service, including the recitation of the Shema, is performed just after sunset.  

However, there is some reluctance on the part of the sages to allow this.  Why?  Because they wanted to make sure that the Shema was said in one’s home at the time of retiring in order to protect the home from demons.  The belief in demons and spirits was universal in the rabbinic era (70-500 C.E.).  Recitation of text served as what we today would call an incantation.  It had non-literal powers to guard the recitor.
Discussion Questions
1. This passage of the Gemara demonstrates how wide-spread the belief in demons was in the rabbinic era.  Everyone, including the sages believed in spirits that congregated around one’s person, bed, home and over the graves of the dead.

The recitation of the Shema was clearly held to have protective powers.  To what extent can we understand these beliefs rationally and compassionately?  Does the recitation of the Shema protect you from today’s “demons”, e.g., depression, isolation, lack of self-esteem?
2. Does the recitation of the Shema at home, when retiring for the night, and the presence of mezuzot on one’s home provide any comfort or protection from harm?  How are prayers offered in synagogue different from those offered in the home?

Healing Passage: Holding God Responsible

This passage gives us one framework within which we might view the process of becoming ill and becoming well.

Text:
See, then, that I, I am He;

There is no god beside Me.

I deal death and give life; 

I wounded and I will heal:

None can deliver from My hand.

Deuteronomy 32:39

There He made for them a fixed rule, and there He put them to the test. He said, “If you will heed the Lord your God diligently, doing what is upright in His sight, giving ear to His commandments and keeping all His laws, then I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians, for I the Lord am your healer.”

Exodus 15:26


Background
The Torah specifically states that it is God who heals and God who inflicts punishment and illness upon human beings as individuals and as a people.  There is no hesitation to express this point of view.  The Tanach also contains within itself the idea that suffering is not a punishment (e.g., Ecclesiastes and Job); neither view is dismissed.

Discussion Questions
1.  How may it be useful to see God as both wounder and healer?  Can we logically hold God responsible for one and not the other role?

2.  The sages who composed the Tanach allowed the expression of a range of views, from the idea that suffering is punishment to the concept that the causes for suffering are unknowable?  What does this tell us about their view of God and suffering?  Does their conceptual framework still have meaning today?

Holiday Passage:  The Fourth of July

As has become our tradition, I beg the indulgence of those who are not citizens of the United States of America as I pay tribute to the land of my birth.  Happy Independence Day!

Text

Samuel said:  The law of the land is the law.”  Said Raba:  You can prove this from the fact that the authorities fell palm-trees [without the consent of the owners] and construct bridges [with them] and we nevertheless make use of them by passing over them.  (B. Baba Kamma 113b)

Background

The idea that Jews accept the laws of the lands in which they dwell as authoritative is so important that we might assume that it was widely discussed in rabbinic literature.  However, when we look at the texts, we find that the concept, dina d’malchuta dina, “the law of the land is the law” occurs only nine times in rabbinic literature (B. Nedarim 28a, Gittin 10b, B. Baba Kamma 113a,b (x6), B. Baba Batra 55a) and is found only in the Bavli.  This makes sense  for two reasons.  The saying is almost universally attributed to Samuel, a Babylonian sage.  In addition, the sages of the Land of Israel hoped for a time when the law of the land would be their law. 

3. We are forbidden to make use of stolen articles but, because the law of the land permitted the government to take people’s palm trees in order to make bridges, the Jews were allowed to use them.

Discussion Question

4. How are American law and Jewish law similar?  Dissimilar?  How might we benefit by laws determined by Jewish courts?

2.  How might Jewish law benefit by the example American democracy sets?



