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25 June, 1998

The Quality of Mercy is not Strained:  It Droppeth as the Gentle Rain from Heaven 
Dear Friends,

Private good versus public, and other topics relevant to today’s world, are in our passage this session.  I look forward, as always, to hearing your insights.  In addition, please be sure to check the Holiday page to see some beautiful paintings that form the “text” for our study of the Summer holy days.

God bless you all!

Judy Abrams

Bavli Taanit 24b, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 139-140:

Rav Pappa decreed a fast, but rain did not come.  His heart became weak, [so, in order to sustain himself] he swallowed a bowl of cereal, and petitioned for mercy, but rain did not come.  Rav Nahman bar Ushpazti said [mockingly] to him: “If, Sir, you swallow another bowl of cereal, [perhaps] rain will come.”  Rav Pappa was embarrassed and distressed [by this remark and God, realizing Rav Pappa’s distress relented], and rain came.

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa was walking along a road [when] rain came,  He said before Him: “Master of the Universe!  The whole world is at ease, and Hanina is in distress?”  The rain stopped. When he came to his house, he said before Him:  “Master of the Universe!  The whole world is in distress, and Hanina is at ease?”  [The] rain came [down immediately after he made this request].

Rav Yosef said: What good was the prayer the High Priest [said for rain after he left the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur] with respect to Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa?  For we have learned [in mishnah Yoma 5:1]:   “[The High Priest] would offer a short prayer in the outer room.”  

What would he pray?  Ravin bar Adda and Rava bar Adda both said in the name of Rav Yehudah: “May it be Your will, O Lord, our God, that this year be rainy and hot.”  Is heat an advantage?  On the contrary, it is a disadvantage!  Rather: “If it is hot, let it be rainy and moist with dew.  And let the prayer of travelers not enter before You.” 

Rav Aha the son of Rava [taught] in the name of Rav Yehudah [that the High Priest’s prayer ended in the following way] : “Let rulership not pass from the House of Judah, and let Your people Israel not have to be supported by one another, nor by another people.”

Background

Rav Pappa and Rav Nachman or Sinning To Achieve a Good End

According to Rabbi Steinsaltz (p. 139), Rav Pappa and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa were half-brothers and thus the latter may have felt free to address the former with such sarcasm.  Rabbi Hanina did so, though, to bring the rain.  The prayers of a person whose feelings have been hurt go directly to heaven (B. Baba Metsia 59a).  

During a fast, if one needs food to maintain health, one is permitted to eat and drink.  However, one is to take small quantities until one is revived rather than swallowing an entire bowl as Rav Pappa did.

Rabbi Hanina:  Miracle Worker, But Is That Enough?

Rabbi Hanina did not want to travel on muddy roads and so prayed for rain to stop while he was in transit and God immediately acceded to his request.  As soon as Rabbi Hanina reached his destination, he prayed for the rain to fall and it did.

According to Rabbi Steinsaltz, Rabbi Hanina lived at the end of the Second Temple period.  He was known as a miracle worker and ascetic.  However, few of his teachings are preserved in rabbinic literature

What The High Priest Said as His First Possible Prayer

The exit of the High Priest from the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur, and the throng congregated outside the Temple waiting for him, can be likened to the relationship between a surgeon and a family in the hospital waiting room.  If it takes too long for the High Priest/surgeon to appear, it is taken as a bad sign.  Therefore, the High Priest hastens to appear quickly before the crowd to assure them that the ritual has been successfully accomplished.  The High Priest would have time for only the shortest of prayers between his exit from the Holy of Holies and his appearance outside the Temple and so, one imagines, that the most important matters would be addressed in this auspicious moment.  

We have in this passage three versions of that prayer. One is a simple request for agricultural plenty.  The second is a more nuanced version of the first prayer, which takes account of the large number of travelers who would leave Jerusalem at the end of Sukkot and who would not like rain to fall until they reach their destination lest the roads become muddy and impassable.  

Discussion Questions
1.  May one cause an individual distress for a righteous end, as did Rav Nahman?  May an individual cause the community distress for his own private benefit?  How does God appear in these passages?  Is it a single aspect of God we see or more multi-faceted?

2. Is there a correlation between a sage’s reputation for miracle working and the silencing of his voice in rabbinic literature?  Please explain your opinion.  Does Rabbi Hanina remind you of anyone else we’ve studied (e.g., Honi)?  How is he similar?  Different?

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

We are engaged in a 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.  

Bavli

Up to this point, all the rabbinic materials we have mentioned were generated in the Land of Israel.  The commentary to the Mishnah, i.e., the gemara of the Babylonian Talmud, also known as the Bavli,  was completed as early as 427-520 or as late as the mid-seventh century, as proposed by another.  As its name suggests, it is a product of the land of Babylonia.  The Bavli has a character all its own. Like the Yerushalmi, it is a commentary to the Mishnah.  It uses all the sources previously composed by the sages in its commentary:  Tosefta, tannaitic teachings not included in the Mishnah (baraitot), passages from the Yerushalmi and the midrash collections.  The Bavli also adds its own materials to the mix:  stories and sayings of the sages, as well as detailed analysis of earlier materials, often characterized by "argumentation", i.e., the purposeful presentation of multiple points of view in the late, anonymous layer of the Bavli’s composition called the stamma or stammaitic material. A concept or ruling may be justified by appeals to logic, Scripture or actual experience.  Often all three sorts of justifications are used.  


Why does the Bavli contain so much argumentation?  The roots of this practice are political, literary and philosophical in nature. It may be that the sages of Babylonia were trying to impose their will on the resistant ancient Jewish community of Babylonia and therefore had to compose a document which "sold" more than it "told" its point of view.  This, in turn, changed the form of this literary creation, making argumentation more desirable. The medium and the message become one, in the Bavli:  the study of Torah, in its broadest sense, convinces one to study more and to perform its dictates as interpreted by the sages.
Enjoy!

Bavli

Workmen may recite [the Shema] on the top of a tree or the top of a scaffolding, a thing they are not allowed to do in the case of the Tefillah.  A bridegroom is exempt from the recital of the Shema from the first night [after the wedding] until the end of the Sabbath, if he has not consummated the marriage.  

It is told of Rabban Gamaliel that when he married he recited the Shema on the first night.  His students said to him, "Our teacher, you have taught us that a bridegroom is exempt from the recital of the Shema."  He replied to them, "I will not listen to you to remove from myself the kingship of heaven even for a moment." (M. Berachot 2:4-5)

Gemara:  Our Rabbis taught:  Workmen may recite [the Shema] on the top of a tree or on the top of a scaffolding, and they may say the Tefillah on the top of an olive tree and the top of a fig tree, but  they must come down from all other kinds of trees to the ground to pray the Tefillah.  And the master of the house must in any case come down before saying the Tefillah, the reason [in all cases] being that his mind is not clear. (B. Berachot 16a)

Background

This mishnah addresses the conflict one might experience between saying the Shema with true intention while being distracted by another urgent matter. In the passage, above, the Gemara of the Bavli brings another prescription from the rabbinic era.  The passage in the Gemara indicates that a person may recite even the Amidah in a tree if it is sturdy enough to allow the worshipper’s mind to be clear enough to recite the prayer.  It is common for the Bavli to argue with the Mishnah, as it were and, indeed, override the Mishnah by relying on another teaching from the rabbinic era called a baraita:  a teaching generated from 70-200 C.E. which was not included in Mishnah.  The technical phrase, “Our Rabbis taught” means that a baraita follows.


One may recite the Shema in the top of a tree, while one may not recite the Amidah there.  There may be several reasons for this ruling.  First of all, the Shema is shorter than the Amidah, and therefore demands concentration for a shorter amount of time.  A window washer on scaffolding off the fortieth floor of a building might be able to say the first line of the Shema with intention, but maintaining his concentration there over the five or ten minutes it takes to recite the Amidah might be more difficult an act of will to perform.  Secondly, only the first line of the Shema must be said with intention; but since we are asking for favor and mercy from God in the Amidah, we need to have concentration for the whole of that  prayer.  Thirdly, the Shema requires less bodily movement than does the Amidah during which we stand, bow, raise ourselves on our toes and "daven".  Fourthly, if a Jewish fruit picker or painter must interrupt his work twice each morning, once to say the Shema and again to say the Amidah, he might not be able to find work as easily as a non-Jewish worker who would not impose this inconvenience on his employer.  


This distinction between interrupting work for the Amidah and the Shema is reminiscent of a busy married couple's morning routine.  One spouse is rushing about, trying to get ready to go to work, while the other is busily doing chores around the house.  As the former spouse runs out the door, she stops for a kiss and says to her husband, "You're my only one.  I love you.  See you tonight."  The husband echoes her words, something of a ritual with them, since this scenario is repeated each weekday morning.  If they intend to have a longer conversation, they'll have to put aside their other concerns, sit down and focus on each other.  The first exchange is analogous to the Shema:  an affirmation, perhaps quickly said, but deeply felt.  The Amidah is like the extended conversation that requires a more tranquil atmosphere. 


Sexual arousal is another major emotion that can interfere with our concentration.  When a man was about to consummate his love for the first time, the rabbis accepted that he would not be able to say the Shema with the required intention.  So they exempted the bridegroom from the obligation to say the Shema on his wedding night. 


The rabbis seem to be acknowledging that we must be in touch with our romantic, and even sexual, feelings for God if we are to pray with true intention.  On a man's wedding night, none of this energy would be available to be channeled into the relationship with God: it would all be focused on his wife.  Therefore, the rabbis recognize that his prayer could not be sincerely and completely felt. Another possible explanation of this mishnah, offered by Professor David Kraemer of the Jewish Theological Seminary, is that the groom is suffering from performance anxiety and thus the common thread of fear ties this ruling to the one about reciting the Shema in a tree.


Later Jewish thinkers explicitly stated the role of sexuality in their relationships with God.  Maimonides states in the Mishneh Torah, "[The love of God is a love] so strong that one's soul shall be knit up with it, and one should be continually enraptured by it, like a love-sick man, whose mind is at no time free from his passion for a woman; the thought of her filling his heart at all times, when sitting down or rising up, when eating or drinking.(Sefer HaMadah, Hilchot Teshuvah, Chapter 10, #5)"


Rabban Gamaliel's behavior demonstrates another kind of obstacle to true prayer:  the extreme piety that can turn into egotism.  His actions here seem typical of his nature.  He rather arbitrarily decided that the exemption from saying the Shema on his wedding night did not apply to him.  Gamaliel deviated from Jewish practice to express his extreme piety at several other times in his life, as well.  For example, he mourned his slave, and he washed himself while in deep mourning for his wife.


In general, the rabbis held a balanced view of our relationship with God.  They understood that sometimes certain feelings such as fear or sexual arousal will compete within us for energy for that relationship.  As long as these situations are recognized and dealt with, they will not pose a threat to the core relationship.  However, attempts at extreme piety such as Rabban Gamaliel's are truly a threat:  if we can't admit that there are times when we are not relating to God then we are not living the rest of our lives fully, as the rabbis wanted us to do.

Discussion Questions
1. What distracts you from prayer?  Can you overcome such distractions?  How are fear and connection with God related to each other?  How are love and connection with God related to each other?

Healing Passage: 

Sometimes our experience of pain, illness and death seem meaningless.  There seems to be nothing we can do and nothing that can be done.  Our fate seems out of our hands. The sages recognized this phenomenon.

Text:
Rava said:  [Length of] life, children and sustenance depend not on merit but [rather on] mazla (B. Moed Katan 28a)
Background
In rabbinic literature, the word mazal (or, as in the passage before us, mazla) did not mean luck but a constellation.  Astrology was considered a science in the rabbinic era, studied by sages (e.g., Shmuel) and was as revered by the sages as astronauts are revered today.  A zodiac can be found on the floor of a 5th century synagogue (Beit Alpha, in northern Israel) and in modern Jewish architecture (The Temple’s ceiling in Atlanta, Georgia).  The similarity between the two structures is extraordinarily striking.

Discussion Questions
1.  Does a belief in a power besides God, whether it be belief in the power of constellations at the time of one’s birth or in randomness as a separate entity from God, contradict being a monotheist?  Please explain your answer.

2.  How do you explain suffering that seems to make no sense?  Is Rava’s statement comforting or disheartening to you?  Why?

Holiday Passage:   The Daughter of Zion left…like a lodge in a Garden of Cucumbers. (Isaiah 1:8)

To gain a new perspective, we use art to explore the fast days of Summer.

The “texts” under discussion this time are the paintings which can be found at the following urls:

http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/1.jpg
http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/2.jpg
Background

1. The Jewish holidays of Summer are sad ones:  the Seventeenth Tammuz and the Ninth of Av. The former commemorates the breaking of the tablets and the day Jerusalem’s walls were breached, the latter commemorates the decree that the slaves who left Egypt would not be able to enter the land of Israel and the destruction of the First and Second Temples.  As the title of this holiday study page shows, the people Israel is often portrayed as a woman.
The paintings you see are two moments in the early life of Sarah, our matriarch. In two instances (Genesis 12:11-20, 20:1-18) Avraham tells Sarah to say she is his sister.  Why?  Because border guards, seeing her beauty, will take her directly to the king to become a concubine.  And if the guards know Avraham is her husband he’ll immediately be dispatched.

In these paintings, Sarah is portrayed in the first moment after the trunk in which she’s hidden has been opened (a painting called “Last Moment of Innocence”).  The second painting (called “Defiance”) depicts the moment just after that portrayed in the first, as Sarah is being led away, captive.

The Artist:  Kirsten Coco, kcoco@swbell.net

After having spent her high school years on a on a kibbutz in Israel,

Kirsten Coco received her graduate degree in architecture from Rice

University. She is currently an artist and architect whose work has been

displayed in numerous galleries.

Ms. Coco is the mother of three children and  lives in Houston, Texas. At

this writing she is working on a series of oil paintings and text

inspired by women of the Bible. With this series, the artist is seeking

to reveal how women of the Bible can inspire and be palpable role models

for people to turn to today to find answers to life’s basic questions. 

While the focus of the series is on women of the Old Testament, it is

not only a Jewish study, or a women's issues forum, though both of these

elements are present and relevant.  But from the study of these ancient

stories, the author seeks to uncover and understand the universal

message of the basic human condition.  Through painting her vision of

these women, and studying their lives and culture, Ms. Coco has come to

see a universal archetypal representation of the human condition. 

Through their stories we can see what happens when we choose a

particular path in our lives.  Their ancient experience transcends time,

showing again and again how all of humanity is connected - our pain, our

suffering, our love and passion, and our spiritual connection with God.

Discussion Questions

2. How can these paintings of Sarah be seen as archetypes of the Jewish people’s experiences of helplessness, of being pursued and of being captured?

3. What inspiration can these paintings of Sarah offer the Jewish people during the Summer fast days?

4. Ms. Coco suggests that there may be a connection between Sarah’s infertility and her anger with Abraham’s acquiescence to her capture.  How does a captive feel in the short run?  In the long run?  What does such a traumatic experience  do to a long-term relationship?  How could we see this as a metaphor for Israel’s expulsion from the land and the Jewish people’s long-term relationship with God?
