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You Either Have It Or You Don’t





This session’s Talmud passage will probably be a relief after last time’s!  In those passages, sages had magical powers that boggled the imagination.  In this passage, one poor rabbi can’t make rain come no matter what he does!  Sometimes you have it and sometimes you don’t....





God bless you all!


Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 24a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 132-134:


�Rabbi Yehudah Nesi’ah decreed a fast.  He petitioned for mercy but rain did not come.  He said: How much is there between Samuel the Ramatite and Yehudah ben Gamliel!  Woe to the generation that has been placed in such [a position]!  Woe to him in whose days this has occurred!  He became distressed, and rain came.





[Someone] of the House of Nasi decreed a fast, but they did not inform Rabbi Yohanan or Resh Lakish.  In the morning they informed them.  Resh Lakish said to Rabbi Yohanan:  “Surely we did not accept it upon ourselves from the evening!”  He said to him: “We are dragged after them.”  





[Someone] of the House of Nasi decreed a fast, but the rain did not come. Oshaya the youngest [member] of the group taught them: “‘Then it shall be, if from the eyes of the congregation it shall be committed in error (Numbers 15:2).’  This may be compared to a bride who is in her father’s home.  As long as her eyes are beautiful, her entire body does not require examination.”  [If] her eyes are tearful, her entire body requires an  examination.” [The Nasi’s] servants came and placed a scarf around his neck, and they caused him distress.  Since we have seen that all his words are for the sake of Heaven, we say nothing to him and we let him be.  You too let him be.”





Rabbi decreed a fast, but the rain did not come.  Ilfa (and some say [it was] Rabbi Ilfa) went down before him,  He said: Who causes the wind to blow,” and the wind blew.  “Who causes the rain to fall,” and the rain came.  He said to him: “what do you do (lit., ‘what is your deed’)?” He said to him:  “I live in a remote poor place in which there is no wine for kiddush and havdalah.  I make an effort and bring wine for kiddush and havdalah, and fulfill their obligation for them.”





Background


Position and Power 


This passage contains four instances of botched fasts in relation to the house of Yehudah HaNasi, the great authoritative sage who redacted the Mishnah.  Of all families of leaders, his ought to have been able to have the ascribed authority to call a fast and have it be effective, i.e., bring rain.





But, these vignettes emphasize, ascribed power or position are not enough to elicit God’s mercy.  It is genuine distress and a willingness to follow authority which bring forth the rain.  The second story shows that even though two of the greatest sages of any age, Resh Lakish and Rabbi Yohanan, did not intend to keep a fast, they do so out of respect for the position the House of Nasi holds in the community.





The “Eyes” Have It


The third story turns on a metaphorical equivalence often seen in rabbinic literature, i.e., the sages = the eyes of Israel/the  enlightenment of Israel.  If the Great Sanhedrin makes an error in judgment they bring a sacrifice.  The Hebrew is odd here, “mei-einei ha’eidah”, from the eyes of the congregation rather than “lifnei ha’eidah” before the congregation.  This phrase is interpreted as meaning that the sages are the eyes of the congregation.





In another, related passage,  when reproaching Herod for having killed the sages, Baba b. Buta compares the sages and the Temple as the sources of insight and light for the Jewish world.


As you [Herod] have extinguished the light of the world, [i.e., the sages] as it is written, "For the commandment is a light and the Torah a lamp (Proverbs 6:23)", go now and engage the light of the world [which is the Temple, of which] it is written, "And all the nations become enlightened by it (Isaiah 2:2)." Some say [Baba b. Buta] said to him:  As you have blinded the eye of the world, [i.e., the sages] as it is written, "If it be done unwittingly by the eyes of the congregation (Numbers 15:24)," go now and engage the eye of the world, [which is the Temple] as it is written, "I will profane my sanctuary, the pride of your power, the delight of your eyes. (Ezekiel 24:21)"  (B. Baba Batra 4a)


The sages and the Temple are likened both to light and eyes, without either one of which sight is impossible.  These metaphors imply that the world, not only Israel (!),  is a body, of which the sages and the Temple are not only the eyes but the light, as well. We have here the equation of many things:


Torah = light = sages = Temple  


AND 


Eyes of congregation = eyes of world = sages  = Temple


The sages liken themselves to the Torah and to the Temple (but not to the priesthood, to which they had no claim). The Temple was where God dwelt and so the sages become God’s address on earth.





Oshaya is, in this way, blaming the community’s leadership for the drought, for a person’s eyes are representative of their general soundness, as in the case of a bride.  Oshaya was almost literally tarred and feathered for his criticism but was let go because his motives were pure.





What Gets God’s Attention?


In the last of the four stories, we find out what gets God’s attention and puts an end to drought.  It’s not position or power but quiet sacrifice, performed on a regular basis, to do mitsvot in the hinterland that gives one credibility before God.





Discussion Questions


1.  Trace the imagery of eyes and marital union through this passage.  (Remember, kiddush and havdalah are linked to fertility and mystical union with God and with spouse.)  Formulate the equivalencies of symbols and ideas or groups within the Jewish community in the sages’ days.  For example, far away lands > hidden places > marital union > intimacy > rain/fructification.





2.  Why do you think Rabbi Nasi’s family was so harshly criticized and so powerless before God?  Does power and privilege prevent us from union with God?  How?





�
 


Healing Passage:  Shiviti


This page of study is sponsored by Rose Rose and Bernice Kaufman in honor of the speedy recovery of Judith Abrams.  Donations have been made to Maqom for this purpose.  Thank you!





This week we have not a passage, but a picture.  This shiviti is one Maqom commissioned to express its essence in art form.  





A shiviti, which can also be called a Mizrach, is based on the verse, “I have set (shiviti) the Lord always before me. (Psalm 16:8)”  In the 18th and 19th centuries many elaborately decorated contemplative paintings were made to aid in devotion.  This tradition was continued with the help of Jerusalem artist Gitti Koschland and her Houston agent, Holly Cinn





Texts:


The shiviti can be found at the website at these urls:





http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/Shivititop.jpg





http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/Shivitiwhole.jpg





http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/Shivitishema.jpg





http://maqom.pedi.bcm.tmc.edu/Shivitisbottom.jpg








Background


This shiviti was designed to express the spiritual mission of Maqom.  In the center, you see the menorah and the tree of life it symbolizes in the background.  It is contained in an etrog, the symbol of fertility and joy associated with Sukkot.  The “pitom”, the tip, of the etrog is the word Shema, “Listen!”  The stem is the word kadosh, “Holy.”  These words are equivalent numerologically, both equaling 410.  Thus, we learn to balance intellect and study (listening to the texts) with ceremony and ritual (kadosh, kadosh, kadosh which is associated with early Jewish mysticism and the Temple).  The edge of the etrog is the Shema and v’ahavta.  Above each word of the v’ahavta is a small letter.  The forty-two words of the v’ahavta correspond to the forty-two-lettered name of God.  When one knows this name of God and how to use it one is, according to the Kabbalah, able to change reality.





Below the etrog is the shortest prayer in the Torah, “Eil na r’fa na la!”  “God please heal her now!” (Numbers 12:13).  This eleven-lettered prayer calls on the eleven-lettered name of God, revealed at the burning bush.  This name of God, “Eheyeh asher eheyeh”, “I will be what I will become (Exodus 3:14)” reminds us of God’s miraculous, counter-intuitive essence.





There are ten roses scattered around the etrog.  The one in the corner has thirteen petals, corresponding to the first image of the Zohar.  It is yellow for the yellow rose for Texas (no kidding!).  The ten roses are for the ten sefirot, the ten processes within God, that are the Zohar’s focus.  





The psalm around the edge is Psalm 122:


A Song of Ascents; of David





I rejoiced when they said to me:  “Let us go unto the house of the Lord.”


Our feet are standing


Within your gates, Jerusalem; 


Jerusalem, that is built 


As a city that is compact together.


Whither the tribes went up, even the tribes of the Lord,


As a testimony to Israel,


To give thanks to the name of the Lord.


For there were set thrones for judgment, 


The thrones of the house of David.





Pray for the peace of Jerusalem;


May they prosper that love you.


Peace be within your walls,


and prosperity within your palaces.


For my brothers and companions’ asks,


I will now say:  “Peace be within you.”�For the sake of the house of the Lord our God


I will seek your good.





This is a psalm of arrival and happiness.  This is not about the journey but about the rest and harvest that are its goal.  Sometimes, we just have to sit still and enjoy the moment.  





In addition, this psalm hints at the connection between heaven and earth.  Mishaps and misfortunes in the earthly Jerusalem, and its worship, could delay the process of heavenly worship and function:


Rav Nahman said to Rabbi Yitshak:  What [is the meaning of what] is written [in Scripture], “The Holy One is in your midst and I will not come into the city (Hosea 11:9).”  [Surely it cannot be that] because the Holy One is in the midst of you I shall not come into the city!  He said to him:  Thus said Rabbi Yohanan:  The Holy One, blessed be He, said, ‘I will not enter Jerusalem above until I can enter the Jerusalem below.’  Is there then a Jerusalem above?  Yes, for it is written, “Jerusalem, you are built as a city that is compact together.  (Psalm 122:3)”  (B. Taanit 5a)


While Israel is in exile, and the earthly Jerusalem destroyed, God voluntarily goes into exile as well, waiting for Jerusalem to be rebuilt and for the cult to be reinstituted.  The verse from Psalms can be taken to mean that the earthly Jerusalem has a companion Jerusalem in the heavens.





Discussion Question


1.  Try meditating on this shiviti for a while.  Does it open any gateways to spiritual connection?





2.  If you were to graphically represent your soul in a drawing, of what might it be composed?





�
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. The foundation document of rabbinic literature is the Mishnah. Its component parts, called mishnayot, were composed after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E.  These mishnayot, oral teachings, were promulgated in many schools and were finally culled, organized and codified by Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi in c. 200 C.E.  Instead of being organized according to the structure of the Torah, as were the halakhic midrash collections (see below), the Mishnah is organized according to six overarching areas:  Seeds, Seasons, Civil Law, Women, Holy Things and Purities.  In all six of these orders, the format of the Mishnah remains constant.  Its language is formulated for easy memorization, since its materials were transmitted with a great degree of orality. These teachings, which became the Mishnah, might have been collected to provide a binding code of law or to be a text book of laws which were not necessarily binding. At this point, we can probably never know, conclusively, which sort of document the redactors of the Mishnah intended to produce.


	The Mishnah outlines how the sages wanted the world to be, and transmits very little of how the world actually was.   In some cases, its teachings are completely theoretical--exercises in logic rather than law meant to be applied to everyday life.  Embedded in this picture of the world the sages painted are fundamental concepts of what is important, and most praiseworthy in the Deity, and in humanity.  A paradigmatic existence is outlined in the Mishnah, based on village life, a pastoral economy and holiness centered around the Temple cult.





Enjoy!





Mishnah


From what time may one recite the Shema in the evening?  From the time that the priests enter [their houses] in order to eat their terumah until the end of the first watch.  These are the words of R. Eliezer.  And the sages say:  until midnight.  Rabban Gamaliel says:  until the dawn comes up.  





It is told that once his sons were coming home [late] from a feast.  They said to him:  "We have not yet recited the [evening] Shema."  He said to them, "If the dawn has not yet come up you are obligated to recite it."  And not in respect to this alone did they so decide, but wherever the sages said 'until midnight', the obligation to perform the mitzvah extends until the dawn comes up....If this is so, then why did the sages say 'until midnight'?  To keep a man far from transgression. (M. Berachot 1:1)





Background


	Now we begin to explore the sages’ ideas about the Shema.  For them, the Shema defines our basic relationship with God as an intense, monogamous relationship of one soul and the One God which encompasses all our experiences, good and bad, and is expressed in time through mitzvot and Torah study.


	This Mishnah is complicated because, as the first one in the entire Tractate of Berachot, many of the most important dimensions that will be used to analyze questions throughout this entire volume are introduced in it.  Think of it as the beginning of a play, where each of the leading characters is quickly presented to the audience.  The players are: 


1. Judaism is a religion of relationships in time.  Maintaining relationships is of prime importance in Judaism, including the maintenance of our relationship with God.  One of the ways we stay in touch with God is through the daily recital of the Shema; day by day reaffirming the terms of our relationship.  This affirmation used to happen in the Temple in Jerusalem, through the sacrifices and the recital of the Shema.  However, after the destruction of the Temple, the Jewish people no longer had the sacrifices to help them maintain their relationship with God.  Therefore, Judaism began to construct a space to relate with God out of time.  Time became the medium in which we create holiness.  We set aside certain times for prayer, for rest, for holidays.  The first dimension, the first word of the whole tractate, is "when?"; emphasizing that time is the key to maintaining the relationship.


	The system of counting time in the ancient world was quite different from ours.  Each day and night were divided into twelve "hours", no matter what season they occurred in.  Therefore, the length of an hour depended on the season of the year. There are three "watches" each day and each night; i.e. six altogether.


	This mishnah defines "night" in terms of the Shema.  Just as we often define distance in terms of time ("How far away is it?"  "About 20 minutes from here."), the rabbis define time in terms of our relationship with God.


	This mishnah begins with the first recitation of the Shema in a day, since Jewish days begin in the evening.  Why?  Because, in Genesis, after the first day of creation, the Torah says, "and there was evening and there was morning, one day. (Genesis 1:5)", with the evening mentioned before the morning.  If it had said, "and there was morning and there was evening," our days would begin in the morning.


2.  Tumah (Ritual Impurity), Taharah (Ritual Purity) and the Temple Cult:  If the priests who performed the sacrifices in the Temple were ritually unclean (tamei), they were not permitted to eat the terumah until they had taken a bath and the sun had set.  (Terumah means literally "that which is lifted or separated" and was an offering to be given to the priest.  There were two types of terumah: the regular offering which the Israelites had to separate from their own crops and give to the priest, and the terumat ma'aser, the tithe offering, which the Levites had to separate for the priests from the tithes they received.  For a very detailed and graphic description of the Temple cult that helps make its appeal clear, read Emil Schurer's description in  The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (75 BC-135 AD))  By the time the Talmud was completed, ritual purity was not as crucial a category as it had been when the Temple stood.  The categories Kodesh, holy, and Chol, profane, became more important.  They will be examined in detail in Chapter Three.


3.  Din and Lifnim Mishurat HaDin: the tension between the minimum the law requires and the norm the culture desires.  Din, the law, by its very nature can only legislate the minimum behavior required for basic functioning.  Therefore, the law in this case is the minimum:  the evening Shema may be said up until dawn.  However, this is not the most desirable way to say the evening Shema.  Therefore, the rabbis make "a fence around the Torah (Pirkei Avot 1:1)" and encourage a standard of behavior that is beyond the letter of the law.  The rabbis wanted to build safeguards into the system of Jewish observance.  Therefore, if the deadline for saying the evening Shema is actually dawn, they ruled that it is until midnight to keep people from pressing the limit and risk transgressing this commandment. 


4. DeOraita/ DeRabbanan:  The (apparent) primacy of commands that are derived directly from the Torah over the dictates of the rabbis.  (In point of fact, dictates of the rabbis were often upheld more strictly than laws derived directly from the Torah.)  The rabbis believed that the obligation to read the Shema comes from the Torah itself.  The V'ahavta states, "You shall speak of them...when you lie down and when you rise up. (Deuteronomy 6:7)"  The rabbis interpret this to mean we are commanded to say the Shema, as they define it, in the morning and evening.  


	The rabbis define the Shema as three paragraphs:  Deuteronomy 6:4-9, Deuteronomy 11:13-21 and Numbers 15:37-41.  In Reform prayer books it is Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and Numbers 15: 40-41.  The compilers of Reform prayer books completely eliminated the middle paragraph, for it implies that natural forces are used to reward or punish us for obeying the commandments; an idea antithetical to Reform Judaism.  They deleted the first three verses of the last paragraph because they refer to the tsitsit, the fringes on the tallit (prayer shawl) which remind us to do the mitzvot.  Early Reform Jews did not condone the wearing of the tallit, and did not want to read a passage commanding its use at worship services.  Reform Jews today encourage each person to determine whether he or she wants to wear the tallit.  (The Shema was to be said while wearing tefillin (phylacteries) and the tallit.)  These three paragraphs are surrounded by blessings praising God for creating the world, for giving us the Torah and for redeeming us from Egypt.  In the evening, an additional prayer is added, asking God to protect our souls overnight. 


5.  The role of personalities in shaping the tradition:  The personalities of individual teachers shaped their opinions.  It is therefore important to know whether a view is voiced by the majority, indicated here by the phrase, "the sages said", or by one rabbi.  If an individual states an opinion, it is important to know as much about this person as possible, since this background data will help us evaluate the given statement. 


	In this mishnah, two early Tannaim voice characteristic views. Rabbi Eliezer (ben Hyrkanos), a second generation (80-120) Tanna, was a faithful conservator of decisions handed down from earlier generations and opposed even the slightest modification in them.  In general, he seems to have had a strict, even harsh, personality.  When his brother-in-law, Rabban Gamaliel, excommunicated him, Eliezer became so upset that he prayed for Gamaliel to die (Baba Metsia, 59b), and his prayer was apparently efficacious. (See Chapter Eight for more on this story).


	Rabban Gamaliel was also a second generation Tanna.  After the Second Temple was destroyed in 70 C.E. and Jerusalem came under Roman occupation, the spiritual center for Judaism moved to the academy founded by Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai in Yavneh, a town in Judea.  Rabban Gamaliel succeeded Johanan ben Zakkai and became the president of this academy.  He wanted to secure Yavneh's status as the spiritual center of Judaism and to that end he exercised his authority as Nasi (President of the Academy) so harshly that he was eventually expelled from office (see Chapter Four).  He was, however, reinstated shortly thereafter.  


	You can begin to see why it is so important to know who is stating which opinion.  Knowing where they are coming from, both personally and philosophically, helps us weigh their statements more judiciously.  In this mishnah, Rabbi Eliezer simply quotes an older practice, dating from the time when the Temple still stood.  He does not suggest a new way to determine from when to say the Shema now that the Temple is gone.  However, it is his opinion, in a re-defined form, that becomes the law.  We may say the Shema from the time when the priests would have gone out to eat their terumah, i.e. when three small stars are visible in the sky.  The views of both Rabban Gamaliel and the Sages are adopted.  The Shema may be said until dawn, but is best said before midnight to insure that it will be recited at the proper time. 


	The five dimensions introduced in this first Mishnah will be used throughout this tractate to shed light on a wide variety of questions.  





Discussion Questions


1.  We have seen the metamorphosis of the Shema from one verse in the Torah to a core tenet of Jewish spirituality.  The sages, in this mishnah, assume the recitation of the Shema is already happening twice daily.  Why do you think the Shema was singled out, among many possible verses in the Torah, for such prominence?





2.  How does “putting a relationship on the calendar”, i.e., requiring contact and recognition twice a day, serve as a model for good human relations, whether between spouses or between parents and children?  





�
Holiday Passage:  Pesach


These are the very last words of tractate Pesachim, which outlines all the requirements of Pesach.  





Text:


R. Simlai was present at a redemption of the firstborn.  He was asked:  It is obvious that for the redemption of the firstborn it is the father who must recite the blessing, “who has sanctified us with Your commandments and has commanded us concerning the redemption of the first born.”  





But as for the blessing, “Blessed...who has kept us alive, preserved us and enabled us to reach this season”, does the priest recite it or the child’s father?  





Does the priest recite the blessing since the benefit redounds to him; or does the child’s father recite it, since it is he who carries out a religious duty?  





He could not answer it, so he went asked it at the schoolhouse and he was told:  The child’s father recites both blessings.  And the law is that the child’s father recites both blessings.”  (B. Pesachim 121b)





Background


The first born of every womb, human and animal, is given to the priests and the Temple cult (Numbers 18:16).  One may redeem one’s child from servitude to the Temple by giving a donation in its place.  Today, this ceremony is carried out when the child is a month old and silver dollars are given to a Kohen (who then donates them to charity).





This text is remarkable in several ways.  It is deliberately placed here to sum up the meaning of Pesach. At its heart is the question, “Who is celebrating the redemption of the first born, the first occurrence of which occurred at Pesach?  Is this a holiday for priests or is it a holiday for lay Israelites?”





The answer is clear:  though Pesach was originally centered on the pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the priestly service there, we have come to a place in our people’s journey in which the locus of spiritual life is the family.  And where do people go on pilgrimage now?  Not to the Temple but to the schoolhouse, to the sages, to understand God’s will.





Discussion Questions:


1.  Have you ever done, or been present at, a pidyon haben, a redemption of a first born?  Please describe your experience.  How was it like and/or unlike a seder?





2.  What is so special about a first-born?  How do you feel differently about your first-born than about your other children?





3.  The redemption of the first born is something like the photo-negative of the curse of the first born, the last of the ten plagues in Egypt (Exodus 11:4-6).  And it was to protect the first born that the Israelites sacrificed lambs and smeared their blood on their doorposts.  How does giving charity save us from curses?  How could you incorporate the giving of charity into your celebration of Pesach?
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