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What Comes Around Goes Around





Dear Friends,





This week, we see the second half of the Nahum Ish Gamzu story.  I hope this helps put the whole tale of his life and suffering in perspective for you!





Please accept Steven’s and my best wishes for a happy, kosher Pesach.  May you enjoy the feast of freedom!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 21a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 93-94:





And why did they call him Nahum of Gam Zu?  Because whatever happened to him, he would say:  This too is for the best.  





Once Israel wished to send a gift to the house of the emperor.  They said:  Who will go?  Let Nahum of gam Zu go, for he is experienced in miracles.  They sent with him a chest full of precious stones and pearls.  





He went [and] spent the night at a certain inn.  In the night the inhabitants got up, and took his chest and filled it with earth.  When he reached there, they opened the chest, [and] say that it was filled with earth.  The emperor wished to put them all to death.  He said:  The Jews are laughing at me!  Nahum said:  This too is for the best.  





Elijah came, [and] appeared to [the emperor] as one of them [the Romans].  [Elijah] said to them:  Perhaps this earth is from the earth of their father Abraham For when he would throw earth, it would become swords; straw, it would become arrows.  For it is written, “He makes his sword as dust, his bow as driven straw. (Isaiah 41:2)” 





There was one country that they [the Romans] were unable to conquer.  They tested some of it [the earth Nahum had brought] and they conquered it.  They entered the treasure and filled [Nahum’s] chest with precious stones and pearls and sent him [away] with great honor.  





When they came [back], they spent the night at that same inn.  They said to him:  What did you take with you that they treated you with such great honor?  He said to them:  “What I brought from here I took there.”  





They pulled down their inn and took it [the earth under it] to the house of the emperor.  They said to him:  That earth which came here was ours.”  They tested it, but did not find in it [the same miraculous power.]  So they put those innkeepers to death.








Background


Two Halves of a Whole


The two stories of Nahum’s life in the Bavli, both his sin and suffering and this miraculous story, make up two halves of a whole passage.  Both stories point to the observation, at the center, that Nahum consistently maintains an attitude of acceptance by saying, “This, too, is for the best.”  The parallel construction may be summarized as follows:


“This, too, is for the best!”


			Suffering accepted	Stolen jewels accepted by Nahum


		Puts punishments on self		Imprisoned


	Encounters man on road				Elijah appears


House stays up for Nahum						Justice is achieved





This deliberate literary composition helps flesh out two insights for the reader.  First, as the second half of the piece is manifestly a fairy-tale, so the first half should be understood likewise. And second, Nahum’s story is not told as a general way of atoning for sin but as a special case of an exceptionally righteous man and his acceptance of misfortune which goes well beyond anything the average person is required to do.  These two stories, and the context in which they are set, point to the importance of the principle midah k’neged midah.  This is a theological insight which can be illustrated but not legislated.





Discussion Questions


1.  List all the ways midah k’neged midah functions in this story.  How is absolute balance created in this composition?





2.  How does this half of Nahum’s story shed light on the first half?





3.  Nahum, an utterly righteous man, is depicted as helping Rome in its military affairs.  What political statement are the sages making by portraying him in this light? (Remember, this is the same Roman empire that will torture Nahum’s student, Rabbi Akiba, to death and that it was Rabbi Akiba who Nahum chided about not accepting sufferings.)


�



Healing:  MiShebeirach





I would like to take a break from studying straight Talmud texts for a moment and introduce you to a beautiful variant of the MiShebeirach from the Eidot Hamizrach (e.g., Morocco, Tunisia, etc.)





Nusach Eidot Hamizrach


For an ill man:


May the One who blessed our holy and pure fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses and Aaron, David and Solomon, bless the ill one ______ and send him a full healing in his 248 limbs and 365 organs.  God please heal him now.  God please heal him now...





For an ill woman:


May the One who blessed our holy and pure mothers, Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel and Leah, Miriam the Prophetess and Avigeil and Esther the daughter of Avichayil, bless the ill one ______ and send her a full healing in her 248 limbs and 365 organs.  God please heal her now.  God please heal her now...





Background


There are three truly notable things about these versions of the MiShebeirach:


1.  Obviously, this tradition was way ahead of the curve in terms of including the names of the mothers in blessings.  The only “mother” you might not know in this list is Avigeil.  She was the wife of David (I Samuel 25) and was said to be one of the four most beautiful women in the world, the others being Sarah, Rahab and Esther (B. Megillah 15a).





2.  The shortest prayer in the whole Torah is used as part of this MiShebeirach. Moses' prayer in Numbers 12:13 is five brief words:  el na r'fa na la.  “O God, pray heal her!” The Zohar notes that this prayer has eleven letters and that Moses thus called upon God’s eleven-lettered name, i.e., "Eheyeh asher eheyeh", "I am that I am" (Exodus 3:14), the name revealed at the burning bush.





3.  In most texts of the MiShebeirach today, we do not name the numbers of limbs and organs.  Here, the numbers add up to 613.





Discussion Questions


1.  Who, from Jewish tradition, would you call upon as your spiritual mother or father to aid you in your time of pain?  Who inspires you most?





2.  How can a short prayer sometimes be the most effective?





3.  How do you embody, as it were, Juda
