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Dear Friends,


Greetings!  We are approaching the time of preparation for the New Year.   The alarm about which we have been studying is something we’ll be hearing soon during the month of Elul when the shofar is blown every morning during services and, of course, at Rosh Hashanah services.  I hope it has extra resonance for you this year as you hear the texts you’ve learned in the shofar’s blast.





It is a new year at Maqom, too.  We’d appreciate your charitable support of this program.  To become a Maqom Associate, send $36 or more to Maqom at POBox 31900-323 Houston, TX  77231.  Thank you for making it possible to continue internet Talmud study!





Our passage is about life and keeping it going.  Enjoy!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 22b, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 109-112:


“It once happened that elders went down from Jerusalem to their cities, etc.”  It was asked of them:  In an amount to fill an oven with grain or perhaps an amount to fill an oven with bread?





Come [and] hear:  “In an amount to fill the opening of an oven.”  But it may still be asked of them:  Like the cover of the oven or perhaps like the row of bread that surrounds the opening of the oven?





Let it stand [undecided].  





“And they also decreed a fast because wolves ate, etc.”  Ulla said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yehotzadak:  It once happened that wolves swallowed two children and passed them out by way of the excretory channel.  And the incident came before the Sages and they declared the flesh ritually pure and they declared the bones ritually impure.





“For these they sound the alarm on Shabbat, etc.”  Our Rabbis taught:  “[For] a city surrounded by non-Jews or a river, and for a ship that is being tossed about at sea, and for an individual who is being pursued by non-Jews or by bandits, or by an evil spirit, they sound the alarm on Shabbat, and for all of them an individual is permitted to afflict himself by a fast.  





Rabbi Yose says:  An individual is not permitted to afflict himself by a fast, lest he come to need people, and people will not have mercy on him.





Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav:  What is the reason of Rabbi Yose?  For it is written:  “And the person became a living soul. (Genesis 2:7)”  [God said]:  “The soul I placed within you, give it life.”
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Background


The Oven


This issue of the oven confused even the sages.  They could not determine whether it referred to enough blighted grain to fill an oven (which Rabbi Steinsaltz, p. 109 says were shaped like large urns against whose walls the dough was placed to bake it) or enough grain to bake bread to fill an oven.  The former is obviously a great deal more than the latter.





Teiku


There are some 300 examples of this expression in the Bavli and none in the Yerushalmi.  The whole problem which precedes this word which is short for, “Let the problem stand [undecided]” is composed in order to outline various possibilities but, obviously, not designed to elucidate a definitive answer.  Thus, this is one of the great sorts of examples of the Bavli’s penchant for argumentation:  exploring possibilities without the urgent need to determine an answer in order to draw a learner into the process of learning.





Ritually Clean Bodies


It would be wonderful if this were a fairy-tale-like story and the children came out safe and sound but this is not the case.  They were dead, albethey whole.  The flesh was considered ritually pure because they could be considered the animal’s excretions (which are not ritually impure in Judaism).  The children’s bones, however, were considered ritually impure because they were intact and thus had to be buried properly.





Excessive Fasting


There is a disagreement here between the sages and Rabbi Yose.  The sages allow fasting in many emergencies but Rabbi Yose forbids excessive fasting lest a person become incapacitated.





The Midrash About Adam


Rabbi Yose is seeing a pun in the Torah verse.  It says, “vay’hi ha’adam l’nefesh chayah” “and the person became a soul, living.”  Rabbi Yose sees this verse as saying, “And the person (which could be any living person) became a soul...now it’s each person’s job to keep it alive!”  





Discussion Questions


1. What do you think the redactors of the Bavli achieve with the literary form that ends in “teiku”?  Does such a discussion draw you into the learning or is it frustrating because there is no resolution?  What might you learn from such frustration?





2.  How is a corpse like the person who has died?  How is it not and therefore disconcerting?  How does the sages’ ruling express this tension?





3.  How could fasting and praying become an obsession?  How might one guard against the tendency toward obsession in Jewish practice?








�
 


Healing Passage:  The Path Away is Also the Path Home





Part of the process of healing is retracing the steps back through illness to the healthy persona of the individual we were before our illness.  The Gemara talks about this process of gradual separation...which also shows the way back to wholeness.








The Divine Presence left Israel by ten stages...:  


[it went] from the Ark-cover to the cherubim 


and from the cherubim to the threshold [of the holy of holies]


and from the threshold [of the holy of holies] to the court [of the Temple] 


and from the court to the altar,


and from the altar to the roof [of the Temple] 


and from the roof to the wall


and from the wall to the town


and from the town to the mountains


and from the mountains to the wilderness


and from the wilderness it ascended and abode in its own place.  (B. Rosh Hashanah 31b)





Background


The sages believed that there is a correspondence between heaven and earth. What happens on earth is echoed in the heavenly spheres.  God went with us into exile and then left us as we sinned.





Discussion Question


1.  Can you envision what is happening in the heavenly realms when you are ill?  As you recover?  How is God with you or distant from you in these processes?





2.  The sages believed that the angels occupied the heavenly spheres.  Have you ever experienced “angels” (i.e., messengers from God or, on a different level, the logical consequences of the behavior in which you have habitually engaged accumulating in your body, mind and soul)?  What happened?
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Holiday Passage:  Second Day Yontif?





On six months [i.e., new moons] messengers go out [from Jerusalem to the diaspora to announce the arrival of the new moon]:


[The new moon] of Nisan on account of Passover,


of Av on account of the fast [of the Ninth of Av],


of Elul on account of the new year [Rosh Hashanah]


of Tishrei for the adjustment of the festival [days of Sukkot],


of Kislev on account of Hannukkah,


and of Adar on account of Purim. (M. Rosh Hashanah 1:3, Bavli Rosh Hashanah 18a)





Background


The calendar in the sages’ days used to be set by observing the new moon.  Then, because there were conflicts about the calendar, the sages had to send messengers to let the diaspora know when the new moon had been. Messengers were sent on those months during which holidays were celebrated.  However, because it took so many days for the messengers to travel to the diaspora, those outlying communities would celebrate two days of the holidays instead of one, to be certain they had celebrated on the correct date.





Discussion Question


1.  Today, we have a set calendar and we know exactly when the holidays will fall.  Should we continue to observe two days of the holidays?  What are the advantages and disadvantages of continuing to do so?  Of stopping?  Of celebrating everywhere as they do in Israel (two days  of Rosh Hashanah and one day of all other holidays)?
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