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This web page is sponsored by Lee Egerton, in memory of McKenny White Egerton, Jr.  A donation to Maqom has been made in commemoration. Thank you!





Dear Friends,





Our “Beginner’s track” on the Shema continues with more Torah study.  Enjoy!








God bless you!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 23a-b, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 121-125:





Abba Hilkiyyah   was a grandson of Honi HaMeraggel, and when the world was in need of rain, the Rabbis would sent to him, and he would petition for mercy and the rain would come.  Once the world was in need of rain, (and) the Rabbis sent a pair of Rabbis to him (to ask him) to petition for mercy so that rain would come.  They went to his house but they did not find him.  They went into a field and they found him hoeing.  They greeted him, but he did not show them a (kind face).  In the evening, when he was gathering wood, he carried the wood and the hoe on one shoulder, and a cloak on one shoulder.  The whole way he did not wear shoes.  When he reached water, he put on his shoes.  When he reached prickly shrubs and thorns, he lifted up his clothes.  When he reached the city, his wife went out toward him dressed up.  When he reached his house, his wife entered first, and then he entered, and then the Rabbis entered.  He sat down and ate bread, but he did not say to the Rabbis, “Come (and) eat.”  He divided bread among the children; to the older (he gave) one (piece), and to the younger two.  He said to his wife: “I know that the Rabbis have come on account of rain.  Let us go up to the rood, and ask for mercy.  Perhaps the Holy One, blessed be He, will be appeased and will bring rain, and we will not give credit to ourselves.”  They  went up to the roof; he stood in one corner, and she in one corner.  Clouds first came up from his wife’s corner.





When he went down, he said to them: “Why have the Rabbis come?” They said to him: “The Rabbis have sent us to you, Sir, (to ask you), to petition for mercy regarding rain.”  He said to them: “Blessed is God who did not cause you to need Abba Hilkiyyah.”  They said to him: “We know that the rain has come on account of ;you, Sir,  But tell us, Sir, those things that seem strange to us:  What is the reason why when we gave you greeting , Sir, you did not show us a (kind) face?”  He said to them: “I was a day-worker, and I said I would not take time off.”  “And what is the reason why you carried wood (on) one of your shoulders and a cloak (on) one of your shoulders?” He said to them: “It was a borrowed garment,  For this I borrowed (it), but for this I did not borrow (it).  “What is the reason why the whole way you did not wear shoes, but when you reached water ;you put on your shoes?”  He said to them: “The whole way I could seen, in the water I could not see.”  “What is the reason why when you reached prickly shrubs and thorns,  you lifted up your clothing’s?”  He said to them: “This heals, but this does not heal”  “what is the reason why when you reached the city, your wife went out dressed up?”  He said to them: “So that I should not set my eyes on another woman.”  “What is the reason why she entered first, and then you entered after ;her, and then we entered?”  He said to them: “Because you are not known to me.”  “What is the reason why when you ate bread, you did not say to us, ‘Come (and) eat’?”  “Because there was not enough bread, and I said (that) I should not gain credit from the Rabbis for nothing.”  “What is the reason why you gave the older child one (piece of) bread and the younger one two?”  He said to them: “This one stays at home, and this one sits in the synagogue”.  “And what is the reason why the clouds came up from the corner in which your wife was standing before you cloud?”  “Because a woman is found at home, and gives bread to the poor, and its benefits are immediate, but I give money, and its benefit is not immediate.  Or else, (regarding) those brutish men who were in our neighborhood, I asked for mercy that they should die, but she asked for mercy that they should repent, and they repented.”





Next web page: January, 1998





Background


This passage is relatively straightforward. (Take a look at Rabbi Steinsaltz's pages here...there is just no commentary on this story....possibly because there is no halakhic "take home" from this story.) We are set up in the first part of the passage with a number of odd phenomena and the puzzles are solved in the second half of the story.


Discussion Questions





1. Neither Abba Hilkiyyah nor Honi have the title of Rabbi. Rabbi Steinsaltz (p. 121) explains that Abba ("father") may be an honorific title. Honi and Abba Hilkiyyah are righteous miracle workers who may even be devoted to Torah study but they aren't sages. Why is the text so careful not to call these men rabbis? What does it mean that their stories are nonetheless included in the Gemara? What analogous lessons can we draw for our communities today about the roles of "official sages" and "not-official leaders"?





2. There is a well-known parallel to the last part of our passage about Rabbi Meir and Bruriah:








There were once some highwaymen (biryoni) in the neighborhood of Rabbi Meir who caused him a great deal of trouble. Rabbi Meir would [accordingly] prayed that they should die. His wife Bruriah said to him: How do you make out [that such a prayer should be permitted?]? Because it is written "Let hatta'im (sins) cease"? Is it written [let] hot'im (sinners) [cease]? It is written hatta'im(sins)! And further, look at the end of the verse: "and let the wicked be no more. (Psalm 104:35)" Since the sins will cease, there will be no more wicked men! Rather pray for them that they should repent, and [then] "the wicked will be no more". He did pray for them and they repented. (B. Berachot 10a)








First of all, this word, biryoni, is the same one used to describe the zealot bands blamed for the destruction of Jerusalem (B. Gittin 56a). How does praying for someone to change rather than that they be destroyed avert disaster for an entire community (see this date's Holiday passage)? What connection might there have been between Bruriah and Abba Hilkiyyah's wife? Are they identical? Or is this merely coincidence? What do these two texts tell us about a woman's power; its sources and its uses?





3. Abba Hilkiyyah is described as the grandson of Honi. He appears to have Honi's powers to bring rain but seems to have learned from his grandfather's story; he acts before the Rabbis can ask, thereby avoiding the public showdown with God that followed Honi the rest of his life. How is it better to give before being asked? Why would the child or grandchild of one who was quite famous avoid the limelight? Is fame necessarily (or ever) a good thing?





�
 


Healing Passage:  From Strength to Strength


This web page is dedicated to the healing of Joan Alexander and Judy Abrams.  Martha Barvin has made a contribution to Maqom to speed their recoveries. Thank you!





Sometimes, when we are on a journey, and particularly a journey of healing be it on the physical, emotional, intellectual or spiritual levels, feels as if we will travel in the Wilderness forever.  One thing leads to the next and there is no end in sight.  This can be profoundly discouraging.  Our sages recognized this phenomenon:





[R. Yehudah] used to say:  Ten strong things have been created in the world.   


The rock is hard but the iron cleaves it.  


The iron is hard, but the fire softens it.


The fire is hard, but the water quenches it.


The water is strong, but the clouds bear it.


The clouds are strong, but the wind scatters them.


The wind is strong, but the body bears it.


The body is strong, but fright crushes it.


Fright is strong, but wine banishes it.


Wine is strong, but sleep works it off.


Death is stronger than all, and charity saves from death, as it is written, “Tsedakah delivers from death. (Proverbs 10:2)” (B. Baba Batra 10a)





Background


This teaching about the greatness of tsedakah (charity/justice) is part of a wonderful, extended passage about what it means to be part of a community.  A community is not just buildings; it is about communal support for the most vulnerable members of that community.  This passage has many beautiful teachings about charity if you ever need a source for them.





Discussion Question


1.  All of the strong things mentioned in this passage can be metaphors for Torah. How can Torah, and your continuously-maturing understanding of Torah, make you strong?  How does Torah study lead to tsedakah?  How do both overcome the finitude of a human life?





2.  Trying to relate the ten great forces to our experiences today, I made this metaphorical extension:





Work is hard, but experience makes it easier.


Experience is hard, but compassion may stem from it.


Compassion comes hard, but sadness makes us see the necessity for it.


Sadness is hard, but somehow our hearts bear it.


Having a heart is hard, but the alternative is losing our connection with life and love.


Love is hard, and it fades into memory.


Memory is painful, but forgetting is worse.


Forgetfulness is strong, indeed, but gentle reminders blow the cobwebs away.


Gentle reminders connect us to times past, but over time death comes to us all.


Death is hard and the only salvation from it is to do good deeds which remain behind us in perpetuity, as it is written, “Tsedakah saves [us] from death.”





How would you extend the “ten strong things” in a metaphor?  How might they help you in your own healing process?





�
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 second section of Hebrew Scripture:  The Prophets.  The books in this section (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Minor Prophets) describe, from different points of view, that era between the Israelites’ entering the Land of Israel (c. 1200 BCE), their expulsion from it (721 BCE and 586 BCE), with hints of their eventual return (in 716 BCE)





Enjoy!





Hear Israel, Adonai is our God, Adonai alone.


And you shall love Adonai your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.  (Deuteronomy 6:4-5)�


And there was none like [King Josiah] before him or after him, a king who returned to God with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might according to the entire Teaching of Moses and Aaron, none has arisen like him. (II Kings 23:25)








Background


King Josiah (640-609 BCE) is credited with enlarging Israel’s borders, centralizing worship in Jerusalem and cracking down on syncretistic practices.





In what is almost certainly a reference back to the Shema, King Josiah is described as a leader akin to Moses in his ability to strengthen Israel not only militarily but spiritually and culturally, as well.





Discussion Questions


1.  What are the possible meanings of heart, soul and might?  How might they correspond to the three names of God that are in the Shema:  1.  The Lord  2.  Our God  3.  The Lord?  Are these sequential or simultaneous experiences of God?





2.  When Moses dies, it is said, “An no prophet [again] arose [from] among Israel like Moses, who knew God face to face. (Deuteronomy 34:10)”.  A comparison seems to be drawn between Moses and King Josiah.  One gives the command to listen and love God and one fulfills it in his life.  How do Moses and Josiah represent, broadly, two types of leadership?  





How would you fill out these equations?





heart =


soul =


might =





For example,





heart =


soul = Moses


might = Josiah





Why did you fill them out as you did?





3.  Why does listening come first, then loving?  How do we develop sequentially through feeling, spirit and strength?


�
Holiday Passage:  The Fast of 10 Tevet and How to Avoid Destruction





On the tenth of Tevet, we fast from sunrise to sunset to commemorate the beginning of Nebuchadnezzzar’s seige on Jerusalem which ended with its destruction on 9 Av, 586 BCE.





There was one family in Jerusalem, whose used to die [mysteriously] at the age of eighteen.  They came and made [this situation] known to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.  He said to them, ”Perhaps you are [descendents] of the family of Eli for it was written about [that family, ‘And all the increase of your house shall die [as young] men. (I Samuel 2:33)’  Go and study the Torah and you may live.”  They went and studied the Torah and lived, and they used to call that family the family of Rabban Yohanan after his name.  (B. Rosh Hashanah 18a)





Background


The tenth of Tevet falls on January 8, 1988 this year.  It is a fast which lasts from sunup to sundown.





This story has enormous symbolic significance as Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai is the one who renews Judaism after the Temple’s destruction by establishing the Academy at Yavneh and emphasizing Torah study and prayer to replace the Temple and its sacrifices.





The text from Samuel has great meaning.  Eli’s family, the priests at Shiloh, are condemned as corrupt by God; destined to die early deaths because of their greed.  In a broader sense, then, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai is advising that this family turn away from the priesthood as their means of salvation and look to Torah.





Discussion Questions


1.





2.  The starting point of any phenomenon is usually much more difficult to discern than its endpoint.











