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Public Policy, How to Merit a Long Life and Fungible Resources 





Dear Friends,





This week our Talmud passage and our healing passage contain parallels.  We speak now of going Òabove and beyondÓ the letter of the law to a realm of superior righteousness.  The Talmud shows us not only how to achieve such a state but outlines the incredible benefits that accrue to those who rise to the occasion.





Enjoy!


Judy Abrams





P.S. I really need your help on this passage!  If any among you are good economic theorists, please explain Rav HunaÕs behavior because, speaking as someone who never took an economics or business course in my life, I find it difficult to understand.








Bavli Taanit 20b-21a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 85-88:


Last time, we learned that the merit of Rav Adda bar Ahavah was so strong that it could be relied on in the vicinity of a shaky wall.  This time, we find out from whence that merit stemmed:





What were the deeds of Rav Adda bar Ahavah?





[It was] like [the following] that was stated:  His disciples asked Rav Adda bar Ahavah:  On account of what have you lived so long?  He said to them:  In [all] my days I have never become angry in my house and 


I have not walked in front of someone who was greater than me and 


I have not meditated in filthy alleyways and


I have not walked four cubits without Torah or without tefillin and


I have not slept in the study hall, neither regular sleep nor momentary sleep and


I have not rejoiced in the mishap of my fellow and


I have not called my fellow by his nickname (and some say:  by his surname).





Rava said to Rafram bar Pappa:  Tell us, Sir, some of those fine things that Rav Huna did.  He said to him:  [What he did] in his youth I do not remember, [but what he did] in his old age I do remember.  Every cloudy day [when strong winds or rain might topple weak walls] they would take him out in a golden carriage and he would survey the entire city.  And every wall that was dilapidated he would pull down.  If its owner was able, he would rebuild it.  And if he was unable, [Rav Huna] himself would rebuild it with his own [money].  





And every Friday afternoon he would send a deputy to the market, and all the vegetables that were left with the vegetable dealers he would buy and throw into the river.  





But let him give them to the poor!  Sometimes they would rely [on this], and would not come to buy.  





But let him throw them to animals!  He maintained [that] food fit for humans should not be fed to animals.  





But let him not buy them at all!  You would cause them [the vegetable dealers] to sin in the future [by not bringing enough produce to market for Shabbat].





When he had some medicine he would fill a water jug with it and hang it on the doorpost of his house and say:  Whoever needs [it] come and take.  And there are [some] who say:  He had a tradition concerning Shivta [an evil spirit who would endanger those who ate without washing his or her hands] and he would set down a water jug and hang it and say:  Whoever needs [it] let him come and enter so that he will not be in danger.





When he would prepare to eat bread, he would open his door and say:  Whoever is needy let him come and eat.  Rava said:  All of them I can do, except for this which I cannot do because the troops of Mehoza are many.  





Background


Rav Adda bar Ahavah


Rav Adda bar AhavahÕs merit consists of diligence in study and respect for Torah (not reciting it near anything defiling or inappropriate) and genuine love and respect for those around him.  ItÕs a suprizingly simple prescription, especially when contrasted with Rav Huna.





Rav Huna


Here, I have already confessed my ignorance.  IÕm sure Rav HunaÕs actions make sense but  I would appreciate your explaining them to me.





Shivta the Demon


Yes, we believe in demons in Judaism (see, for example B. Pesachim 110 and following).  Everyone believed in them in this era.  Rabbi Steinsaltz writes (p. 88):  Shivta is an evil spirit present on the hands of someone who does not wash them when required.  In the responsa of the Geonim it is a disease that strikes small children and causes them to waste away and die.





Discussion Questions


1.  How would you turn Rav Adda bar AhavahÕs lifestyle into a set of modern guidelines for longevity?  What would you add or delete?





2. Explain Rav HunaÕs actions and how they would have benefited the community.  Do you think he offers a good model for public policy today?





3.  Have you ever experienced demons (e.g., self-doubt, laziness, despair)?  Would it have helped you to conceptualize these as separate beings or not?  Why?
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