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Be Careful What You Ask For!  


�This web page is dedicated to the memory of Suzanne Abourbih Shoshanah Bat Sarah Mizrachi & Benyamin Ha-Levi. Her Sh'loshim fell on Kaf Bet Tevet, (the evening of January 19th, in ordinary time). Jacques Abourbih has made a donation to Maqom in her memory.





Dear Friends,





This study session all four passages, the regular Talmud study, Healing, Beginning and Holiday tracks, all seem to have to do with final reckonings.  (Perhaps my fortieth birthday had something to do with my selection of these passages!)  Thank God, all the passages offer methods for achieving satisfying life here and hereafter.





God bless you and enjoy!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 23b, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 125-127:





Hanan HaNehba was the son of the daughter of Honi HaMe’aggel.  When the world was in need of rain, the Rabbis would send schoolchildren to him, and they grasped him by the hem of his cloak and said to him: “Father, Father, give us rain!”  He said before the Holy One, blessed be He: “Master of the Universe, act for the sake of these who cannot distinguish between the Father who gives rain and a father who does not give rain.”  And why did they call him Hanan HaNehba?  Because he used to hide himself in the lavatory [when people came to bestow honors on him].  





Rabbi Erika said to Rav Safra: Come [and] see what is [the difference] between the imperious of the Land of Israel and the pious of Babylonia.  The pious of Babylonia were Rav Huna and Rav Hisda.  When the world was in need of rain, they said:  “Let us assemble together and petition for mercy.  Perhaps the Holy One, blessed be He, will be appeased so that He will bring rain.”  The imperious of Eretz Israel, such as Rabbi Yonah the father of Rabbi Mani, when the world was in need of rain, he entered his house, and said to them: “Give me my sack, and I will go and bring myself grain for a zuz.”  When he went outside, he went and stood in a low place, as it is written: “Out of the depths I have cried to You, O Lord.”  And he stood in a hidden place and covered himself with sackcloth, and he asked for mercy, and rain came.  When he came to his house, they said to him: “ Did you bring grain, Sir?”  He said to them: “I said: Since rain has now come, the world is relieved.”





And furthermore, Rabbi Mani his son was being distressed by (members of) the House of Nasi.  He prostrated himself the grave of his father, (and) said to him: “Father, Father, these (men) are causing me distress.”  One day they were passing by there, (and) the legs of their horses were caught, until they accepted upon themselves that they would not distress him.





And furthermore, Rabbi Mani was often found before Rabbi Yitzhak ben Elyashiv, [and] said to him: “The rich [members] of the house of my father-in-law are causing me distress.  He said:  Let them become poor.  He said [later]:  They are pressing me [for support since they are now poor].  He said:  Let them become rich.  And they became rich.  He said, “My wife is not acceptable to me.  He said to him:  What is her name?  Hannah.  Let Hannah become beautiful.  And she became beautiful.  He said to him [some time later]:  She has become presumptuous toward me.  He said to him:  If so, let Hannah return to her plainness and Hannah returned to her plainness.
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Background


Honi’s Grandson


This is the only story we have about this grandson of Honi’s.  He tries very hard not to accept any public honor...even running into the bathroom to avoid any importuning.  (Although it is interesting that, according to Steinsaltz’s notes on p. 125 and the Rashi there that Rashi does not have the tradition about hiding in the bathroom before him.)





The Difference Between Israel and Babylonia


The actions of Babylonia are here characterized as far more pious than those of Israel.  In the former locale the community petitions for rain as mandated in the Mishnah, in public, communal prayer.  In the latter, they do so privately.  Of course, we are studying a document redacted in Babylonia, stemming from a community that felt inferior, in some ways, to its sister in Israel.  





Horse Magic


To this very day there are people who are thought to be able to bewitch horses.  In Texas they are called “Horse Whisperers” and are known in English oral history (The Crooked Scythe, George Ewart Evans.  Faber and Faber, 1993).





Discussion Questions


1.  How do you think Honi’s experiences affected his grandson’s attitudes toward asking for rain?  How are Honi’s and Hanan’s actions different?  Could this Hanan be Honi who “died” and “returned” in Hanan’s persona (note the closeness of their names which both mean “graced one”)?





2.  Our passage characterizes the righteous path as the one that depends on community and set liturgy rather than individual charismatic prayer.  Why, from historical and spiritual perspectives, might this be so?  Can any parallels be drawn between Judaism in the Diaspora and in the State of Israel today?  Have things changed or remained the same?  Why?





3.  Our passage is summed up by a somewhat humorous story which encompasses our themes of hostile relatives (Babylonian v. Israel prayer styles), a magically-transformed person whose name, Hannah, is related to Honi’s and Hanan’s and the perils of answered prayer.  It is as if the text were saying that praying for rain is one thing but praying for help in transforming one’s family is another.  Learning from this story on a spiritual level, what is the best prayer a person can offer?  Would it be about change or acceptance?  And how do the themes of rain, Honi and petition repeat themselves in this story.





�
 


Healing Passage:  The Power of Confession


The nearness of death, and often the presence of pain, can make us admit our sins and repent while we have the opportunity to do so in this life.  








When he [the criminal condemned to death by stoning] was about ten cubits from the place of stoning, they say to him, “Confess, for this is how those about to die confess since everyone who confesses has a portion in the world to come...And if he didn’t know [how] to make confession for himself, they say to him, “Say, ‘May my death be an atonement for all my sins.” (M. Sanhedrin 6:2)





Rabbi Meir said, “At the time when a person is hurting, what does the Shekhinah say (as it were)?  “My head hurts.  My arm hurts.”  If God (HaMaqom) is distressed about the blood of the wicked [when] it is poured out [at execution], all the more [is God distressed] by the blood of righteous [when it is poured out in death].  (M. Sanhedrin 6:5) 


							


My God and God of all who have gone before me, Author of life and death, I turn to You in trust. Although I pray for life and health, I know that I am mortal. If my life must soon come to an end, let me die, I pray, at peace.


	If only my hands were clean and my heart pure! I confess that I have committed sins and left much undone, yet I know also the good that I did or tried to do. May my acts of goodness give meaning to my life, and may my errors be forgiven.


	Protector of the bereaved and the helpless, watch over my loved ones. Into Your hand I commit my spirit; redeem it, O God of mercy and truth.  (Confession; Rabbi’s Manual, CCAR, 1988)





Background


The Mishnah is relating the procedure for administering the most severe of death penalties in Jewish legal thinking, i.e., stoning.  (Of course, this was many many years after any Jewish court had administered such a punishment and the sages are notoriously unwilling to administer such an execution.)  Confession, even by the most heinous criminal and even just moments before his death, allowed the sinner to use his suffering in order to redeem himself.





Rabbi Meir gives us the “wide angle” view of suffering, as it were.  When we hurt, God hurts.  God is not indifferently torturing us but feels our pain and death, no matter how poorly we have lived our lives.





Even today, confession before death is considered a redeeming action. 





Discussion Question


1.  How do you understand Rabbi Meir’s assumption that God hurts when we hurt?  Could we then, logically, comfort ourselves by comforting God?  How might we achieve such a goal?





2.  A confession before death need not take the form of a written prayer.  Indeed, talking with those we have hurt and working through those mistakes before death is probably much more effective.  Have you ever received a deathbed confession?  What happened?  Did it help and, if so, how?





�
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, “And 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?  





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


�
Holiday Passage:  Tu Bishvat 5758





Torah is often compared to trees and with good reason:  both support those around it, both bear fruit and give comforting shade, both have the ability to appear dead (i.e., a tree in winter) and then regenerate themselves.





We celebrate the time of planting new trees on the fifteenth of the month of Shvat.  Perhaps this story will enrich your observance of the day.





Midrash Text:  


“And Elijah took twelve stones [according to the number of the tribes of the sons of Jacob unto whom the word of the Lord came, saying:  Israel shall by your name]. (I Kings 18:31)” These words are to be considered in the light of the verse, “The heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool. [Where is the house that you may build unto Me?  And where is the place that may be My resting place?] (Isaiah 66:1)”, this particular verse having been uttered at the end of Isaiah’s life as a prophet.  





When did he utter it in prophecy?  In the days of Mannasseh.  As soon as Manasseh brought the idol into the Temple, Isaiah began prophesying to Israel, saying to them:  Why do you exalt yourselves?  Is it because of the House which you built for Me?  The upper and the lower worlds cannot contain My glory.  Do I require this house that you built it for Me?  “Where is the House that you  may build unto Me (Isaiah 66:1) [you built it for your own benefit, not Mine.]”  Behold, Nebuachnezzar will come and destroy it, and will exile you.  





At once Menasseh was angered at Isaiah and said [to his followers]:  Seize him.  They ran after him to seize him.  As he fled from them, the carob tree opened up and took him in.  Thereupon Menasseh brought carpenters--so said R. Hanina the son of R. Isaac-and had the carob tree sawn into and the blood flowed forth.  Of this it is said, “Moreover Menasseh shed innocent blood very much till he filled Jerusalem from mouth to mouth (II Kings 21:16).”  Is such a thing possible?  What is meant, however, is that he slew Isaiah with whom God had spoken mouth to mouth, as he did to Moses, of whom it is written, “With him do I speak mouth to mouth. (Numbers 12:8)” (Pesikta Rabbati 4:3)





Background


This story is in a collection of midrashim about Hannukkah.  All the expositions of Piska 4, or chapter 4, relate the creation and survival of the twelve tribes of Israel to the ultimate redemption which will come in the messianic era.





When the evil king Menasseh put an idol in the Temple, Isaiah predicted that it would be destroyed.  The Temple existed so that we might find an easily accessible place to communicate with God; God did not need it.  Once the purpose of the Temple was nullified by placing an idol in it, it would be natural that it be destroyed since it no longer fulfilled its proper function.





Isaiah, somewhat like Moses and Elijah then disappears from sight, this time, within a tree.  Or, interpreting this story metaphorically or politically, one might say that even nature rebelled and bled in protest against Menasseh’s actions.  





The carob tree is related to long life, a thick trunk, poverty (since the poor eat its fruit).  The menorah is a stylized tree and a symbol of the enlightenment of Torah.





Discussion Questions


1.  How are Hannukkah and Tu Bishvat related?  How are they different? 





2.  The Temple turned out to be a harmful place when not used correctly.  How can we turn blessings into curses?  How can we reverse such a dynamic?





3.  According to the order of the book of Isaiah, this was part of his last prophecy.  Then, he disappears from the scene, becoming part of the tree.  How do trees bear witness to our lives?  What eternal truths do trees communicate to us by their very presence?








