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Addicted to Charity




This session’s Talmud passage is a classic rabbinic tale of God’s providence and a sage who has a tendency to give too much.




Thank you to all of you who have sent your good wishes to me (and for all the jokes!). 
They were greatly appreciated.




God bless you all!

Judy Abrams



Bavli Taanit 24a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 130-131:

�When the charity collectors would see Elazar of Birta, they would hide from him, for whatever he had he would give to them.  



One day he went to the market to buy a dowry for his daughter.  The charity collectors saw him [and] hid from him.  He went and ran after them.  He said to them: “I adjure you, in what are you engaged?”  They said to him: “With an orphan boy and orphan girl.”  He said to them: “By [the Temple] service!  They take precedence over my daughter.”  He took everything that he had and gave it to them.  



He had one zuz left, [with which] he bought himself wheat, and he went up [and] cast it into the granary.  



His wife came, [and] said to her daughter: “What has your father bought?”  She said to her: “Whatever he bought, he cast into the granary.”  She went to open the door of the granary, [and] she saw that the granary was filled with wheat, and it was coming out through the socket of the door, and the door would not open on account of the wheat.  His daughter went to the Academy [and] said to him: “Come and see what He who loves you has done for you!”  He said to her: “By [the Temple] service!  They are to you as consecrated, and only you have [a share] in them only as one of the poor of Israel.” 



Background

Rabb Elazar ben Yehudah Isha Bartuta

This sage of the Tannaitic era, Rabbi Steinsaltz notes, is linked with the saying, “Give Him (i.e., God) what is His, for you and what is yours are His. (Pirkei Avot 3:7)”



Poverty and Generosity

The sages, at Usha (B. Ketubot 50a), decided that it was important to give to charity but that one must not impoverish oneself in order to give to others.  While one was not legally obligated to support one’s children after they were over 6 years old, the sages held that one ought to pay for their needs after this time as an act of charity.  The times in which these dictates were issued was one of desperate poverty in the Land of Israel; just after the Bar Kochba revolt’s failure in 135 C.E.  Under great economic stress, many households fail to thrive as reflected in the need to legislate such seemingly obvious obligations, such as maintaining one’s children.



This explains Rabbi Elazar’s response to his daughter.  She may receive a zuz (a small coin) from him because he is obligated to support her as an impoverished member of the Jewish community.



Hope and Letting Go

Rabbi Elazar’s actions call to mind the following verses from Psalms:

They that sow in tears shall reap in joy.  Though he goes on his way weeping, bearing the measure of seed, He shall come home with joy, bearing his 
sheaves
. (Psalm 126:5-6)

Why would one cry while planting seeds?  If they were one’s last seeds, one would plant in desperation and tears; knowing that if these seeds failed to thrive all hope was lost.  Yet to fail to plant would be to condemn oneself to death.  This is a powerful image of the necessity we all face, at times, to go forward even when the outcome is not certain.



Discussion Questions

1.  The tripartate structure of a classic rabbinic story is simple to find here.  As Rabbi Elazar persists in giving charity, so God gives Rabbi Elazar’s family bounty when they need it.  What does this tell us about the rabbinic conception of God?  Of charity?



2.  Contrast the relationships of a daughter and her father/sage in this session’s passage and the last one, in which a sage essentially condemned his daughter to death because of the passion her beauty inspired.  Rabbi Elazar’s treatment of his daughter here might seem more generous, but how much more responsible is it?  Both of these sages apparently act 
irresponsibly
 toward their daughter’s in important ways.  How would their daughters have rewritten these stories?  Their wives?  Their sons?



� 

Healing Passage:  
The Lord is My Shepherd


This page of study is sponsored by Joan Alexander in honor of the speedy recovery of Judith Abrams.  A donation has been made to Maqom for this purpose.  Thank you!



This week’s healing passage 
is a familiar one from Psalms and a new interpretation of these ancient, and probably familiar, words
.





Texts:


The Lord is my Shepherd;

	I lack nothing.

He makes me lie down in green pastures;

	He leads me to water in places of repose;

	He renews my life;

	He guides me in right paths

	as befits his name.

Though I walk through the valley of deepest darkness,

	I fear no harm, for You are with me;

	Your rod and Your staff—they comfort me.

You spread a table before me in full view of my enemies;

	You anoint my head with oil;

	my drink is abundant.

Only goodness and steadfast love shall pursue me

	all the days of my life,

	and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD

	for many long years.

					Psalm 23



This psalm is usually associated with funerals and death.  Yet it can be interpreted, as below, to be a song of hope and realistic determination:



Eisegesis

The Lord is my shepherd,

I will not bleat.  

But I shall want, 

because the world is want--

is stones instead of pasture.

I will be stubborn, stand into the wind.



He restoreth my soul...

But should he not replenish

I will dredge up clarity,

and ask no fanciful reward.

To hold my brother’s hand

shall be my righteousness.



In the valley of deep darkness

his rod will goad me on,

his staff not mine to lean upon.



In the presence of my enemies

I am afraid.

Oh! let me not deceive myself;

it is not said who

shall sit down and eat.



	And yet....and yet...



My cup runneth over

	with vintage of the ripened vine.

	There is, despite, 

	a spring of birds in me.



Goodness and mercy

	and hope before the sun

	follow into the night.



And I shall dwell

	whether by quiet waters or on shifting sands--

	sill in his house.



Amy K. Blank, “I Know Four” and Other Things, HUC, Cincinnati, 1981.



Background

Amy Blank was a wonderful poetess who lived in Cincinnati.  As a rabbinical student, I was able to hear her read her poems in her beautiful British accent.  She was a stunning woman:  tall, white haired, dignified and yet, when I knew her, frail.




She took the comforting image of God as shepherd and
 used it as a lenses through which to look
 at the harsh realities of the human condition.





Discussion Question

1.
  This psalm is probably more familiar to you in the following version:

The Lord is my shepherd; 
I
 shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures;

He leadeth me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul;

He guideth me in straight paths for His name
’s sake.

Yea, though 
I
 walk through the valley of the shadow of death,


I
 will fear no evil,

For Thou art with me;

Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies;

Thou hast annointed my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life;

And 
I
 shall dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.



Which translation appeals to you?  Why?  Which offers you healing, or greater healing?




2.
  If you were to write a poem or 
interpretation
 of the Twenty-third psalm, what would it be?




�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 writings which were not canonized into the Tanach, nor were they included in rabbinic literature.  These works, collectively, are called the Pseudepigraph
a
.   There are a wide variety of works in this genre:  midrashim on Bible texts, apocryphal visions of the end of time, angelologies, demonologies, mystical quest guides and accounts of the history of the day.
  The best version of these texts in English is the excellent (although expensive) two-volume 
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
, James Charlesworth, editor.




Texts from the era (516 BCE-70 CE) reflect the importance of the Shema--reciting it and bearing it symbolically on one’s body and home--in the time the Second Temple stood.



Enjoy!



Pseudepigrapha


Texts

The gentiles filled the temple with debauchery and revelry, as they lolled with prostitutes and had intercourse with women in the sacred courts and also brought forbidden things inside.  The altar was filled with prohibited offerings excluded by the laws.  No one was allowed to observe the Sabbath or to keep the traditional 
festivals
 or to confess he was a Jew.  (II Macabbees 6:1-17)



Twice each day, at the dawn thereof and when the hour comes for turning to repose, let all acknowledge before God the bounties which He has bestowed on them through their deliverance from the land of Egypt:  thanksgiving is a natural duty, and is rendered alike in gratitude for past mercies and to incline the give to others yet to come.  They shall inscribe also on their doors the greatest of the benefits which they have received from God and each shall display them on his arms; and all that can show forth the power of God and His goodwill towards them, let them bear a record thereof written on the head and on the arm, so that men may see on every side the loving care with which God surrounds them.  (Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 4:13)



Background


Macabbees



These are texts whose topics ought to be familiar to you:  they form the basis of the Hannukkah story.  Unlike the similar story of Purim, the books of the Macabbees were not included in Scripture.





Josephus


In the Second Temple period (516 B.C.E.-70 C.E.), great changes enveloped the Jews in the Land of Israel.  Alexander the Great conquered the Persians in Israel in 332 B.C.E. and Jewish culture thereafter fell under Greek, and later, Roman, rule and cultural influence.  Under Seleucid rule, Jews came to be more and more oppressed until they rebelled against Antiochus IV Epiphanes and liberated Jerusalem in 164 B.C.E.; an event celebrated by the holiday Hannukkah ever since.  The Hasmonean dynasty, who led the revolution, ruled Jewish life until 63 
B.C.E. when
 independent Hasmonean rule came to an end. Judea was thereafter ruled by Rome.  A turbulent political period followed, culminating in the revolt against Rome beginning in 66 C.E. and ending with the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E.  When a decision was made to establish a Roman colony on Jerusalem's ruins, the Bar Kokhba revolt ensued in 132 C.E.  By 135 C.E., when the revolt ended, the Jewish population in the land of Israel was decimated through deat
h, enslavement and emigration. 



 


The literature produced during the second Temple period was vast and varied. The texts from this era which have survived consist of testaments, apocalyptic literature, Biblical exegesis by Philo (c. 20 B.C.E.-50 C.E.) and the Dead Sea scrolls.  Among the best known of these works was written by Ben Sira (second B.C.E.) and is known as Ecclesiasticus.  Josephus (c38-after 100 C.E.), a Jerusalem-born Jew who eventually moved to Rome, wrote works in this era about the conquest of the land of Israel.  Though some Jews had lived in Babylonia since the first Temple's destruction in 586 B.C.E., and throughout the whole second Temple period, diaspora communities became more populous, prosperous and important after the second Temple's fall.





Discussion Questions

1
.
 
 The recitation of the Shema was the confession, or profession, of one
’s Jewishness.
 Obviously, in this turbulent historical era, that had political as well as religious implications.  By what signs do you publicly 
“profess
” your Judaism (e.g., wearing a kipah or having a mezuzah on your door)?





2.
  How does the Shema have political/peoplehood meanings as well spiritual ones?




�Holiday Passage:  Purim

Miracles Happen...But Don’t Count on Them!


This session
’s class comes from one of ou
r participants, Mark Frydenberg, 
MFRYDENBERG@bentley.edu
.
 What nachus!  If anyone else out there wants to suggest a passage and some questions, please email them in!






Text
:



Raba said: It is the duty of a man to mellow himself [with wine] on Purim until he cannot tell the difference between cursed be Haman’ and ‘blessed be Mordecai’.




Rabbah and R. Zera joined together in a Purim feast. They became mellow, and Rabbah arose and cut R. Zera's throat. On the next day he prayed on his behalf and revived him. Next year he said, Will your 
honor
 come and we will have the Purim feast together. He replied: A miracle does not take place on every occasion. (B. Megillah 7b)




Discussion
 Questions
:



1
.  
How can we fulfill the mitzva
h of not being able to tell the 
difference between "Blessed is Mo
rdechai" and "Cursed is Haman"? 
What are we celebrating?




2
.   
Here, Rabbah kills Rabbi Zeirah and then prays for a mi
racle that he 
is brought back to life.  Are there si
tuations when your prayers have 
been answered with a miracle?




3
. 
 Is Rabbi Zeirah right? C
an miracles happen every year? 
How do we recognize them when they do happen?









