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Bringing Suffering On Yourself





Dear Friends, 





This weekÕs web page sponsored by Mark Frydenberg for his fatherÕs refuah shleimah, a full and speedy recovery.





Before we come to the next passage in the Bavli Taanit, a very famous story about Nahum Ish Gamzo and his incredibly gracious response to suffering, I think it would help us to look at the parallel passage in the Yerushalmi.





Yerushalmi Peah 8:9, 21b:


Nehemiah, a man [from the village of] Shihin, met a man from Jerusalem who said to him, ÒDeal kindly with me [ and, through charity, give me] a chicken [to eat]. Said [Nehemiah] to him:  Go [take this] money and buy [cheap] meat.  [The man took the money, bought cheap meat] ate it and died.  And he [Nehemiah] said, ÒCome and mourn the one killed by Nehemiah!Ó


	Nahum, Ish Gamzo, was taking a gift to his father-in-law.  A man afflicted with boils ran into him and said, "Deal kindly with me [and give me, through charity,] some of that stuff you have with you?"  [Nahum] said to him, "When I return, [I shall give some to you]."  But when he returned, he found the man had died.  [Nahum] said to those who rebuked him, "May the eyes that saw you and did not give to you go blind.  May the hands that did not extend to give [charity] to you be cut off.  May the legs that did not run to give [charity] to you be broken."  And so it came to pass.  


	[One time] Rabbi Akiba came [to visit] him [Nahum].   [Rabbi Akiba] said to him, "Woe is me that I should see you in such [a state]!" [Nahum] said to him, "Woe is me that I do not see you in such [a state]!"  [Rabbi Akiba] asked, "Why do you curse me?"  [Nahum] said to him, "And why do you rebel against [Divine] punishment (b'yisurin)?"


	Rabbi Hoshaya the Elder had, for his son, a teacher who was blind and he would eat a meal with him every day.  One time, others were with him [Rabbi Hoshaya] and [so] he [the blind teacher] did not eat with him [Rabbi Hoshaya].  In the evening, [Rabbi Hoshaya] came to him and said to him, ÒDonÕt be angry, my master.  Because others were with me [at the meal] I did not want to waste the time of my master and therefore I did not eat with you today.   [The teacher] said to him, ÒYou have appeased one who is seen but does not see.  May the One who sees but is not seen [i.e., God] accept your apology [also].  





Background


The Meaning of NahumÕs Name


This sageÕs name is illustrative of his righteousness:  Nahum is related to the idea of Divine comfort (nehamah) and the reason he is called Ish Gamzo is that he is the man (ish) who always says, ÒThis, too (gam zo) is for the good. (B. Sanhedrin 108b-109a)Ó, taking a positive attitude about any misfortune. The following story comes near the end of a long passage emphasizing how far one must go to be considerate of those who need charity, even if they are deceptive. 





The Literary Frame


NahumÕs story is ÒframedÓ by two stories which bear on our tale.  All three stories drive home the point of the mishnah on which they are commenting:  there is symmetry in goodness and in sin.


One who possesses fifty zuz  and trades with these must not take [peah].  And anyone who is not in need of taking and does take will not pass from the world before he will become dependent on other [people for charity].  And anyone who is in need of taking and does not take will not die of old age before he will support others from his own [wealth] and of him Scripture says, "Blessed is the man who trusts in God and God shall be his trust. (Jeremiah 17:7)"  And thus [it is also true of a] judge who judges according to the true law.  And anyone who is not lame or blind or limping and makes himself [appear to be one of these] will not die of old age until he becomes like one of them, as it is said, ("And he who seeks evil, it shall come to him"; and it is [further] said,) "Justice, justice shall you pursue (Deuteronomy 16:20)".  And any judge who takes bribes and perverts justice will not die of old age before his eyes have grown dim, as it is said, "And a bribe you shall not take, for the bribe blinds the seeing (Deuteronomy 16:19)". (M. Peah 8:9 // Mekhilta Kaspa 3 on Exodus 23:8 // Sifre D. 144 // B. Ketubot 105a-b)


The first and last stories are far more realistic, and less dramatic, than the one about Nahum Ish Gamzo, which occupies the prominent, central part of the composition.  The first and second stories are tied together through word play.  The names Nehemiah and Nahum come from the same three-letter root, nun-chet-mem, denoting comfort.  In addition, Nehemiah is called a man from Shichin and the man who approaches Nahum has boils, in Hebrew, shÕchin, almost the exact same word.  Both men commit the offense of not performing the act of charity properly and both take responsibility for it in their own way:  Nehemiah by acknowledging that he has killed the man and Nahum by not only acknowledging his guilt but bringing suffering upon himself to atone for it.





NahumÕs Suffering


NahumÕs suffering is not a punishment from God.  Nehemiah, whose sin was almost identical to NahumÕs, suffers nothing like the afflictions experienced by Nahum.  Nahum brings these punishments upon himself in order to atone for his sin and ease some of his guilt.  Nahum curses himself with blindness, and physical disabilities in his hands and feet.  He does so following the principle midah k'neged midah.  He does not, however, curse himself with deafness, muteness or mental illness; disabilities that would have stigmatized him in the sages' system.  These are logical possibilities:  he could have cursed his ears which did not hear, or his mouth that did not answer correctly, or his mind for not being more thoughtful.





AkibaÕs Attitude


The interchange between Rabbi Akiba and Nahum suggests that Rabbi Akiba does not yet understand the effecaciousness of sufferings in atonement and the importance of recognizing the principle of midah kÕneged midah.  Rabbi Akiba does, indeed, eventually understand this relationship because he suggests to another of his teachers, Rabbi Eliezer, on his deathbed, that sufferings are precious (Sifre D., Piska 32//B. Sanhedrin 101a).  In addition, at the end of his own life, when he is most cruelly tortured to death, Rabbi Akiba recites the Shema, the ultimate testament of faith in Judaism (Y. Berachot 9:5, 13b // Y. Sotah 5:7, 20c // B. Berachot 61b)  and explicitly states that he is not rebelling against suffering but is embracing it as a redemptive experience.





Measure for Measure


The third story demonstrates the same principle of measure for measure, but in a positive sense.  There is a recognition in this story that a blind man may be disabled but that he may also be well-qualified to serve as a teacher.  Rabbi Hoshaya, in particular, seems to be quite sensitive to this manÕs need for dignity and is punctilious in showing him respect (through inviting him to dine) and through explaining why this routine was disrupted in a way that affirms the honor due this blind teacher.  In this way Rabbi Hoshaya merits a blessing, Òmeasure for measureÓ.  God, in this story, is linked to the blind man.  By showing honor to the one who cannot see, one also shows honor to the One who cannot be seen. Rabbi





Beyond the Letter of the Law


These three stories comment on the final mishnah in tractate Peah which serves as a theologically inspiring ending to the tractate.  The gemara to this mishnah likewise forms the conclusion of the tractate and, as such, is meant to inspire righteous behavior that goes Òabove and beyondÓ the letter of the law.  In other words, a minimum level of behavior can be legislated; desired behavior can only be encouraged through inspiring stories and the promise of great Divine rewards.  Nahum Ish Gamzo, and of course Rabbi Akiba, were exceptional individuals who could achieve far greater righteousness, and bear far more suffering, than the average individual.  The prefacing of NahumÕs story with NehemiahÕs shows that an ordinary person may feel guilt while only an extraordinary person need take on great suffering to atone for sin.





Discussion Questions


1.  The commandment to perform the act of charity in Judaism demands that we return people to whatever economic circumstances from which they have descended.  How far should we go in performing this mitsvah?  How important is symmetry and balance?  What if you applied these questions to health and healing?





2. Can taking on suffering act as atonement?  Why or why not?  How might suffering work in this way?





3.  Of the three stories, which do you identify with most?  Which would be the easiest to emulate in your life?





�PAGE  �








�PAGE  �3�














