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Your Money or Your Life








Dear Friends,





Greetings!  Well, Maqom has finally entered the twenty-first century--we have an ISDN line. Hence, our old phone service does not exist.  Maqom's new number is 713-610-8551.  





This week, we continue our studies about messages and messengers and the tension between making a living and following your bliss.





Bavli Taanit 21a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 88-91:





Ilfa and Rabbi Yohanan were studying Torah [and] they were very hard pressed [for money].  They said:  Let us get up and go and establish a business, and let us fulfill in ourselves [the verse], "But there shall be no poor among you. (Deuteronomy 15:4)"  They went, sat down under a dilapidated wall, [and] ate bread.  





Two ministering angels came.  Rabbi Yohanan heard that one was saying to his fellow:  Let us throw this wall down upon them and kill them, for they are forsaking the life of the World to Come and are engaging in life for the moment.  The other one said to him:  Leave them, for there is among them one whose hour is still waiting for him.





Rabbi Yohanan heard, [but] Ilfa did not hear [them].  Rabbi Yohanan said to Ilfa:  Sir, did you hear anything?  He said:  No.  He said:  Since I heard and Ilfa did not hear, [I can] infer from this [that] it is for me that the hour is waiting.





Rabbi Yohanan said to him:  I will go back and fulfill in myself [the verse], "For the poor will never cease out of the land."  Rabbi Yohanan went back, [but] Ilfa did not go back.  By the time Ilfa came, Rabbi Yohanan was head [of the Academy].  They said to him:  If you, Sir, had sat and studied, would you, Sir, not be head [of the Academy]? 





He went and suspended himself from the mast of a ship, [and] said:  If there is someone who asks me about a Baraita of Rabbi Hiyya and Rabbi Oshaya and I do not derive it from our Mishnah, I will drop from the mast of the ship and drown.





A certain old man came, [and] taught before him:  [If] someone says:  Give my sons a shekel a week and they are fit to be given a sela, we give them a sela.  But if he said:  Give them only a shekel we give them only a shekel.  If he said:  If they die, let other inherit their place.  Whether he said, "Give" or "Give only" we give them only a shekel.  He [Ilfa] said to him:  Whose [opinion] is this?  It is [that of] Rabbi Meir, who said:  It is a duty to fulfill the words of the deceased.





Background


This story is rather self-explanatory.  The theme of dilapidated walls forms the link between this passage and our previous one.  Rabbi Yohanan hears a voice and heeds it, not worrying about his financial situation and earns his destiny.





Shekel and Sela


Rabbi Ilfa's test is difficult.  It assumes someone has died and left his estate and his minor children in the care of a trustee.  If, in his last wishes, the father says that the children should be given a shekel (= one-half of a sela) but that it turns out that they really need a sela to survive, then, because of the way the bequest was worded, the children may be given a sela a week from the estate.  But if the father words the bequest in a way that does not allow any flexibility in interpretation, then his wishes, as expressed, must be followed.  Likewise, if the father wants anything from his estate left after the children have been supported to be given to someone other than his grandchildren, the trustee may give the child only a shekel per week, strictly following the wishes of the deceased as taught in the Mishnah (at B. Ketubot 69b).





Discussion Questions


1. Do you ever hear your destiny/God/God's messenger calling when others do not?  What advantages and disadvantages does this bring? How can turning your back on "success" turn out to be a positive course of action if one is following God's will?  How can making financial sacrifices to study Torah benefit you?





2.  Rabbi Ilfa was ready to stake his life on being able to trace all the traditions of the two later sages named back to Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi, the author of the Mishnah, proving that he did not lose any knowledge by working and learning.  Indeed, he traces them back to Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's teacher.  Did he pass the test?  Can you study Torah and a trade and do them both successfully?





3. Should the wishes of the dead be strictly followed?  Give examples of when this may work out well or not.





