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Don’t Throw in the Towel!





This session’s Talmud passage speaks of perseverance and prayer can make a difference.





God bless you all!


Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 24a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 136-137:





Rav Mari the son of the daughter of Shmuel said: “I was standing on the bank of the Pappa River, [and] I saw angels who looked like sailors bringing sand and loading boats, and it became fine flour.  Everyone came to buy.  I said to them:  ‘Do not buy from this, for it is the product of miracles.  The next day boats of wheat from Parzina came.”





Rava happened to come to Hagrunya.  He decreed a fast, but rain did not come.  He said to them: “Continue your fast, all of you, overnight.”  The next day he said to them: “Whoever saw a dream let him tell [it].” Rabbi Elazar of Hagrunya said to them:  “They read to me in my dream: ‘Good greetings to a good master from a good Lord who in His goodness does good to His people.’”  He said:  “Conclude from this [that] it is a favorable time to petition for mercy.”  He petitioned for mercy, and rain came.





Background


Don’t Cash In Your Miracles Just Yet


The sages believed that one should rely on miracles only in the most desperate of circumstances.  It’s as if each person is issued a couponbook for a set number of miracles at birth.  One should try not to use up the “coupons” as this is deducted from one’s personal merit.





Signs and Dreams


Prayer is the way we speak to God and has been the focus of our study for many months now.  Signs are one of the ways that God speaks to us.  Since the era of prophecy ended, we can discern God’s will for us, say the sages, by listening to the verses children are studying.  The children, in this case, become a randomizing device, that is, they are unselfconscious and would not be aware of the import of the verses they cite.  In this way, God could speak through them.  





Another way God may speak to us is through our dreams.  Dreams, their interpretation and their importance have been recognized in Judaism since Joseph made his living at it.  The Talmud, B. Berachot 55a-57a, provides a long treatise on ways to interpret dreams.  





Discussion Questions


1.  The idea that one shouldn’t take advantage of miracles could be extended, in modern day language, to mean, “Don’t push your luck” and/or “don’t put your faith in quick fixes”.  Yet, as finite beings, we are attracted to the idea of “something for nothing”.  Do you know any other stories, ancient or contemporary, to demonstrate that this principle still operates in Judaism?  If we are not to benefit from miracles then what do our prayers accomplish?





2.  Rava’s decree suggests that the overnight fasting (which may have made a virtue out of necessity) led to the clear message received in the dream.  Does fasting help or hinder your prayer?  Do you interpret your dreams?  What weight do you give them?  Do dreams ever help you elucidate God’s will for your life?  How? 


�
 


Healing Passage: Healing and a Return to “Normal”


This passage gives us one framework within which we might view the process of becoming ill and becoming well.





Text:


Rav Judah said in the name of Rav: There are four [classes of people] who have to offer thanksgiving: those who have crossed the sea, those who have traversed the wilderness, one who has recovered from an illness, and a prisoner who has been set free. (B. Berachot 54b)


	


Background


Most people are familiar with the Mishebeirach offered in synagogue during the reading of the Torah.  This prayer asks for healing and help for those who, for example, are ill or for mothers recovering from childbirth.  





A prayer that is perhaps less well-known is Birkat Hagomel, the blessing of thanksgiving, also offered during the Torah service.  It praises God for bringing one through a dangerous experience.  It also states that, though we are guilty, God rewards us with goodness.  Then, the congregation responds with a heartfelt wish that God continue to guard the individual.  The Mishebeirach and Birkat Hagomel frame the experience of illness for the sufferer and for the congregation and provide it with clear beginning and ending points.





What is interesting about this Talmud passage is that illness is metaphorically likened to a dangerous journey or experience wherein one’s life is in peril (the high seas and the wilderness) and or out of one’s control (the prisoner).  Illness, then, imperils body and soul, effectively keeping us from our true selves.








Discussion Question


1.  To what else may the experience of illness be likened besides as a journey or captivity?  What modern metaphors might you use to describe the process of illness and recovery?





2.  Disabilities are different from illness.  Illness is something that begins and ends.  One is removed from one’s societal role and its obligations and is then returned to them.  Disabilities, on the other hand, never end.  How might we ritually affirm the acceptance of  a disability by the disabled person and his/her family?














�
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.  


	


The next group of texts to be redacted after Tosefta was formulated were the halakhic midrashim, also called tannaitic midrashim, on the books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.  These works relate rabbinic law to Torah texts, according to the order of those texts, as opposed to the Mishnah which organized its teachings thematically.  These works, Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael (on Exodus), Sifra (on Leviticus) and Sifre (Numbers and Deuteronomy) were probably redacted around 300 C.E. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael contains some of the oldest material found in the midrash collections, though its complicated redactional history makes an accurate dating of the whole quite difficult. 


Sifre to Deuteronomy (Sifre D.) is most often thought to be a tannaitic midrash compilation but it is not a homogeneous work and different component sections of this work originated in different periods and circles. Sifra, the commentary to the book of Leviticus, and Sifre to Numbers, like the other Tannaitic midrashim, probably date from the second half of the third century and underwent further development.





Enjoy!





Midrash


“Which I command you this day”:  They should not be in your eyes like some antiquated edict to which no one pays any attention, but like a new edict which everyone runs to read.  (Sifre D., Piska 33)





“And you shall teach them diligently unto your children (6:7):  They should be so finely honed in your mouth that when someone asks you about them, you will not stutter, and will be able to reply immediately. (Sifre D., Piska 34)





“Unto your children”:  This refers to your disciples, for you find that disciples are always referred to as children. (Sifre D., Piska 34)





“And shall talk of them”:  Make them matters of basic importance and not merely incidental, by having no discussion without them. (Sifre D., Piska 34)





Once Rabbi Eliezer fell ill, and Rabbi Tarfon, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah and Rabbi Akiba came to visit him.  Rabbi Tarfon said to him, “Master, you are more precious to Israel than the orb of the sun, for the orb of the sun sheds light on this world, while you have enlightened both this world and the world to come.”  Rabbi Yehoshua said to him, “Master you are more precious to Israel than the gift of rain, for rain grants life in this world, while you give it in the world to come.”  Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said to him, “Master you are more precious to Israel than one’s father and mother, for father and mother bring one into this world, while you have brought us into this world and into the world to come.”  Rabbi Akiva said to him, “Master, precious are chastisements.”  Rabbi Eliezer thereupon said to his disciples, “Prop me up.”  When Rabbi Eliezer had sat up, he said to Akiba, “Go on, Akiba.”  (Sifre D., Piska 32)





Background


These are a few interpretations of the Shema offered in the midrash collection Sifre to Deuteronomy.  They focus on making the Shema and v’ahavta a living reality rather than rote recitation.  They should seem brand new to you each day, crucial insights by which you live your life and on which you build your family and community.





Rabbi Eliezer’s story is connected to this story because of the Shema’s link with suffering in rabbinic sources.  It is to be the last sentence one utters and Rabbi Akiba, himself, dies a tortured death at the Romans’ hands with the last word of the Shema on his lips.  





Rabbi Eliezer was excommunicated by the sages for holding too strongly to his opinions and being unwilling to listen to the majority of sages.  The rabbis who come to visit Rabbi Eliezer at his deathbed are the very ones who excommunicated him.  Their words of flattery hold no comfort for him.  He has suffered in silence and replies only with silence.  It is only Rabbi Akiba, his closest student, who dares to offer what is truly a comfort, i.e., a recognition of the pain Rabbi Eliezer has suffered.


�In this way, the sages who composed Sifre to Deuteronomy allow the learner to confront one the main spiritual issues a person must face:  how to keep faith in one God and reconcile that with the existence of suffering.








Discussion Questions


1.  How do you, personally, reconcile the idea that God is one and that suffering exists? 





2.  Why does the truth, however baldly put or unpalatable, comfort you more than kind, but insincere words?
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