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Lions and Tigers and Bears, Oh My!


23 July, 1997





By Monica Solomon in honor of her loving sister Claire.





Dear Friends,


Greetings. When should we panic?  What is worth getting upset about?  That is what our passage this week addresses.  It gives us a framework with which we can analyze threats to our communities and respond appropriately.  It’s underlying logic could help us develop reasoned responses today!





Enjoy!


Judy Abrams








Bavli Taanit 22a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 104-107:


“For these they sound the alarm in all places, etc.”  





Our Rabbis taught:  “For these they sound the alarm in all places:  For blight and for mildew and for locusts and for hasil [locusts, a particularly destructive kind] and for wild beasts.  Rabbi Akiba says:   For blight and for mildew, for any amount.  [For] locusts and hasil, even if only one wing[ed creature] was seen in the Land of Israel, they sound the alarm for them.





“And for wild beasts, etc.”  





Our Rabbis taught:  The dangerous animals of which they spoke at a time when it is a visitation, they sound the alarm for it; [when] it is not a visitation, they do not sound the alarm for it.





Which is a visitation and which is not a visitation?  If [a wild beast] was sighted in the city, it is a visitation.  In the field, it is not a visitation.





During the day, it is a visitation, at night, it is not a visitation.





[If] it saw two people and chased after them, it is a visitation.  [If] it hid from them, it is not a visitation.  [If] it ate both of them, it is not a visitation.  [If] it went upon the roof and took an infant from a cradle, it is a visitation.





This itself is difficult.  You said:  “If [a wild beast] was sighted in the city, it is a visitation.”  There is no difference if [it happens] during the day and there is no difference [if it happens] at night.  And then you said:  “During the day it is a visitation; at night it is not a visitation.”!  





There is no difficulty.  He says thus:  If [a wild beast] was sighted in the city during the day, it is a visitation; in the city at night, it is not a visitation.  Or also, in the field even during the day, it is not a visitation.  





“[If] it saw two people and chased after them, it is a visitation.”  But [if] it stands [in its place], it is a visitation?!





There is no difficulty.  Here [it is] in a field that is near a marsh; here [it is] in a field that is not near a marsh.





“[If] it attacked two people together and ate one of them, it is a visitation; both of them, it is not a visitation.”  But surely you said:  “Even if it chased [them”!





Rav Pappa said:  When that was taught, [it referred] to a marsh.





It was taught above:  “[If] it went up on the roof and took an infant from a cradle it is a visitation.”  [This is] obvious!
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Background


Crop Destroyers


In this passage, it’s clear that crop destroyers are responded to with greater immediate panic than people destroyers (i.e., attacking animals).  This makes sense.  If one does not preserve the crops from insects and mildew, the people will soon be in danger.  The sages urge the population to respond quickly to any such threat.





People Destroyers


The discussion of threats that destroy people directly is somewhat more nuanced.  If an animal is out of place (e.g., in the city where one does not expect to see a buffalo, for example), evident outside its normal time or behaving aggressively, then it is a visitation which calls for an alarm.





The stamma, the later anonymous layer of the Talmud, then enters the picture and reconciles these different dimensions of when animals constitute a threat.





These cases are not so far-fetched or remote as we might image.  Anyone who has visited Yellowstone National Park, for example, knows that while buffalo and bear appear tame and cute in their way that they can easily kill a human being if provoked.  Or, for another example, mountain lions inhabit the University of California, Santa Cruz, campus.  These cats are nocturnal so if one saw such an animal during the day one might be especially alarmed.  In addition, those walking with children are directed to immediately pick the children up when confronted by a mountain lion as the cat will attack a smaller person first.





Knowing when to consider an animal a threat, and how to respond to that threat, are important sorts of knowledge to possess, even today.





Discussion Questions


1.   The stamma has reconciled the different factors introduced in the gemara.  How else might these factors of place, time and behavior be reconciled after the stamma’s fashion? Could they have been left “unresolved”?  Was the stamma’s comment strictly necessary? 





2.  The sages had a healthy respect for the dangers of nature.  Has our perspective changed?  Why and how?





3. What constitutes an immediate threat to a local community?  To the Jewish people?  To which sorts of threats should we respond immediately; at the first sign of trouble?  To which sorts should we pause, make an assessment and then respond?
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Healing and Holiday Passage








We are now approaching the fast of the Ninth of Av (12 August, 1997).  It is the only other twenty-four hour fast in the Jewish calendar beside Yom Kippur.  Who should fast and who should not?  When does affliction of the body constitute a danger?  Our sources address these issues:








A pregnant woman who smelled [food and drink] they feed her until she recovers. (M. Yoma 8:5)





There was a woman with child who had smelt [a dish].  [People] came before Rabbi [questioning him what should be done].  He said to them:  Go and whisper to her that it is the Day of Atonement.  They whispered to her and she accepted the whispered suggestion, whereupon he [Rabbi] cited about her [the verse]:  "Before I formed you in the belly I knew you. (Jeremiah 1:5)"  From her came forth Rabbi Yohanan.  [Again] there was a woman with child who had smelt [a dish].  [People] came before Rabbi [questioning him what should be done].  He said to them:  Go and whisper to her that it is the Day of Atonement.  They whispered to her and she did not accept the whispered suggestion,  He cited with regard to her (83a) "The wicked are estranged from the womb (Psalm 58:4)".  From her came forth Shabbatia, the hoarder of provisions [for speculation]. (B. Yoma 82b-83a)





Background


The Mishnah states the obvious:  a woman who is pregnant and not doing well should eat enough to sustain herself and the pregnancy on a fast day.  The Bavli explains that she is fed gradually, and only just enough so that she recovers although if she absolutely must eat pork to satisfy herself, even on Yom Kippur, she may do so (B. Yoma 82a).  





The stories, however, offer something of a counterpoint.  While a sick person or one who is pregnant may eat, it is better if one can somehow withstand the hunger.  The Sages apparently felt that it was the fetus, not the mother, who developed the craving.  They also seem, here, to subscribe to the "nature over nurture" theory of personality:  the child's future moral character is already formed in the womb.  Sages, of course, were held in the highest esteem and those who hoarded food during famines for profit were considered the lowest of the low.  So each fetus was already exhibiting its nature through the cravings of its mother.








Discussion Question


1.  How does fasting help you pray?  How does it hurt your concentration in prayer?





2.  If you cannot fast, what else might you do, or from what else might you abstain, to remain in the spirit of the day?
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