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8 October, 1997





Dear Friends,





Shanah tovah!  First please accept my best wishes for a sweet new year and may you be sealed in the book of life.  ��Second, enjoy these weeks’ passage.  I hope when we begin to pray for rain at the end of Sukkot you will feel truly knowledgable and that the texts we’ve learned will ring in your mind and enrich your prayers.





God bless you!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 22b-23a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 113-115:


Rami bar Rav Yud said:  But in the Diaspora they sound the alarm for [too much rain falling].  It was also taught thus:  “[In] a year whose rains are abundant, the men of the mishmar send to the men of the ma’amad:  Set your eyes on your brethren in the Diaspora so that their houses may not become their graves.  





They asked Rabbi Eliezer:  Up to where should the rain fall, that they should pray that they not fall?  He said to them:  So that a man may stand on Keren Ofel and paddles his feet in the water.  But surely it was taught:  “His hands”!  I meant his feet [must be] like his hands.





Rabbah bar Bar Hanah said:  I personally saw Keren Ofel [a high point in Jerusalem], where a certain Arab was standing [below] while riding a camel and was holding a spear in his hand, [and] he looked like a worm





Our Rabbis taught:  “And I will give your rains in their season. (Leviticus 26:4)” [so that the earth will be] neither over-watered nor thirsty, but [will receive] a moderate amount, for whenever the rains are abundant, they make the earth muddy and it does not yield fruit.  Another explanation:  “In their season”--on Tuesday nights and on Friday nights.  For so we find in the days of Shimon ben Shetach that rains fell for them on Tuesday nights and on Friday nights until wheat became like kidneys and barley like the pits of olives and lentils like dinarim of gold.  And they tied up [some] of them [as] an example for [future] generations, to let [them] know how much [damage] sin causes, as it is said:  “Your iniquities have turned away these things and your sins have withheld the good from you. (Jeremiah 5:24-25).”  
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Background


Mishmar and Ma’amad


The priests were divided into 24 groups called mishmarot, “watches”, from the root “to guard”.  Each mishmar served two weeks a year in the Temple.  While this group was at the Temple, a group at home was praying in tandem with them and they were called the ma’amad, “post” from the root “to stand”.





The ma’amad that would stay home in the Diaspora would plead with their brethren in Jerusalem not to pray for too much rain so there would not be mud slides and houses collapsing in the Diaspora.  Israel needed the prayers for rain but the Diaspora did not need them as much.





Tuesday and Friday Nights


On Tuesday night the demons were thought to be out and so people did not go abroad on that evening.  On Friday nights, people stayed home to enjoy the Sabbath.





Enormous Fruits


As we have seen before, rain is a sign of God’s approval in the sages’ theology.  These enormous fruits are preserved as proof to later generations of how much God loved Israel in previous eras.





Discussion Questions


1. Rabbi Eliezer is asked for the definitive proof of too much rain.  He recalls a ruling from Jerusalem when the Temple still stood.  Rabbi Eliezer was later discredited and thrown out of the Academy.  How can one’s legacy be preserved even when one has been discredited by his or her personality?  Examples?





2. When can something, today, be a blessing in Israel and a curse to Jews in the Diaspora?  When can something be a blessing for the Jews in the Diaspora and a curse to those in Israel?





3.  When demons are about or when angels (the angels of Shabbat) are about, humans do well to stay inside.  Is there a liminal, holy zone, occupied by demons, angels and God’s tangible presence (i.e., rain) that you experience?  Does it occur during worship services?  How might it?








�
 


Healing Passage:  Healing in All Four Worlds





This session we again examine the healing power of Torah.





It once happened to Ben Dama the son of Rabbi Yishmael's sister that he was bitten by a snake and Jacob [a min], a native of K’far S’khanya came to heal him and Rabbi Yishmael did not let him.  And he [Dama] said, “Rabbi Yishmael my brother, let him, so that I may be healed by him.  And  I will [even] cite a verse from the Torah that he is permitted."  But he did not manage to complete his saying, when his soul departed and he died. Rabbi Ishmael exclaimed, Happy are you Ben Dama for you were pure in body and your soul left you in purity; nor have you transgressed the words of your colleagues.


	Now, what is it that he might have said?  "He shall live by them (Leviticus 18:5)", but not die by them.  And Rabbi Yishmael [what objection would he raise to that]?  This is only meant when in private, but not in public; for it has been taught:  Rabbi Yishmael used to say (B. Sanhedrin 74a):  Whence can we deduce that if they say to a person, "Worship the idol and you will not be killed," that he may worship it so as not to be killed?  [Because] Scripture says, "he shall live by them", but not die by them; you might take this to mean even in public, therefore Scripture says, "And you shall not profane My holy name. (Leviticus 22:32)" (B. Avodah Zarah 27b)








Background


This passage has several layers of composition yet nothing mitigates the main point:  Jews should not use faith healers from other religions no matter how desperate for healing they may be.





Discussion Question


1. What is the difference between private and public accepting of another faith in order to be healed?  What would the effect on the community be of each?





2. Do you feel we are entitled to convert to another faith in order to be healed?  Why or why not?











�
Holiday Passage:  How Roomy Can Your Sukkah Be?





Sukkot is fast approaching; the happiest of all the holidays.  I hope you have a sukkah and that you take the opportunity to have the fun of decorating it.





In this passage, we learn of a palatial sukkah:





"A sukkah which is taller than twenty cubits is invalid. (M. Sukkah 1:1)"  R. Judah declares it valid.  Said R. Judah:  Helene's sukkah was twenty cubits tall and the sages went in and out, when visiting her, and they did not say a thing.  They said to him, It was because she is a woman and a woman is not liable to keep the commandment of dwelling in a sukkah.  He said to them, Now did she not have seven sons who are disciples of sages, and all of them were dwelling in [that same sukkah]!  (T. Sukkah 1:1)





Background


Why should a sukkah taller than 20 cubits (about 35 feet) be invalid?  Various authorities suggest different answers.  It might be because the sages considered that any structure over 20 cubits high would entail so much labor and material that it would be permanent and the sukkah must be a temporary structure.  Others suggest that, with a roof this high, one would be sitting under the shade of the walls rather than the shade of the schach, the roofing of vegetation, as required. The Yerushalmi (Sukkah 1:1, 51d) suggests that it may have been because the sides did not reach all the way to the top of the sukkah.  Apparently,  wealthy sukkah-builders often left a space between the top of the sukkah wall and the roof so that air might pass through the sukkah and cool it off which is not the way a sukkah ought to be built.  It appears from this story that Helene had a magnificent sukkah which reached the limits of permissible height (and the Bavli (B. Sukkah 2b) suggests, higher than that) and that the sages visited it with pleasure. 





The Bavli (B. Sukkah 2b-3a) suggests that the problem with Helene's sukkah was not its height but the fact that it had many recesses in it and that her sons dwelt in one area which was clearly large enough by itself to be a kosher sukkah while Helene, out of modesty, dwelt in a smaller recess by herself which might have been too small to be considered a valid sukkah on its own.





Discussion Questions


1.  Helene was a queen who converted to Judaism and observed it beautifully and with great care.  How can people who convert to Judaism teach us to observe it in love and righteousness?





2.  We are to welcome guests into our sukkah from Jewish history.  The traditional list is of the patriarchs.  If you were to invite your seven favorite people from Jewish history to share your sukkah, one each night, who would you invite?  Could Helene come?
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