THROUGH THE LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:

Stories from our heritage

Interested in getting to know some of the most beautiful and

fascinating stories — from our greatest storytelling collections,
the Talmud and Midrash — from the inside?

Would you like to take more ownership of our rich literature, as
progressive, discerning Jewish adults?

Come study and discuss what these texts might teil us about ourselves, as Jews and as human
beings. Through the Liberal Looking Glass offers six sessions of discussion and text study, guided by
Torah teacher, Rabbi Leah Jordan from Liberal Judaism, on a range of wonderful Talmudic and
Midrashic stories {and connected contemporary reading) from our Jewish tradition.

The series will deal with many of life’s great questions: death, good and evil in the world, forgiveness
and repentance, creation, divisions in the Jewish community, relationships with the wider non-
Jewish world, the nature of Torah, the relationships between students and teachers, parents and
children, religious dissent, and much more.

Feb&  The Oven of Achnai: The Torah is Not In Heaven (Talmud, Bava Metzia 59a-b)
Our human right to interpret for ourselves

Feb 13 The Death of Rabbi Eliezer: Sequel to the Oven of Achnai {Talmud, Sanhedrin 68a)
The Torah (and Judaism) is expansive and we grow it day by day in our own lives

Feb 20 Elisha ben Abuyah: Judaism’s Ultimate Heretic (Jerusalem Talmud, Chagigah 2:1, 77b-c)
Struggling with why evil and suffering exist in the world

Feb 27 Make Your Ear Like A Hopper: The Multivocality of Torah (Talmud, Chagigah 3a-b)
How to live the tension of divergent opinions

Mar6 Two Creation Stories: The First Human Being vs. The First Things God Created (Talmud,
Avoda Zara 8a vs. Midrash Genesis Rabbah 1:4)
What does the Jewish creation story say about our world?

Mar 13 A Last Story {chosen in discussion together as a class)
What we’d like to look into further

THURSDAY EVENINGS 7.30 to 9.30 pm
£5 per session or £25 for the series (payable to FPS office)
Come and learn and discuss together!

Refreshments included
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THE OVEN OF ACHNAI: THE TORAH IS ‘NOT IN HEAVEN’
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OUR HUMAN RIGHT TO INTERPRET FOR OURSELVES
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I What is the Talmud? And where does it come from?
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A PAGE OF TALMUD The editic princeps of
the Babylonian Talmud printed by Daniel
Bomberg (Venice, 1520-1523) determined
the external form of the Talmud for al time
Thus, one cites the tractate, the folio, and
the page Ir of’ v). Here, the tractats Eruvin
fol 3 r. {Tha tractate discusses symbalical
acts which facilitate the accomplishment of
atherwise forbiiden acts on the Sabbath
and las!'rval{:).

Titling the page: the name cf the

chapter, its number in the order of

the chapters in the tractate, the
nama of the tractate, the folio,

The text of the Talmud proper is

composed of two elements. the

Mishnah, the legal code composed
in Hebrew in Palesting batween the 1st and
2nd centuries AD; and the Gemara - a
summary in Aramaic of the debate over the
Mistinah in the Babylorman academies
between the 3rd and &th centuries.

Rashi's commentary. Rashi (acronym

for Rabbi Sclomon ben isazac), the

11th-century schotar from Troyes,
was the most authoritative biblical
commeantator. His interpratation of the
Babylonian Talmud is one of the great
classics of rabbinical literature.

The commentary of the Tasafists.

Disciples of Rashy, these "men of the

additions” {tosafo) determined the
tradition of the rabbinical schools in
Ashkertaz {Gemnany and northern France)
duning the 12th to 14th centuries.

Systematization and codification of

the Halakhah, such as Maimonides

Mishneh Torah (12th century). and
Joseph Caro's Shulthan Arukh (Safed. t6th
century).

The commentary of Rabbenu (“our

teacher”) Hananel ben Hushi'al. This

great scholar from Kairouan was the
first 10 compose a complete commentary on
the Babylonian Taimud, inspired by responsa
literature (11th century).

The commentary of Nissim ben

Jacoty ibn Shahin. Quistanding

schotar and leader of the Tumsian
community (Kairauan, 11th century), his
talmudic commentary follows the method of
the Babylonian sages

The "proofs™ of Joel Sirkes (named

after the title of one of his works,

Bayit Hadash, “"New House™: brief
“corrections” - or aliernative readings - for
the Gernara and Rashi's commentary
{Potand, 16th century).

Annotations by Akiva Eger “The

Younger” on the margins of the

Gemara, Rashi's commentary, and
the Tosafists' “additions” (Austra-Hungary,
garly 19th century).

The "Tradition of the Six Ordars [of

the Mishnahl,” elaborated petwean

the 16th and 19th centuries. a list of
comesponding passages found in several
places in the Talmud and in the literature of

the Sages.

Biblical referances for the text of the

Gamara (16th~19th centuries); this

brief refarence has acquired the
status of a commentary on the Talmud.
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The biblical background for our Talmudic story (Deut. 29-30)

Parsha Nitsavim: Deuteronomy Chapter 29
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%You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord
your God—your tribal heads, your elders and
your officials, all the men of Israel,
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12 your children, your wives, even the stranger
within your camp, from woodchopper to
waterdrawer—
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''to enter into the covenant of the Lord your
God, which the Lord your God is concluding
with you this day, with its sanctions;
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'2to the end that He may establish you this day
as His people and be your God, as He promised
you and as He swore to your fathers, Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob.
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13T make this covenant, with its sanctions, not
with you alone,
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'4but both with those who are standing here
with us this day before the Lord our God and
with those who are not with us here this day.
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15Well you know that we dwelt in the land of
Egypt and that we passed through the midst of
various other nations through which you
passed;
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16 and you have seen the detestable things and
the fetishes of wood and stone, silver and gold,
that they keep.
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' 7Perchance there is among you some man or
woman, or some clan or tribe, whose heart is
even now turning away from the Lord our God
to go and worship the gods of those nations—
perchance there is among you a stock sprouting
poison weed and wormwood.
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'8 When such a one hears the words of these
sanctions, he may fancy himself immune,
thinking, “I shall be safe, though I follow my
own willful heart”—to the utter ruin of moist
and dry alike.
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19The Lord will never forgive him; rather will
the Lord's anger and passion rage against that
man, till every sanction recorded in this book
comes down upon him, and the Lord blots out
his name from under heaven.
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20The Lord will single them out from all the
tribes of Israel for misfortune, in accordance
with all the sanctions of the covenant recorded
in this book of Teaching.
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21 And later generations will ask—the children
who succeed you, and foreigners who come
from distant lands and see the plagues and
diseases that the Lord has inflicted upon that
land,

liberal judaa"ém
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22a]] its soil devastated by sulfur and salt,
beyond sowing and producing, no grass
growing in it, just like the upheaval of Sodom
and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim, which the
Lord overthrew in His fierce anger—
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23 all nations will ask, “Why did the Lord do
thus to this land? Wherefore that awful
wrath?”
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24 They will be told, “Because they forsook the
covenant that the Lord, God of their fathers,
made with them when He freed them from the
land of Egypt:
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25they turned to the service of other gods and
worshiped them, gods whom they had not
experienced and whom He had not allotted to
them.
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26 8o the Lord was incensed at that land and
brought upon it all the curses recorded in this

book.
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27The Lord uprooted them from their soil in
anger, fury, and great wrath, and cast them
into another land, as is still the case.”
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28 Concealed acts concern the Lord our God;
but with overt acts, it is for us and our children
ever to apply all the provisions of this
Teaching.

Chapter 30
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! When all these things befall you—the blessing
and the curse that I have set before you—and
you take them to heart amidst the various
nations to which the Lord your God has
banished you,
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2and you return to the Lord your God, and you
and your children heed His command with all
your heart and soul, just as I enjoin upon you
this day,
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3then the Lord your God will restore your
fortunes and take you back in love. He will
bring you together again from all the peoples
where the Lord your God has scattered you.
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4 Even if your outcasts are at the ends of the
world, from there the Lord your God will
gather you, from there He will fetch you.
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5And the Lord your God will bring you to the
land that your fathers possessed, and you shall
possess it; and He will make you more
prosperous and more numercus than your
fathers.
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5Then the Lord your God will open up your
heart and the hearts of your offspring to love
the Lord your God with all your heart and soul,
in order that you may live.
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7The Lord your God will inflict all those curses
upon the enemies and foes who persecuted

liberal judaism
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you.
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#You, however, will again heed the Lord and
obey all His commandments that I enjoin upon
vou this day.
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9 And the Lord your God will grant you
abounding prosperity in all your undertakings,
in the issue of your womb, the offspring of your
cattle, and the produce of your soil. For the
Lord will again delight in your well-being, as
He did in that of your fathers,
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10 since you will be heeding the Lord your God

and keeping His commandments and laws that

are recorded in this book of the Teaching—once

you return to the Lord your God with all your
eart and soul.

h
-ND--DVD TR 2N WK NN Mz D Nl Surely, this Instruction which I enjoin upon

NI RN N LR N NNS)

you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it
beyond reach.
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12Tt is not in the heavens, that you
should say, “Who among us can go up to the
heavens and get it for us and impart it to us,
that we may observe it?”
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13 Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should
say, “Who among us can cross to the other side
of the sea and get it for us and impart it to us,
that we may observe it?”

37N T2 :TRD MITD PPN NP T
{o}{ inwys

14 No, the thing is very close to you, in your
mouth and in your heart, to observe it.
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15 See, [ set before you this day life an
prosperity, death and adversity.
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!¢ For I command you this day, to love the Lord
your God, to walk in His ways, and to keep His
commandments, His laws, and His rules, that
you may thrive and increase, and that the Lord
your God may bless you in the land that you are
about to enter and possess.

DAY AN ; YRYN NOY 7337 M-DNY B
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17But if your heart turns away and you give no
heed, and are lured into the worship and
service of other gods,
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181 declare to you this day that you shall
certainly perish; you shall not long endure on
the soil that you are crossing the Jordan to
enter and possess.
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191 call heaven and earth to witness against
you this day: I have put before you life and
death, blessing and curse. Choose life—if you
and your offspring would live—
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20 by loving the Lord your God, heeding His
commands, and holding fast to Him. For
thereby you shall have life and shall long
endure upon the soil that the Lord swore to
your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to
give to them.
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lll. The first place our story is mentioned (Tosefta Eduyot 2:1)
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Tosefta Eduyot 2:1

These are the four things that Rabbi Eliezer declares pure and the Sages
declare impure. If you take an oven and cut it into layers and you put sand
between the layers, Rabbi Eliezer declares this pure and the Sages impure...
and this is called the “Oven of Achnai” about which much divisiveness
arose in Israel...

ﬁ liberal judaism
FINCHLEY PROGRESSIVE SYNAGOGUE



IV.. . Our story from the Talmud: Bava Metzia 59a-b
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The context of our Gemara —earlier on the page:

R. Eleazar said: Since the destruction of the Temple, the gates of prayer are locked,
for it is written, Also when | cry out, he shutteth out my prayer.

Yet though the gates of prayer are locked, the gates of tears are not, for it is written,
Hear my prayer, O Lord, and give ear unto my cry; hold not thy peace at my tears.

Baba Mezi'a 59a

...We learnt eisewhere: If he cut it into separate tiles, placing sand between each
tite, R. Eliezer declared it clean, and the Sages declared it unclean...

Baba Mezi'a 59b

...and this was the oven of 'Achnai.:
Why [the oven of] 'Achnai’?

Rav Yehudah in Shmuel’s name: [It means] that they encompassed it with
arguments: as a snake, and proved it unclean.

It has been taught: On that day R. Eliezer brought forward every imaginable
argument,’ but they did not accept them.

Rabbi Eliezer said to them: 'If the halachah agrees with me, let this carob-tree
prove it!" Thereupon the carob-tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place —
others affirm, four hundred cubits.

'No proof can be brought from a carob-tree,’ they retorted.

Again he said to them: 'If the halachah agrees with me, let the stream of water
prove it!" Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards —

'No proof can be brought from a stream of water,’ they rejoined.

Again he urged: 'If the halachah agrees with me, let the walls of the schoolhouse
prove it,’ whereupon the walls inclined to fall.

But Rabbi Yehoshua rebuked them, saying: "When scholars are engaged in a
halachic dispute, what have you to interfere? Hence they did not fall, in honour of
R. Yehoshua, nor did they resume the upright, in honour of R. Eliezer; and they are
still standing thus inclined.

Again Rabbi Eliezer said to them: 'If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved
from Heaven!

Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: "Why do you dispute with R. Eliezer,
seeing that in all matters the halachah agrees with him!'

Xx bt %
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But R. Yehoshua arose and exclaimed: 'It is not in heaven."
What did he mean by this?

R. Jeremiah said: That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay
no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because Thou hast long since written in the
Torah at Mount Sinai, After the majority must one incline.:

R. Nathan met Elijah® and asked him: “What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do
in that hour?” — “He laughed [with joy],” he replied, “saying, 'My sons have
defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me."”

It was said: On that day all objects which R. Eliezer had declared clean were
brought and burnt in fire.” Then they took a vote and excommunicated him.

They said, "Who shall go and inform him?'

'T will go,’ answered R. Akiva, 'lest an unsuitable person go and inform him, and
thus destroy the whole world."

What did R. Akiva do? He donned black garments and wrapped himself in
black,” and sat at a distance of four cubits from him.

'Akiva, said R. Eliezer to him, 'what has particularly happened to-day?'

'Master, he replied, 'it appears to me that your companions hold aloof from you.'
Thereupon he too rent his garments, put off his shoes, removed [his seat] and sat
on the earth, whilst tears streamed from his eyes.© The world was then smitten: a
third of the olive crop, a third of the wheat, and a third of the barley crop. Some
say, the dough in women's hands swelled up.

A Tanna taught: Great was the calamity that befell that day, for everything at
which R. Eliezer cast his eyes was burned up. R. Gamaliel* too was travelling in a
ship, when a huge wave arose to drown him. 'It appears to me,’ he reflected, 'that
this is on account of none other but R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus.' Thereupon he arose
and exclaimed, 'Sovereign of the Universe! Thou knowest full well that I have not
acted for my honour, nor for the honour of my father’s house, but for Thine, so that
strife may not multiply in Israel! ‘At that the raging sea subsided.

Ima Shalom was R. Eliezer's wife, and sister to R. Gamaliel. From the time of this
incident onwards she did not permit him to fall upon his face.* Now a certain day
happened to be New Moon, but she mistook a full month for a defective

one.“ Others say, a poor man came and stood at the door, and she took out some
bread to him.* [On her return] she found him fatlen on his face. 'Arise,’ she cried
out to him, 'thou hast slain my brother.' In the meanwhile an announcement was
made from the house of Rabban Gamaliel that he had died. "'Whence dost thou

$ liberal judaism
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know it?" he questioned her. T have this tradition from my father's house: All gates
are locked, excepting the gates of wounded feelings."

13.
4.

Original footnotes renumbered. See Structure of the Talmud Files

This refers to an oven, which, instead of being made in one piece, was made in a series of
separale portions with a layer of sand between each. R. Eliezer maintains that since each portion in
itself is not a utensil, the sand between prevents the whole structure from being regarded as a
single utensil, and therefore it is not liable to uncleanness. The Sages however hold that the outer
coating of mortar or cement unifies the whole, and it is therefore liable to uncleanness. (This is the
explanation given by Maimonides on the Mishnah, Kel. V, 10. Rashi a.l. adopts a different
reasoning). 'Aknai is a proper noun, probably the name of a master, but it also means 'snake’. ([G])
which meaning the Talmud proceeds to discuss.

Lit., 'words'.

Lit., ‘all the arguments in the world'.

Deut. XXX, 12.

Ex. XXIII, 2, though the story is told in a legendary form, this is a remarkable assertion of the
independence of human reasoning.

It was believed that Elijah, who had never died, often appeared to the Rabbis.

As unclean.

Lit., ‘blessed him," a euphemism for excommunication.

L.e., commit a great wrong by informing him tactlessly and brutally.

As a sign of mourning, which a person under the ban had 10 observe.

. Lit., 'what is this day (different) from yesterday (or to-morrow)?'

Rending the garments etc. were all mourning observances. (In ancient times mourners sat actually
upon the earth, not, as nowadays, upon low stools.) — The character of R. Eliezer is hotly
contested by Weiss and Halevi. The former, mainly on the basis of this story (though adducing
some other proof too), severely castigates him as a man of extreme stubbornness and conceit, who
would brook no disagreement, a bitler controversialist from his youth until death, and ever seeking
quarrels (Dor. II, 82). Halevy (Doroth 1, 5, pp. 374 et seqq.) energetically defends him, pointing
out that this is the only instance recorded in the whole Talmud of R. Eliezer's maintaining his view
against the majority. He further contends that the meekness with which he accepted his sentence,
though he was sufficiently great to have disputed and fought it, is a powerful testimony to his
humility and peace-loving nature.

The Nasi and the prime mover in the ban against R. Eliezer.

After the Eighteen Benedictions there follows a short interval for private prayer, during which
each person offered up his own individual supplications to God. These were called supplications
([H1). and the suppliant prostrated himself upon his face; they were omitted on New Moons and
Festivals. — Elbogen, Der judische Gottesdienst, pp. 73 et seq. Ima Shalom feared that her
husband might pour out his grief and feeling of injury in these prayers, and that God, listening to
them, would punish R. Gamaliel, her brother.

liberal judazm
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V. Contemporary Readings, Other Resources, etc.

G-DCAST ON “OVEN OF AKHNAI”:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=al4FgjbUzt|

VI. The Talmudic sequel next week: The Death of Rabbi Eliezer
(Sanhedrin 68a)

$ . B *
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THROUGH THE

LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:
STORIES FROM OUR HERITAGE

THE DEATH OF RABBI ELIEZER:
SEQUEL TO THE OVEN OF ACHNAI

(Talmud, Sanhedrin 68a)

THE TORAH (AND JUDAISM) IS EXPANSIVE AND WE GROW IT DAY BY
DAY IN OUR OWN LIVES

Rabbi Leah Jordan

) o b
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Mishnah Sanhedrin 6:11

..The person who does witchcraft—if a person actually does something by means of
witchcraft, then that person is liable [to punishment], but not one who merely creates an
illusion [literally ‘grabs the eyes’]. Rabbi Akiva said in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua: ‘Two
people can be gathering cucumbers; one gatherer could be exempt and the other could be
liable. How so? The person who actually gathers cucumbers through some kind of witchcraft
would be liable [to punishment], but the one who merely created the illusion of gathering
cucumbers would be exempt [from punishment].’

Sanhedrin 68a

Is it really the case that Rabbi Akiva learned this law from Rabbi Yehoshua? For after all, we
learn the following thing in a baraito:

When Rabbi Eliezer became ill, Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues came in to visit him.

He was sitting in his canopied bed, and they sat in his living room.

And that day was Erev Shabbat, and Hyrcanus his son entered in to take off his father’s
tefilin.

And his father yelled at him, and he left crestfallen.

Hyrcanus said to them, 'It would appear to me that my father's mind has become deranged.’
But Rabbi Eliezer said to them [overhearing from the other room], 'It’s his mind and his
mother's that have been deranged! How is it that they are setting aside a prohibition that
carries with it the punishment of stoning and occupying themselves with a mere rabbinic
prohibition?’

When the Sages saw that his mind was clear, they entered and they sat before him four
cubits distance.

He said to them, 'Why have you come?'

They said, ‘We’ve come to learn Torah.’

He said to them 'Then why haven’t you come up til now?’

They answered, 'We just didn’t get a chance.’

He said to them, ‘| would be amazed if these people die a natural death!’

Rabbi Akiva said to him, ‘What about me?’

He said, ‘Your end will be even worse than theirs.’

Rabbi Eliezer took his two arms and rested them on his heart, and he said, 'Woe to you, my
two arms, which are like two sifrei torah that are rolled up.

‘I have learned a lot of Torah, and | have taught a lot of Torah.

‘I have learned a lot of Torah, but | haven’t taken away/diminished from my masters even as
much as a dog lapping up water from the sea.

‘I've taught a lot of Torah, but my students have not diminished me except for the amount
of a makeup brush in a mascara tube.



‘And not only that, but | teach three hundred laws on the topic of a particular kind of leper
spot, and nobody ever has asked me anything about it.

‘And not only that, but | teach three hundreds laws {another tradition says that he taught
three thousand laws) on the planting of cucumbers, and no one ever asked me a thing about
that except Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef.

‘One time, | and he were walking on the way.

‘He said to me, “Rebbe, teach me about the planting of cucumbers.”

‘| spoke something and the entire field was filled with cucumbers.

‘He said to me, “Rebbe, you've taught me how to plant them. Now teach me how to uproot
them.”

‘| spoke something and all of them were gathered to one place.’

His visitors said to him, ‘What is the law [of contracting impurity] with respect to these five
items: a ball, a shoemaker’s last, an amulet, a leather bag of pearls, and a small weight?’
He said to them, ‘They are impure, and they can become purified just as they are.’ '
They asked him, ‘What is the law concerning a shoe on the last?’

He said, ‘That thing is pure,” and his soul departed in purity.

Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and he said, ‘The oath has been annulled. The oath has
been annulled.’

On Motzeia Shabbat, Rabbi Akiva met his bier between Caesarea and Lud,

and Rabbi Akiva was striking his flesh until his blood was pouring down onto the ground.
Rabbi Akiva spoke first in the line of mourners {at the funeral service], and said, “’Father,
father, chariot of Israel and his horsemen.’ {ll Kings 2) | have so many coins, but | have no
moneychanger who can help me make change with them.”

This implies that he learned it from Rabbi Eliezer?!

He did receive the teaching from Rabbi Eliezer, but he didn’t understand it.

At a later point in time, he received it from Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi Yehoshua was able
to make him understand it.

But how might R. Eliezer do so? Did we not learn, ‘if a person actually does something by
means of witchcraft, then that person is liable [to punishment]’?!

If it is only to teach, it is different.

For it has been said, Thou shalt not learn to do after the abominations of these

nations: thou mayest not learn in order to practise, but thou mayest learn in order to
understand.
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Tosefta Eduyot 2:1

These are the four things that Rabbi Eliezer declares pure and the Sages declare impure...
A shoe on a last Rabbi Eliezer declares pure and the Sages declare impure.

If you take an oven and you cut it into layers and you put sand between the layers, Rabbi
Eliezer declares this pure and the Sages impure... and this is called the “Oven of Achnai”
about which much divisiveness arose in Israel...

Song of Songs Rabbah
Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Akiva:

Rabbi Eliezer says: If all of the oceans would be full of ink and all of the wetlands full of quills
and the heavens and the earth would be parchment and all human beings would be
scribes... nevertheless they would not be able to write down alt the Torah that | have
learned and yet | did not diminish it except like a person who dips a mascara brush in the
ocean.

Rabbi Akiva says: | don’t have the power to say what my teachers have said. Rather, my
masters can talk about diminishing, but I did not diminish it, except like a person who smells
an etrog—the smeller gets the benefit of the etrog and the etrog is not diminished, or like
somebody who fills up a jug from a stream of water, or like somebody who lights a candle
from another candle.
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LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:
STORIES FROM OUR HERITAGE

ELISHA BEN ABUYAH:
JUDAISM’S ULTIMATE HERETIC

(Jerusalem Talmud, Chagigah 2:1, 77b-c)

STRUGGLING WITH WHY EVIL AND SUFFERING EXIST IN THE WORLD

Rabbi Leah Jordan

liberal judaism
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The earliest text:
Tosefta Hagigah 2:3-4

Four entered Pardes - Ben Azzai,
Ben Zoma, Acher, and R. Akiva
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One cast a look and died; one
cast a look and became demented;
one cast a look and cut the
shoots; one went up safely and
came down safely.
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Ben Azzali cast a look and died.
Of him Scripture says: Precious
in the sight of the Lord is the
death of God’s faithful ones
(Psalm 116:15).
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Ben Zoma locked and became
demented. O0f him Scripture says:
Have you found honey? Eat only
that which is enough for you,
lest you fill yourself and throw
it up (Proverbs 25:16)
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Elisha cut down the shoots. Of
him Scripture says: Let not your
mouth lead you into sin (and do
not say before the angel that it
was an error; lest God be angered
by your talk and destroy the work
of your hands} (Kohelet 5:5)
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R. Akiva departed unhurt. Of him
Scripture says: Draw me up after
you, let us run (the king has
brought me to his chambers) (Song
of Songs 1:4)
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"Palestinian Talmud - Hagigah 2:1,
A

77b-c

Aher gazed and cut the shoots.

Who is Aher? Elisha ben Abuya, who would
kill the young students of Torah. They
said: He would kill every student whom
he saw distinguish himself in Torah.
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Not only that, but he would go to the
meeting place and see children in front
of their teacher, and he would say,
‘What are these sitting and doing here?
This one's profession is a builder; that
one's profession is a carpenter; this
one's profession is a hunter; that one's
profession is a tailer." When they heard
this, they would leave and go away.
About him Scripture says: "“Let not your
mouth lead you into sin” (Kohelet 5:5).
For he destroyed the works of that man.
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Also, at the time of the persecutions,
they [the Romans] made them (the Jews]
carry burdens [on Shabbat], but they
arranged to have two carry one burden,
on account of [the rule that] two who
perform one labour [are not liable in
regard to Shabbat violaticn}. He
[Elisha] said, "Make them carry
individually." They went and made them
carry individually, but they arranged to
set [the burdens] down in a carmelit [an
area that cannot be classified as either
public or private ground] in order that
they not carry out from a private domain
tc a public domain. He said, "Make them
carry flasks" [which would break if set
down] . They went and carried flasks.
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Rabbi Akiva entered in peace and went
out in peace. Of him Scripture says:
“Draw me up after you, let us run (the
king has brought me to his chambers}”
(Song of Songs 1:4)

IR 2N 1YY oW KEM 19w 0101 XAPY
31 78T TINK 10wA

B

R. Meir was sitting and expounding in
the house of study in Tiberias. Elisha,
his master, passed by riding on a horse
on Shabbat. They came and said to him
[Meir], "Behold, your master is
outside." He ceased his homily and went
out te him.
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He said to him, "What were you
expounding today?" He said, "Adonai
blessed the latter days of Job's life

more than the beginning” (Job 42:12).
He said to him, "With what did you
begin?" He said to him, "And Adonai

gave Job twice as much as he had before
(Job 42:10) for he doubled for him all
his wealth".

He said, "Alas for things lost and not
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found. Akiva your master did not expound
it like that. Rather, "“Adonai blessed
the latter days of Job's life more than
the beginning” (Job 42:12) - on account
of the mitzvot and good deeds that he
had done from the beginning"

B2

He said to him, "What else were you
expounding?* He ({Meir) said to him,
end of a thing is better than its
beginning (Kohelet 7:8)." He said to
him, "And how did you begin?"

"The

He said to him, "([By comparing it] to a
mann who had children in his youth who
died, and in his old age who lived.
Behold, 'The end of a thing is better
than its beginning.'"

* [By comparing it] to a man who did
business in his youth and lost money,
and in his old age and earned. Behold,
‘The end of a thing is better than its
beginning.'"

" [By comparing it] to a man who learned
Torah in his youth and forgot it, and in
his old age and fulfilled it. Behold,
'The end of a thing is better than its
beginning.'"
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He said, "Alas for things lost and not
found. Akiba your master did not expound
it like that. Rather, "The end of a
thing is better than its beginning”
{Kohelet 7:8) - when it is good from its
beginning. And this matter happened to
me: Abuya my father was one of the
notables of Jerusalem. On the day he was
to circumcise me he invited all the
notables of Jerusalem and seated them in
one room. [He invited] Rabbi Eliezer and
Rabbi Yehoshua [and seated them] in a
separate room. When they were eating and
drinking and singing and clapping and
dancing, Rabbi Eliezer said to Rabbi
Yehoshua, 'As long as they are busying
themselves with their own [business],
let us busy ourselves with ours.' They
sat and busied themselves with words of
Torah. From the Torah to the Prophets
and from the Prophets to the Writings,
and fire came down from the heavens and
encirecled them. Abuya said to them, 'My
masters! Have you come to burn down my
house upon me?' They said to him, 'God
forbid. But we were sitting and turning
{hozrin) words of Torah. From the Torah
to the Prophets and from the Prophets to
the Writings. And the words rejoiced as
when they were given at Sinai, and fire
enveloped them as the fire enveloped
them at Sinai. At Sinai they were given
primarily in fire, "And the mountain was
ablaze with flames to the very skies”
(Deut 4:11).' Abuya my father said to
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them, 'My masters: If that is the power
of Torah, if this son of mine prospers,
I will dedicate him to Torah.' Since his
intention was not for the sake of
heaven, therefore it did not prosper for
that man."

B3

He (Elisha) said to him, "What else were
you expounding?" He said to him, "Gold
or glass cannot match its value (Job
28:17)." He said to him, "And how did
you begin it?" He said, "The words of
Torah are as difficult to acguire as
vessels of gold and as easy to lose as
vessels of glass. But just as if vessels
of gold and vessels of glass are broken
one can return {lahazor) and make them
vessels as they were, so a sage who
forgets his Torah can return {lahazor)
and learn it as at the beginning.®
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He said to him, "Enocugh, Meir, the
Shabbat limit is up to this point." He
said teo him, "How do you know this?" He
said to him, "From the steps of my horse
which I have been counting. And he has
walked two thousand cubits." He said to
him, "You have all this wisdom yet you
will not repent {hazar)?" He said to
him, "I cannot." He said to him, "Why?"
He said to him, "Once I was passing by
the Holy of Holies, riding my horse on
Yom Kippur that fell on Shabbat. I heard
a heavenly voice come out of the Holy of
Holies and say, Return, rebellious
children (Jer 3:22) - except Elisha ben
Abuya, for he knew my power and rebelled
against me.'"
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And why did all this happen to him?

Once he was sitting and learning in the
plain of Ginosar and he saw a man ascend
to the top of a palm and take the mother
bird together with her young and descend
gafely from there. The next day he saw a
man ascend to the top of the palm and
take the young after shooing away the
mother. He descended from there, and a
snake bit him and he died. He said, "It
is written, [Do not take the mother
together with her young.] Let the mother
go, and take only the young, in order
that you may live well and have a long
life (Deut 22:6). Where is the welfare
of this man? Where is the long life of
this man? He did not know that Rabbi
Yaakov had previously expounded it: “In
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trder that you may live well - in the
world to come that is all good. And have
a long life - in the future that is all
long.”

D2

Some say [it happened to him] because he
saw the tongue of Rabbi Yehuda the Baker
dripping blood in the mouth of a dog. He
said, "This is Torah and this is its
reward? This is the tongue that used to
bring forth fitting words of Torah? This
ig the tongue that laboured in Torah all
its days? It seems that there is no
giving of reward and there is no
resurrection of the dead."®

192 1IN DINRIT AT W IS AR 'Y IR w
T WO W B0 W0 T R .07 A 3997
NN ¥R TN DA R AT 33PN 3710 M7 XOXn

TRY W 1NN PRY 1T 210 WM aAMn w7t 9
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D3

And scome say that when his mother was
pregnant with him she would pass by
houses of idol worship and smell that
stuff. The aroma seeped into his body
like the wvenom of a snake.
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Years later Elisha became sick. They
came and said to Rabbi Meir, "Behold
your master is sick." He wanting to
vigit him and found him sick. He said to

him, "Wwill you not repent?" He said to
him, "If one repents, is it accepted?"
He said, "Is it not written, “You return

man to dust {dakka); you decreed, Return
you mortals” (Ps 90:3)? Until life is
crushed (dikhdukha) it is accepted.®

At that point Elisha wept and passed

away and died. Rabbi Meir rejoiced in
his heart and said, "It seems that my
master died repenting.”

JOR2 2T RG 2T 1R DR YRR A0 0 mRD
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After they buried him fire came down
from heaven and burned his grave. They
came and said to Rabbi Meir, "Behold,
your master's grave is burning." He left
to visit it and found it burning. What
did he do? He took his clcak and spread
it upon him.

He said, "Stay the night etec” (Ruth
3:13).

Stay the night (Ruth 3:13) - in this
world that is similar to night.

Then in the morning (Ruth 3:13) - this

is the world to come that is all
morning.

If he will redeem you, good (Ruth 3:13) -
this refers to the Holy One, who
is good, as it says, “God is
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1 §ood to all,
creatures”

and his mercy is upon all hi
{(Ps 145:9).

But if He does not want to redeem you, I
redeem you myself, as God lives! {Ruth
3:13)".

And it was extinguished.

F

They said to Rabbi Meir, "If they say to
you in that world, Whom do you desire to
visit?' [will you say] your father or
your master?" He said to them, "I will
first approach my master and then my
father." They said to him, "Will they
listen to you?" He said to them, "Did we
not learn: They save the casing of the
scroll with the screoll, the casing of
the tefillin with the tefillin (Mishnah
Shab 16:1)°7?

They save Elisha-Aher for the merit of
his Torah."
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Yegars later his daughters went to ask
for alms from Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi].

Rabbki decreed and said, "May no one show
him mercy, may none pity his orphans (Ps
109:12) ." They said to Rabbi, "Do not
lock at his deeds. Lock at his Torah."

At that point Rabbi wept and decreed
that they be supported.

He said, "If this one, who laboured in
Torah not for the sake of heaven - see
what [children] he raised, he who
laboured in Torah for its own sake,
much the more so!"

how
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With thanks to Rabbi Josh Levy for this socurce sheet and to Rabbi Shoshana Boyd-Gelfand for use of her

translation of the Palestinian Talmud.
Divigions taken from Jeffrey L Rubenstein,

All other translations by JL.
1999, Talmudic Stories
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LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:
STORIES FROM OUR HERITAGE

MAKE YOUR EAR LIKE A HOPPER:
THE MULTIVOCALITY OF TORAH

(Talmud, Chagigah 3a-b)

HOW TO LIVE THE TENSION OF DIVERGENT OPINIONS

Rabbi Leah Jordan
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BAVLI HAGIGAH 3a-b

The Sages taught [in a baraita]: There is a story about R, Yochanan ben Beroka and R.
Eleazar ben Hisma who went to visit R. Yehoshua in Peki’in.

He said to them: What chiddush’ was there in the beit midrash today?
They said to him: We are your students, and we drink from your waters [alone]!

He said to them: Despite this, it is impossible [to go] to the beir midrash without a chiddush.
Whose Shabbat was it [to teach]?

[They said to him:] It was R. Eleazar ben Azariah’s Shabbat.
[He said to them:] And what was the lecture? upon?

They said to him: On the section Hakel.?

[He said to them:] And what did he interpret from it?

[They said to him:] *“‘Gather the people — the men, the women, and the children.*'” If the men
come to learn, the women come to hear, why do the children come? In order to grant reward
to those who bring them.”

He said to them: A great jewel was in your hands and you tried to deprive® me of it!

[They said to him:] Further [R. Eleazar ben Azariah] interpreted, “You have affirmed’ todagy
that YHVH is your God...and YHVH has affirmed to you today... [that you are His people]).’
The Holy One Blessed Be He said to Israel: You made Me a special object of love” in the
world, and I will make you a special object of love in the world. You made Me a special'0
object of love, as it is written, ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is conf:,’ll and I
will make you a special object of love, as it is said, ‘Who is like Your people, Israel, a special
nation in the world?"""

! Innovation, new teaching.

* Haggadah — lecture, homiletics; literally “recitation,” {(Jastrow).

* Deuteronomy 31:10-13 — “Gather.”

* Taf — Collective “children” (as going with quick, tripping steps (8rown-Driver-Briggs)}.

® Deuteronomy 31:12.

® Rubenstein’s translation — | was persuaded that the sense of abad (aleph-bet-reish) was something like
“deprive” here.

7 Hebrew here, he’emerta, is a hapax legomenon (Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud, Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 95.

8 Deuteronomy 26:17-18.

® Hativa ahat {lastrow).

1% Ahat — one, singular, unique, particular.

1 Deuteronomy 6:4.

2| Chronicles 17:21.



He also opened and interpreted, “*The words of the Sages are like goads, like nails'
fixed/planted"! by baalei asufot/prodding sticks.'? They were given by one shepherd.’ 16

Why are the words of Torah compared to a goad? To tell you that just as the goad directs the
cow to its furrow in order to bring forth life into the world, so too words of Torah direct those
who learn them from the paths of death to the paths of life.

If so, [you might think that] just as the goad is moveable, so too words of Torah are
moveable. [Thus] Scripture says, ‘Nails’ [to teach its immovability].

If so, [you might think that] just as a nail shrinks [as it enters the wood] and does not

increase, so too words of Torah only shrink and do not increase. [Thus] Scripture says,

‘Planted.” Just as a plant flourishes and multiplies, so too words of Torah flourish and

multiply.

fe
[What is the meaning of] ‘baalei asufot’? These are the students of the Sages who sit
gathered in asufor/assemblies and engage in the Torah, some declaring unclean and some
declaring clean, some declaring forbidden and some declaring permitted, some declaring
unfit and some declaring fit.

Lest a man say, ‘How am I to learn Torah from this?!,” Scripture says, everything ‘was given
by one shepherd.” One God gave them, one leader’’ proclaimed them from the mouth of the
Master of all works, blessed be He, as it is written, ‘And the Lord spoke all these words.’ '®

Therefore, make your ear li ill-hopper,'” and acquire for yourself a perceptive mind in
order to understand the words of those who declare unclean and the words of those who
declare clean, the words of those who forbid and the words of those who permit, the words of
those who declare unfit and the words of those who declare fit.”

In this manner he [R. Yehoshua] said to them: It is no orphan generation amongst which R.
Eleazar ben Azariah lives!

2 Masmer — nail. Spelled interchangeably with samech or sin. {BDB}

' The baraita will understand this in its alternate, secondary meaning as “planted.”

18 “Prodding sticks,” JPS translation, from baalei asufot as meaning “those that gather,” i.e. prodding sticks for
goats, sheep (in keeping with the metaphor of the shepherd in the b part of the verse). Also possibly asufot as
collections thus “those that are composed in collections.” However, the baraita will understand baolei asufot
even more literally, as “masters of gatherings/assemblies.”

16 Ecclesiastes 12:11.

7 Moses {Rubenstein).

18 Exodus 20:1.

' Rashi: A large funnel through which grain is directed to the grinder in a mill.



Toseftah Sotah 7:9

[What does the phrase] masters of assemblies [mean?] [This refers to] those who
enter and sit assembled in assemblies and declare about the impure that is
impure and about the pure that is pure. About the impure in its place and
about the pure in its place.

Lest one think, “Since the ‘House of Shammai declare impure’ and the ‘House of
Hillel declare pure,’ ‘So-and-so forbids,” and ‘So-and-so permits,” how then shall
I learn Torah?” Therefore it says, Words (Deut 4:12), The words (Deut 4:13),
These are the words (Deut 1:1), All these words (20:1). Given by one shepherd
(Qoh 12:11). One God created them. One Leader gave them. The Master of
Deeds, May he be blessed, spoke them. Therefore make for yourself a heart of
many rooms [libkha hadrei hadarim] and place therein the words of the House
of Shammai and the words of the House of Hillel, the words of those who declare
impure and the words of those who declare pure.”

“A number of late Bavli traditions exalt the virtues of endless debate and
argumentation, resisting any notion of a single or univocal truth. The goal of Torah
study, these traditions suggest,-cannot be to arrive at “the truth,” as there is no one
correct answer; hence, the ideal study of Torah consists of continual discussion and
debate. Tannaitic sources, by contrast, regret that “disagreements have multiplied in
Israel,” finding that this unfortunate situation complicates the search for the single truth
and leads to factionalism.”

--Jeffrey Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud



Sages

R. Yochanan ben Beroka - A student of R. Yehoshua, he is from the younger group of the second generation
of the Tannaim (c. 90-130 CE).®

R. Eleazar ben Hisma - Also a student of R. Yehoshua from this younger group. Active in Rabban Gamliel
II's beit midrash (the beit midrash of our story, though R. Eleazar taught there that day, the reasons for which
will be explained below). “The halakhot transmitted in his name are concerned above all with agricultural and
purity laws "'

R. Yehoshua (b. Hananyah) - Simply R. Yehoshua in the Mishnah and here. A member of the older group of
the second generation of the Tannaim, thus his status as teacher and elder to R. Yochanan and R. Eleazar from
the younger group above. A contemporary of R. Eleazar ben Azariah whose teaching in the beit midrash he
learns via these two students; also a contemporary of Rabban Gamliel I1, Yochanan ben Zakkai’s successor, the
leader in Yavneh (80/90-110 CE), whose position was disputed, It.admg to his alternating teaching on Shabbatot
with R. Eleazar ben Azariah below.™ R. Yehoshua worked at Peki'in, thus his placement there in our story, and
was often in conflict with R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus.?

R. Eleazar ben Azariah - Worked in Yavaeh and briefly stood in for Rabban Gamliel 11 as leader, though a
“marginal figure in [rabbinic] tradition.” — “an aristocratic, wealthy priest.”*

x Strack, Hermann L. revised by Gunter Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash. Reprint.
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991: 69, 74.

H strack, 74.

2 Strack, 69.

3 |bid. 70.

* |bid. 71.



THROUGH THE

LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:
STORIES FROM OUR HERITAGE

TWO CREATION STORIES
THE FIRST HUMAN BEING vs. THE FIRST THINGS
GOD CREATED

(Talmud, Avoda Zara 8a vs. Midrash Genesis Rabbah 1:4)

WHAT DOES THE JEWISH CREATION STORY SAY ABOUT OUR WORLD?

Rabbi Leah Jordan
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What is Midrash?

Midrash (mid'rish) {Heb.,=to examine, to investigate], verse by verse interpretation
of Hebrew Scriptures, consisting of homily and exegesis, by Jewish teachers since
about 400 B.C.

Distinction is made between Midrash halakah, dealing with the legal portions of
Scripture, and Midrash haggada, dealing with biblical lore. Midrashic exposition of
both kinds appears throughout the Talmud.

Individual midrashic commentaries were composed by rabbis after the 2d cent. A.D.
up to the Middle Ages, and they were mostly of an aggadic nature, following the
order of the scriptural text. Important among them are the Midrash Rabbah, a
collection of commentaries on the Torah and the Five Scrolls (the Song of Songs,
Esther, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes), and the Pesikta Midrashim, concerning the
festivals. This body of rabbinic literature contains the earliest speculative thought in
the Jewish tradition.

—Strack and Sternberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash

What is Aggadah?

AGGADAH or HAGGADAH (Heb. 7738 ,7737; "narrative"), one of the two primary
components of rabbinic tradition, the other being halakhah, usually translated as
"Jewish Law"...

... The halakhah of the rabbinic tradition can be described in part as a system of laws,
but not infrequently it also has the character of a personal moral and spiritual
discipline. It can be expressed in the form of concrete judgments about specific cases,
but also in rules involving varying degrees of abstraction and generality.

...Aggadah, on the other hand, investigates and interprets the meaning, the values,
and the ideas which underlie the specific distinctions which govern religious life.

In line with the accepted tendency to define aggadah as "that which is not halakhah,"
one could say that the relation between aggadah and halakhah is similar to the
relation between theory and practice, between idea and application, and, in the area of
ethics, between character and behavior.

—Stephen G. Waid (2™ ed.), Jewish Virtual Library

“I assume that both the halakha and the aggadah represent attempts to work out the
same cultural, political, social, ideological, and religious problems... We cannot read
the aggadah as background for the halakha, but if anything, the opposite: the halakha
can be read as background and explanation for the way that the rabbinic biographies
are constructed.”

—Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel




Bereishit Rabbah I:4
“In the beginning God created...”

Six things preceded the creation of the world; some of them were actually created, while the creation
of the others was already contemplated.

The Torah and the Throne of Glory were created. The Torah, for it is written, “The Lord made me as
the beginning of His way, prior to His works of old” (Proverbs 8:22). The Throne of Glory, as it is
written, “Thy throne is established of old,” etc. (Psalms 93:2). The creation of the Patriarchs was
contemplated, for it is written, “I saw your fathers as the first-ripe in the fig-tree at her first season”
(Hosea 9:10). [The creation of] Israel was contemplated, as it is written, “Remember your
congregation that you acquired of old” (Psalms 74:2). [The creation of] the Temple was contemplated,
for it is written, “Your throne of glory, on high from the beginning, the place of our sanctuary”
(Jeremiah 27:12). The name of the Messiah was contemplated, for it is written, “His name existed
before the sun™ (Psalms 72:17).

Rabbi Ahava Bret D’Rabbi Zera said: Repentance too, as it is written, “Before the mountains were
brought forth,” etc. (Psalms 90:2), and from that very moment, “You tumed man to contrition,” and
said: “Repent, children of man!” (Psalms 90:3).

I still do not know which was first, whether the Torah preceded the Throne of Glory or the Throne of
Glory preceded the Torah?

Said Rabbi Abba bar Kahana: The Torah preceded the Throne of Glory, for it says, “The Lord made
me as the beginning of His way, before His works of old,” which means, before that of which it is
written [the Throne of Glory], “Thy throne is established of old.”

Rabbi Huna, reporting Rabbi Jeremiah in the name of Rabbi Samuel bar Rabbt Isaac, said: The
intention to create Israel preceded everything else: A king was married to a certain lady, and had no
son by her. On one occasion the king was found going through the market-place and giving orders:
‘Take this ink, inkwell, and pen for my son,’ at which people remarked: 'He has no son: what does he
want with ink and pen? Strange indeed!’ Subsequently they concluded: The king is an astrologer, and
has actually foreseen that he is destined to beget a son!’

Thus, had not the Holy One, blessed be He, foreseen that after twenty-six generations® Israel would
receive the Torah, He would not have written therein, “Command the children of Israel.” [E.g.
Numbers 28:2]

Rabbi Banayah said: The world and the fullness thereof were created only for the sake of the Torah:
“The Lord for the sake of wisdom [i.e. the Torah] founded the earth” (Proverbs 3:19). Rabbi Berekiah
said: For the sake of Moses: “And He chose for himself the best, for there is a portion for the ruler
[Moses]” (Deuteronomy 33:21).

Rabbi Huna said in Rabbi Mattenah's name: The world was created for the sake of three things:
hallah, tithes, and first-fruits, as it is said, “In the beginning (bereishit) God created...” Now reishit
alludes to hallah, for it is written, “Of the first (reishit) of your dough™ (Numbers 15:20); again,
reishit alludes to tithes, for it is written, “The first- fruits (reishir) of thy corn” (Deuteronomy 18:4);
and finally, reishit alludes to first- fruits, for it is written, “the choicest (reishit) first-fruits of thy
land,” etc. (Exodus 23:19),

2 viz., 10 from Adam to Noah, 10 from Noah to Abraham (Aboth V, 2), and then Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Kohath, Amram, and Moses, making
twenty-six in alf.



1w, 0%Yn ad TP 0MaT Y . [DnHR K12 wRIa] T
T1290 RO NNINN :MRIINY NAVNINT YV 0N VN IRV
2VN) IRN 1HYAN DTP 1277 MWRT MIP " NIT 1IN, IR

[(2:3% ©5NN) NNR DYIYN RN RO 1133 3'NIT TAON RO ,(A%:N
NYYRIA NIRN2 771920 N7 MRI2ANY N2YNNI 1YY Marn

INTY NOT 2MN2T NAYNNA 1DV ORIV (210 YVIT) DIMAR NN
RDI 2'N5T N2WNN2 ASY WIPNRNA na ;(2:7Y DYAN) o NP
N2Y DOWn S nw (221 NI NYVIPN DIPH PYRIND DN T
2992 N2NR " .(17:2y 2°9NN) MY PN VHRY 1185 N7 N2vNna
DY5NN) 1791 DN DIVA 2NIT RN NTH AIVNN GR IR RVIPT
D9NN) DR 212 129 INRM RIT TY VIR VN 1YYVR NMRD (2N
DR 7290 ROV ANTP AINN DR ,0TIP PR Y117 1R Yar (N
RDIY ANTP NINN :RIND 92 RAR 1R 777119 Tiaon Rod

DTP (N HVN) TRN VHPAN DTP 1277 MUK M3p ™ IRV , 71290
(2:3% DYAN) TRN TROI 1193 12 2NV IMRY

IRIWY SV 1NAVYTIN (pnXNY 92 HRINY 1 TV NI Y RN 7T

PNR DYA 12 NN Y N R IN0NY NI 1Y 1oRY 530 nnTp
329 99R PYTNIPY PRYRY 173910150 PR L,i7I1va 921 ONn RN
1N 2RANDNR PYTIPY 1799 vpan Anb 1 PR 3 ,PI0IR 990 N
9 sRANNR 12 TRYAY TNYY NaX1 R DMNIVOR 1900 ,17I0R)
N RY NINN YapYh HRIWY PTRY NT 179 INRY N7apn noY MR
JRANAR ORIWY 212 NR ¥ N1 amd

NNON2 M ATINN MOTA ROR 8723 RS wvm o%vn :nna M R
19 YR R AV MITL IR 19991 7 5(0%) HVnN) PIR TO?

, 0910 RI323 D27 ) MOTA 7NN 27 DWa RN I 3(R2:29 DMaT)
RI2) DNYR RI2 MYRID DRIV DN MIYYN 19N Mo
,(2:70 927N1) DIMDMY MWRI 3MNIT YN ROR MWK PRI L(R:R
NYWRT PRI (T:1? DMAT) JNT NYYRT 1NIT TWYN ROR NIWVRT PR)
L0239 NMINY) INNTR 151 NYYRY 2007 D191 RYR



Talmud Bavli Avoda Zara 8a (Soncino Talmud, A. Cohen trans.)
MISHNA. These are the festivities of the star worshippers: Kalenda, Saturnalia....

GEMARA. Said R. Hanan b. Raba: Kalenda is kept on the eight days following the solstice.3
Saturnalia on the eight days preceding the solstice...4

Our Rabbis taught: When Adam HaRishon (primitive Adam) saw the day getting gradually shorter, he
said, ‘Woe is me, perhaps because I have sinned, the world around me is being darkened and
returning to its state of chaos and confusion; this then is the kind of death to which I have been
sentenced from Heaven!” So he began keeping an eight days’ fast. But as he observed the winter
solstice and noted the day getting increasingly longer, he said, ‘This is the world’s course’, and he set
forth to keep an eight days’ festivity. In the following year he appointed both as festivals. Now, he fixed
them for the sake of Heaven, but the [unenlightened} appointed them for the sake of star worship.

This is quite right according to the one who holds that the world was created in [the month of]Tishrei,
so that he saw the short days before seeing the longer days; but according to the one holding that the
world was created in [the month of] Nissan, Adam must have seen the long days as well as the short
ones! — Still, he had not yet seen the very short days.

Our Rabbis taught: When Adam, on the day of his creation, saw the setting of the sun he said! ‘Alas, it
is because I have sinned that the world around me is becoming dark; the universe will now become
again void and without form — this then is the death to which I have been sentenced from Heaven!” So
he sat up all night fasting and weeping and Hava was weeping opposite him. When however dawn
broke, he said: ‘This is the usual course of the world!’ He then arose and offered up a bullock whose
horns were developed before its hoofs, as it is said [by the Psalmist], “And it [my thanksgiving] shall
be more pleasing to YHVH than a bullock that has horns and hoofs” (Psalm 69:31).

For some of us much of the time, and for all of us some of the time, darkness suggests peril
and instability, the sense that life is fleeting, tenuous, random and senseless. Physical
darkness threatens, at least at moments, to conjure existential darkness: It is dark, and I am
alone and afraid. The Talmud reports that when Adam and Eve first saw the sun go down,
they were panic-stricken, thinking that the setting of the sun was a consequence of their sin,
and that this new, intense darkness would spell their death. They spent that entire first night
weeping, until dawn broke, and they realized, to their immense relief, that this was simply
the way of the world -- day followed by night, and night followed by day (Babylonian
Taimud, Avodah Zarah 8a).

—Rabbi Shai Held, Mechon Hadar

* The Provencal Calendas or Calenos, the Polish Kolenda, the Russian Kolydda, the Czech Koleda, the Lithuanian
Kalledos, the Welsh Calenig (for Christmas-box), and the Gaelic Calluinn {for New Year's Eve}, are all derived
from the Latin Kalendae {“the cailed”), the same word from which ‘calendar’ is derived. The Kalends or the first
day of January, a time celebrated with many festive customs. Kalends was also a general term for the first day
of each Reman month, signifying the start of the new moon cycle, or Kalenda. Kalends may be related to
the Lenaio, an ancient Greek holiday celebrated during the Attic calendar month of Gamelion {first Winter
manth between December and January). (-Aharon Varady) +

* Counting eight days from the beginning of the Saturnalia to the end of the Brumalia. Saturnalia was
celebrated December 17-23rd in the Roman calendar at the the end of the Brumalia, a month long celebration
ending on December 24th. (-Aharon Varady) < '
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Midrash Rabbah - Genesis I:1
1. “In the beginning God created...”

Rabbi Oshaya began: “Then I was by Him, as a nursling (amon); and I was

daily all delight” (Proverbs 8:30). “Amorn™ means ‘tutor’; “amon’™ means
‘covered’; “amon” means ‘hidden’(1); and some say, “amon” means ‘great.’

“Amon” is a tutor, as you read, “As an omen (nursing father) carries the sucking
child” (Numbers 11:12). “Amon” means covered, as in the verse, “Ha'emunim
(they that were clad/covered) in scarlet” (Lamentations 4:5). “Amon’ means
hidden, as in the verse, “And he concealed (omen)(2) Hadassah™ (Esther 2:7).
‘Amon’ means great, as in the verse, “Art thou better than No-amon?” (Nahum
3:8), which is rendered [in an Aramaic translation], “Art thou better than
Alexandria the Great, that is situate among the rivers?”’(3)

Another interpretation: ‘amon’ is a workman (uman). The Torah declares: ‘1
was the working tool of the Holy One, blessed be He.’ In human practice, when
a mortal king builds a palace, he builds it not with his own skill but with the
skill of an architect. The architect moreover does not build it out of his head, but
employs plans and diagrams to know how to arrange the chambers and the
wicket doors. Thus God consulted the Torah and created the world, while the
Torah declares, “In the beginning God created,” “beginning” referring to the
Torah, as in the verse, “The Lord made me as the beginning of His way”
(Proverbs 8:22).(4)

(1) The speaker is the Torah (Wisdom) personified, referring to the pre-Creation era. The
Torah was with God as with a tutor, reared, as it were, by the Almighty (this is similar to
E.V.); it was also covered up and hidden. This may mean that the laws of the Torah were
unknown until the Revelation at Sinai, while some of them remained ‘hidden’ even then, i.e.
their reasons are not known.

(2) E.V. ’brought up’. The Midrash understands it to mean that Mordecai concealed her from
the public gaze.

(3) Translation of the second half of the verse.

(4) Here too the speaker is the Torah. Thus the verse is translated: By means of the
‘beginning,’ sc. the Torah, God created, etc.
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THROUGH THE

LIBERAL LOOKING GLASS:
STORIES FROM OUR HERITAGE

THE DEPOSITION OF RABBAN GAMLIEL:
EGALITARIANISM & DEMOCRACY IN THE BEIT MIDRASH

(Talmud, Brachot 27b-28a)

OPENING THE COMMUNITY TO THE MARGINALISED/EXCLUDED

Rabbi Leah Jordan

X B
iberal judaism
FINCHLEY PROGRESSIVE SYNAGOGUE
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Berachot 27b
We learnt in a baraita:

A student came before Rabbi Yehoshua (Yehoshua) and asked him, “Is the evening
tefilah optional or compulsory?”

He replied, “Optional.”

He came before Rabban Gamaliel and asked him, “Is the evening tefilah optional
or compulsory?

[Rabban Gamliel] replied, “Compulsory.”
“But,” said the student, “did not Rabbi Yehoshua telt me that it is optional?”
Rabban Gamliel said, “Wait till the champions(1) enter the beit ha-midrash”.

When the champions came in, someone rose and inquired, “Is the evening tefilah
optional or compulsory?”

Rabban Gamaliel replied, “Compulsory.” Rabban Gamaliel said to the Sages: “Is
there anyone who disputes this?”

Rabbi Yehoshua replied to him, “No.”

He said to him: “Did they not report you to me as saying that it is optional?” He
then went on: “Yehoshua, stand up and let them testify against you!”

Rabbi Yehoshua stood up and said: “Were I alive and he [the witness] dead, the
living could contradict the dead. But now that he is alive and I am alive, how can
the living contradict the living?”’(2)

Rabban Gamaliel remained sitting and expounding and Rabbi Yehoshua remained
standing, until all the people there began to shout and say to Huzpith the
turgeman,(3) “Stop!” and he stopped.

They then said: “How long is he [Rabban Gamaliel] to go on insulting him [R.
Yehoshua]? On New Year last year he insulted him;(4) he insulted him in the
matter of the firstborn in the affair of R. Zadok;(5) now he insults him again!
Come, let us depose him! Whom shall we appoint instead? We can hardly appoint
Rabbi Yehoshua, because he is one of the parties involved. We can hardly appoint
Rabbi Akiva because perhaps Rabban Gamaliel will bring a curse on him because
he has no ancestral merit. Let us then appoint Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah, who is
wise and rich and the tenth in descent from Ezra. He is wise, so that if anyone puts
a question to him he will be able to answer it. He is rich, so that if occasion arises
for paying court(6) to Caesar he will be able to do so. He is tenth in descent from
Ezra, so that he has ancestral merit and he [Rabban Gamaliel] cannot bring a curse
on him.”



no halachah about which any doubt existed in the Beth ha-Midrash which was not
fully elucidated.

Rabban Gamaliel also did not absent himself from the Beth ha-Midrash a single
hour, as we have learnt: On that day Judah, an Ammonite proselyte, came before
them in the Beth ha-Midrash.

He said to them: Am I permitted to enter the assembly?
R. Yehoshua said to him: You are permitted to enter the congregation.

Said Rabban Gamaliel to him: Is it not already laid down, At Ammonite or a
Moabite shall not enter into the assembly of the Lord?*

R. Yehoshua replied to him: Do Ammon and Moab still reside in their original
homes? Sennacherib king of Assyria long ago went up and mixed up all the
nations, as it says, I have removed the bounds of the peoples and have robbed their
treasures and have brought down as one mighty their inhabitants;* and whatever
strays [from a group] is assumed to belong to the larger section of the group.=

Said Rabban Gamaliel to him: But has it not been said: But afterward I will bring
back the captivity of the children of Ammon, saith the Lord,” so that they have
already returned?

To which R. Yehoshua replied: And has it not been said, And I will turn the
captivity of My people Israel,“ and they have not yet returned? Forthwith they
permitted him to enter the congregation.

Rabban Gamaliel thereupon said: This being the case,”“ I will go and apologize to
R. Yehoshua.

When he reached his house he saw that the walls were black.

He said to him: From the walls of your house it is apparent that you are a charcoal-
burner.

He replied: Alas for the generation of which you are the leader, seeing that you
know nothing of the troubles of the scholars, their struggles to support and sustain
themselves!

He said to him: I apologize.” forgive me.

He paid no attention to him.

Do it, he said, out of respect for my father. He then became reconciled to him.
They said: Who will go and tell the Rabbis?

A certain fuller said to them: I will go.



19.
20,
21,

22,
23.
24,
25.
26.
27.

Le., R. Eleazar b. Azariah.

The Rabbis did not want Rabban Gamaliel to be restored, being afraid of his autecratic disposition.
Le., a priest, son of a priest, sprinkle the water of purification. The reference is again to Rabban
Gamaliel who had an hereditary claim to the presidency.

And not living waler as required, v. Num. XIX, 27.

And not from the Red Heifer.

Le., on R. Eleazar b. Azariah. Lit., 'we will rise early to his door'.

V.e.g. Yoma 22b.

Hag. 3a.

Whe asked the question about the evening Tefillah.



