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Foreword

What the Rabbis Said is the latest of several works by Dr. Ronald Eisenberg
conveying a plethora of beneficial information on a variety of topics of
Jewish interest. Dr. Eisenberg has rendered a great service to his readers
by amassing and fruitfully synthesizing a wealth of relevant information
on highly significant Jewish subjects.

This work is researched in a characteristically studious, exhaustive, and
meticulous manner. It contains an impressive amount of information
concerning the thinking of the Talmudic rabbis on a vast array of topics
of both Jewish and universal interest, which enriches our understanding
of their theological perspective and other elements of traditional Judaism.

Dr. Eisenberg’s book is thoughtfully organized and lucidly written, con-
taining well-chosen illustrative quotes and engaging stories. The endnotes
are extremely useful and enhance reader understanding. The erudition and
effort reflected inWhat the Rabbis Said are praiseworthy and have succeeded
in producing a truly worthwhile work.

Elliot Lefkovitz
Adjunct Professor of Jewish History

Spertus Institute
Chicago, IL
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Preface

What did the Talmudic rabbis say about love and war, about arrogance
and humility, and about such current controversial issues as euthanasia
and homosexuality? The discussions of the Talmudic rabbis more than
1,500 years ago have exerted a profound influence on the development
of Judaism and the Jewish interpretation of what the Hebrew Bible
means. What the Rabbis Said summarizes the major rabbinic thoughts
relating to more than 250 topics. Taking material from the vast expanse
of the Talmud and midrashic literature, the book demonstrates that the
Rabbis often took divergent positions on a given issue, rather than agree-
ing on a single “party line.” Unlike other major books that address this
topic, which generally contain isolated rabbinic comments, What the
Rabbis Said is written in a clear narrative style in which Talmudic state-
ments are interspersed within running text to illustrate the rabbinic point
of view. The numerous endnotes provide a wealth of information for the
scholarly reader without interrupting the flow of the text.

Although the Babylonian Talmud is organized by topic, such as indi-
vidual tractates for the various holidays and tractates for aspects of bless-
ings and civil laws, there is no attempt to transform this huge amount of
material into a concise or systematic form. In addition to interpretations
of the biblical commandments and legal issues, the Talmud is a treasure
trove of historical facts and traditions; scientific speculations in medicine,
astronomy, and biology; moral and ethical teachings; folklore, proverbs,
and legends; and profound observations on all phases of human



experience. The rabbinic views on seemingly unrelated matters are often
included. For example, the laws dealing with Chanukah are found in the
tractate Shabbat, since both discuss the type of wicks that can be used for
the candles lit on these occasions.

What the Rabbis Said begins with God—the founding principle for all
that follows. For the Rabbis there was no need to prove the existence of
God, for a single Divine Creator and Ruler of the Universe was the funda-
mental essence of their concept of Judaism. Not only omnipotent, omnis-
cient, and omnipresence, God cares for His Creatures, is deeply involved
in the world of human beings, and is the ultimate Judge of humankind.
The next topic is Torah, the Divine word, as encompassed in both the
Written and Oral Law. The Rabbis elevated the study of the Torah to
the highest degree of religious devotion and experience, and it was
incumbent on scholars to pass on this knowledge to the next generation.
Closely related to the word of God were the mitzvot, the Divine
commandments, which the Talmud considered the road map to proper
behavior and ethical living. At times, however, human beings fail to
observe these guidelines and fall victim to various negative traits and
actions as well as irrational beliefs in superstitions and magic.

Judaism has always stressed the importance of the family and the criti-
cal role of education in teaching ethical and moral behavior. The Torah,
as explicated by the Talmud, also contains an array of both civil and
criminal laws. Among the civil legislation are rules relating to earning a
living and the need to protect the interests of both employees and their
employers.

Judaism rests on the three pillars of God, Torah, and Israel. Therefore,
the next section of the book deals with the Jewish people and their ances-
tral land, as well as the Diaspora existence. Critical issues for the people
of Israel are the Jewish life cycle, Sabbath and festivals, and the central
aspects of synagogue and prayer.

Central to maintaining a Jewish identity throughout the ages has been
the dietary laws (kashrut), the collective term for the regulations and cus-
toms that specify the types of food that are permitted for consumption
and how they are to be prepared. Proper eating is one component of
preserving health.

Some topics discussed in the Talmud cannot be conveniently placed in
the preceding categories. Consequently, the final part of the book
includes Talmudic observations on superstition and magic, animals, and
a miscellaneous section in which there is a discussion of the rabbinic
views on a variety of topics, arranged alphabetically.

xx Preface



What the Rabbis Said is a synthesis of a broad spectrum of material from
disparate sources into a clearly understandable presentation of the views
of those who developed the rabbinic Judaism that persists to the current
day. As such, it is designed to appeal not only to a broad Jewish audience,
but also to educated general readers of diverse cultural backgrounds who
want to learn more about the development of traditional Jewish thought
during its formative period.
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I want to thank Dr. Elliot Lefkovitz, Adjunct Professor of Jewish History
at Spertus Institute in Chicago, my faculty mentor for the independent
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Introduction: The
Rabbinic Period

The rabbinic (Talmudic) period spanned the approximately 700 years
between the biblical (Israelite) era and the Middle Ages. It began around
the time of the Maccabees, with the zugot (literally, “pairs”), the Hebrew
term for the pairs of sages in the Land of Israel who for five generations
(second century BCE to first century CE) were the leaders of rabbinic
Judaism and the scholars whose teachings formed the basis of the
Mishnah. In each pair, one was the nasi (president of the Sanhedrin, the
supreme judicial, religious, and political body in the Land of Israel)
and the other was designated as the av beit din (head of the religious
court).1 The final pair were Hillel and Shammai, the greatest sages of the
Second Temple period. Unlike the strict and conservative legal analysis of
Shammai, the opinions of Hillel were more lenient and liberal and gener-
ally adopted by the later Talmudic sages. The disputes between with Hillel
and Shammai (and later controversies between their two schools) were
deemed to be arguments “for the sake of Heaven” (Avot 5:20), whose sole
purpose was to determine the truth. The rabbinic period ended with
the editing of the Babylonia Talmud by Rav Ashi and Ravina around 500
CE, though the final editing was probably completed by the middle of the
sixth century by the Savora’im, the disciples of the last amora’im (who
interpreted the Mishnah and applied it to case law to form the Gemara)
and their immediate successors.

The major historical event during the early rabbinic period was the
destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, which dramatically changed



the assumptions and mind-set of the people. Until this time, the center of
the Jewish religion was the Temple; the most significant religious act was
sacrifice and the most important religious figure was the priest (especially
the High Priest). The Pharisees under Yochanan ben Zakkai at Yavneh
preserved Judaism by moving its focus from the Temple to the Book
(Torah), which was portable and could accompany the Jews in exile.
The highest religious act became studying the Book, and the most impor-
tant person was Rabbi, who taught what the Book means. The sages at
Yavneh completed the canonization of the Bible, organized the daily
prayers, and transferred some of the ritual observances associated with
the Temple to the synagogue and Sanhedrin.

In the early third century CE, Judah ha-Nasi (the Prince) compiled the
Mishnah (lit., “repetition” or “teaching”). This earliest rabbinic book was
an edited compilation of the vast number of legal opinions constituting
the Oral Law expressed over the centuries in the academies of learning,
primarily in the Land of Israel. In Babylonia, it became the basis for
centuries of extensive legal and ethical discussions and commentaries
known as the Gemara (Aramaic for “study”). These discussions often
feature a pre-eminent pair of Rabbis of one generation, such as
R. Yochanan and Shimon ben Lachish in the Land of Israel in the third
century or Rava and Abaye in fourth-century Babylonia. However, the
process of editing the Talmud often results in apparent direct discussions
between Rabbis living centuries and hundreds of miles apart.2 Together,
the Mishnah and Gemara comprise the Babylonian Talmud.3 This work
has a vast scope—about 2.5 million words on 5,894 folio pages detailing
the discussions of approximately 2,000 scholars.

Another major type of rabbinic literature is midrash4 (from a Hebrew
root meaning “to search out”), which fills in gaps in the terse biblical nar-
rative that provides little information as to the thoughts and feelings of
the characters or the motivations behind their actions. For example, the
Midrash discusses the height of Adam in the Garden of Eden, why Cain
killed Abel, and what Isaac thought when his father Abraham took him
to be sacrificed. In addition to the more common midrash aggada, which
contains stories and legends that are concerned with ethical teachings
or other topical issues of nonlegal parts of the Bible, there is also midrash
halacha, which expounds upon the legal aspects and implications of the
biblical text. The Bible often states matters of law without clarification
or detain. Thus, legal midrash helps us understand what it means to love
one’s neighbor as oneself and how to observe the Sabbath.5

xxiv Introduction: The Rabbinic Period



WHO WERE THE RABBIS?

The Talmudic Rabbis were the descendents of the Pharisees, one of the
three major Jewish groups at the end of the Second Temple period. The
Pharisees represented primarily the middle and lower classes and, probably
related to their social status, were less Hellenized. They viewed as authorita-
tive what they regarded as the ancient tradition of Israel, the wealth of
nonbiblical laws and customs handed down through the generations that
supplemented the written Torah and were called the “Oral Law” by later
rabbis. Extremely scrupulous in observing the law, their name probably
derived from a Hebrew word meaning “separate,” referring to “their separa-
tion from ritually impure food and from the tables of the common
people . . . who were not scrupulous regarding the laws of levitical purity
and tithes.”6 The main rivals of the Pharisees were the Sadducees, a
predominantly aristocratic group, many of whom were priests or who had
intermarried with the high priestly families. Moderate Hellenizers,
they were faithful to the religion of Israel but greatly influenced by the
culture in which they lived. The Sadducees derived their name from Zadok,
the high priest of the Jerusalem Temple, whose family served as heads
of the priesthood throughout most of First and Second Temple times until
the Hasmoneans took control. Unlike the Pharisees, the Sadducees rejected
the “tradition of the fathers,” regarding “the purity laws as referring to the
Temple and its priests, and saw no reason for extending them into the daily
life of all Israel, a basic pillar of the Pharisaic approach.”7 The third group
was the Essenes, a pietistic, ascetic sect living in segregated communities
in less populated regions, often in the Judean Desert.

Several critical theological distinctions separated the groups. The
Pharisees accepted the concepts of the immortality of the soul and of
reward and punishment after death, both denied by their opponents. In
the debate over the relative importance of free will and Divine providence,
the Pharisees took a middle ground between the Sadducees, who totally
rejected the notion of divine interference in human affairs and deemed
free will to be absolute, and the Essenes, who maintained a belief in
complete predestination. Although the Pharisees joined the Sadducees in
accepting the Temple, with its sacrifices and priestly class, they had a
broader horizon that was not necessarily confined to the boundaries of
the Land of Israel but encompassed Jews of other areas. Consequently, they
tended to stress those elements in religion and law that were applicable to
Jews outside the country as well, such as the Sabbath (they elaborated
Sabbath laws in the minutest detail), the synagogue, and the Torah.8

The Pharisees and Sadducees were also political rivals. During the
reigns of John Hyrcanus and Alexander Janneus, the Sadducees were in
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the ascendancy and the Pharisees were persecuted. This changed dramati-
cally during the reign of Salome Alexandra, when the Pharisees were the
dominant element, in control of national policy. Following the destruction
of Jerusalem in 70 CE, with the collapse of the sacrificial system and the
Temple rite, the Sadducees lost their power base. Their strict construction-
ist approach also was unable to allow Jews and Judaism to adapt to their
drastically new surroundings and circumstances.9

The Rabbis of the Talmud reflected all strata of contemporary society.
Some like Rabban Gamaliel were wealthy, but most came from poor
families and were humble workers who eked out a living. For example,
the illustrious R. Akiva collected a bundle of wood each day and lived
on the money he received for it. R. Meir was a scribe, R. Yochanan a
sandal maker, R. Yose ben Halafta made leather goods, R. Joshua was a
coal burner (smith), R. Judah was a baker, and Abba Saul was a kneader
of dough who had previously worked as a gravedigger.

NOTES

1. The first four zugot were: Yose ben Yo’ezer and Yose ben Yochanam; Joshua
ben Perachyah and Nittai of Arbela; Judah ben Tabbai and Shimon ben
Shetach; Shemaiah and Avtalyon.

2. Seltzer, 267.
3. There is also a Jerusalem Talmud, a much smaller commentary on the

Mishnah that was actually produced in the Galilee.
4. The term “midrash” can refer to either the process of interpreting the Bible

in this way or to books that are collections of this type of rabbinic material. Many
of the collections of midrash date from the Talmudic period; some were compiled
as late as the twelfth century. There are three basic types of midrash: exegetical,
homiletic, and narrative. An exegetical midrash contains short comments on each
chapter, every verse, and even individual words of an entire book of the Bible
(e.g., Genesis Rabbah, Exodus Rabbah, and Lamentations Rabbah;Mechilta, Sifra,
Sifrei). A homiletic midrash (e.g., Leviticus Rabbah and Deuteronomy Rabbah;
Tanchuma; Pesikta de-Rav Kahana) is more discursive and is structured around
sermons expounding on verses from the weekly Torah portion or the readings for
special Sabbaths and festivals. Each chapter or section of these midrashim consti-
tutes a collection of homilies and sayings on one specific topic that seem to
combine into one long homily. A narrative midrash (e.g., Pirkei de-Rebbe Eliezer)
does not attempt to explicate the Bible in a direct or orderly manner, but instead
is a collection of stories and legends about individual Rabbis or biblical characters.

5. Holtz, 178–81.
6. Schiffman, 104.
7. Ibid., 108.
8. Baron, 44–45.
9. Schiffman, 112.
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CHAPTER 1

God

EXISTENCE OF GOD

In the Talmud, the existence of God is an unequivocal truth that logically
follows from the very existence of the universe, which is a Divine creation.
God is described as “He who spoke and the world came into being”
(Er. 13b; Sanh. 19a; Zev. 46b).

That the existence of God can be revealed through the natural world is
illustrated in the classic midrash in which Abraham rejected the idolatry
of his father. The future Patriarch was brought before King Nimrod, who
commanded, “Since you do not worship images, you should worship fire.”
Abraham replied, “We should rather worship water, which extinguishes
fire.” When Nimrod agreed that the worship of water was acceptable,
Abraham said, “We should rather worship the cloud that carries water.”
The argument continued with the “wind that disperse the cloud” and
“the human being that carries the wind [in the breath of the body],” until
it eventually arrived at what the philosophers call a “First Cause”—the
ultimate Creator (Gen. R. 38:13).

A philosopher asked R. Reuben, “Who is the most hated of men?” The
sage replied, “He who denies his Creator.” He cited the Ten Command-
ments, which one does not transgress unless “he repudiates the root of them
[i.e., the God who ordained them]” (Tosefta Shevuot 3:5). Consequently,
by believing in the existence of God, the Jew also accepts the binding
nature of Divine commands, “the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven”
(Ber. 2:2, 13a). The Talmud states that Yom Kippur provides atonement



for all transgressions of biblical commandments, whether one has repented
or not, except for one “who throws off the yoke” (i.e., denies the existence
of God) (Yoma 85b; Shev. 13a).

NAMES OF GOD

The names of God reflect the various ways in which the Divine mani-
festations are perceived by human beings. The holiest name, and the most
distinctly Jewish, is written in the Hebrew Bible with the four consonants
YHVH. According to tradition, YHVH (referred to as the “Tetragramma-
ton,” Greek for “four-letter word”) was regularly pronounced with its
proper vowels by all Israelites, at least until the destruction of the First
Temple in 586 BCE. However, its use was eventually restricted to the
Kohen Gadol (High Priest) in the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur, and to
other kohanim when reciting the Priestly Blessing during the daily services
in the Temple (Sot. 7:6, 37b–38a). When the Second Temple was
destroyed, the word lost its vocalization. By the time of the Talmud, the
term “Adonai” was generally substituted for YHVH in the synagogue service,
as is still the custom in the standard prayer formula, Baruch ata Adonai.
Indeed, some Rabbis went so far as saying that a person who pronounced
YHVH according to its letters (the “Ineffable Name”) should be put to
death (Pes. Rab.148a) and would have no place in the World to Come
(Sanh. 11:1, 90a). Nevertheless, the Talmud cites a tradition that the
Rabbis transmitted the original pronunciation to their disciples once or
twice every seven years (Kid. 71a). However, this eventually ceased, and
today no one knows for certain how the Ineffable Name was pronounced.

In addition to the classical biblical names of God, primarily YHVH and
Elohim, the Rabbis developed a number of additional appellations that
referred to the Divine attributes and are found frequently in the liturgy.
The most common is ha-Kadosh baruch Hu (the Holy One, praised be He).
Others include Ribbono shel Olam (Sovereign of the Universe); ha-Makom
(lit., “the place,” and meaning “the Omnipresent”); ha-Rachaman (derived
from rechem [womb], meaning “the All-Merciful,” and used particularly in
the Grace after Meals); Avinu Malkeinu (“Our Father, Our King,” which
especially occurs in prayers on the High Holy Days); Avinu she-ba-
Shamayim (“Our Father in Heaven,” which opens the prayer for the State
of Israel); Melech ha-Olam (“Ruler of the Universe,” which concludes the
opening formula of all blessings); and Shechinah (“Divine Presence,” which
is often depicted as the feminine aspect of God).

The Rabbis prohibited the writing of the name of God, except in
sacred texts (Shev. 35a–b), lest it be defaced, obliterated, or destroyed
accidentally by someone who did not know any better.
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ETERNITY OF GOD

As in the verse from the medieval prayer Adon Olam, “Without
beginning, without conclusion—His is the power and dominion,” the
Rabbis believed that God was outside mortal conceptions of time. God
existed before the Creation of the universe and will continue to exist when
everything else has disappeared. “Everything decays, but You do not”
(Lev. R. 19:2). The promises of a mortal king can be nullified in an instant
because “he is here today and tomorrow in his grave, but God lives and
endures forever and ever” (Ber. 28b). Similarly, “a man is survived by his
works, but God outlives His works” (Meg. 14a). Expounding on the popular
saying, “God’s seal is truth,” the Rabbis pointed out that the three letters of
the Hebrew word for truth (aleph, mem, tav) are, respectively, the first,
middle, and final letters of the alphabet, symbolizing that God was, is, and
will be present at the beginning, middle, and end of time (Gen. R. 51:2).

UNITY OF GOD

The clear declaration of Jewish faith in the Unity and Oneness of God
is proclaimed in the Shema: “Only one man [Adam] was created, so that
heretics could not claim that there are many ruling powers in Heaven”
(Sanh. 38a).

Drawing an incorrect inference from the different verbs used to denote
“creation” of the mountains and winds (Amos 4:13), a heretic concluded
that these indicated the presence of two creators. Rabban Gamaliel
replied, “If that is so, then the words ‘And God created’ (Gen. 1:27),
followed by ‘And the Lord God formed’ (Gen. 2:7), should mean that
He who formed man did not create him!” The sage continued, “An area
of one handbreadth in the human body has two openings [i.e., the eye
and the ear]. Would you say that He who created one of them did not
create the other? Indeed, Scripture declares [Ps. 94:9], ‘Shall He who
implants the ear not hear? He who forms the eye not see?’ Does that mean
that there are two different gods involved?” (Sanh. 39a).

The emphasis on the Unity of God1 also served as a polemic against
the challenges of idolatry and Christianity.

HOLINESS AND PERFECTION OF GOD

The most common rabbinic name for God is ha-Kadosh baruch Hu (the
Holy One, praised be He). This implies a purity and perfection beyond
what any human being can attain, which the Rabbis described as the
“perfection of holiness” (JT Ber. 13a). Nevertheless, mortals should
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always strive for this exalted level: “Behold, I am pure, My dwelling place
is pure, My ministers are pure, and the soul I give you is pure. If you return
it [the soul] to Me in the same state of purity, well and good; but if not, I
will destroy it before you” (Lev. R. 18:1).

Jews were required to sanctify the Name of God (kiddush ha-Shem)
through their behavior (whether among Jews or gentiles)—by studying
Torah and performing the commandments, and by treating others kindly,
considerately, and honestly—for people inevitably judge Judaism by the
conduct of Jews. They even were enjoined to give up their lives as martyrs
rather than desecrating or profaning the Divine Name (chillul ha-Shem),
for which there is no forgiveness (ARN 39), even if it was done uninten-
tionally (Avot 4:5).

During the rabbinic period in Babylonia, the mystics developed the
Kedushah, a proclamation of the holiness and glory of God, which is
inserted into the third blessing during the repetition of the Amidah when
a minyan is present. The nucleus of the Kedushah consists of three biblical
verses, the first of which begins: “Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh” (Holy, holy,
holy [is the Lord of hosts; the whole world is full of His glory]), which is
taken from the Isaiah’s vision of the angels surrounding the Divine throne
and proclaiming the holiness of God (6:3).

OMNIPOTENCE OF GOD

As the Creator of the universe, the Rabbis decreed that God should be
praised for all the awesome forces of nature that are under direct Divine
control. Therefore, upon witnessing shooting stars, earthquakes, thunder-
claps, storms, or lightning, a Jew is to recite a blessing praising God,
“whose strength and might fill the world” (Ber. 9:2, 54a). The Talmud
states, “Everything is in the hand of heaven except the fear of heaven”
(Ber. 33b), meaning that God determines the fortunes of each person,
but moral character depends on individual choice. Unlike human beings,
who cannot speak or hear two things at once, God could speak all Ten
Commandments simultaneously and hear the cries of all who call upon
Him (Mech. to Exod. 15:11; 41b).

Why does the opening verse of the Song at the Sea describe God as
“highly exalted” (Exod. 19:1), using the same word twice in the Hebrew?
According to Resh Lakish, this teaches that God is elevated above all
the other exalted ones. As one of the sages remarked, “The king of wild
animals is the lion; the king of cattle is the ox; the king of birds is the
eagle; and man is exalted over them. The Holy One is exalted over all of
them, as well as over the whole earth and the entire universe” (Hag. 13b).
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OMNIPRESENCE OF GOD

The verse from Psalms (148:13), “His glory covers the earth and
heaven,” indicates that the incorporeal God also is simultaneously
present throughout the universe.

A heretic (or a Roman emperor) challenged Rabban Gamaliel: “You
maintain that whenever ten Jews are assembled [i.e., the quorum required
for public worship], the Shechinah [Divine Presence] is found. How many
Shechinahs are there then?” In response, Rabban Gamaliel summoned the
heretic’s servant and hit him on the neck, asking, “Why did you allow
sunlight to intrude into your master’s house?” The heretic exclaimed,
“[But] the sun shines upon the whole world! [i.e., how can one prevent
its light from entering a house?]” Rabban Gamaliel calmly retorted, “If
the sun, which is but one of the countless millions of God’s servants, can
shine on the entire world, how much more would this be true for the
Divine Presence of the Lord [to be in many places at once]!” (Sanh. 39a).

The concept of the omnipresence of God is the basis for a moral exhor-
tation in Pirkei Avot (2:1): “Consider three things and you will not come
into the grip of sin. Know what is above you—a watchful Eye [man’s deeds
are observed], an attentive Ear [his words are heard], and that all your
deeds are recorded in a Book [so that a human being cannot escape the
consequences of his actions and words].”

A midrash relates a conversation between R. Yose and a Romanmatron,
who claimed that her god was superior to his “because when your God
revealed Himself to Moses in the Burning Bush, he hid his face, whereas
when Moses saw the serpent [her god], he fled from it” (Exod. 4:3). R. Yose
explained that it was impossible for Moses to flee from God, because God is
everywhere. However, he had to step back only two or three paces to escape
from her impotent pagan deity (Exod. R. 3:12). Moreover, God appeared to
Moses in a lowly thorn bush, rather than in a highly valued carob or fig tree,
to teach that there is no place on earth devoid of the Divine Presence.

In a ritual dating back to Temple times (Suk. 37b), the omnipresence of
God is symbolized on the festival of Sukkot when the four species (lulav and
etrog) are shaken in every direction (east, south, west, north, up, down) to
acknowledge that the dominion and presence of God extends to all four
corners of the universe, heaven, and earth.

OMNISCIENCE OF GOD

A non-Jew once asked Joshua ben Korcha, “Do you not claim that God
sees into the future?” When the sage agreed, the man said: “But it is
written in your Torah [Gen. 6:6], ‘And the Lord regretted that He had

God 5



made people on earth, and His heart was saddened’ [i.e., if God knew that
He would eventually regret creating human beings, why did He do it?].”
R. Joshua asked the man whether he had a son. When he said yes, the
sage asked what he did when his son was born. “I rejoiced and made
everyone celebrate with me.” R. Joshua cautioned, “But did you not know
that eventually the child would die?” The non-Jew replied, “When one
should be joyous, be joyous. And when it is time to mourn, mourn.”
R. Joshua said, “So, too, with God” (Gen. R. 27:4).

TRANSCENDENCE AND IMMANENCE OF GOD

Is God transcendent (far removed from His creatures) or immanent
(continually involved with them)? According to the Rabbis, the transcen-
dence of God is reflected in His oneness, omnipotence, and omniscience,
in His creation of a world distinct fromHimself. God resides in the seventh
heaven, infinitely remote from earth (Hag. 13a). Nevertheless, despite
God’s remoteness, the transcendent Deity entered into a covenantal
relationship with the Jewish people and became involved in the
progressive unfolding of human history. Thus, God chose the Jewish nation
as his people, freed them from bondage in Egypt, revealed the Divine Law
to them at Mount Sinai, brought them into the Promised Land, and always
guides their destiny. Although transcendence and immanence are
diametric opposites, for the Rabbis the concepts were not mutually exclu-
sive. Instead, they viewed them as merely complementary aspects of the
relationship of the Divine to the physical world. “Although God appears
to be afar off, in reality there is nothing closer than He . . .However high
He is above the world, let a man but enter a synagogue, stand behind a
pillar [i.e., in an obscure place] and pray in a whisper, and God hearkens
to his prayer. Can there be a God nearer than this, as close to His creatures
as the mouth is to the ear?” (JT Ber. 13a).

The Rabbis developed four major ways to express the immanence of a
transcendental Deity and the Divine interaction with human beings—
Shechinah, bat kol, ruach ha-kodesh, and angels.

Shechinah

The Shechinah, usually translated as “Divine Presence,” is the direct
manifestation of the transcendent God in the natural world. As a manifes-
tation of the omnipresence of God, the Talmud explicitly states that “the
Shechinah is in all places” (BB 25a). The Shechinah is often connected with
the image of Divine light, and the phrase “May the Lord cause His face to
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shine upon you” (Num. 6:25) in the Priestly Blessing was interpreted as
meaning, “May God give you the light of the Shechinah” (Num. R. 11:5).

A rabbinic symbol of Divine protection is to be “under the wings of the
Shechinah” (Shab. 31a). The moment of Divine Revelation is allegorically
depicted as God “causing His Shechinah to abide upon Mount Sinai”
(Sot. 5a). “When husband and wife are worthy, the Shechinah abides with
them; when they are not worthy, fire consumes them” (Sot. 17a). “Four
classes will not receive the presence of the Shechinah: scoffers, flatterers,
liars, and slanderers” (Sot. 42a). “The Shechinah does not rest [upon a person]
amidst laziness, sorrow, laughter, lightheadedness, or idle conversations.
Rather [it does so only] amidst the joy associated with performing amitzvah”
(Pes. 117a). Thus, “Even if one man sits and studies Torah, the Shechinah is
with him” (Ber. 6a).

The Shechinah is closely related to both the individual Jew and the
entire Jewish people. When a man suffers for his sins, the Shechinah says,
“My head is heavy, my arm is heavy.” As the Rabbis note, “If God is so
grieved over the blood of the wicked, how much more so [is He pained]
when the blood of the righteous is shed” (Sanh. 46a). Numerous sins are
described as driving away the Divine Presence: “Through the crime of
bloodshed the Temple was destroyed, and the Shechinah departed from
Israel” (Shab. 33a). Nevertheless, Israel is “so beloved in the sight of
God” that the Shechinah was with them in exile and eventually will return
with them to the Land of Israel (Meg. 29a).

Bat Kol

Literally “daughter of a voice,” this Talmudic expression of Divine
immanence denotes a supernatural communication heard by individuals
or groups of people. An indication of God’s will, it is distinct from proph-
ecy, which was said to have ended after the deaths of Haggai, Zechariah,
and Malachi, “when the Holy Spirit ceased from Israel” (Tosefta Sot.
13:2). A bat kol often appears in the context of giving approval to a
halachic decision. One finally settled the debates between the two great
schools of the early rabbinic period: “For three years there was a dispute
between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel,” each asserting, “The halacha is
in agreement with our views.” Then a bat kol proclaimed, “Both [lit., ‘these
and these’] are the words of the living God, but the halacha agrees with the
rulings of Beit Hillel” (Er. 13b).

The classic tale concerning a bat kol demonstrates that its words were
not always accepted as final. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus argued relentlessly with
his colleagues regarding the ritual purity of the “oven of Achnai.” When
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no rational argument could persuade the other sages to agree with his
point of view, R. Eliezer called for a series of miraculous events to prove
his point (“If the law is according to my view, may . . . prove it”)—a carob
tree uprooting itself and moving 100 cubits, the stream outside the acad-
emy changing course, and the walls of the study hall falling inward. Still
failing to convince them, R. Eliezer finally summoned a voice from
heaven to support his view. A bat kol cried out: “Why do you dispute with
R. Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halacha agrees with him?” Refer-
ring to a verse in Deuteronomy (30:12), R. Joshua calmly replied: “It
[i.e., halachic decision] is not in heaven; we pay no attention to a bat
kol; for it is written in the Torah, ‘One must follow the majority’ [Exod.
23.2],” meaning that the halacha must be decided by human authorities
following the guidelines given to Moses at Sinai. The Talmud then offers
a denouement to this story. R. Nathan met Elijah the Prophet and asked
what God did when the sages rejected the words of the bat kol. Elijah
answered, “He laughed [with joy], saying, ‘My children have defeated
Me, My children have defeated Me’ ” (BM 59b).

Ruach ha-Kodesh

Literally meaning “the Holy Spirit” and often considered synonymous
with Shechinah, Ruach ha-Kodeshmost frequently refers to a special Divine
gift, somewhat akin to prophecy, that includes an element of foreknowl-
edge. The aggada offers numerous examples: Isaac bestowed a second
blessing on Jacob “because he saw by the Holy Spirit that his descendants
would be exiled among the nations of the world” (Gen. R. 75:8); Jacob
wept when first kissing Rachel (Gen. 29:11) because “he saw by the Holy
Spirit that he would not be buried by her side” (Gen. R. 70:12). Just as
human deeds could determine whether the Shechinah dwelled among
them, so they either attract or drive away the Ruach ha-Kodesh. “He who
studies Torah with the aim of fulfilling its precepts is worthy to receive
the Holy Spirit” (Lev. R. 35:7), but “Esau by his wickedness caused the
Holy Spirit to depart from his father” (Gen. R. 65:4).

Angels

Rather than intermediaries between God and the world, the Talmud
viewed angels as the host of ministers serving in the celestial court on
high. Like the retinue of an earthly monarch, the purpose of angels was
to glorify the King of the Universe. As the attendants of God, serving
near the Throne of Glory, angels were required to be more perfect than
human beings. Yet the Rabbis stressed that angels were creations of
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God (Gen. R. 1:3). Although immortal, angels were not capable of
propagation (Gen. R. 8:2); they were sustained by the radiance of the
Shechinah (Exod. 32:14) and thus did not require food or drink (Gen. R.
48:14). Not possessing a yetzer ha-ra (Evil Inclination), angels were not
subject to the passions that affect men (Gen. R. 48:11). The Talmud
declares that human beings are similar to angels in three respects: “they
have understanding, walk erect, and speak in the holy tongue [Hebrew]”
(Hag. 16a).

Four major angels surrounded the Throne of Glory. The most promi-
nent was Michael (“who is like God”), the guardian angel of Israel, who
announced to Sarah that she would give birth to a son (BM 86b), was
the tutor of Moses (Deut. R. 11:10), and represented the Jews before the
celestial court when Haman plotted to destroy them (Esth. R. 7:12). As
one of the three angels who visited Abraham, Gabriel (“strength of
God”) was tasked with destroying Sodom. He also “beat to the ground”
the Egyptian handmaidens who tried to stop of daughter of Pharaoh from
rescuing Moses (Sot. 12b) and struck the child so that he would cry and
make the princess feel compassion for him (Exod. R. 1:14). According to
legend, Gabriel also saved Moses’s life by pushing the child’s hand to the
burning coal rather than the glittering crown, when Pharaoh tested the
lad to see if he was the one destined to overthrow his rule (Exod. R.
1:24). Gabriel also saved Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah from being
burned in the fiery furnace (Pes. 118a–b) and prevented Vashti from
attending the banquet at King Ahasuerus’s command (Meg. 12b), thus
permitting Esther to be chosen queen and save her people. Raphael
(“healer of God”) was sent to heal Abraham after his circumcision (BM
86b). Not mentioned in the Talmud, Uriel (“light of God”) was said to
have brought the knowledge of God to human beings.

INCORPOREALITY OF GOD

A basic tenet of Judaism is the incorporeality of God. For the Rabbis,
the numerous anthropomorphic statements in the Bible ascribing physical
attributes to God are mere metaphors attempting to describe an otherwise
incomprehensible Deity, thus enabling human beings to address and pray
to a transcendent Being. Although the Talmud and Midrash also contain
numerous descriptions of physical attributes of God, such as wearing tefillin
(Ber. 6a), studying Torah (Av. Zar. 3b), visiting the sick and burying the
dead (Gen. R. 8:13), and even adorning the hair of Eve before presenting
her to Adam (Ber. 61a), the Rabbis were convinced that these were only
examples of Divine acts that human beings should emulate.
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A heretic (or Hadrian, the Roman emperor) once said to Joshua ben
Hananiah, “I wish to see your God.” When told, “You cannot see Him,” the
heretic persisted. During the summer solstice, R. Joshua asked him to look
up at the sun, but the heretic was unable to do so. R. Joshua replied, “If you
cannot gaze at the sun, which is but one of the many servants of God, how
can you expect to look upon the Divine Presence?!” (Hul. 59b–60a).

In an attempt to make the concept of incorporeality understandable to
mortals, the Rabbis drew an analogy between the incorporeality of God
and the soul—the incorporeal part of the human being. “Just as God fills
the world, so the soul fills the body. Just as God observes but is not observed,
so the soul observes but is not itself observed. Just as God nourishes all the
world, so the soul nourishes the whole body. Just as God is pure, so the soul
is pure.2 Just as God dwells in the innermost part of the universe, so the soul
resides in the innermost part of the body.” This section concludes, “Let one
who possesses these five attributes [i.e., human beings] give praise to the
One [i.e., the Divine Being] who possesses them” (Ber. 10a).

FATHERHOOD OF GOD

The Talmud frequently describes the relationship between God and
human beings (especially Israel) in terms of a father and son. One of the
major Talmudic names for God is Avinu she-ba-Shamayim (Our Father
in Heaven), and an ancient prayer (Taan. 25b), still popular today, is
Avinu Malkeinu (Our Father, our King).

The Midrash quotes God as saying, “All the miracles and mighty acts
that I performed for you [the Israelites] were not for the sake of you giving
Me a reward, but that you honor Me like dutiful children and call Me your
Father” (Exod. R. 37:5). One Rabbi exhorted the Jews to “be bold as a
leopard, light as an eagle, swift as a deer, and strong as a lion, to carry out
the will of your Father in Heaven” (Avot 5:23). “Even an iron partition
cannot be an obstacle between Israel and their Father in Heaven” (Pes.
85b). However, the Talmud warns Israel: “When you conduct yourselves
like sons [obediently and lovingly] you are called sons [of God], but not if
you do not behave as sons” (Kid. 36a).

The ultimate manifestation of Divine Fatherhood is the rabbinic
conception of God as participating in the formation of each human being.
“There are three partners in [the creation of] a person—God, his father,
and his mother. His father supplies the white substance [semen] from
which are formed the child’s bones, sinews, nails, brain, and white part of
the eye [sclera];3 his mother supplies the red substance from which are
formed his skin, flesh, hair, blood, and the black of the eye [pupil]; and
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God places in him the spirit [of life], the soul, the facial features, eyesight,
hearing, and the ability to speak and to walk, as well as knowledge, insight,
and understanding.4 When each person’s time to depart from the world
approaches, God takes back His part and leaves the parts of his father and
his mother with him” (Nid. 31a).

JUSTICE AND MERCY OF GOD

The Rabbis believed that God is “the True Judge” (Dayan ha-emet).5

Unlike mortal judges, God “cannot be appeased with [flattering] words
or bribed with money” (Ber. 28b); within God “there is no iniquity, no
forgetfulness, no favoritism, and no acceptance of bribery” (Avot 4:29).
However, God’s strict judgment is always tempered by Divine mercy.
Indeed, the Talmud relates that God prays that “My mercy may suppress
My anger,” so that when forced to punish His children (the Israelites),
His mercy will make Him “stop short of the limit of strict justice” and
thus not exact the full penalty from them (Ber. 7a).

The aggada describes the interplay between the aspects of Divine
mercy and justice when the Lord God (YHVH Elohim, a pairing of the
two names of God that, respectively, symbolize Divine mercy and justice)
created heaven and earth. “It may be likened to a [mortal] king who had
empty vessels. The king said, ‘If I pour hot water into them, they will
burst; if I pour cold water into them, they will contract [and snap].’ What
did the king do? He mixed the hot with the cold and poured the mixture
into the vessels, which remained [unbroken]. So said God: ‘If I create the
world only with the attribute of mercy, its sins will be great; if I create it
with only the attribute of justice, the world cannot exist. Therefore, I will
create it with both attributes so that it may endure!’ ” (Gen. R. 12:15).

When it came time to create human beings, only the quality of Divine
mercy permitted this to occur. Preparing to create the first man, God fore-
saw a dilemma: “If I create him, wicked descendants will come from him;
[but] if I do not create him, how will he have righteous descendants?” The
Divine solution: “He disregarded the way of the wicked and allied the
attribute of mercy with Himself, and so created man” (Gen. R. 8:4).

In the biblical Thirteen Attributes of Mercy (Exod. 34:6–7), God is
described as “Compassionate and Gracious, Slow to anger.” The second
half of this phrase literally means “long of sufferings” and is in the plural.
The Rabbis interpreted this as indicating that God manifests this quality
to both the righteous (by not rewarding them in this world for their good
deeds) and the wicked (by not punishing them in this world for their
evil deeds)—in both cases delaying what they deserve until the World to
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Come (BK 50a–b). “Even at the time of His anger, God remembers mercy”
(Pes. 87b). “There were 10 generations from Adam to Noah—to show
the degree of Divine patience; for all those generations angered God
increasingly, until [at last] God brought upon them the waters of the
Flood” (Avot 5:2).

God searches for the least reason to show mercy to His creations. “Even
if 999 angels testify for a man’s conviction and only one angel speaks in his
defense, God inclines the scales of justice in his favor” (JT Kid. 61d).
Similarly, “God sits in judgment on the whole world. When seeing that
the world is so guilty as to deserve destruction, God stands up from the
Throne of Judgment and sits upon the Throne of Mercy [to exercise
clemency rather than mete out punishment]” (Av. Zar. 3b). Rather than
seek the destruction of even those who are most evil, God wants them to
turn from their sinful ways and repent.6 Even when strict justice is
necessary, God grieves over the loss of any human life. According to a
midrash, as the waters of the Sea of Reeds engulfed the Egyptians, the
ministering angels began to recite songs of praise. However, God promptly
silenced them: “The work of My hands is perishing and you sing praises to
Me?” (Sanh. 39b).

IMITATION OF GOD

For the Talmud, the fundamental principle of morality is imitateo dei (lit.,
“imitation of God”)—to act in a God-like manner toward other human
beings. “A person should always strive to emulate his Maker” (Sot. 5a).
Regarding the verse, “Follow none but the Lord your God” (Deut. 13:15),
the Rabbis ask, “Is it possible for a person to actually follow the ways of
God?” They explain that this means that Jews should emulate God’s actions
of gemilut chasadim—clothe the naked, visit the sick, comfort the mourners,
and bury the dead (Sot. 14a). The Jew can do justice to the glory of God only
by “aspiring to the Divine level of mercy and compassion.” “Be like Me; as
I repay good for evil, so should you repay good for evil” (Exod. R. 26:2).

Nevertheless, human beings should not emulate some qualities ascribed
to God in the Bible, such as jealousy and anger. Unlike a human being,
who can become overwhelmed by these emotions and allow them to master
and destroy him, God is uniquely capable of controlling them (Gen. R. 49:8).

LOVE OF GOD

“And you shall love the Lord your God” (Deut. 6:5) means performing
His commandments out of an intense desire to fulfill the Divine will
and achieve the highest level of relationship with God, rather than
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because of fear of punishment or the inducement of a reward. People
motivated by fear may abandon a task if it becomes too difficult to
perform, whereas those who act based on love are prepared to make
substantial sacrifices for the object of their affection.7

According to the Talmud, loving God also implies that one should
“study Torah and Mishnah, wait upon scholars, be honest in business,
and speak pleasantly to all” (Yoma 86a). The Sifra (Deut. 32) relates
loving God to causing others to love God. A prime example is the
patriarch Abraham, who converted people to his new monotheistic faith
and “brought them under the wings of the Divine Presence.”

The Mishnah explains that a person should serve God with all one’s
emotions and desires (“with all your heart”), even to the point of giving
up one’s life (“with all your soul”), and at the cost of one’s wealth (“with
all your might/resources”) (Ber. 9:5, 54a). Noting that the Hebrew word
le-vavecha (your heart) has an extra vet, the Rabbis deduced that this
requires Jews to serve God not only with their noble impulses but even
with the base and selfish desires of their hearts—both the yetzer ha-tov
(inclination to do good) and the yetzer ha-ra (inclination to do evil). Thus
wemust learn to turn our appetites, our physical lusts, and our egocentricity
to the service of God by sanctifying the way we eat, act sexually, and earn
and spend our money.8 The Rabbis interpreted the similarity between the
words middah (measure) and me’odecha (might/resources) as indicating
that Jews should be willing to give up everything for God and accept
whatever God has allotted for them (Ber. 54a).

FEAR OF GOD

The Torah commands that the Israelites “fear the Lord your God”
(Deut. 6:13; 10:12, 10:20). The Hebrew phrase yirat ha-Shem9 also can be
translated as “awe” of (or “reverence for”) God. Unlike the love of God,
which motivates people to serve, fear of God prevents them from sinning.
The sages realized the difficulty of truly fearing God. When Yochanan
ben Zakkai was lying on his death bed, his students requested a blessing.
He replied, “May your fear of God always be as great as your fear of flesh
and blood [i.e., other human beings].” When they protested that their fear
of God should be greater than that of mere mortals, their revered teacher
responded: “Would that you feared God as much as human beings! When
a person commits a sin, he is worried that someone may see him, but he is
not afraid that God witnesses his transgression” (Ber. 28b).

When visiting Rome, Samuel ben Sosrati found a bracelet lost by the
Empress. A royal proclamation was issued throughout the land, promising
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that anyone who returned the bracelet within 30 days would receive a
reward. But if the bracelet were found in someone’s possession after the
30 days, that person would lose his head. R. Samuel did not return the
bracelet to the Empress within the allotted time, but only on the day after-
ward.When asked by the Empress whether he had heard the proclamation,
R. Samuel admitted that he did. The Empress then queried, “In that
case, why did you not return the bracelet within the 30 days?” The sage
replied, “Because I did not want anyone to say that I returned it out of fear
of you. Instead, I returned it because I fear God.” The Empress replied,
“Praised be the God of the Jews!” (JT BM 2:5).

The Book of Ecclesiastes ends with the verse, “The end of the matter,
all having been heard: fear God, and observe His commandments, for this
is the whole [duty] of man” (12:13). Some Rabbis interpreted this as
meaning that the whole world was created only for those who fear God,
who in turn are equal in value to the entire world. For others this
indicated that the entire world was created “only to be a companion to
these [God-fearing] men” (Ber. 6b, 30b).

GOD AND THE HUMAN SOUL

The aspect of human beings that separates them from animals is the
soul. A spiritual element of the Divine, “Man’s soul is from heaven and
his body from earth” (Sifre Deut. 306; 132a), and it is incumbent on each
person to keep his soul pure. Consequently, each morning a Jew upon
wakening from sleep should say a prayer beginning, “My God, the soul
which You have placed in me is pure. You created it within me, breathed
it into me, and preserve it within me. One day, You will take it from me,
but will restore it to me in the Time to Come” (Ber. 60a). Resh Lakish
taught, “Man is given an additional soul on Friday [the eve of the Sabbath,
to impart the proper spiritual dimension to the day], which is taken back
from him when the Sabbath ends” (Taan. 27b).

The Rabbis used five Hebrew terms to refer to the soul: nefesh, ruach,
neshamah, yechidah, and chayah. Nefesh, which is identified with the
blood,10 is the aspect of vitality and energy that is found in both animals
and human beings and ceases at death. The interchangeable terms ruach
(lit., “wind”) and neshamah symbolize the “breath of life” that God “blew
into the nostrils” of Adam so that he “became a living being” (Gen. 2:7).
Found only in humans, ruach/neshamah is the immortal part of a person that
survives the death of the body and returns to God.

Proper care and protection of the soul is essential. The aggada interprets
the verse, “And the dust returns to the ground as it was, and the life breath
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[soul] returns to God who gave it” (Eccles. 12:7), as meaning that each
person must return his or her soul in purity (just as it was given). A parable
illustrates this concept: “A mortal king distributed royal apparel to his
servants. The wise among them folded and stored them in a chest; the
foolish among them performed their work in them. After a time, the king
demanded his garments back. The wise returned them clean and neatly
pressed, but the fools returned them filthy. The king was pleased with the
wise servants but angry with the fools. He ordered the wise to restore their
garments to the treasury and go home in peace; the foolish he ordered to give
their garments to the launderer and they were imprisoned” (Shab. 152b).

If a person has sinned, can the body and the soul both free themselves
from judgment by pleading that the other was responsible? The Talmud
answers with this parable: “A human king owned a beautiful orchard that
contained splendid figs. He appointed two watchmen, one lame and the
other blind. One day, the lame man said to the blind, ‘I see beautiful figs
in the orchard. Put me on your shoulders so that we may pluck and eat
them.’ ” Some time later, the owner of the orchard returned and asked what
had happened to his beautiful figs. “The lame man replied, ‘Have I feet to
walk with?’ The blind man answered, ‘Have I eyes to see with?’ What did
the king do? He placed the lame upon the blind and judged them together.
So will God bring the soul, [re]place it in the body, and judge them
together” (Sanh. 91a–b).

The aggada even describes the soul as being an “informer” of a person’s
sins. “Aman’s soul informs the Recording Angel of his every deed. It is like
a nobleman, who has married the daughter of his king. Frequently the king
rebukes him for a specific act, and the nobleman asks the courtiers who
among them has informed against him. They laugh at him and ask, ‘Are
you not married to the royal princess?’ In the same way, a person is wedded
to his soul, which is the daughter of God and informs Him of all secret
deeds” (Pes. Rab. 8:2).

REWARD AND PUNISHMENT

As repeatedly expressed in the Torah and rabbinic literature, the
traditional Jewish view is that God rewards those who observe His
commandments and punishes those who intentionally disobey them. “A
person who fulfills a single mitzvah gains himself an advocate, but one who
commits even a single transgression earns himself an accuser” (Avot 4:13).
Moreover, “There is no death without sin, nor suffering without iniquity”
(Shab. 55a). However, the Rabbis stressed that the motive for
fulfilling the mitzvot should be simply that they reflect the Divine will,
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not for any material reward one might receive: “Be not like servants who
serve their master for the sake of receiving a reward; instead be like servants
who serve their masters not for the sake of receiving a reward [i.e., for pure
motives]. And let the awe of Heaven be upon you” (Avot 1:3).

Because justice is an essential attribute of God, the Rabbis were
convinced that Divine acts reflect human deeds “measure for measure”
(Sanh. 90a). Numerous examples of this doctrine are cited in the rabbinic
literature. The Mishnah observes, “As Samson went after [the desire of]
his eyes, the Philistines gouged them out [Judg. 16:21] . . . as Absalom
gloried in his hair, so he was caught by his hair (2 Sam. 18:9).” Because
Joseph buried his father in the Land of Canaan (Gen. 50:7), he merited
having his bones also buried there (Sot. 1:8, 9b). The enslavement of
the Israelites in Egypt was Divine retribution for the sons of Jacob selling
their brother Joseph as a slave. When Joseph’s brothers were arrested and
accused of stealing his cup, “they rent their garments” (Gen. 44:13). God
said to them, “Because you caused your father to rend his garments for a
lie [i.e., when they showed him the bloody coat of many colors and told
him that his beloved son, Joseph, had been devoured by a wild beast],
so do you now rend your garments for a lie” (Tanh. Miketz 99b). Pirkei
Avot even teaches that certain penalties are invariably imposed for
specific sins (5:10–11).

R. Yochanan emphasized that the Divine approach to the concept of
“measure for measure” may be different from that expected by human
beings. A mortal can put something into an empty vessel, but not into a
full one. God puts more [wisdom] into a full vessel than into an empty
one: “He gives wisdom to the wise, and knowledge to those that have
understanding (Dan. 2:21)” (Ber. 55a).

A Roman matron once told Yose ben Halafta that this verse made no
sense, insisting wisdom should rather be given to fools. The Rabbi asked
her, “Do you have any jewels?” When she replied in the affirmative, he
said: “If someone comes and wants to borrow them, will you lend them
to him?” “Of course I will, if he is a man of responsibility.” The Rabbi said,
“Since you will only lend your jewels to a worthy borrower, should God
give His wisdom to fools?” (Tanh. Miketz 97a–b).

THEODICY

Despite the unchallenged doctrine of reward and punishment, this is
often contradicted by practical experience and the observation that the
righteous frequently suffer while the wicked prosper. This was exacerbated
in the years surrounding the destruction of the Second Temple and the fall
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of Jerusalem, when the God-fearing Israelites were overcome by the godless
Romans. This problem of theodicy11 had to be addressed by the Rabbis,
who developed several explanations.

One answer, especially as presented in the Book of Job, is that the
problem is beyond human understanding, an enigma that could be
fathomed only by the wisdom of God: “It is not in our power to explain
either the tranquility of the wicked or the suffering of the righteous”
(Avot 4:19). R. Meir interprets the verse, “I will be gracious to whom I will
be gracious” (Exod. 33:19), as implying “although he may not [appear to]
deserve it” (Ber. 7a).

According to Talmudic legend, when Moses ascended to Heaven, God
told him of the future achievements of R. Akiva, who died as a martyr
during the Hadrianic persecutions. Moses said, “You have shown me his
Torah, now show me his reward.” Turning around in response to a Divine
command, Moses saw R. Akiva dying a cruel death, with merchants
“weighing out his flesh at the market-stalls.” Appalled, Moses cried out,
“ ‘Lord of the Universe, so much Torah, and this is his reward?!’ God
replied, ‘Be silent, for such is My decree’ [i.e., even Moses was not privy
to the Divine plan]” (Men. 29b).

Another proposed explanation is the idea of zechut avot (merit of the
ancestors). After much discussion (Ber. 7a), the Rabbis conclude that
the merit of the ancestors may mitigate the punishment that should be
due to their sinful descendants, but ultimately each person is individually
responsibility for his own deeds. “A man must not trust in the work of his
ancestors. If a man does not do good in this world, he cannot put his trust
in the deeds of his fathers. No man will eat in the Time to Come on his
father’s works, but only on his own” (Midr. Ps. on 146:3).

A major rabbinic solution to the conundrum of why the innocent
suffer and the wicked prosper in life is the concept of an afterlife and
eventual Divine justice in the World to Come. According to this view,
the sufferings that the righteous experience, rather than punishments,
are evidence of Divine love: “Suffering is good because through it human
beings attain the World to Come” (Gen. R. 9:8). As Rava said, “If a man
sees that painful sufferings afflict him, let him examine his conduct. If he
finds nothing objectionable, let him attribute his difficulties to neglect of
the study of Torah. If he finds that this is not the cause, it is certain that
his sufferings are chastenings of love, for it is said: ‘For whom the Lord
loves He corrects [Prov. 3:12]’ . . . If God loves a man, He crushes him
with painful sufferings” (Ber. 5a).

Similar to the message of the biblical book of Job, the Rabbis stressed
that human beings can have only an extremely limited comprehension
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of God’s ways. In a famous story, Joshua ben Levi asked to accompany
Elijah on his wanderings and gain wisdom by observing his deeds. The
prophet warned that Joshua would be shocked by what he saw and want
to barrage him with questions. However, if the sage asked even one ques-
tion about the miracles Elijah would perform, he would have to return
home. The two soon arrived at the hut of a poor couple, who invited
them in, gave them food and drink, and asked them to stay the night. In
the morning, Elijah prayed to God that the poor man’s cow die, and this
promptly occurred. When the heartbroken Joshua began to ask why this
was the reward for the poor couple’s gracious hospitality, Elijah warned
his companion of his agreement to ask no questions. The next night they
stayed at the home of a wealthy man, who refused to feed them or treat
them in a respectful manner. When they departed in the morning, Elijah
prayed that a crumbling wall of the house be rebuilt immediately, and
it was so. Joshua was angry at this injustice, but held his peace. The next
evening they lodged in the synagogue of a wealthy town, whose most
important members had arranged to sit on silver benches. However, when
one asked another who would provide for the poor visitors that night, the
latter contemptuously retorted that Joshua and Elijah should be content
with their bread, water, and salt. Yet the next morning Elijah blessed
the rich members of the synagogue that they all become leaders. That
night, they were cordially welcomed in a different community, given
the best food, and treated with the utmost respect. The next morning
Elijah blessed them, praying that God set only one leader over them.

R. Joshua could no longer keep quiet and demanded an explanation for
Elijah’s seemingly senseless actions. The prophet explained that, learning
that Heaven had decreed that the wife of the poor man whose cow died
would die that same day, he had prayed that God would accept the cow as
a redemption for the wife’s life. Had he not prayed that the miser’s wall be
rebuilt before it collapsed, themiser would have dug down to the foundation
and discovered a treasure of gold and silver. Elijah prayed that the
hard-hearted wealthy members of the first synagogue all become leaders,
since this would inevitably result in dissension and strife leading to the
breaking up of the community. Conversely, his prayer that the other
community have only one head was for their benefit, since all would follow
him and prosper. Elijah concluded that human beings should never wonder
about Divine justice when a wickedman appears to thrive or a righteous one
to suffer, for God alone is omniscient and supervises all the deeds of men.12

Suffering can spur a person to repent: “Why is Israel likened to an
olive-tree? To teach that just as the olive produces its oil only after pound-
ing, so Israel returns to the right path only after suffering” (Men. 53b).
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The Rabbis invoke analogies and parables to explain why God inflicts
suffering on the righteous: “The potter does not test cracked [glass] vessels,
for he need only strike them once and they break. But if he tests sound
vessels, he can strike them many times without their breaking. Similarly,
God does not try the wicked, but the righteous. If a farmer has two cows,
one strong and one weak, on which does he place the yoke? Obviously, on
the strong. In like manner, God tests the righteous” (Gen. R. 32:32). If
suffering can be a token of love, “a person must bless [God] for the bad in
the same way as for the good” (Ber. 9:5, 54a).

Reward and punishment must be understood by combining the experi-
ences of the righteous and the wicked in this life and the World to Come.
“God is strict with both the righteous and the wicked. He calls the right-
eous to account in this world for the few wrongs they have committed in
order to reward them lavishly in the World to Come. He brings peace
and ease to the wicked in this world, rewarding them for their few good
deeds, in order to punish them in the future world” (Gen. R. 33:1).

GOD AND MIRACLES

Miracles are extraordinary events attributed to Divine intervention, in
which an omnipotent God sets aside the established order of nature. Never-
theless, the Rabbis feared that such departures from the natural order might
be seen as evidence that Creation was somehow imperfect. Therefore, they
taught that the miracles recorded in the Bible were preordained from the
beginning of the world. “At Creation, God arranged with the sea that it
should divide for the passage of the Israelites [as they escaped from slavery
in Egypt]; . . .with the sun and moon to stand still before Joshua; with the
ravens to feed Elijah; with fire to not harm Hananiah, Mishael, and
Azariah; with the lions not to hurt Daniel; with the heavens to open before
Ezekiel; and with the fish to spew out Jonah” (Gen. R. 5:5).

The Rabbis condemned anyone who placed himself in a position in
which he had to depend on a miracle to rescue him. As the Jerusalem
Talmud simply states, “One may not rely on a miracle” (JT Yoma 1:4).
R. Huna had stored wine in a dilapidated house with walls that threatened
to collapse at anymoment. He wanted to remove the wine, but was afraid to
enter alone. So he took Adda b. Ahaba into the house and occupied him
with a legal discussion until he had time to remove the wine. As soon as
they left, the walls collapsed. When Adda b. Ahaba realized what had
happened, he was angry (Taan. 20b), since he agreed with R. Yannai’s
famous warning: “A person should never stand in a dangerous place and
declare, ‘A miracle will befall me.’ Perhaps a miracle will not take place.
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And if a miracle does occur, it will be deducted from his merits [i.e., reward
in the World to Come]” (Shab. 32a).

Nevertheless, the Talmud relates numerous miraculous events. “There
once was a man whose wife died, leaving behind a son to nurse. He could
not afford to pay a wet-nurse, so a miracle was performed for him. His
breasts grew to be like those of a woman, and he nursed his son himself.
R. Joseph observed, ‘Come and see how great was this man, that such a
miracle was performed on his behalf!’ But Abaye disagreed. ‘On the
contrary, how inferior was this man, for the natural order [of Creation]
had to be changed on his behalf!’ ” (Shab. 53b).

Rabbah bar Abbuha complained to the prophet Elijah that his poverty
forced him to work hard to eke out a living and thus he could not concen-
trate properly on his studies. “Elijah took him into the Garden of Eden and
ordered him to fill the pocket of his cloak with leaves. As he was leaving,
the sage heard a voice say, ‘Who is consuming [his reward in the World
to Come] like Rabbah bar Abbuha has done [i.e., miraculous assistance
in this world is deducted from the reward in the future world]?’ Immediately,
he shook the leaves out of his pocket and threw them away. However, since
he had carried the leaves in his cloak, the garment had absorbed their
fragrance from the Garden of Eden. So he sold the cloak for 12,000 dinars
and distributed [the money] among his sons-in-law”13 (BM 114b).

The family of Hanina ben Dosa is the subject of several miracles related
in the Talmud. Every Friday afternoon, the wife of Hanina ben Dosa
would heat her oven and throw in a smoke-causing substance since she
was embarrassed that she had nothing to bake for the honor of the Sab-
bath. A nasty and nosy neighbor, who knew how poor Hanina ben Dosa
was, decided to find out what was producing all the smoke coming out of
their oven. When she knocked on the door, Hanina’s humiliated wife
went to the inner chamber. The neighbor entered the house and, miracu-
lously, there was an oven full of bread and a kneading trough full of dough.
When the neighbor called out, “Bring your shovel or your bread will
burn!” Hanina’s wife replied, “I just went to fetch it,” because she was
“accustomed to having miracles wrought for her” (Taan. 24b–25a). One
Friday evening, Hanina ben Dosa’s daughter was distraught when she mis-
takenly filled the Sabbath lamp with vinegar instead of oil.
Hanina consoled her: “He who has endowed oil with the power of
burning may give vinegar the same ability.” The lamp continued to burn
the entire day, and they took light from it to kindle the Havdalah candle
the next evening. One day, Hanina ben Dosa’s wife asked how long they
would suffer for lack of food. When her husband asked what he could do,
she advised, “Pray that something may be given to you.” As he began to
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pray, an arm appeared, holding out a golden table leg. Later she dreamed
that in the World to Come all the pious would eat at golden tables with
three legs, but her husband’s table would have only two. She said to her
husband, “Are you content that the righteous [in theWorld to Come] will
eat at a perfect table while we sit at an imperfect one? Pray that the leg be
taken back.” He prayed accordingly and the table leg was taken back. “It is
taught that the miracle of taking away the gift was even greater than the
miracle of presenting it, for it is customary for Heaven to bestow gifts but
not to take them back” (Taan. 25a). As the Talmud relates, “When
Hanina ben Dosa died, men capable of performing miracles ceased to
exist” (Sot. 49a).

The Talmud relates a legendary story about Nahum of Gimzo, so named
because whatever befell him he would declare, “gam zu le-tovah” (this also is
for the best) (Taan. 21a, Sanh. 108b–109a). To appease the anger of the
Roman emperor, who threatened to impose new harsh decrees against
them, the Jews desired to send him a gift. After intense discussion, and with
no volunteers for this dangerous mission, they decided that Nahum of
Gimzo should go, “because he is accustomed to have miracles [performed
on his behalf].” Carrying a bag full of precious stones and pearls for the
emperor, Nahum stopped overnight at an inn. There thieves emptied the
bag and filled it up with earth. Awaking in the morning and discovering
what had happened, he exclaimed, “This also is for the best,” and proceeded
on his way. When he arrived at his destination, the emperor was enraged
when he saw that the bag was full of earth. Screaming, “The Jews are
mocking me,” he ordered Nahum’s execution. (In a second version, he
determined to kill all the Jews.) As always, Nahum calmly replied, “This
also is for the best.” That night, the prophet Elijah appeared to the emperor
in a dream and suggested, “Perhaps this is the earth of Abraham, the
Patriarch, who threw [at his enemies] earth that turned to swords, and straw
that turned into arrows.” Testing it against a neighboring province that
they had not been able to conquer, the Romans threw some of the special
earth against their enemy and the opposing forces were routed. Realizing
the value of the earth that the Jews had sent him, the emperor ordered his
servants to take Nahum to the royal treasury, fill his bag with precious
stones and pearls, and send him back with great honor. On his return trip,
when Nahum arrived to spend the night at the same inn, everyone was
amazed. When asked what he took to the emperor to deserve such great
honor, he replied, “What I took away from here I carried there.” Therefore,
they razed the inn to the ground, filled large boxes with earth, and took
them to the emperor, boasting that the magical earth belonged to them.
However, when the Romans tested it in battle and saw that it did not
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possess anymiraculous properties, those who had brought the boxes of earth
were immediately put to death for fraud.

Once when all Israel came up to Jerusalem on one of the pilgrimage
festivals, there was no water available for drinking. Nakdimon ben Gurion
approached a certain non-Jewish lord and asked him to loan him 12 wells of
water for the pilgrims. If he did not return an equivalent amount of water by
a specified time, Nakdimon promised to give the lord 12 talents of silver.
When the day came for repayment and no rain had yet fallen, the lord
repeatedly pressed Nakdimon for the money, but the latter retorted that
he still had time. As the day drew to a close, the lord sneeringly said, “Since
no rain has fallen all year, will it rain now?” and cheerfully went to the
baths. The depressed Nakdimon entered the Temple and called out to
God, “Master of the Universe, You know I have not done this for my honor
nor that of my father’s house, but for Your honor so that water be available
for the pilgrims.” Immediately the sky became cloudy and rain fell until the
12 wells were filled and there was even much more. As the lord came out
of the baths, Nakdimon came out from the Temple and the two met.
Nakdimon said to the lord, “Give me the money for the extra water that
you have received [over and above the amount I borrowed].” The latter
replied, “I know that God disturbed the order of nature only for your sake,
yet my claim against you for the money is still valid, for the sun has already
set [so your loan is past due].” So Nakdimon returned to the Temple and
prayed, “Master of the Universe! Make it known that You have beloved
ones in Your world.” Suddenly the clouds scattered and the sun broke
through,14 thus prolonging the day so that Nakdimon had paid his debt
on time” (Taan.19b–20a).

The Rabbis emphasized that, though often unaware of them, we are
surrounded by miracles on a daily basis. The workings of the human body,
the beauty and harmony of nature, and the very gift of life are miraculous.
As the Midrash observes, “How many miracles does God perform for man,
of which man does not know?” (Exod. R. 24:1).

IDOLATRY

The Bible forbids the worship of idols by the ancient Israelites as
an unpardonable breach of the covenant with God. The Second Com-
mandment explicitly states, “You shall have no other gods beside Me”
(Exod. 20:3). Nevertheless, idolatry must have been widely practiced,
considering the frequent prophetic denunciations of this activity. The
Rabbis devoted a tractate of the Mishnah (Avodah Zarah) to prohibitions
concerning contact with idolaters. Jews were forbidden to eat with idolaters
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or consume their bread, oil, or wine, as well as to sell or lease land or houses
to them in the Land of Israel.

Idolatry was considered one of the three cardinal sins, the other two
being adultery and murder, which must not be transgressed even at the
cost of one’s life (Sanh. 74a). Indeed, the Talmud declares that the First
Temple was destroyed because the Israelites were guilty of committing
these transgressions (Yoma 9b).

An Israelite named Zunin once said to R. Akiva, “We both know in our
heart that idols have no power. Nevertheless we see men enter [an idola-
trous shrine] crippled and come out cured. What is the reason?” R. Akiva
replied with a parable: “All the people in a certain town used to deposit
their money without witnesses with a trustworthy man. However, one
man always insisted on having witnesses, but on one occasion he forgot.
The wife [of the trustworthy man] said to [her husband], ‘Come, let us deny
it.’ Her husband replied, ‘Because this fool acted in an unworthy manner,
shall I destroy my reputation for trustworthiness!’ It is similar with an
affliction [disease, pain]. When it is sent to distress a person, it is given an
oath: ‘You shall not afflict so-and-so except on a specific day, at a specific
hour, and in a specific way, and you shall not depart from him except at a
specific time and through a specific remedy.’ When the [preordained] time
arrives for the affliction to depart, the man chanced to go to an idolatrous
shrine. The affliction pleads, ‘It is right that we should not leave him and
depart; but because this fool acts in an unworthy way shall my oath be
broken?’ ” (Av. Zar. 55a). Thus the ailment leaves the afflicted man, and
he mistakenly believes that it was the work of the idol.

Regarding the biblical verse, “For the Lord your God is a consuming
fire, a jealous God” (Deut. 4:24), a philosopher asked Rabban Gamaliel,
“Why does God express His jealousy against the worshipers rather than
against the idol itself ?” The sage replied with a parable: “This may be
compared to a human king who had a son who reared a dog to which he
gave his father’s name. Whenever he swore an oath, the son exclaimed,
‘By the life of this dog, my father!’ When the king hears of it, with whom
is he angry—his son or the dog? Surely he is angry with his son!” The
philosopher said to him, “You compare the idol to a dog; but does it not
have some powers?” When Rabban Gamaliel asked what powers it
possessed, the philosopher replied, “Once a great fire broke out in our city,
and the whole town was burnt with the exception of an idolatrous shrine.”
The sage said, “Let me give you another parable. This is like a human king
against whom one of his provinces rebelled. If he goes to war against it,
does he fight with the living or the dead? Surely he wages war with the
living!” [Because the idol is a dead thing, God does not wage war against it,
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and thus God destroyed the idolaters without destroying the idol.] (Av.
Zar. 54a).

Non-Jewish philosophers asked the Jewish elders in Rome, “If your God
is displeased with idol worship, why doesGod not [simply] abolish it?” They
replied, “If the heathens only worshiped useless things, God certainly
would do so. But people worship the sun, moon, stars, and planets. Should
God destroy the entire universe on account of fools?” The philosophers
replied, “If so, let God destroy [every idolatrous] object that is unnecessary
for the world [such as asherah trees and worshiped stones] and leave
whatever is essential.” The elders retorted, “[If God did that], we should
merely be encouraging the worshipers of those objects [that God spared],
because they would assert that [those remaining] must be deities since they
had not been destroyed” (Av. Zar. 4:7, 54b).

The Talmud then offers other illustrations. “Suppose a man stole a
measure of wheat and sowed it in the ground; it is right that it should
not grow [i.e., should the seed be fruitless simply because it was stolen]?
No, the world pursues its natural course, and the fools who act wrongly
will have to render an account. Similarly, if a man has intercourse with
his neighbor’s wife, is it right that she should not conceive [simply
because it was an adulterous act]? Again, the world pursues its natural
course and the fools who act wrongly will have to render an account
[i.e., the culprit will receive his punishment].”

NOTES

1. Ironically, the two major biblical names of God—Adonai and Elohim—
are both in the plural.

2. This refers to the soul at the moment it is placed into a person, before it
has been sullied by sin.

3. The Mishnah adds, “The father transmits to his son looks, strength,
wealth, wisdom, and longevity” (Eduy. 2:9).

4. Thus, the parents are responsible for the physical attributes of their child,
while the soul of the child is a gift from its “Father in Heaven” to Whom it
eventually returns.

5. This is the appellation for God in the blessing that is recited by close
mourners when a person dies.

6. “It is not My desire that the wicked die, but that the wicked turn from
their [evil] way and live” (Ezek. 33:11).

7. Stone Chumash, 973; Donin, To Pray as a Jew, 150.
8. Etz Hayim, 1025.
9. The term yirat ha-Shem is almost equivalent to the English word “religion,”

for which there is no true Hebrew equivalent.

24 What the Rabbis Said



10. Based on the biblical verse, “For the blood is the life [nefesh]” (Deut.
12:23).

11. From the Greek theos (god) and dikē (justice), an attempt to “justify the
ways of God to man” and explain the meaning of human suffering.

12. The Midrash Says: Deuteronomy, 359–61.
13. He did not give the money to his own sons, because that still would be

considered of benefit to him since they were his heirs.
14. “For the sake of three people the sun [miraculously] shone: Moses, Joshua,

and Nakdimon ben Gurion” (Taan. 20a).
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CHAPTER 2

Torah

OVERVIEW

“Torah” can refer specifically to the first five books of the Bible (Chumash,
or Pentateuch) or be an inclusive term for all of Jewish law and learning—
theWritten Law and the Oral Law as well as all the rabbinic commentaries
and responsa produced during the subsequent centuries to the present day.
The Talmud makes innumerable references to biblical verses, which serve
as proof texts for the extensive rabbinic discussions.

The opening of Pirkei Avot describes the unbroken chain of tradition:
“Moses received the Torah [in its expansive definition, including both
the Oral andWritten Law] from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua; Joshua
to the Elders; the Elders to the Prophets; and the Prophets transmitted
it to the Men of the Great Assembly” (1:1). The first five chapters of Pirkei
Avot contain numerous aphorisms indicating the critical importance of
the Torah and Torah study, interspersed with moral and practical
teachings, by about 60 sages who lived between the second century BCE
and second century CE and whose teachings form the basis of theMishnah
and Talmud.

The Rabbis considered the Torah to be the blueprint for Creation and
essential for its continued existence: “Were it not for the Torah, heaven
and earth would not endure” (Pes. 68b). As a condition for Creation, God
said: “If Israel accepts the Torah, you will continue to exist; but if not, I will
return you to emptiness and formlessness [i.e., without law and order as
exemplified by the Torah, the world must lapse into chaos and anarchy]”



(Shab. 88a). This concept is emphasized in a comparison between human
beings and fish: “Just as the fish of the sea die as soon as they come on to
dry land, so do men immediately perish when they abandon the Torah
and the commandments” (Av. Zar. 3b).

Continuing the theme of Torah being the life force sustaining Israel,
the Talmud says: “If one faithfully fulfills its commandments, the Torah
becomes for him an elixir of life; if not, it becomes for him a deadly poison”
(Yoma 72b). The Rabbis describe engaging in Torah study as a virtual
panacea for traveling on a journey without an escort and for such medical
conditions as pains in the head, neck, bowels, bones, and “anywhere in his
body” (Er. 54a). The Torah is also depicted as the antidote for overcoming
the Evil Inclination (BB 16a).

According to legend, after deciding to reveal the Torah God first went to
the children of Esau and asked whether they would accept it. However,
when they learned that it contained the verse, “You shall not murder”
(Exod. 20:13), they said, “Our forefather was a murderer.”1 Then God went
to the children of Ammon and Moab, but they refused to accept the Torah
when there learned that it contained the verse, “You shall not commit
adultery” (Exod. 20:13), since “adultery is [responsible for] our very
existence.”2 The Ishmaelites rejected the Torah when they learned of the
verse, “You shall not steal” (Exod. 20:13), since “our forefather was a thief.”3

All the other nations of the world similarly refused to accept the Torah.
“When God saw that, He gave the Torah to Israel” (Sifre Deut. 343).

However, when Moses ascended to Heaven to receive the Torah, the
ministering angels were horrified that God was contemplating giving this
sacred treasure to human beings. Moses replied promptly to this angelic
challenge. “Sovereign of the Universe, what is written in the Torah that
You are about to give me? ‘I am the Lord your God, who has taken you
out of the Land of Egypt’ [the opening of the Ten Commandments; Exod.
20:2].” Moses confronted the angels: “Did you go down to Egypt? Were
you enslaved by Pharaoh? Why then should the Torah be yours?” Moses
continued: “It is also written [in the Torah], ‘You shall have no other gods
besides Me’ [Exod. 20:3]—are you [angels] living among peoples that
worship idols [so you need such a warning]? Also, it is written, ‘Remember
the Sabbath day, to keep it holy’ [Exod. 20:8]; do you perform work and
need to rest? . . . The Torah says, ‘Honor your father and your mother’
[Exod. 20:12]—do you have fathers and mothers? It is also written, ‘You
shall not murder; you shall not commit adultery; you shall not steal’
[Exod. 20:13–15]—is there jealousy or the Evil Impulse among you?”
Immediately, the angels conceded that God was right to give the Torah
to human beings (Shab. 88b–89a).
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The famous phrase “na’aseh v’nishma” (Exod. 24:7)—generally
translated as, “we will obey, then we will understand”—means that Israel
unequivocally and without hesitation accepted the Torah, even without
hearing the particulars of the Divine commandments. However, an aggadic
interpretation of an earlier verse—“the whole nation . . . stood at the foot of
[lit., ‘under’] the mountain [Mount Sinai]” (Exod. 19:17)—is that “God
held the mountain over them like a dome,” threatening that, “If you accept
the Torah all will be well, but if not this will be your grave” (Shab. 88a).

The Rabbis compared the words of Torah to such things as a tree,4 a fig
tree,5 a goad,6 a breast,7 fire,8 a good wife,9 water,10 a prince,11 and the
thigh.12 R. Oshaia asked, “Why are words of Torah likened to water, wine,
and milk?” He interpreted the biblical verse inviting all who are thirsty to
come and get these three liquids at no cost (Isa. 55:1) as meaning, “Just as
they are preserved in the most inferior of vessels, so the words of the Torah
are retained only by someone who is humble” (Taan. 7a).

As an illustrative parable, R. Oshaia related the story of Emperor
Hadrian’s daughter, who addressed the learned but homely scholar, Joshua
ben Hananiah, as “O glorious Wisdom in an ugly vessel.” The sage replied
to her [facetiously], “Does your father put his wine in [ugly] earthenware
vessels?” When she answered that everyone did so, Joshua ben Hananiah
retorted, “You nobles should put your wine in vessels of gold and silver!”
She dutifully reported this suggestion to her father, who had the wine
transferred to gold and silver vessels. When the wine turned sour, the irate
emperor demanded to know who had given his daughter such bad advice.
After being told it was Joshua ben Hananiah, he ordered the sage brought
to the palace for an explanation. When the sage had recounted the
incident, the emperor asked, “But are there not beautiful people [in Israel]
who are also learned?” “Yes,” he retorted, “But if these very people were
ugly, they would be even more learned [i.e., they would be humble and
devote themselves more intensely to their studies]” (Ned. 50b, Taan. 7a).

WRITTEN TORAH

The Written Torah encompasses the 24 books of the Hebrew Bible,
which is divided into three sections: Torah, Prophets (Nevi’im), and
Writings (Ketuvim). Reflecting this, Adda bar Ahavah “would review his
mishnaic text 24 times, and only then would he come to [his teacher]
Rava to study gemara” (Taan. 8a). According to another Rabbi, “Had
Israel not sinned, they would have been given only the Five Books of
Moses and the Book of Joshua, [the latter] because it is the record of the
disposition of the Land of Israel [among the tribes; the other books,
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consisting mostly of the prophets rebuking the people, would have been
unnecessary]” (Ned. 22b).

Authorship

The Rabbis unequivocally believed that God dictated the Torah to
Moses, who repeated it as he wrote it down. They considered anyone
who maintained that even a single verse of the Torah was not entirely
from Heaven—uttered by Moses himself rather than by God—“had
spurned the word of the Lord” (Num. 15:31) and was to be cut off from
the people (Sanh. 99a). Nevertheless, most agreed that “Joshua [the
successor of Moses] wrote not only the book bearing his name but also
the last eight verses of the Pentateuch,” beginning with the words, “And
Moses, the servant of God, died there” (Deut. 34:5), since they describe
events that took place after Moses’s death. However, R. Shimon
questioned whether it was possible that the Scroll of the Law could have
been incomplete when given to Israel. He argued that Moses could have
written the final verses even before his death, with tears in his eyes and
without repeating God’s words (BB 14b–15a).

Canonization

The books that constitute the Bible were only a portion of the literary
production of ancient Israel. Consequently, it was necessary to collect
those books that were deemed Divinely inspired into an authoritative
body of sacred writings. The Talmud indicates that there was some
question as to whether Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Ezekiel, and
the Song of Songs were worthy of being admitted to the canon.

Some Rabbis considered statements in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes to be
“self-contradictory” and the latter a “secular composition” rather than
Divinely inspired. However, these books were ultimately accepted because
of the belief that “The Holy Spirit alighted on [King] Solomon, and he
composed three books: Proverbs, the Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes”
(Song R. 1:1). The absence of any reference to God in the Book of Esther
raised some qualms, but the Rabbis finally agreed that it “was written by
the Holy Spirit” (Meg. 7a). The mystical chapters of Ezekiel, especially
the one describing the Chashmal (translated as “amber”), and the fact that
a child reading this section in the house of his teacher was said to have been
consumed by fire (Hag. 13a), engendered fear that the book might be detri-
mental to proper religious faith, but it was finally admitted to the canon.

Perhaps the most difficult work to gain acceptance was the Song of
Songs. Some Rabbis argued that is was merely a love idyll, while others
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viewed it as an allegory of the love between God and Israel. R. Akiva sided
with the latter camp and had the last word: “The whole world is not as
worthy as the day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel. All the
Writings are holy, but the Song of Songs is the holy of holies” (Yad. 3:5).

At some point during Second Temple times, there appears to have been
a single authoritative text of the Bible that was used as the standard against
which the accuracy of other scrolls was measured. This conclusion is based
on a Talmudic reference to official “book readers,” who were paid from
Temple funds to check scribal errors on scrolls brought by members of the
public (Ket. 106a).

Hermeneutics

Hermeneutics is the term for a method of biblical interpretation that
the Talmudic Rabbis developed to uncover the underlying meaning of
the text. The first formulation was by Hillel (first century BCE), who
listed seven hermeneutical principles. These were subsequently expanded
by R. Yishmael into the 13 principles found in modern prayer books.

The best known of these hermeneutic principles is kal v’chomer. Literally
meaning “light and heavy,” it proves a point by arguing that if the law is
stringent in a case where it usually is lenient, it is certainly so in the more
stringent case (and vice versa). For example, if an action is forbidden on
a festival (minor), it certainly is forbidden on the Sabbath (major);
conversely, if an action is permitted on the Sabbath (major), it certainly
is permitted on a festival (minor).

Biblical Commentary

At the end of the thirteenth century, the Bible scholar Bahya ben
Asher noted that there are four ways of interpreting Scripture, which
came to be known by the acronym “pardes” (a Hebrew word literally
meaning “tree, garden, orchard”). This is a mnemonic for the initial
letters of the following words:

Peshat (plain, literal meaning of the verse in context)
Remez (allegorical or symbolic meaning only hinted at in the text)
Derash (homiletic interpretation to uncover an ethical or moral

lesson thought to be implicit in the text)
Sod (secret, esoteric, or mystical interpretation)

However, since Talmudic times these four methods were used to explain
obscure or seemingly contradictory biblical words or passages. During
the rabbinic period, derash was the major form of biblical interpretation.
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By a detailed and often ingenious analysis of unusual spelling, vocabulary,
and other elements in the sparse biblical text, as well as through extensive
cross-references among various parts of the Bible, the Rabbis “filled in
the details” and developed a detailed scheme of how the various mitzvot
were to be fulfilled (halacha). Using parables and anecdotes to elucidate the
text, they also revealed its moral and ethical teachings (aggada).

An example of the method of derash is the rabbinic decision that David
could have been legally appointed as king of Israel. As a direct descendant
of Ruth, a Moabite, how could David even be “admitted to the congrega-
tion of God” (i.e., the Jewish people), since this was explicitly prohibited
in the biblical text (Deut. 23:4)? The Rabbis noted that the Bible uses
only the masculine form (Moabite) in the proscription, so this did not
include women. Therefore, it was permissible for the Moabitess Ruth to
marry Boaz, and thus her great-grandson David was a fully legitimate
member of the Jewish people (Yev. 76b).

An example of remez is that the four cups of wine consumed at the
Passover seder relate to the four different words that the Bible uses to
describe how the Israelites will be delivered from bondage in Egypt
(JT Pes. 10:1, 68b).13

CREATION

The Bible unequivocally states that God created the entire universe,
but the Rabbis disagreed as to whether heaven or earth was created first.
Beit Shammai argued that heaven was created first, citing the initial verse
in Genesis—“In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth”—
likening the situation to a king who made a throne for himself and
afterward added a footstool. Conversely, Beit Hillel compared the situation
to a king who erected a palace, first building the lower stories and then the
upper (Gen. R. 1:15). Shimon bar Yochai observed, “I am amazed that the
sages engage in controversy over this matter, for surely both were created
simultaneously like a pot and its lid. In the Talmud, Beit Hillel also appears
to take this approach on the basis of the verse (Gen. 2:4), “In the [single]
day that the Lord God made earth and heaven” (Hag. 12a).

Metaphysical Speculation (Cosmology)

Unlike the philosophers in Greece and Rome, who were fascinated
with metaphysical speculation about the creation and end of the world,
the Rabbis strongly opposed any investigations into the deep mysteries
of the universe: “Whoever speculates on these four things, it would have
been better had he not come into the world—what is above, what is
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beneath, what before [Creation], and what after [the end of the world]”
(Hag. 2:1, 11b). The Babylonian Talmud approvingly cites verses from
the wisdom of Ben Sira (3:21): “Do not seek things that are too hard for
you, and do not inquire into things that are hidden from you. Think only
about those things that have been permitted to you; you have no business
with secret things” (Hag. 13a).

Both of these warnings are emphasized in the Jerusalem Talmud in a
parable discussing why the narrative of Creation (and the entire Torah)
begins with the letter bet, the second letter of the Hebrew alphabet,
rather than with aleph, the first: “Just as the letter bet is closed on all sides
and only open in front [since Hebrew is written from right to left], so you
are not permitted to inquire what is before or what was behind, but only
from the actual time of Creation” (JT Hag. 77c).14

A classic rabbinic tale details the serious dangers that can befall even
great scholars who dare engage in metaphysical speculations. “Four men
entered into Paradise: Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Acheir [lit., ‘the other,’ the
name by which Elisha ben Abuya was referred after his apostasy], and
R. Akiva . . . Ben Azzai gazed [toward the Divine Presence] and died; Ben
Zoma looked and went mad; Acheir destroyed the plants [i.e., severed the
roots (of faith)]; only R. Akiva departed unhurt” (Hag. 14b).

Nevertheless, some Rabbis did delve into esoteric learning. Ma’aseh
bereshit (lit., “work of Creation”), a mystical tradition based on the first
chapter of Genesis, attempts to understand the essence of cosmology
(how the world came into being). Ma’aseh merkava (lit., “work of the
Chariot”) is a tradition based on the vision of the Divine Chariot in the
first chapter of Ezekiel, which describes an ascent to Heaven where a
mystic viewed the Divine palaces and the Throne of Glory and personally
experienced the Divine Presence.

The Rabbis stressed that God pre-existed everything, a concept known
as creatio ex nihilo (Creation out of nothing). Supporting this thesis, the
Talmud states that God created all the primal elements. “Ten things were
created on the first day: heaven and earth, Tohu and Vohu [chaos and
desolation, usually translated as ‘ “without form and void” ’], light and
darkness, wind and water, and the length of a day and the length of a night
[which add up to 24 hours].” Zutra bar Tuvia added in the name of Rav,
“By ten things the world was created: wisdom [the ability to understand
what one learns], understanding [deductive power], reason, [physical]
strength, rebuke [the application of limit and restraint], might [moral
power], righteousness and judgment [enforcement of justice], and loving-
kindness and compassion” (Hag. 12a). Therefore, human beings can use
all these powers for constructive purposes.
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Because the Bible has seven different words for “heaven” and “earth,”
the Rabbis deduced that there must be seven heavens and seven strata of
the earth, both of which were made from the same materials. The world
was established on a “foundation stone” (Even Shetiyah), which later
became the site of the Temple, the most sacred place on earth. According
to one sage, God “cast a stone into the ocean [primeval sea], from which
the world was formed” (Yoma 54b). The flat earth was supported on pillars
of immense area and thickness (Taan. 10a; Suk. 53b). Because the sun was
not created until the fourth day, the light that constituted the first Divine
creation was a spiritual light that transformed chaos into order. The
Rabbis conceived of it as either representing a dazzling garment in which
God wrapped Himself, so that “the brilliance of His splendor shone forth
from one end of the universe to the other,” or as an intense light that
emanated from the site of the Temple, the center from which the earth
was created (Gen. R. 3:4). The primeval darkness was not considered the
mere “absence of light” but rather, like everything else in the universe,
something created by God.

To illustrate that everything God created in the world has a purpose,
R. Judah said in the name of Rav: “He created the snail [as a remedy] for
a sore; the [application of a crushed] fly [to the wound as a cure] for the
sting of a hornet; the [crushed] mosquito for [the bite of] a snake; a serpent
[as a remedy] for a skin eruption; and a [crushed] spider for [as a remedy for
the bite of] a scorpion” (Shab. 77b).

According to rabbinic legend, God previously created several worlds
and destroyed them because they did not please Him (Gen. R. 9:2).

Creation of Man

The Rabbis believed that human beings were the pinnacle of Creation,
superior to all other creatures because “God created man in His image”
(Gen. 1:27). One Rabbi went so far as to declare, “One man is equal to
the whole of Creation” (ARN 31). Nevertheless, “Adam was created [last
of all beings] on the eve of Sabbath.” One reason was to teach him humil-
ity, for “if a man’s mind becomes too proud, he may be reminded that the
even the gnat preceded him in the order of creation” (Sanh. 38a).
Another was that Adam could begin his life by performing the mitzvah
of observing the Sabbath.

Why was man created as a single individual? To teach that “Whoever
destroys a single soul [life] in Israel, Scripture ascribes [guilt] to him as though
he had destroyed an entire world; [conversely,] whoever preserves a single
soul [life] in Israel, Scripture ascribes [merit] to him as though he had saved
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an entire world.”Moreover, no race or class may claim amore noble ancestry
by saying, “my father is greater than yours,”15 nor can the heretics (e.g., gnos-
tics) declare that there are many ruling powers in Heaven. The creation of a
single man also proclaims the greatness of God. Each person is unique:
“When a mortal man stamps many coins from a single mold, they are all
alike; but the King of kings fashioned all men from the mold of Adam [the
first man], and not one of them is like his fellow. Therefore, every person is
obliged to say, ‘For my sake was the world created’ ” (Sanh. 4:5, 37a).

The Rabbis considered each individual person as a microcosm of the
entire world: “All that God created in the world, He created in man.”
Among numerous examples of this ideal: the hair of a human being corre-
sponds to forests, the teeth to doors, the lips to walls, the fingers to nails,
and the neck to a tower (ARN 31).

R. Meir related the tradition that “The dust of the first man was
gathered from all parts of the earth.” Rav taught, “[The earth for] Adam’s
trunk [which ranks lower than the spirit] came from Babylonia [a low-
lying country], his head [the most distinguished part of the body] came
from the Land of Israel [the most exalted of lands], and his limbs from
other lands.” R. Aha added that his private parts came from Akra di
Agma, a town near Pumbedita, which that was notorious for the loose
morals of its inhabitants (Sanh. 38a–b).

Adam had a busy first day, which was divided into 12 hours:

In the first hour, his dust was gathered; in the second, it was made
into a shapeless mass; in the third, his limbs were shaped; in the
fourth, a soul was infused into him; in the fifth, he arose and stood
on his feet; in the sixth, he named all the animals; in the seventh,
Eve became his mate; in the eighth, two went up onto the bed and
four came down [referring to the birth of Cain and his twin sister;
Abel and his twin sister were born after Adam and Eve sinned]; in
the ninth, he was commanded not to eat of the Tree [of Knowledge
of Good and Evil]; in the tenth, he sinned [by eating from it]; in the
eleventh, he was judged; and in the twelfth he was expelled [from
the Garden of Eden] and went on his way.

Adam initially reached from one end of the world to the other; but when
he sinned, God “diminished him” (Sanh. 38b).

In one of the most puzzling verses in the Bible, “Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26), the extraordinary use of the
first-person plural raises the question of with whom God was speaking.
The Midrash depicts a heavenly court, in which God consulted with the
ministering angels, some of whom argued that man should be created while
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others were against this idea. Truth and Peace opposed the creation of
man, convinced that human beings would be deceitful and warlike. In
contrast, Love and Righteousness favored the creation of man, for only in
human beings could these characteristics exist in the world. God was
swayed by this latter argument.While the angels were arguing and fighting,
God created man, saying to his servants: “What can you do? Man has
already been made” (Gen. R. 8:5).

Man is a composite creature: “In four ways human beings resemble the
creatures above, and in four respects the creatures below. Like the minis-
tering angels, they stand erect, speak, understand [have intellect], and see
[i.e., eyes in front rather than on the side]. Like animals, they eat and
drink, reproduce themselves, and die.” As one Rabbi stated,

The angels were created in the image and likeness of God and do
not reproduce, while the earthly creatures reproduce but were not
created in God’s image and likeness. Said God, “[Therefore] I will
create man in My image and likeness so he will be like the angels.
But he will also reproduce like the animals.” [The Rabbi also said
that God reasoned,] “If I create man like the angels, he will live for-
ever and not die; if I create him like the animals, he will die and not
live [in a future life]. Therefore, I will create man as a combination
of the upper and lower elements. If he sins he will die, and if he does
not sin, he will live.” (Gen. R. 8:11; 14:3)

Furthermore, the Rabbis believed: “In three things man differs from his
fellow: in voice, appearance, and mind [i.e., thoughts]. In voice and
appearance, to prevent unchastity [so that the sexes might not be con-
fused either in darkness or light]; in mind, because of thieves and robbers
[who cannot be trusted to know the secrets of others]” (Sanh. 38a).

The Talmud notes one example of how human behavior differs from
that of God: “If a man sells [out of poverty, not for business] a valuable
object to his fellow, the seller grieves and the buyer is happy.” However,
with God it is entirely different: “He gave the [incomparably precious]
Torah to Israel and rejoiced, saying, ‘For I give you good instruction, do
not forsake my teaching [Torah]’ (Prov. 4:2)” (Ber. 5a).

Creation of Woman

Why did God form woman from the rib/side of man (Gen. 2:21–22)?
According to a rabbinic midrash, God determined not to create her from
the head, lest she hold up her head too proudly; nor from the eye, lest
she be too curious; nor from the ear, lest she be an eavesdropper; nor from
the mouth, lest she be a gossip; nor from the heart, lest she be prone to
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jealousy; nor from the hand, lest she be too acquisitive; nor from the foot,
lest she be a gadabout; but from a part of the body that is hidden [bone is
covered even when she stands naked], so that she should be modest.
However, the Rabbis did not believe that the Divine goal was achieved,
since they accused women of having the precise faults that God wanted
to avoid: “Four qualities are ascribed to women: they are gluttonous,
eavesdroppers, lazy, and jealous. They also are querulous and garrulous”
(Gen. R. 18:2). The Talmud adds, “ten measures of gossip descended to
the world; nine were taken by women” (Kid. 49b).

One Talmudic legend on the creation of woman effusively praises her. A
heretic once said to Rabban Gamaliel, “Your God is a thief!” for taking
away one of Adam’s ribs while he slept. “Let me answer him,” said the
heretic’s daughter to Rabban Gamaliel. Turning to her father, she asked
for a judge who could prosecute the thief who broke into their home and
stole a silver pitcher, leaving a golden one in its place. “Would that such a
thief visited us every day!” he exclaimed. “So,” she retorted, “Was it not
better for Adam that a rib was taken from him and instead he was given a
wife to serve him?” (Sanh. 39a).

A midrash asks,

Whymust a woman wear perfume, while a man does not need it? Man
was created from dust/earth, which never putrifies [sic] [and smells],
but woman was created from bone [and meat rots if left three days
unsalted]. Why does a woman have a penetrating [shrill] voice, but
not a man? If you fill a pot with meat it does not make any sound;
but when you put a bone into it, the sound [of sizzling] spreads
immediately. Why is a man easily appeased, but not a woman? Man
was created from the earth, which immediately absorbs a drop of water
poured on it. But Eve was created from a bone, which even if soaked
for many days in water does not become saturated. (Gen. R. 17:8)

Interpreting the biblical description of woman as a “fitting helper” for
man (Gen. 2:18), the Talmud explains: “A man brings in wheat, but can
he chew wheat? He brings in flax, but can be clothe himself with flax?
[i.e., it is his wife who grinds the wheat and spins the flax]. Does this not
show that she brings light to his eyes and puts him on his feet!” (Yev. 63a).

Heavenly Bodies

Sun

Although worshiped as a deity by its pagan neighbors, the sun, formed on
the fourth day of Creation (Gen. 1:16), was for Israel merely “the greater
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light to dominate the day.” Nevertheless, sun worship flourished at times
during the Second Temple period. To counteract this popular fascination
with the sun and prevent any straying from strict monotheism, the Rabbis
developed a mythic tale that personified the sun and the moon and was
based on an apparent conflict in the biblical description of Creation
(Gen. 1:16): “God made the two great lights, the greater light to dominate
the day and the lesser light to dominate the night; and the stars,” which
implies that the two major heavenly bodies initially were of equal size.
However, when mutual jealousy led each heavenly body to claim that it
should be larger than the other, the moon was reduced in size because it
had unlawfully intruded into the domain of the sun, by sometimes remain-
ing visible while the sun was still above the horizon (Gen. R. 6:3; PdRE 6).

In another version of the tale, the moon asked God: “Can two kings
share a single crown?” When God responded that the moon should make
itself smaller, the latter replied: “Because I presented a proper claim, must
I be diminished?” Recognizing the justice of the moon’s plea, God compen-
sated the moon by decreeing that only it would be seen both day and night.
God also gave the moon an honor guard of stars and assured it that the
Jewish people would calculate months and years by its phases (Hul. 60b).

The Rabbis also concerned themselves with the intrinsic nature of the
sun. The rays of the sun have healing powers (Ned. 8b), and sunshine (like
the Sabbath) was considered a foretaste of the World to Come (Ber. 57b).

As among most ancient peoples, eclipses were thought to be an evil
portent, particularly for Jews, “because they are inured to blows.” Indeed,
R. Meir compared this “to a school teacher who comes to school with a strap
in his hand. Who becomes apprehensive? He who is accustomed to be daily
punished” (Suk. 29a). According to another opinion, a solar eclipse was a
bad omen for the idolaters (gentiles) and a lunar eclipse for the Jews, since
Jews base their calendar on the moon, while idolaters base theirs on the sun.

Abbaye calculated that the sun begins a new cycle once every 28 years,
at the vernal equinox early on the first Tuesday of the month of Nisan.
The Rabbis taught: “He who sees the sun at its turning point, the moon
in its power, the planets in their orbits, and the signs of the zodiac in their
orderly progress, should say: ‘Praised be He who has fashioned the work of
creation’ ” (Ber. 59b).

Moon

The moon was for Israel “the lesser light,” which was formed on the
fourth day of Creation “to dominate the night” (Gen. 1:16). As noted
above, according to tradition, the moon and sun were originally created
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of equal size, but the moon was subsequently diminished. The Rabbis
explained that the male goat offered on the New Moon represented a sin
offering brought by God to atone for this arbitrary decision (Hul. 60b).

According to the aggada, the moon represents Jacob and thus is a symbol
of the Jewish people. Although the sun, a symbol of Esau, is the brighter of
the two major luminaries, only the moon shines both day and night, an
indication that only Israel has a portion in both this world and the World
to Come (Gen. R. 6:3).16 For the Rabbis, “The countenance of Moses
was like that of the sun; that of Joshua was like the moon” (BB 75a), since
his glory was inferior to that of Moses. The waxing moon was deemed a
favorable time for Israel, whereas a lunar eclipse was considered an evil
omen (see prior section).

Astrology

Astrology is the study of how the stars influence human events and the
development of a systematic attempt to utilize this knowledge to predict
the future. Although astrology is not specifically mentioned in the Torah,
the Rabbis interpreted two passages dealing with the diviner (Lev. 19:26)
and soothsayer (Deut. 18:10) as forbidding people from regulating their
conduct by using an astrological forecast of good luck or success to decide
whether the time was suspicious for a particular action (Sanh. 65b). “A
person who does not practice divination or enchantment is brought
within a barrier [i.e., into proximity with God] to a place which not even
the ministering angels may enter” (Ned. 32a).

However, many Talmudic sages (probably reflecting the impact of
neighboring cultures) appeared to believe that celestial bodies were
powerful determinants of human affairs—“[Length of] life, children, and
sustenance [earning a livelihood] depend not on merit but on mazal [the
stars]” (MK 28a). Others deemed that this applied only to gentiles, argu-
ing that “Israel is immune from planetary influence” (Shab. 156a).

One page of Talmud (Shab. 156a) details the effect of the day (and
month) of birth on the character of the individual, relating it to what
occurred on that day during Creation. It then analyzes the influence of
the constellation under which a person was born.

Pesikta Rabbati (20:2) discusses how the 12 signs of the Zodiac represent
humanity:

The white lamb [Aries], the dark ox [Taurus], and the twins [Gem-
ini] remind us that man may walk in light and darkness. The crab
[Cancer] and the lion [Leo] remind us that a man’s impulses begin
weak then strengthen. If a man succumbs to worldly pleasures like
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the virgin [Virgo], his actions will be weighed on the balance
[Libra]. If he is deemed sinful, he will suffer downfall like the lowly
scorpion [Scorpio]; but if he repents he will be shot up from
Gehenna as an arrow from a bow [Sagittarius] and happily romp like
a kid [Capricorn]. He will be purified with the water of the bucket
[Aquarius] and live in bliss like the fish [Pisces].

TEN COMMANDMENTS

The Ten Commandments have formed the fundamental moral and
ethical principles of the Western tradition. According to the Talmud,
God revealed only the first two commandments (which are in the first
person), while the remaining eight (in the third person) were transmitted
by Moses (Mak. 24a). Some maintain that God spoke only the first letter,
the silent aleph, while others claim that the people died of fright upon
hearing God’s voice and were revived by the dew of resurrection
(Hag. 12b). According to the Rabbis, the two alternate versions of the
Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:2–14; Deut. 5:6–18), which contain
several differences, were recited at the same time, although this simulta-
neity was “something that transcends the capacity of the human mouth
to utter and of the human ear to hear” (RH 27a).

At Mount Sinai, the voice of God divided itself into the 70 languages
of humankind, so that all peoples would be able to understand it
(Exod. R. 5:9). Each person understood it according to his own ability.
This applied even to Moses: “As Moses spoke, God answered him with a
voice” (Exod. 19:19), meaning “with a voice that Moses was able to hear”
(Mid. Tanhuma Exod. 25).

Structure and Arrangement

The Rabbis observed a dual structure in the Ten Commandments. The
first four deal with the relationship between man and God, whereas the
last five focus on the relationships among fellow human beings. The Fifth
Commandment, describing the relation of children to parents, forms a
bridge between the two. The first five commandments appear to be
addressed specifically to the Israelites, since each contains an additional
phrase that provides a reason for observing the commandment and refers
to “YHVH your God.” In contrast, the last five commandments, which
consist entirely of prohibitions, are universal ethical requirements incum-
bent on all human beings (Pes. Rab. 21:99).

While the biblical text gives no indication of how the commandments
were distributed on the two tablets, it is commonly assumed that they
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were arranged vertically, five on each. An ingenious rabbinic homily
based on this assumption correlates each commandment with the one
directly opposite it: “(a) Murder is an injury to God, in whose image
human beings were created; (b) apostasy is equivalent to marital infidel-
ity; (c) stealing will lead to a false oath; (d) one who breaks the Sabbath
attests falsely that God did not create the world in six days and rest on
the seventh; and (e) one who covets his fellow’s wife will end up fathering
a child who rejects his true parent and honors another” (Mech. Yitro 8).

Use in the Liturgy

According to the Talmud, in ancient times the kohanim recited the Ten
Commandments daily as part of the Temple service as a reminder of
Revelation (Tam. 5:1). Israelites outside the Temple were forbidden to
recite them, so as to disprove claims by heretical sects that only the Ten
Commandments and not the entire Torah were Divinely revealed at
Mount Sinai (Ber. 12a). Therefore, the Ten Commandments were
excluded from the liturgy, though R. Levi in the Jerusalem Talmud insisted
that they are alluded to in the three paragraphs of the Shema (Ber. 1:8, 3c).

PROPHETS

The biblical prophets were messengers of God who described in vivid
terms the dire consequences of failing to fulfill the Divine commandments
and perpetuating injustice in Israel. They warned the people that violating
the covenant and continuing to behave in a manner unacceptable to God
would inevitably lead to destruction, captivity, and exile. However, the
Rabbis believed that the era of prophecy had ended by their time: “Since
the death of the last prophets, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi,17 the Holy
Spirit [of prophetic inspiration] departed from Israel” (Yoma 9b, Sanh. 11a).

According to the Talmud, the wise men of its day had almost prophetic
powers. Indeed, R. Amemar said, “A wise man is even superior to a
prophet” (BB 12a). R. Yochanan had a more cynical view: “Since the
Temple was destroyed, prophecy has been taken from prophets and given
to fools and children” (BB 12b).18

ORAL TORAH

Following the devastating defeat by the Romans and the destruction of
the Temple in 70 CE, the Rabbis were convinced that the very survival of
the Jewish people could be achieved only through renewed dedication to
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Torah. This included not only the Five Books of Moses (Written Law), but
also a complete understanding of the Divine plan for how the Chosen
People of Israel should live. This meant the Oral Law, which the Rabbis
maintained had been part of the Revelation granted to Moses19 and was
subsequently transmitted faithfully by the leaders of each generation to their
eventual successors—the leaders of the Pharisees and the earliest Rabbis.

Why was there a separate Oral Law, which was rejected by the
Sadducees, the chief opponents of Pharisees? According to a midrash,
“God gave Israel the Written Torah with its 613 commandments to fill
them with religious precepts through which they could earn merit. He
gave them the Oral Law to distinguish them from other nations. This
was not given in writing, so that the Ishmaelites20 should not fabricate it
as they have done the Written Torah and claim that they were Israel”
(Num. R. 14:10).

The Rabbis used the Oral Law in two ways. First, they attempted to
take the “holiness” associated with the Temple and extend it to the entire
spectrum of everyday existence. The levitical purity that had formerly
been required only for sacrificial foods was now applied to all meals.
The detailed laws relating to the Temple were transformed to affect the
routine activities of daily life, thus producing numerous opportunities
for average Jews to perform the dictates of Divine law and sanctify their
lives. The Rabbis also assumed the role of scribes, studying and teaching
the Scripture and developing new ways for uncovering its meaning.21

The Oral Law consists of two major divisions—halacha and aggada.
Halacha (“path,” derived from the Hebrew verb “to go”) is usually trans-
lated as “Jewish law,” though it encompasses all life activities. In their
roles as judges and community officials, the early Rabbis and their disciples
immersed themselves in intricate analyses to determine precisely what the
Torah commanded so that they could apply it to practical situations.
Aggada refers to all teachings that are not halacha, such as statements of
moral and ethical principles, stories about Bible heroes and the great
Rabbis, and Jewish folklore.

The study of the Oral Law was essentially a matter of memorizing and
repetition, unlike the Written Law, which could be read (Avot 3:8). The
term mishnah (from the Hebrew verb “shanah,” meaning “to repeat”) was
initially used as a synonym for each specific halacha (law). These halachot
developed from multiple sources, including local laws and customs,
historical traditions, priestly rituals, court judgments, and rabbinic
pronouncements and decrees. However, the true meaning of the early
halachot was often in doubt. This led various Rabbis and academies to form
often-contradictory opinions and teach the halachot in accordance with
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their own particular approaches. Among the early scholars of the first-
century BCE, the two giants were Hillel and Shammai, who continually
clashed in their interpretations of Torah law. Shammai generally was
extremely rigorous, while Hillel took a more liberal and sympathetic
approach.

Early rabbinic teaching forbade writing down the Oral Law (Git. 60b).
In contrast to the immutable Written Torah, which could never be
changed except when circumstances made its fulfillment impossible (e.g.,
sacrifices could not be brought to the Temple after its destruction, and
agricultural laws relating to the Land of Israel could not be followed when
the people were in exile), the unwritten Oral Law was more flexible and
could be adapted to the exigencies of the conditions in which the Jews
found themselves. This enabled the religious leaders of each generation
to interpret the laws and legislate new ones depending on contemporary
circumstances (RH 25a–b).

Mishnah

Early in the third century, Judah ha-Nasi (Judah the Prince, known
simply as “Rabbi”) sifted through, evaluated, and edited the vast number
of legal opinions that had been expressed over the centuries in the acad-
emies of learning, primarily in the Land of Israel. Around 220, he finished
compiling his magnum opus—The Mishnah—the earliest major rabbinic
book. Rather than being organized as a running commentary on specific
biblical verses, the Mishnah is an independent text, written in Hebrew,
which has a compact and precise style and a unique internal logic. It
records disagreements among the various sages and schools, but
frequently does not conclusively determine the halacha.

The Mishnah is divided into six orders: Zera’im (Seeds), Mo’ed (Festi-
vals), Nashim (Women),Nezikin (Damages), Kodashim (Holy Things), and
Tohorot (Purities). Each order is divided into massechot (tractates), which
are generally arranged according to their length. The first order, though
primarily dealing with agricultural tithes, first fruits, and similar topics,
opens with tractate Berachot (Blessings), presumably because this
seemed to be the most appropriate way to begin this compendium of the
Divine will.22

The Mishnah originally was taught orally because of the prior
prohibition against writing down the Oral Law. Its initial teachers were
the tanna’im, the name given to the authorities whose work was assembled
in the collection. From anAramaic word meaning “repeater,” the tanna’im
acted as “living books” in imparting the Mishnah to their disciples.
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Baraita

A baraita (Aramaic for “outside”) is a piece of legal, historic, or aggadic
tradition that was not included in the Mishnah of Judah ha-Nasi and is
attributed to rabbinic teachers who lived in the Land of Israel at or before
this time.23 The Rabbis in the Babylonian Talmud employed baraitot to
clarify an issue, raise or resolve questions, or merely provide additional
information on a specific topic. A baraita occasionally is preferred, but a
mishnah was considered more authoritative. When they conflicted or
contradicted each other, the Rabbis preferred to term the baraita a faulty
tradition, rather than alter the Mishnah.

Talmud

The Talmud is a compendium of the extensive discussions and inter-
pretations of the Mishnah by scholars known as amora’im (Aramaic for
“those who discuss”) in the great academies of learning. In general use,
the term “Talmud” refers to the Babylonian Talmud, which tradition
dates from the first half of the third century (Rav and Samuel) to the edit-
ing by Rav Ashi and Ravina around 500 (though the final editing was
probably completed by the middle of the sixth century by the Savora’im,
the disciples of the last amora’im and their immediate successors). There
is also a much smaller Jerusalem Talmud, actually produced in the Gali-
lee, which was completed in the early fifth century.

After initially focusing their attention on clarifying obscure passages in
the Mishnah, the amora’im attempted to deduce general principles of
action. They developed a collection of legal precedents illustrating how
the laws of the Mishnah were applied by the rabbinic courts of the time.
As the mass of material increased dramatically, it also became the basis
of rabbinic learning, known as “Talmud” in Hebrew and “Gemara” in
Aramaic (both words meaning “study”).24

The Babylonian Talmud consists of approximately 2.5 million words on
5,894 folio pages. This monumental work, aptly termed the “sea of the
Talmud,” details the discussions of approximately 2,000 scholars spanning
six generations, with no attempt to transform the vast amount of material
into a concise or systematic form. In addition to interpretations of biblical
commandments and legal issues, the Talmud is a treasure trove of histori-
cal facts and traditions; scientific speculations in medicine, astronomy,
and biology; moral and ethical teachings; folklore, proverbs, and legends;
and profound observations on all phases of human experience.

Although all six orders of the Mishnah were studied in the academies,
several have only a small amount of Gemara, presumably because the
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final editing of the Talmud included only those sections that had contem-
porary significance. The only exception is the order Kodashim, which
deals mainly with the Temple service in Jerusalem. This is explained by
the Talmudic teaching, “Whosoever occupies himself with the study of
Torah needs neither burnt offering, nor meal offering, nor sin offering,
nor guilt offering” (i.e., study of the Temple service is equal to its actual
performance) (Men. 110a).

A controversial issue was the relative standing and authority of preceding
scholars in relation to those of later Rabbis in terms of their halachic rulings
and interpretations of the Torah. The Talmud stresses that the worth of
each generation decreased as it progressively became further removed in
time from Sinai: “If the early authorities were as angels, we are as men;
and if they were as men, we are as donkeys” (Shab. 112b). The later gaonic
literature challenged this view, emphasizing the halachic rule that “the law
is in accordance with the later authority.” They argued that this was either
because those who came later were “more painstaking in clarifying the
halachah” (Tosefta to Kid. 45b), or because they had already seen and taken
into consideration the reasoning of their predecessors and were, in the words
of the well-known proverb, like “a dwarf sitting on the back of a giant.”

Fence around the Torah

To avoid the performance of actions forbidden by the Torah, the Rabbis
decreed that one also must not do anything that (1) resembles a prohibited
act or could be confused with it; (2) is a habit linked with a prohibited act;
or (3) usually leads to performing a prohibited act. The rabbinic enactment
of measures to prevent these possibilities was termed “putting a fence
around the Torah” (Avot 1:1). The first mishnah in the Talmud (Ber 1:1),
which discusses the time for reciting the Shema in the evening,
initially states that it can be said until midnight, but Rabban Gamaliel
allows it until “the coming of the dawn.” Why the discrepancy?—“in order
to keep a man far from transgression.”25

Another example is the advice the Rabbis gave to a Nazirite, who
vowed not to cut his hair, drink wine, or eat grapes as a means to achieve
a higher spiritual state. “Take a circuitous route, Nazirite, but do not
approach a vineyard” (Shab. 13a), since this might tempt the person to
renounce his vow.

One Rabbi used a simile to explain the importance of a “fence” around
the Torah: “If a man guarding an orchard is stationed outside it, all of it is
protected. However, if he guards it from within, only that section in front
of him is protected, but everything behind him is not protected” (Yev. 21a).
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TORAH SCROLL

Torah scrolls are written with pious care by a specially trained scribe, who
is forbidden to rely on his memory and must use a correct scroll or printed
Pentateuch to serve as his guide (Meg. 18b), for any incorrect word or
obliterated letter makes a scroll unfit for use. Despite all precautions,
however, mistakes are inevitable due to the difficulty of the scribe’s task.
Most simple errors may be corrected by scratching them out with a sharp
blade and pumice stone. Themost serious error—the omission ormisspelling
of the Name of God—cannot be corrected, since the Divine Name cannot
be erased (Sof. 5:6), and the entire sheet of parchment must be discarded.
When amistake is found in a Torah, a cloth ribbon is tied around themantle
as a sign that it cannot be used until the appropriate correction is made.

The parchment used for a Torah scroll must be made from a kosher
animal (Shab. 79b). The words are inscribed with a quill pen made from
the feathers of a kosher bird, usually goose or turkey.26 The ink must be
jet black and durable, but not indelible (Shab. 23a).

The parchment itself is unadorned, but seven letters (shin, ayin, tet,
nun, zayin, gimel, tzadi) are embellished with decorative crowns (ketarim)
or flourishes (tagin, Aramaic for “daggers”) whenever they occur. The
Rabbis asserted that God affixed the tagin to the letters of the Torah
before Moses ascended Mount Sinai to receive it (Men. 29b).

The Torah scroll is to be wrapped “with beautiful silks” (Shab. 133b).
Covering the scroll with an embroidered cloth mantle remains the
Ashkenazic tradition. Since it is not considered proper to touch the Torah
parchment with bare hands (Meg. 32a), a person called up for an aliyah
touches the scroll with the fringes of the tallit or the edge of the Torah
mantle, which are then kissed prior to reciting the blessings before and after
the reading.

“Therefore, write down this poem” (Deut 31:19) was originally a Divine
command to Moses and Joshua to commit to writing the final farewell ode
that Moses spoke to the Israelites just before his death (Deut 32:1–43).
The Rabbis derived from this verse that every Jew is commanded to write
a Torah scroll. Based on the Talmudic statement, “Even if he corrected
but one letter [in a sefer Torah], he is regarded as if he had written it [the
entire Torah]” (Men. 30a), in recent centuries the custom has developed
for the scribe who completes the writing of a Torah scroll to merely trace
the outline of the letters of the first verses in Genesis and the last verses
in Deuteronomy and have various members of the congregation fill in
each letter and thus symbolically participate in this mitzvah.

What should be done with a Torah scroll that can no longer be used?
The Rabbis distinguished between two different types of worn-out objects
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used in ritual observances (Meg. 26b): “Accessories of religious observ-
ances [when disused] are to be thrown away; accessories of holiness are
to be stored away.” Accessories of religious observances are a sukkah, a
lulav, a shofar, and tzitzit. A Torah scroll, as well as such “accessories of
holiness” as Torah mantles, tefillin, mezuzot, and sacred printed books
are respectfully buried in the cemetery.

TORAH STUDY

The Rabbis elevated the study of Torah to the highest degree of religious
devotion and experience, declaring that when two or more Jews engage in
Torah study, the Divine Presence dwells among them (Ber. 6a). In the
biblical command “to love the Lord your God and to serve Him” (Deut.
11:13), the Rabbis declared that “to serve” meant “the study of Torah”
(Sifre Deut. 41:80a). The Talmud reports God saying to King David,
“I prefer one day spent by you in the study of Torah than a thousand sacri-
fices that your son Solomon will [some day] offer before Me on the Altar!”
(Mak. 10a). As a midrash notes, “Though the crown of priesthood is
limited to the descendants of Aaron and the crown of royalty to the descen-
dants of David, the crown of learning is available to anyone who would
earn it” (Gen. R. 34:2). “If a person occupies himself with the study of
Torah and with works of charity and prays with the congregation, I con-
sider it as if he had redeemed Me and My children from among the nations
of the world” (Ber. 8a). The Rabbis believed that “a non-Jew [lit., ‘idolater’]
who occupies himself with the study of Torah is equal [in God’s eyes] to the
High Priest” (BK 38a).

However, “If one has the opportunity to study Torah and does not do so,
God visits him with ugly and painful sufferings that anguish him” (Ber. 5a).
“If two people sit together and do not exchange words of Torah, this is a
meeting of scorners [who do not avail themselves of an opportunity to
study]; but if two sit together and there are words of Torah [spoken] between
them, the Shechinah [Divine Presence] abides among them” (Avot 3:3).

The study of Torah is among the things “for which no definite quantity
is prescribed [i.e., there is no limit].” Although the Talmud lists several
things “whose fruits are enjoyed in this world, while the principal remains
in World to Come . . . the study of Torah is equal to them all” (Pe’ah 1:1).
The Rabbis declared the study of Torah to be “superior to building the
Temple . . . and honoring parents” (Meg. 16b). It was something that
should be pursued “even in the hour of death” (Shab. 83b), but “may be
suspended for escorting a dead body to the burying place and a bride to
the wedding canopy” (Meg. 29a).
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The study of Torah is a lifelong pursuit. As R. Akiva said, “Even if one
studied Torah in his youth, he should continue to do so in his old age”
(Yev. 62b). Stressing the importance of learning, Shimon ben Gamaliel
observed: “He who studies Torah in his youth is like a young man who
marries a virgin and both possess their youthful passion; she turns to
him with love, and he embraces her. But he who begins to study Torah
in his old age may be compared to an old man who married a virgin; she
lovingly caresses him, but he avoids her” (ARN 23). Moreover, “A
student who abandons Torah may be compared to a bird that cannot find
its nest and is certain to fall to the ground when it is weary of its wander-
ings” (Eccles. R. 1).

The Talmud rejects the solitary study of Torah, for “the words of Torah
do not endure with him who studies alone” (Taan. 7a). Instead, “Take
good care [to study] in company” (Ned. 81a), for this ensures greater
sharpness and understanding. As a midrash explains, “Just as a knife can
be sharpened only on the side of another knife, so can a scholar sharpen
himself only through contact with another colleague” (Gen. R. 69:2).27

Because “the bashful student cannot learn” (Avot 2:6), if in doubt about
the tradition one should not be ashamed to ask even a “ridiculous”
question to his master and must not remain silent and rely only on his
own intelligence (Nid. 27a).

Rava said, “Set a fixed [regular] time for the study of Torah” (Er. 54b).
According to Tanhum b. Hanilai, a third of this time should be allocated
to the study of Scripture, a third for Mishnah, and a third for Gemara (Av.
Zar. 19b). “One should study even if he is liable to forget [what he has
learned] and even if he does not fully understand the material” (Av. Zar.
19a). The Rabbis recommended focused study: “If a man studies many
subjects at one time, his learning will decrease [i.e., an overburdened
memory can retain little]; but if he gathers knowledge slowly [subject by
subject], his store of learning will increase” (Er. 54b). Interpreting the
biblical verse, “My word is like fire, like a hammer that shatters rock”
(Jer. 23:29), the School of Yishmael emphasized: “Just as a hammer splits
a rock into many pieces, so one biblical verse may convey many teachings
[i.e., is subject to many interpretations]” (Sanh. 34a).

Resh Lakish believed that a student who cannot grasp what he learns
has failed to arrange his studies in an organized fashion. When a student,
Resh Lakish would systematically review his studies 40 times, correspond-
ing to the number of days during which the Torah was transmitted to
Moses at Sinai. Only then would he come before his teacher. For Rava,
if a student has problems learning, “It is because his teacher does not show
him a cheerful countenance” (Taan. 7b–8a).
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Dosa ben Harkinas warned against wasting time that could be used
profitably for study: “Late morning sleep [beyond the time prescribed for
the saying of the Shema], midday wine [making one too sleepy to study or
meditate, listening too much to] children’s chatter, and sitting in the
assemblies of the ignorant [and following their worthless pursuits] remove
a man from the world” (Avot 3:14) and prevent him from accomplishing
his mission on earth—the study of Torah. Warning against sleeping
during time allocated for study, R. Zeira said, “If one dozes in a house of
study, his knowledge will be rent to pieces [i.e., he will forget most of it,
retaining only scraps]” (Sanh. 71a).

“Whoever studies Torah but does not review it is like to a man who sows
a field but does not harvest the crop” (Sanh. 99a). Moreover, “Whoever
forgets anything of his Torah learning [by failing to review it regularly],
Scripture considers it as if he bears guilt for his soul [as having committed
a capital offense]” (Avot 3:10). Such a person is also compared to “a
woman who gives birth and then buries her child” (Sanh. 99a). The Rabbis
noted that Torah learning is as difficult to acquire as gold and as easy to lose
as glass, which breaks if not handled carefully. They concluded, “A scholar
who has studied and abandoned his learning cannot hope for a share in the
World to Come” (ARN 36).

According to the famous maxim of Rabban Gamaliel, it is critical to
“secure for yourself a teacher and remove yourself from uncertainty [i.e.,
even a rabbi should consult another scholar who is a greater authority]”
(Avot 1:16). R. Hisda, although fearing that his words might prompt some
of his students to leave him, advocated that students sample multiple
teachers: “He who learns the Law from [only] one master will never
achieve great success” (Av. Zar. 19a). R. Meir disagreed, likening one
who studied Torah with a single teacher to a person “who had a single field,
part of which he sowed with wheat and part with barley, and planted part
with olives and part with oak trees. Now that man is full of good and bless-
ing. But when one studies with two or three teachers, he is like one who has
many fields: one he sows with wheat and one he sows with barley, and
plants one with olives and one with oak trees. Now this man’s [attention]
is divided among many pieces of land, without good or blessing” (ARN 8).

Everything related to a great teacher was considered “Torah,” though
Ben Azzai took this concept to an extreme. “Once I went in after Akiva
to a latrine, and I learned three things from his behavior: we do not evacu-
ate facing east and west, but only while facing north and south; we do not
expose ourselves [before defecating while] standing but only once seated
[for reasons of modesty]; and we do not wipe ourselves [after defecation]
with the right hand but only with the left hand.” When Judah ha-Nasi
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asked how he could act so brazenly in investigating such intimate details of
R. Akiva’s personal behavior, Ben Azzai replied simply that his teacher’s
actions even in such matters “is Torah, and I needed to learn.” A similar
story involves R. Kahana, who “hid under Rav’s bed” to see precisely how
he fulfilled the laws of marital relations. He heard how the sage first spoke
with his wife and then laughed with her and only then “attended to his
needs [i.e., his marital obligations].” From beneath Rav’s bed, R. Kahana
said: “The mouth of Rav is like one who has not swallowed any food [i.e.,
he was as ravenous in his desires as a newlywed, just like a starving man
presented with something to eat].” Rav said to his student, “Get out,
because it is not proper [that you be here].” Kahana retorted, “It [i.e., your
behavior even in this matter] is Torah, and I must learn it!” (Ber. 62a).

The Rabbis discuss various excuses offered for not engaging in the
study of Torah, painting a scenario in which a poor man, a rich man,
and a wicked man were asked by the heavenly tribunal why they did not
occupy themselves with Torah study. The poor man’s claim that he was
poverty stricken and worried about merely obtaining his daily bread was
rejected with the words, “Were you poorer than Hillel?”28 Similarly, the
rich man’s rationale that he was “worried about my possessions” was
discounted with the words, “Were you wealthier than Eleazar ben
Harsom?” The statement of the wicked man that he could not study
Torah because he was “good-looking and troubled by my passions” was
rejected with the words, “Were you more handsome than Joseph?”29

(Yoma 35b). As Hillel observed, “Do not say ‘when I have leisure I will
study,’ for perhaps you will have no leisure” (Avot 2:5). A foolish student
says, “Who can possibly learn the entire Torah,” while a wise one says,
“I will learn two laws today and two tomorrow, until I have mastered
the entire Torah” (Song R. 5:11).

What is more important, practice (observing the commandments; good
deeds) or study? According to R. Tarfon, “Practice is greater.” R. Akiva
disagreed (and the other rabbis concurred): “Study is greater, for it leads
to practice” (Kid. 40b). Moreover, “Observance depends on study, not
study on observance; [consequently,] the punishment for the neglect of
study is greater than for non-observance” (Sifre Deut. 41:79a). However,
Pirkei Avot takes a somewhat different view: “One who studies in order
to teach is given the means to study and to teach; and one who studies
in order to practice is given the means to study and to teach, to observe
and to practice” (4:6). This implies that although learning is an essential
activity and using that knowledge to teach others is even more important,
transforming the results of study into the performance of good deeds is its
ultimate purpose.30
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Emphasizing the primacy of study over prayer, Shimon bar Yochai
noted that scholars engaged constantly in Torah study do not interrupt it
even for recitation of the Shema. Had he been at Mount Sinai, “I would
have asked God to give man two mouths, one to talk of Torah and one
to use for all his other needs [including prayers, so that a person would
not have to interrupt his study when reciting them].” Nevertheless, he
maintained, “Engaging in the study of Scripture is not such a big deal,”
meaning that it is less significant that the study of mishnah (JT Ber. 1:2).

Is the requirement to study Torah all-consuming, or can a Jew take time
out to earn a living? Two prominent sages had differing opinions on this
issue, based on their interpretation of biblical verses (Ber. 35b). According
to R. Yishmael, “This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth”
(Josh. 1:8) could be taken literally to imply that a Jew must devote all his
time to Torah study. Therefore, the Bible also says, “And you will gather
in your grain” (Deut. 11:14), indicating that a Jew must combine Torah
study with a worldly occupation or be forced to beg for charity and abandon
learning altogether.

Shimon bar Yochai disagreed, arguing that God did not want Jews
spending time plowing, sowing, reaping, or engaged in other mundane
tasks. Instead, they should be completely immersed in Torah and the
Divine service: “When Israel performs the will of the Omnipresent, their
work is performed by others [gentiles].” Commenting on this issue, one sage
stressed the difference between earlier and later generations: “Earlier gener-
ations, who made Torah study their primary concern and did not focus on
ordinary work, were successful in both. Later generations, who made work
their primary concern and Torah study only secondary, were not successful
at either” (Ber. 35b).

The Rabbis were practical enough to realize that it was impossible for
every Jew to totally devote his life to study, and that it was necessary to
work to earn a living. Rava instructed his students to abandon the study
hall during the months of Nisan (spring harvest) and Tishrei (fall wine
pressing) so that they would have an income for the rest of the year. His
students followed this advice, engaging in farming during these two
months (except for celebrating the autumn holidays) and studying in
Rava’s yeshivah the rest of the year (Ber. 35b).

Taking a different approach, R. Nehorai said: “I abandon all my earthly
work to teach my son nothing but Torah, for which a man enjoys the
reward in this world while the principal remains for him in the World to
Come. This is not the case with all worldly occupations: when a man falls
ill, grows old, or is suffering and unable to work, he dies of starvation [i.e.,
he cannot earn a living]. But Torah is not so, for it guards him from all evil
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in his youth and gives him a hopeful fate in his old age” (Kid. 4:14, 82a). In
any event, “He who starves himself for the sake of Torah study in this
world, God will fully satisfy him in the next” (Sanh. 100a).

Based on the aggadic description of the economic activities of Zebulun
enabling his older brother Issachar to devote his life to study, it became
an honored tradition in Judaism for wealthy individuals to support Torah
scholars and for a rich man to take a brilliant student as a son-in-law, free-
ing him from the need to earn a living and allowing him to immerse himself
completely in acquiring Torah knowledge. According to R. Yochanan,
“Whoever puts the profits of business into the purse of a scholar [by
contributing to his support] will be rewarded with the privilege of sitting
in the Heavenly academy” (Pes. 53b). Devoting oneself to Torah studies
was more important than participating actively in community affairs:
“When a student of Torah engages in many diversions, they distract from
his study. A man who occupies himself with the needs of the community
causes his learning to be forgotten” (Exod. R. 6:2). However, “He who
occupies himself only with the study of Torah [and does not act generously
toward his fellows] is like a man who has no God” (Av. Zar. 17b).

The obligation to study Torah is a continuing duty, not like a debt that a
person can discharge by paying a fixed amount and being forever free from
it (Men. 99b). “Delve deeply into it, for everything [all the wisdom in the
world] is in it.” “Grow old and gray in it, and do not stir from it, for you
can have no better portion than it.” As with fulfillment of the Divine
commandments, in the study of Torah “the reward is in proportion to the
exertion [i.e., the degree of energy and labor expended]” (Avot 5:26).
Torah study must be “for its own sake” (Avot 6:1), and one who does so
purely for the love of learning makes peace among the angels above and
human beings below (Sanh. 99a). The Rabbis criticize those who learn
for any other motivation. A person should not study Torah so that people
will call him learned or to become a famous scholar deserving to be head
of a talmudic academy.31 Rather, he should devote himself to study “out
of love, and [any] honor will come in the end [of its own accord]” (Ned.
62a). Nevertheless, Rav maintained, “One should always occupy himself
with Torah and [its] precepts, even though it be for some ulterior motive,
because eventually he will do so for its own sake” (Naz. 23b).

Even if civil authorities prohibited the study (and teaching) of Torah,
Jews resolutely risked martyrdom to carry out this sacred task. In defiance
of a Roman government decree forbidding Jews from studying Torah, R.
Akiva continued to publicly teach large gatherings of students. When
Pappus ben Judah asked his master, “Are you not afraid of the government?”
Akiva replied with a parable: “A fox walking on the riverbank saw swarms
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of fish swimming to and fro. ‘From what are you fleeing?’ the fox asked.
They answered, ‘From the nets cast for us by men.’ The fox said, ‘Come
up onto dry land, so we can live together [in peace] just as our ancestors
once did.’ They replied: ‘Are you the one they call the wisest of animals?
You are not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in our natural environment,
how much more fearful we would be in the element in which we would
die!’ ” Akiva concluded, “So it is with us. If we are in danger in our [ideal]
condition, when we sit and study Torah, regarding which it is written,
‘For that is your life and the length of your days’ [Deut. 30:20], how much
worse would be our peril if we neglect it [the study of Torah]!” Soon after-
ward, both Akiva and Pappus were arrested and imprisoned next to each
other. When Pappus was asked by his teacher, “For what sin were you
brought here?” he replied: “Happy are you, Akiva, that you were arrested
for busying yourself with words of Torah! Woe to Pappus, who was seized
for occupying himself with meaningless things!” (Ber. 61b).

SCHOLARS

Torah scholars were highly honored in rabbinic society. “If a man enter-
tains a scholar in his house and lets him enjoy his possessions, Scripture
regards it as if he had sacrificed the daily burnt-offering” (Ber. 10b). Inter-
preting the verse, “And the Lord blessed Obed-Edom and all his house . . .
because of the Ark of God” (2 Sam. 6:12), Eliezer ben Yose noted: “If such
was the reward for keeping the ark, which did not eat or drink but before
which he merely cleaned and dusted, how much more deserving of blessing
is one who hosts a Torah scholar in his home, gives him food and drink,
and allows him to use his possessions!” (Ber. 63b). Yose ben Yo’ezer’s most
famous statement was: “Let your house be a meeting place for scholars; sit
amid the dust of their feet and drink in their words with thirst” (Avot 1:4).

Derech Eretz Zuta (3) lists the following 15 qualifications that a scholar
must possess: “Proper behavior on entering and leaving the Academy;
humility while taking his seat; prudence in his reverence; open-
mindedness in his knowledge; wisdom in his conduct; receptiveness of
mood; the capacity for remembering; the willingness to serve his teacher;
regularity of attendance at the Academy; the habit of asking questions only
on the subject of the discussion; the habit of answering according to the
rule; the ability to add his own observation on every chapter told; the read-
iness to travel, if necessary, to find a teacher who can increase his learning;
and the ability to learn in order to teach and practice.”32

“A Torah scholar should not reside in a city where the following
ten things are not found: A court of justice (beit din) that is empowered
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to administer lashes and impose other penalties; a charity fund that is
collected by two and distributed by three; a synagogue; a bathhouse; a pub-
lic toilet; a circumciser [mohel]; a surgeon [one who performs bloodletting],
a scribe [for writing scrolls]; a slaughterer [shochet]; and a teacher of
children” (Sanh. 17b).

Two scholars need to sharpen each other’s minds by engaging in
intense halachic discussions (Taan. 16a). However, this should not be
taken to an extreme. Yose ben Kisma described an altercation in the
synagogue in Tiberias, when two sages argued so intensely about whether
a door bolt had a knob at the end that they ripped apart a Torah scroll in
their excitement. He continued, “I would not be surprised if this syna-
gogue [which permits scholars to argue so vehemently] will not one day
be turned into a house of idolatry” (Yev. 96b). Nevertheless, “A scholar
who does not avenge insults, but retains anger like a serpent [i.e., when
the name of God is being defamed], is no true scholar” (Yoma 23a). The
Talmud notes, “The jealousy of scholars increases wisdom” (BB 21a),
since it stimulates more diligence in study so as not to disgrace oneself.

Pirkei Avot (4:18) advises: “Exile yourself to a place of Torah [move to a
site where there are other Torah scholars], and do not say that it will come
after you [i.e., that scholars will follow you to a place devoid of them], for
[only] your colleagues will cause it [Torah knowledge] to remain with you,
and ‘do not rely on your own understanding’ [Prov. 3:5; i.e., by studying
alone].” For R. Zeira, who reveled in his adopted country, “The very atmos-
phere of the Land of Israel makes one wise” (BB 158b). “Even the ordinary
conversation of the people of the Land of Israel requires study” (Lev. R. 34:7).

A maxim from Pirkei Avot (4:20), “Be a tail to lions and not a head to
foxes,” means it is better to be a disciple of someone wiser than oneself
than the master of someone who is inferior. Ironically, the Jerusalem
Talmud takes the opposite view, arguing, “It is better to be a head to foxes
than a tail to lions” (JT Sanh. 4:5). This may reflect a Roman saying,
attributed to Julius Caesar, that it is better to be the chief of a small
village than play a secondary role in a big city like Rome.33

Eleazar ben Hisma said, “He who possesses knowledge is as great as if the
Temple were rebuilt in his days” (Sanh. 92a), and “Just as a child must be
nursed by his mother every hour during the day, so every man should
devote each hour of the day to Torah” (JT Ber. 9:5). Conversely, “The
house in which words of Torah are not heard at night shall be consumed
by fire,” and “Whoever does not benefit a scholar, his goods will never see
a sign of blessing.” Yet R. Eleazar did not favor the study of esoteric
material: “Seek not things that are too hard for you, and do not search
out things that are above your strength” (JT Hag. 2:77, c).

Torah 53



Eleazar ben Shammua compared three kinds of scholars to three types of
stones. The first, like a stone pointed at one end, has studied only
midrash, while the second is like a two-pointed stone, has learned both
midrash and halacha; both of them can reply only to questions in these
fields. The third type of scholar is like a stone hewn on all sides, for he
has studiedmidrash, aggada, andTosefta. “Whatever such a scholar is asked,
he is able to answer” (ARN 28). According to Pesikta Rabbati (21:6),
scholars show four types of demeanors depending on what they are study-
ing: “If the student has a somber aspect, he is learning Scripture; if his
countenance is neither serious nor frivolous, he is learningMishnah; if he
seems to be interested, he is reasoning in halachah; and if his face is merry,
he is occupied with aggadah.”

The Talmud describes several different categories of Torah scholar:

A person who is rich in possessions [i.e., owns many fields and vine-
yards] and rich in pomp [i.e., cattle, which wander about and are
thus exposed to public view] exemplifies a master of aggada [i.e.,
one who addresses a wide audience so that his wisdom is known to
all]. A person who is rich in money [like a banker] and olive oil
[i.e. who earns profits all the time] is comparable to an expert in dia-
lectics [brilliant reasoning; with his logical arguments he is always
ready to clarify obscure halachic points]. A person whose wealth is
measured [e.g., who owns grain elevators] and whose produce
is stored away [to be sold at an opportune time] is like someone
who has accumulated a vast store of halachic rulings [and thus has
the answers at his fingertips]. But everyone needs “the owner of
wheat,” “the master of Gemara [the Talmudic discussions ofMishnah
and Beraitot, where the difficulties and apparent contradictions are
resolved and through which the halacha emerges].” (BB 145b)34

R. Hisda recommended that a scholar who has only a little bread should
not divide it into small portions, but instead should eat it all at one time so
that he would be satisfied at least once a day. He also suggested: “If a scholar
buys raw meat he should buy the neck, because it contains three types of
meat [fatty, lean, and tough sinews]”; “a scholar should not sit upon a new
hemp mat, because it ruins his clothing [since it is hard]”; and “a scholar
should not send his garments for washing to his hostess [the keeper of the
boardinghouse where he stays] for this is not in good taste, lest she see
something [a euphemism for semen] on it and he will become repulsive to
her” (Shab. 140b).

Based on the verse, “Within and without you shall overlay it [i.e., the ark
with gold]” (Exod. 25:11), Rava said: “Any scholar whose inside is not like
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his outside is no scholar [i.e., both should have the same golden character]”
(Yoma 72b). Rabbah bar Huna said: “He who possesses learning without
the fear of God is like a steward who is entrusted with the inner keys
[of the storehouse] but not with the outer keys and thus cannot gain access
to the treasure” (Shab. 31a–b). A scholar should set a high standard of
cleanliness, and one “upon whose garment a [grease] stain is found is worthy
of death” (Shab. 114a). The Rabbis taught, “Six things are unbecoming for
a Torah scholar. He should not walk the streets wearing perfume; go out
alone at night; wear patched shoes; converse with a woman in the street;
recline [i.e., dine at a table] with a group of unlearned people; or be the last
to enter the study hall. Some add that he also should not take long strides or
be arrogant” (Ber. 43b).

A scholar who takes part in many banquets all over [solely for the
pleasure of eating] eventually destroys his home, causes his wife to
live like a widow [because he must travel to distant places to earn
enough money to support his luxurious life style], and causes his
children to live like orphans. He also forgets his learning and
becomes involved in many arguments [by making incorrect deci-
sions]. His words are disregarded, and he disgraces the Name of
Heaven, the name of his teacher, and the name of his father, and
he causes a bad name for himself, his children, and his children’s
children until the end of time. (Pes. 49a)

In response to the question, “Why is it uncommon for scholars to have
sons who are Torah scholars?” R. Joseph answered, “So that no one may
think that Torah can be inherited [i.e., lest others complain that it is
useless for them to study, or the sons of scholars think that study is unnec-
essary].” Other Rabbis asserted, “That they not be arrogant and consider
themselves superior to the rest of the community” (Ned. 81a). Scholars
were urged not to neglect the children of the poor, “For from them Torah
goes forth” (Ned. 81a).

Nevertheless, there were families of famous scholars. The Rabbis
related the Talmudic saying, “A coin in an empty pitcher makes lots of
noise,” to the verse from Proverbs, “Wisdom rests quietly in the heart of
the understanding man, but among fools it makes itself known” (14:33).
The first half of this verse refers to a Torah scholar who is the son of a
Torah scholar; the second half to a Torah scholar who is the son of an
unlearned person. Thus, one scholar in a family of fools achieves fame,
while a whole family of scholars is taken for granted (BM 85b).

In rabbinic times, scholars received certain privileges. These included
being attended to first in the marketplace, exemption from the poll tax,
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and priority “in matters of holiness”—being given the first aliyah to the
Torah, the honor of blessing the bread and leading the grace after meals,
and even being served first at a meal. This raised the question of whether
a scholar could inform others of his identity and describe his own accom-
plishments. Rava declared this permitted, but only where the scholar was
unknown. However, it was improper to boast of his attainments where he
was known, based on the verse from Proverbs (27:2), “Let another man
praise you, and not your own mouth” (Ned. 62a–b). The Talmud adds,
“What fools are people who stand in the presence of a Torah scroll, but
do not stand in the presence of a great personage [i.e., have little respect
for Torah scholars]” (Mak. 22b).

Scholars have an obligation to teach all who wish to learn (see Teach-
ing Torah, the next section). Those who claim that they “do not have
the strength” to instruct others will soon reach that weakened state
(Lam. R. 1:38). Avtalyon’s most famous saying was: “Wise scholars, be
careful with your words [ambiguous teachings capable of misinterpreta-
tion], lest you be condemned to exile and banished to a place of evil waters
[where there are heretical teachings], from which the disciples who come
after you drink and die [resulting in desecration of the Name of Heaven]”
(Avot 1:11). The Talmudic statement, “Scholars bring destruction on
the world,” refers to those who render erroneous halachic decisions based
on superficial knowledge from a cursory reading of the Mishnah, without
an understanding of the complex reasoning that led to its ruling (Sot. 22).

The Talmud warns, “Be careful to respect a scholar who has forgotten
his learning through a misfortune” (Ber. 8b). Both the whole tablets and
the fragments of the tablets that Moses broke were placed in the Ark
(BB 14b). The fragments of the tablets symbolize Torah scholars who,
through no fault of their own [e.g., illness], have lost the mental acuity they
once possessed. Of course, this does not apply to one who has forgotten his
learning through “negligence.”

The scholar should not come into overly close contact with the ignorant,
who do not learn Torah and “bring misfortune into the world” (BB 8a).
“How is a Torah scholar regarded by an unlearned person? At first, he
appears like a golden pitcher; if he converses [makes small talk], like a silver
pitcher; if the scholar receives favors from him, like an earthen pitcher [i.e.,
the unlearned person loses all respect], which once broken cannot be
repaired” (Sanh. 52b).

Even the wisest scholar could not be expected to be perfect. Therefore,
the Rabbis note: “Just as glass or golden vessels that have been damaged
can be repaired, so a scholar, though he has sinned, can repent [lit., ‘has
a remedy’]” (Hag. 15a).
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TEACHING TORAH

Although devoting one’s life to acquiring an extensive knowledge of
Torah was highly praised, it was incumbent on scholars to share their
learning with others. “One who teaches Torah to the son of his fellow is
regarded by Scripture as if he had fathered him” (Sanh. 19b), and he “will
be privileged to sit in the Heavenly Academy” (BM 85a). He who teaches
the son of an unlearned man (am ha-aretz) can have an evil decree can-
celed, even if it came from God (BM 85a). The duty to share knowledge
of Torah also applied to grandparents: “One who teaches his child’s child
Torah is considered as if he received the Torah from Mount Horeb
[Sinai]” (Ber. 21b). Conversely, “One who studies Torah but does not
teach it is like the myrtle in the wilderness [the fragrance of which is
wasted]”(RH 23a). Continuing this simile, the Talmud compares a
scholar to a flask containing a fragrant ointment. “When opened [i.e.,
when a scholar shares his knowledge with others], its aroma is spread,
but if covered up [he keeps it to himself], the fragrance is not diffused
[and wasted]” (Av. Zar. 35b). The maxim, “More than the calf wishes to
suck, does the cow desire to suckle” (Pes. 112a), implies that the desire
of the teacher to teach is greater than the wish of the pupil to learn. R
Meir compared one who studies Torah but does not teach to one “who
has despised the word of the Lord” (Num. 15:31) and “pays no heed to
the Messiah” (Sanh 99a). Indeed, “There is nothing more futile than
to learn and not to teach” (Eccles. R. 5:9).

Should Torah knowledge be taught to the masses or only to the intellec-
tual elite? According to a midrash, “The School of Shammai says one
ought to teach only those who are talented and humble and of distin-
guished ancestry and rich. But the School of Hillel says one should teach
every man, for there were many sinners in Israel who were drawn to the
study of Torah, and from them descended righteous, pious, and worthy
folk” (ARN 3).

Can Torah instructors be remunerated for their services? According to
R. Judah, it is forbidden to take payment for teaching Torah and giving
decisions on Jewish law (Bech. 29a). Yudan ben Yishmael disagreed, argu-
ing that otherwise they could have used the time spent in teaching to
earn money in some different type of work (JT Ned. 38c). For R. Hanina,
the process of teaching also leads to the intangible reward of increased
knowledge. As the famous maxim of Judah ha-Nasi states, “I have learned
much [Torah] from my teachers, even more from my colleagues, but from
my students most of all” (Mak. 10a).

The respect and admiration in which a teacher was held is illustrated by
an episode in which Rav came to a certain place during a severe drought
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and decreed a fast, but no rain fell. The prayer leader then went before the
Ark and recited [words from the prayer book], “He causes the wind to
blow,” and the wind blew; when he continued the blessing, “He causes
the rain to fall,” immediately the rains came. Rav asked what special deed
he had done to merit the reward of having his prayer answered immedi-
ately. The prayer leader replied, “I am a teacher of young children, and
I instruct the children of the poor as well as those of the rich. I take no fees
from those who cannot afford to pay. Also, I have fishponds, and any child
who refuses to study I bribe with some fish from it and we prepare it and
appease him until he [is ready to] come and study” (Taan. 24a).

Even a heretic can dispense words of Torah wisdom. R. Meir continued
to learn with the brilliant scholar, Elisha ben Abuyah, even quoting many
of his sayings, after the apostasy that led Elisha to be labeled “Acheir”
[lit., ‘ “the Other” ’]. How could he do this? The Talmud notes, “R. Meir
found a pomegranate; he ate the fruit within it and then threw away the
peel [i.e., he took the best of Elisha ben Abuyah’s teachings and rejected
all that was bad]” (Hag. 15b).

According to R. Hamnuna II, “Jerusalem was destroyed only because its
inhabitants neglected [the education of] school children” (Shab. 119b).
He urged that as soon as a child learns to talk, his father must teach him
to say the biblical verse (Deut. 33:4), “Moses commanded us the Torah,
an inheritance of the congregation of Jacob” (Suk. 42a). Consequently,
after the Roman victory, the Rabbis worked tirelessly to keep the study
of Torah alive in the Land of Israel. R. Hiyya noted to what extent he
pursued this goal: “To make certain that Torah would not be forgotten,
what did I do? I sowed flax, and from the flax cords I made nets. With
the nets, I trapped deer, gave their meat to orphans to eat, and used their
skins to prepare scrolls. On these I wrote the Five Books of Moses. Then
I went to a town that had no teachers and taught each of the five books
to five different children, and each of the six orders [of the Mishnah] to
six different children. I told them, ‘Until I return, teach each other Torah
and Mishnah.’ In this way, I kept Torah from being forgotten in Israel”
(BM 85b).

The Rabbis were masters of the art of teaching, understanding the
importance of humor even when teaching Torah. Before beginning his
scholarly discourse, Rabbah used to say something humorous, realizing
that first bringing a smile to his students would let them better appreciate
the difficult subjects he was about expound to them (Shab. 30b). Students
apparently responded enthusiastically: “R. Huna’s discourses were so
popular that he routinely spoke to 800 students and was assisted by 13
‘interpreters,’35 each of whom addressed a section of the crowded
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audience. So many devoted disciples sat learning at his feet that it was
said: ‘When the Rabbis stood up after R. Huna’s discourses and shook
out their garments, the dust rose [so high] that it obscured the [light of]
day even in the West [Land of Israel]’ ” (Ket. 106a).

NOTES

1. “By the sword shall you live” (Gen. 27:40).
2. They were the descendants of the sons that Lot fathered with his daugh-

ters (Gen. 19:36).
3. “And he shall be a wild ass of a man” (Gen. 16:12).
4. Just as a small tree may set ablaze a much bigger one, so it is with Torah

scholars. By asking sharp questions, a younger and lesser scholar can sharpen
the understanding of one who is older and greater (Taan. 7a).

5. All the fruit of a fig tree ripen at the same time. Therefore, just as the
more one searches the more figs he finds, so the more one studies the words of
Torah the more he finds in them (Er. 54a–b).

6. Just as the goat directs the heifer along its furrow to bring forth life to the
world [i.e., new crops], so words of Torah direct those who study them from the
paths of death to the paths of life (Hag. 3b).

7. Just as whenever the child sucks the breast she finds milk in it, so when-
ever a man studies words of Torah he finds new meaning in them (Er. 54b).

8. Just as fire does not ignite itself, so too words of Torah do not endure with
a person who studies alone (Taan. 7a).

9. Yev. 63b.
10. Just as water flows from a higher level to a lower one, so words of Torah

endure only with those who are humble (Taan. 7a).
11. Just as a prince has the power of life and death over his subjects, so words

of Torah have the potential of life and death (Sanh. 88b).
12. Just as the thigh is hidden, so should words of Torah (i.e., taught in pri-

vacy rather than in the marketplace) (Suk. 49b).
13. “I will bring you out [from under the burdens of the Egyptians],” “I will

deliver you [from their bondage],” “I will redeem you [with an outstretched arm
and with great judgments],” and “I will take you [to Me for a people].”

14. An alternative explanation given in this section is that bet is the initial
letter of berachah (blessing), whereas aleph is the initial letter of arirah (curse).
The aggada quotes God as saying that by creating the universe with “a letter of
good omen, perhaps it will endure.”

15. The righteous cannot boast that they are the descendants of righteous
men, and the wicked cannot excuse themselves from blame by arguing that they
are descended from wicked forebears.

16. Frankel and Teutsch, 114.
17. Late sixth to mid-fifth centuries BCE.
18. Somewhat like the English expression, “out of the mouths of babes . . .”
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19. Everything the prophets were to prophesy, and everything sages of future
generations were destined to teach, they received it all from Sinai (Exod. R.
28:6).

20. A euphemism for “Christians,” used to circumvent the censors.
21. Holtz, 129–31.
22. Ibid., 132.
23. A collection of beraitot arranged according to the order of the Mishnah is

known as the Tosefta.
24. Ibid., 135.
25. Similarly, it is customary to light candles 18 minutes before sunset on

Friday night, lest one desecrate the Sabbath by miscalculating the precise time
that night falls and the seventh day begins.

26. A metal instrument is forbidden, because iron and steel were associated
with war and violence, rendering them unfit to touch a sefer Torah, which is an
instrument of peace.

27. Studying with a partner (“chavrutah,” an Aramaic word that literally
means “friendship”) is still used today as the basic instructional method in Jewish
academies of higher learning.

28. Hillel was so poor that he often did not have the price of admission to the
House of Study and was forced to climb up to the roof and listen at a skylight “to
hear the words of the living God from his teachers, Shemayah and Avtalyon.”
One Sabbath eve in the dead of winter there was a snowstorm. At dawn, the
sages wondered why the House of Study was so dark. “They looked up and saw
the figure of a man [Hillel] in the skylight in the roof. They went up and found
him covered by three cubits of snow. They removed him, bathed and anointed
him, and placed him in front of the fire, saying: ‘This man deserves that the
Sabbath be desecrated on his behalf ’ [since his condition is life-threatening]!”

29. This refers to the endeavors of the wife of Potiphar to entice the virtuous
Joseph.

30. ArtScroll Siddur, 566.
31. R. Zadok said, “Do notmake Torah [learning] a crown for self-glorification,

nor a spade with which to dig [i.e., derive personal benefit from it]” (Avot 4:7).
32. Version and translation of J. D. Eisenstein in a letter to S. Spitz (cited in

Newman, 465).
33. Weiss, 106.
34. Ein Yaakov, 589–90.
35. A sage giving a discourse would communicate his thoughts quietly to a

spokesman (meturgeman), who would then repeat his words loudly to the public
in the vernacular (Rashi).
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CHAPTER 3

Mitzvot

OVERVIEW

The term “mitzvah” (plural, mitzvot) comes from a Hebrew root meaning
“to command” and applies to a religious obligation. The mitzvot have been
divided into 248 positive requirements and 365 negative prohibitions (see
below). As the Rabbis imposed additional ritual obligations, the mitzvot
were also separated into two major categories: mitzvot de-oraita (biblical
commandments) and mitzvot de-rabbanan (rabbinic precepts). Some of
the commandments were classified as mitzvot kallot (less important) or
mitzvot chamurot (more important), but R. Judah ha-Nasi stressed that Jews
should “be as scrupulous in performing a ‘minor’ mitzvah as in a ‘major’ one,
for you do not know the reward given for the respective mitzvot” (Avot 2:1).

“If a commandment comes your way, do not delay” (Mechilta, Bo), for by
procrastinating you may end up not performing the mitzvah at all. “Run
to perform even a ‘minor’ [easy] mitzvah and flee from sin; for one mitzvah
leads to another mitzvah, and one sin leads to another sin” (Avot 4:2). Abba
ben Kahana stressed the importance of every commandment in the Torah,
noting that the easiest to fulfill (sending the mother bird away from the nest
when the fledglings are taken so she not suffer the anguish of seeing them
killed) and the hardest to perform (honoring one’s father and mother) have
the same reward of long life (JT Pe’ah 1:1). Urging persistence, Eliezer
ben Yose observed: “If one begins to fulfill a commandment but does not
complete it, and another person finishes the work, credit is given to the
one who completed the task” (Gen. R. 5:3). Another established principle



is that a person engaged in the observance of one commandment is absolved
from fulfilling another at the same time (Suk. 26a).

ENUMERATION OF THE MITZVOT

The Torah is the source of all the commandments, though it does not
specifically enumerate them. The first mention of a precise number of
commandments appears in a Talmudic statement by R. Simlai, a fourth-
century sage in the Land of Israel, who observed: “613 commandments were
communicated to Moses; 365 negative commandments, corresponding to
the number of days [in the solar year], and 248 positive commandments,
corresponding to the number of parts of the human body” (Mak. 23b).
These 613 mitzvot can also be viewed as the sum of the 611 scriptural
commandments that were announced to the people directly by Moses
(the numerical value of the Hebrew word “Torah” equals 611) plus the first
two of the Ten Commandments, which were spoken directly to the people
by God (Mak. 23b–24a).

RABBINIC COMMANDMENTS

The Rabbis established seven mitzvot that were not based on any
verses in the Torah:

Washing hands before eating (Eduy. 5:6)
Lighting Sabbath candles (Shab. 20b)
Reciting the Hallel on festival days (Ber. 14a; Pes. 117a)
Lighting Chanukah candles (Shab. 23a)
Reading the Scroll of Esther on Purim (Meg. 7a)
Making an eruv (Er. 21b)
Saying a blessing of thanksgiving before experiencing pleasure in

worldly items (such as for specific foods) (Ber. 35a)

NOAHIDE LAWS

Based on biblical verses, the Rabbis derived seven basic laws that were
binding on all human beings and constituted the fundamental precepts
required for the establishment of a civilized society (Sanh. 56a). They
are termed the “Noahide laws” since they are to be observed by all people
on earth, whom the Torah describes as descended from the three sons of
Noah (Gen. 9:19). The Noahide laws include the prohibition of (1)
idolatry, (2) blasphemy, (3) murder, (4) incest and adultery, (5) robbery,
(6) eating flesh cut from a live animal, and (7) the establishment of courts
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of justice (to ensure obedience to the other six laws). Although Israelites
in the Land were obliged to carry out all 613 commandments in the Torah,
observance of the seven Noahide laws was all that was required of
non-Jews who lived among the Israelites or attached themselves to the
Jewish community. In this way, non-Jews could assure themselves of a
place in the World to Come.

REASONS FOR OBSERVANCE OF THE MITZVOT (TA’AMEI
HA-MITZVOT )

Why should Jews observe the commandments? The predominant view of
the Talmudic Rabbis is that one should obey the commandments because
they come directly fromGod and reflect the Divine will. TheDivineCreator
has a certain plan for the universe and humans beings, which was revealed in
Scripture and interpreted by the tradition. Because the commandments
reflect God’s will, it is pointless to try to find rational or natural reasons to
justify them. Therefore, the duty of the Jew is simply to obey them.

Nevertheless, the Rabbis offered several specific reasons for observing
the mitzvot. Rav taught, “The mitzvot were given only for the purpose of
disciplining and refining men through their observance” (Gen. R. 44:1).
For Eliezer ben Yaakov, “He who fulfills even a single mitzvah gains for
himself one advocate [to plead on his behalf on the Day of Judgment],
and he who commits even a single transgression gains for himself one
accuser. Repentance and good deeds are like a shield against punishment”
(Avot 4:13). This is interpreted as meaning that if one’s transgressions
outweigh his mitzvot, Divine punishment can be averted by repentance
(if one is about to die) and by good deeds (if he lives on).

The Rabbis also considered obeying the commandments a mechanism
for maintaining the identity of the Jewish people despite their dispersion
among the nations: “If it were not for My Law which you accepted,
I should not recognize you, and I would not regard you more than any of
the idolatrous nations of the world” (Exod. R. 47:3). In summary, the
reason offered by the Rabbis for observing the commandments was to help
the Jewish people transform themselves (and the world) into the kind of
community that God wanted them to become.

PERFORMANCE OF THE MITZVOT

The Rabbis stressed that performance of the commandments is not
merely a mechanical ritual or the discharge of a burdensome obligation,
but rather an infinitely rich and rewarding experience within the reach
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of every individual. Instead of a thoughtless matter of routine, religious
observance requires constant and careful consideration, since the greater
the devotion with which the mitzvot are carried out, the greater the
reward and spiritual satisfaction.

Going beyond the call of duty in fulfilling a mitzvah allows one to help
glorify the One who commanded its observance. The Talmud suggests that
one should spend up to an extra third of the cost of a mitzvah on its adorn-
ment (BK 9b). Thus, on Sukkot one should buy the best etrog possible
and decorate the sukkah with the most beautiful objects. Glorifying the
mitzvah requires purchasing the most beautiful tefillin, shofar, and tallit, as
well as employing the finest clear ink, best-quality pen, and most skilled
scribe with superb script for the writing of a Torah scroll (Shab. 133b).

However, one should not focus too much on the means for performing a
commandment at the expense of paying sufficient attention to the meaning
of the mitzvah itself. Closely related to the idea of glorifying the mitzvah is
the requirement to make a sincere effort to perform a mitzvah as fully and
completely as possible, even though a lesser degree of performance would
be sufficient to merely fulfill one’s obligation.

“Greater is he who acts [to fulfill the commandments] from love than he
who acts from fear [of Divine punishment for failing to do so]” (Sot. 31a).
By not bargaining over the price when buying something pertaining to a
mitzvah, but instead immediately agreeing to whatever the seller asks, a
person demonstrates that the love of God is greater than any attachment
to material goods. Similarly, whenever possible one should perform a
commandment personally, even when it is permitted to delegate the task
to others. In preparing for the Sabbath, distinguished Talmudic sages
showed their love of the mitzvah by performing such menial tasks as plait-
ing the wicks, cutting up beetroots, chopping wood, kindling the fire, and
carrying heavy loads in and out of the house (Shab. 119a).

Rather than regard the commandments as burdens, each Jew should feel
joy in having been given these opportunities to serve God. As the Rabbis
observed: “One should not stand up to say Tefillah [the Amidah, and by
extension all prayers] while immersed in sorrow, idleness, laughter, chatter,
frivolity, or idle talk, but only while rejoicing in the performance of some
religious act” (Ber. 31a). A person should excitedly anticipate an
approaching festival, treating it as an honored guest that will soon arrive.

A mitzvah should never be postponed, but rather always performed at
the earliest possible moment. When ordered to sacrifice his beloved son,
Isaac, Abraham did not hesitate, instead waking up “early in the morning”
to accomplish this Divine command (Gen. 22:3). Similarly, although a
circumcision can be performed at any time during the eighth day, it is
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traditional to fulfill this mitzvah in the morning. As the Talmud notes,
“The zealous are early [to perform] their religious duties” (Pes. 4a).

When a mitzvah requires a specific act, such as giving charity or eating
matzah at the seder, the individual need not think deeply about the obli-
gation to fulfill his duty. However, if no specific act is required, a person
must be definitely aware of the desire to fulfill a religious responsibility.
The Talmud notes, “If one was passing behind a synagogue, or if his house
adjoins the synagogue, and he heard the sound of the shofar or the read-
ing of the Scroll of Esther, if he listens with attention he performs the
religious precept; but otherwise he does not” (RH 27b). The blessing
recited before performing a mitzvah not only praises God, but also
reminds the individual of the importance of the sanctified act.

A commandment may not be treated with disrespect. The Talmudic
phrase, “It is forbidden to count money by the Chanukah light,” refers
to the use of a sacred object for a secular purpose. Similarly, the objects
placed to beautify the sukkah may not be used until the festival has ended
(Shab. 22a). Taking care of one’s own concerns before performing a
mitzvah is also a form of disrespect. Therefore, a person should not eat
before reciting the morning prayers (Ber. 10b).

A mitzvah must never be performed with the fruits of sin. One does not
discharge the obligation of taking up the four species on Sukkot through a
stolen lulav (Suk. 30a). The mitzvah of giving charity cannot be fulfilled
with stolen money. As the Talmud states, “If one has stolen a se’ah [mea-
sure] of wheat and has ground, kneaded, and baked it, and set apart the
challah, how can he recite a blessing over it? It would not be a blessing,
but rather a blasphemy!” (Sanh. 6b).

REWARDS FOR PERFORMANCE OF THE MITZVOT

The Rabbis offer conflicting views about whether performance of the
commandments is rewarded in this world. The belief that God protects
a person trying to fulfill a mitzvah has led to the custom among traditional
Jews of “shaliach l’dvar mitzvah” (lit., “agent for a mitzvah”). A person
setting out on a journey, especially one that is arduous or dangerous, is
given a small sum of money and made responsible for carrying out the
mitzvah of delivering funds to a charity upon arriving at the destination.
As the Talmud promises: “Those sent to perform a mitzvah are not
harmed on their way to do a mitzvah, nor on their return” (Pes. 8b).

The Mishnah says: “He who performs one commandment is well
rewarded; his days are prolonged and he inherits the land [i.e., the future
world],” whereas the opposite is the fate of one who does not perform a
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mitzvah. However, this view is contradicted several lines later by
R. Jacob, who says: “There is no reward for following the commandments
in this world” (Kid. 39b).

OBLIGATION OF WOMEN TO PERFORM
THE COMMANDMENTS

The Mishnah states that women are obligated to observe virtually all
the negative commandments (Kid. 33b).1 With respect to the positive
commandments, both men and women are required to perform all
that are independent of time. However, for those that are time bound,
“men are obligated and women are exempt.”2 The Talmud lists five
specific time-bound positive commandments for which women are not
obligated—dwelling in the sukkah and taking up the lulav (four species)
on Sukkot; hearing the shofar on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur; wear-
ing tzitzit (fringes), and putting on tefillin. The Rabbis question whether
there is truly a general principle by noting that some time-bound positive
commandments are obligatory for women, such as observing the Sabbath,
rejoicing on festivals, eating matzah and drinking four cups of wine at the
Passover seder, fasting on Yom Kippur, lighting the Chanukah lights,
reading the Scroll of Esther on Purim, and assembling to hear the reading
of the Torah. Conversely, women are exempt from some positive
commandments that are not time bound, such as the study of Torah,
procreation, and the redemption of the firstborn son.

NOTES

1. The exceptions are trimming the locks and the beard, from which women
are exempt for biological reasons, and avoiding contact with a corpse, which
applies only to male kohanim since women do not have any priestly functions.

2. The most common explanation for this distinction is that it reflects the
traditional domestic role of women in society. Occupied with the responsibilities
of a housewife and mother, the imposition of time-bound mitzvot would be an
unreasonable burden. Some Rabbis argued that women have greater innate
spirituality, and thus they need to fulfill fewer mitzvot to achieve spiritual
perfection.
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CHAPTER 4

Proper Behavior
and Ethical Living

DERECH ERETZ

This all-inclusive Hebrew term, which literally means “the way [of the
people] of the land,” refers to a broad spectrum of accepted social andmoral
standards relating to every aspect of life. Two minor Talmudic tractates—
Derech Eretz Rabbah andDerech Eretz Zuta—deal with the subject of proper
behavior. The Midrash even says, “Derech eretz comes before Torah”
(Lev. R. 9:3), meaning that one cannot personify Torah ideals until he
demonstrates this special virtue in everything he does. Derech eretz spans
the gamut of proper behavior, from greeting and receiving people in a kind
and friendly manner to giving charity cheerfully and becoming involved in
the life of the community.”

GEMILUT CHASADIM (LOVING-KINDNESS)

As Shimon the Just declared in the opening lines of Pirkei Avot (1:2),
“On three things does the [continued] existence of the world depend—
Torah [study], avodah [initially the Temple service, later prayer], and gemilut
chasadim.” The Rabbis considered gemilut chasadim a core social value:
“Whoever denies the duty of gemilut hasadim denies the fundamental of
Judaism” (Eccles. R. 7:1). Gemilut hasadim was one of three characteristics
required to be “fit to join this nation” (Yev. 79a), and those failing to
cultivate this virtue were even suspected of not being of Jewish descent
(Betz. 32b).



Gemilut chasadim is among those virtues “that have no fixed measure,” for
which “man enjoys the fruits in this world, while the principal remains for
him in theWorld to Come” (Pe’ah 1:1). More comprehensive a virtue than
tzedakah (charity), the Talmud states that gemilut chasadim is superior to
charity in three respects: “Charity can be given only with one’s money;
gemilut chasadim, both by personal service and with money. Charity can be
given only to the poor; gemilut chasadim, both to rich and poor. Charity can
be given only to the living; gemilut chasadim, both to the living and the dead
[by attending the funeral and the burial]” (Suk. 49b). Thus, helping a blind
person across the street is an act of gemilut chasadim, though not of charity.
A grudging gift to a poor person may qualify as charity; but by adding a
sincere smile and a kind word, the same amount is transformed into an act
of gemilut chasadim. There is no maximum limit on acts of personal service
that one can do for another, whereas donations of money and other material
goods are restricted to one-fifth of one’s possessions (JT Pe’ah 1:1, 15b).

According to R. Simlai, the Torah begins and ends withGod performing
the supreme Jewish virtue of gemilut chasadim (Sot. 14a). As Adam and Eve
were about to be banished from the Garden of Eden, God sewed the first
couple their “garments of skin . . . and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21). When
Moses died alone on Mount Nebo after viewing the Promised Land that
he was forbidden from entering, the Bible states that God “buried him in
the valley in the land of Moab” (Deut. 34:6).

When walking in Jerusalem with his teacher, Yochanan ben Zakkai, a
disciple viewed the ruined Temple and wailed about the place “where the
sins of Israel found atonement.” The master replied, “We have atonement
equal to that other—gemilut chasadim” (ARN 4).1

According to R. Zeira, the Book of Ruth was included in the biblical
canon, even though it contains nomention of ritual laws, in order “to teach
us how great is the reward of those who do deeds of loving-kindness”
(Ruth R. 2:14). After the death of her husband, the Moabite Ruth opted
to devotedly accompany her grieving mother-in-law, Naomi, back to Israel.
Boaz, a wealthy landowner, meticulously obeyed the Torah mandate to
permit the poor to glean from the corners of his fields. Moreover, he
commanded his workers to make certain that Ruth received enough food
to support her and Naomi. For these acts of loving-kindness, Ruth and Boaz
were rewarded as being the great-grandparents of King David.

TZEDAKAH (CHARITY)

The Rabbis continually stressed the importance of tzedakah (charity).
Literally meaning “righteousness,” tzedakah is a duty rather than merely
a generous act toward the poor. It was considered “equivalent to all the
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other mitzvot combined” (BB 9a), and “Greater is one who performs
charity than [one who offers] all the sacrifices” (Suk. 49b). The Rabbis
believed that tzedakah promotes “peace and good understanding between
Israel and their Father in Heaven” and thus “brings the redemption
nearer” (BB 10a), atones for sins (BB 9a), delivers from death (BB 10a),
and ensures that the giver “will have sons wise, wealthy, and learned
[lit., ‘versed in the aggadah’]” (BB 9b). “More than the master of the house
does for the poor man, the poor man does for the master of the house [by
providing opportunities for the mitzvah of tzedakah]” (Lev. R. 34:8).

Giving charity can lengthen one’s life (RH 18a)2 and be rewarded in the
World to Come (BB 11a). Conversely, “Anyone who shuts his eyes to [a
request for] charity is like one who worships idols [i.e., because he worships
money]” (Ket. 68a; BB 10a). Just as “a garment is woven out of single
threads, so charity is composed of single coins that [eventually] add up to
a large amount” (BB 9b). In sum, “He who practices charity and justice is
regarded as if he had filled the entire world with loving-kindness”
(Suk. 49b). Conversely, R. Yochanan declared, “Rain is withheld because
of those who publicly promise to give charity and fail to pay” (Taan. 8b).

Providing charity does not impoverish, for “God furnishes him money
with which to give it” (BB 9b). “On New Year’s Day a man’s profits and
losses are determined for the year. If he is charitable, the loss is attributed
to a good cause; if not, it goes to expenses without profit [tax-gatherers]”
(BB 10a). Based on the verse, “And I, in righteousness [tzedek], will see
Your face” (Ps. 17:15), it is customary to give charity just before praying
(BB 9a). Along with teshuvah (repentance) and tefillah (prayer), tzedakah
can “avert the severity of the decree” when God judges all on Rosh
Hashanah and seals their fate on Yom Kippur (RH 16b). For Mar Zutra,
“The merit of a fast day lies in the charity dispensed” (Ber. 6b).

Since the Rabbis deemed tzedakah a biblical commandment, they
defined its parameters in minute detail—who is required to give, who is
permitted to receive, how much one should give, and in what manner.

Who Must Give

Every person has a duty to give charity. “Even a poor man who himself
subsists on charity should give charity [to those less fortunate than
himself]” (Git. 7b). “You shall not harden your heart toward your poor
brother; if you do not give to him, in the end you will have to take from
him” (Sifre Deut., Re’eh 116). Using the analogy of two sheep crossing a
river, “one shorn and the other not, the shorn sheep crosses in safety [since
it is not weighed down by the wet wool] while the other is swept away.”
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From this the Rabbis conclude, “Whoever shears off part of his possessions
and dispenses it in charity is delivered from the punishment of Gehenna”
(Git. 7a). The rabbinic court even has the power to compel people to
give an amount of charity consistent with their economic situations
(Ket. 49b).

Based on the verse, “If [when] you lend money to My people, to the
poor among you” (Exod. 22:24), the Rabbis drew several inferences:
“Between a Jew and a gentile, My people [Israel] come first; . . . between
your poor [members of your family] and the [general] poor of your town,
your poor come first; between the poor of your city and of another city,
the ‘poor among you’ [of your city] come first” (BM 71a). The Rabbis
maintained that charity should also be given to the non-Jewish poor “to
preserve good relations,” though they stressed that Jews should not accept
financial assistance from non-Jews unless absolutely necessary.

Some people who do not give to beggars use the excuse that they are
merely pretending to be poor. The Rabbis predicted a dire fate for such
welfare cheats: “If a man pretends to have a blind eye, a swollen belly,
or a shrunken leg, [and accepts charity that he does not need based on
this infirmity], he will not leave this world before actually developing
such a condition” (Ket. 68a). If unclear whether a beggar is truly poor,
the Talmud offers this advice: “When a [poor] man says, ‘Provide me with
clothes,’ he should be investigated [lest he be found to be a cheat; how-
ever], when he says, ‘Feed me,’ he should not be investigated [but fed
immediately, lest he starve to death during the investigation]” (BB 9a).

Who May Receive

A Jew should do anything possible to avoid having to take charity. As
R. Akiva said, “Treat your Sabbath like a weekday [not buying special
food and drink] rather than be dependent on man [i.e., take from charity]”
(Shab. 118a; Pes. 112a). Individuals should accept any available work,
even if they think it is beneath their dignity, rather than depending on
community charity. The greatest of the sages adhered to the principle of
performing physical labor to support themselves, thereby remaining inde-
pendent (see p. 138—earning a living).

However, the rich are forbidden to cite these teachings directed to the
poor as an excuse for not giving charity or humiliating beggars. As a
midrash relates, if a richman says to a poorman, “Why do you not go to work
at a job? Look at those thighs! Look at those legs! Look at those muscles!”
God will ask the rich man, “Is it not enough for you that you give him
nothing of yours? Must you also begrudge what I gave him?!” (Lev. R. 34:7).
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A paragraph of the Grace after Meals, which dates back to the early
rabbinic period, prays that God “not make us in need either of the gifts
of flesh and blood [i.e., other human beings] or their loans, but only of
Your [God’s] helping hand, which is full, open, holy, and ample, so that
we may not be ashamed or confounded for ever and ever.” Similarly, “He
who is dependent on another’s table, the world is dark to him . . .His life
is not really life” (Betz. 32b).

Nevertheless, a person should not feel embarrassed to accept charity
when unable to obtain money and support in any other way. Indeed, refus-
ing charity when needed is a sin, and any suffering this entails is equivalent
to shedding one’s own blood. A poor person who has too much pride to
accept charity can be misled into believing that a gift is a loan. However,
if a person “has the means and does not wish to maintain himself [at his
own expense], no one need feel any concern about him” (Ket. 67b).

How Much One Should Give

The general rabbinic principle it that one is required to give a tenth of
one’s wealth to charity. “If a man desires to spend liberally [in charity], he
should not spend more than a fifth,” since by spending more he might
himself become dependent on charity (Ket. 50a).

Charity is not meant merely to provide the essentials of life; the
psychological needs and social status of the recipient should be taken into
consideration. A formerly wealthy man of good family who had become
impoverished asked Hillel to provide him funds for a horse and a slave
to run before him, so that the man could preserve his image in the com-
munity. “On one occasion, he [Hillel] could not find a slave to run before
him, so he himself did so for three miles” (Ket. 67b).

How to Give

When giving charity, it is essential that the recipient not be shamed in
any way. “When R. Yannai saw a man give a zuz [small coin] to a poor
person publicly, he said: ‘Better you had given him nothing rather than
give him [publicly] and put him to shame’ ” (Hag. 5a). Kind words to
the poor can be of more value than money (BB 9). If one gives a large
amount glumly, it is as if he had given nothing; but if one gives with a
cheerful countenance, even if very little, it is as if he had given him all
the good gifts in the world (Lev. R. 34:15).

R. Levi compared the giving of charity to three types of nuts: “soft-
shelled, middling, and stony ones.” Those who give charity unasked are
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like soft-shelled nuts, which “can be opened of themselves.” Those who
give immediately when asked are like middling nuts, which “break if you
knock them.” Those who refuse to give even if you press them repeatedly
are like stony nuts, which are “very hard to break.” Citing the proverb,
“The door that is not open to charity is open to the doctor,” R. Levi
observed: “Those who do not give charity when healthy will either fall
ill or promise to give charity when they are sick” (Pes. R. 42b).

Consideration for the sensibilities of the poor led the Rabbis to observe
that the best form of giving charity is when neither the donor nor the
recipient knows the identity of the other (e.g., by dropping coins into
the public collection box) (BB 10b). In the Temple there was a “Chamber
of Secret Gifts” into which pious individuals who sought to avoid publicity
for their charitable deeds placed their gifts, and the poor who “were
descended from well-to-do families” were supported from it in secret
(Shek. 5:6). The Talmud even says, “One who gives charity in secret is
greater than Moses our Teacher” (BB 9b). But even greater than charity
is one “who forms a partnership with a poor man,” so that he can establish
a business and be freed from depending on the help of others (Shab. 63a).

HACHNASAT ORCHIM (HOSPITALITY)

Welcoming the stranger is a major ethical value in Jewish tradition,
ultimately related to the historical experience of the Israelites being
“strangers in a strange land” (Lev. 19:34). For the Rabbis, hachnasat orchim
(lit., “bringing-in of guests”) was regarded as an important element of
gemilut chasadim, one of the mitzvot “which man performs and enjoys their
fruits in this world, while the principal remains for him in the World to
Come” (Shab. 127a). The Talmud states, “Hospitality to wayfarers is
greater than welcoming the Shechinah [Divine Presence],” based on
Abraham having turned away from God (who was visiting the Patriarch
to distract him from the pain of his recent circumcision) to attend to the
needs of the three strangers (Gen. 18:1–2).

Extolling the virtue of hospitality, the Rabbis related that Abraham and
Job kept the doors of their homes open on all four sides, so that strangers
would feel welcome and easily enter them (Ber. R. 58:7). Whenever
he had a meal, R. Huna “would open the door wide [as an invitation
to strangers] and declare, ‘Whoever is in need, let him come and eat’ ”
(Taan. 20b).3 Yose ben Yochanan’s most famous statement was, “Let your
house be open wide and treat the poor as members of your household”
(Avot 1:5). R. Judah included “drawing out one’s meals” as one of three
things that “prolongs a man’s days and years,” because it afforded an
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opportunity for a poor man to come in late and still receive something to
eat. R. Yochanan and R. Eleazar declared, “As long as the Temple was
standing, the Altar atoned for Israel [through sacrifice]. But now [that the
Temple has been destroyed,] a man’s table atones for him [when he invites
the needy as his guests]” (Ber. 55a). The Talmud labels as a “fine custom
in Jerusalem” that, when ameal was ready, “a cloth was spread over the door
[as a signal that a meal was in progress within the house] so that anyone who
was hungry could come in and eat” (BB 93b).

Conversely, the Rabbis condemned the insensitive guest (especially a
scholar) who took advantage of hospitality. To make hachnasat orchim a
mutually rewarding experience, they attempted to clearly define the duties
of both parties. A host must not make his guest uncomfortable, whether by
appearing depressed (Derech Eretz Zuta, 9), tending to his needs too assidu-
ously, or failing to personally serve him (Kid. 32b). A custom in Jerusalem
was to place all courses on the table at once, so that a guest could choose
whatever he liked and not feel compelled to eat something he did not
enjoy (Lam. R. 4:4). In return, the Talmud states that a guest was required
to appreciate all the efforts of the host (“How much trouble my host has
taken for me! How much meat, wine, and cakes he has set before me!”
Ber. 58a), and to recite a special blessing for his host in the Grace after
Meals (Ber 46a). According to Derech Eretz Zuta (8), a despicable guest
is one who brings along another guest and “creates unusual bother.”

The Talmud relates that Pinchas ben Ya’ir “never in his life said the
blessing over a piece of bread that was not his own [i.e., never accepted
an invitation to a meal]; moreover, from the day he matured intellectually
he did not benefit [refused to eat even] from his father’s table” (Hul. 7b).
Explaining this unusual behavior, he said that there are two kinds of
people—those who are willing to be hospitable, but cannot afford it, and
those who have themeans but are not willing to extend hospitality to others.

Proper guests leave some food on their plates (Er. 53b) and obey the
requests of their hosts (“Whatever your host tells you, do”; Pes. 86b). A
morbid story illustrates the concept that a guest should not give food to
others unless the host approves (Hul. 94a). During a time of scarcity, a
man invited three guests to his house and set before them his only three
eggs. The host’s child wandered in and each guest gave him his egg.
When the father returned and saw the child stuffing one egg in his mouth
and holding two in his hands, he was so enraged by this apparent breach
of hospitality that he struck and accidentally killed the child. Stricken
with grief, the father threw himself off the roof to his death, as did the
mother when she came upon this horrific sight. As the Talmud
concluded, “Because of this, three souls in Israel perished.”

Proper Behavior and Ethical Living 73



A midrash indicates that guests who remain for more than three days
are overstaying their welcome (Ps. R. 23:3). “On the day a guest arrives,
a calf is slaughtered in his honor; the next day, a sheep; the third day, a
fowl; and on the fourth day, he is served just beans!”4

According to the Talmud, a lack of hospitality led directly to the
destruction of the Second Temple (Git. 55b–56a). A certain unnamed
man had a friend named Kamtza and an enemy named Bar Kamtza.5

When hosting a large banquet, the man asked his servant to invite
Kamtza, but the servant mistakenly asked Bar Kamtza instead. When
the host saw his adversary, he demanded that Bar Kamtza leave immedi-
ately. The mortified guest pleaded to be allowed to remain, offering first
to pay for the cost of his dinner and eventually for the entire expense of
the banquet so that he would not be humiliated in front of the other
guests. But the host adamantly refused these pleas and ordered his
servants to throw Bar Kamtza out of his house. Bar Kamtza was deter-
mined to avenge the insult, not merely against his host but against all
Jerusalem, since many of the leading rabbis of the city had been present
at the banquet but none had done anything to prevent his disgrace. Bar
Kamtza convinced the Roman emperor that the Jews of Jerusalem were
plotting to overthrow him, and this led to the destruction of the Temple
due to the lack of hospitality of a nameless host.

BIKUR CHOLIM (VISITING THE SICK)

Visiting the sick is one of the aspects of righteous living that constitute
the fundamental Jewish concept of gemilut chasadim. Based on God’s visit-
ing Abraham when the Patriarch was recovering from his circumcision
(Gen. 18:1), visiting the sick is listed as one of the deeds for which
“a man enjoys the fruits in this world while the principal remains for
him in the World to Come” (Shab 127a). The Rabbis observed that one
who visits the sick “takes away a sixtieth of his pain” and recommended
that “sixty people visit him and restore him to health.” Moreover, “even
a great person should visit a humble one” (Ned. 39b). Conversely,
R. Akiva maintained, “He who does not visit the sick is like a shedder
of blood.” Those who visit the sick are saved from the evil impulse and
from suffering, and they will receive honor and be blessed with faithful
friends (Ned. 40a). The mitzvah of visiting the sick does not merely apply
to Jews who are ill; one should also “visit the sick of the non-Jew . . . in the
interests of peace” (Git. 61a).

One should not visit too early in the morning, when a sick person is
often being attended by a physician, nor too late at night, when the
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patient is tired. During the first three hours of the day, the patient feels
much better and the visitor may think that prayer is unnecessary.
Conversely, during the last three hours of the day, the patient feels worse
and the visitor may feel that praying is hopeless (Ned. 40a).

One who visits the sick must offer spiritual comfort and be attentive to
the patient’s material needs. Prayers for the sick are vital and may be said
in any language. Multiple visits to a patient are permitted as long as they
are not too tiring. The Talmud recommends not visiting those suffering
with “bowel trouble,” so that they do not become embarrassed, or patients
for whom the effort of speaking is too tiring; instead, it is preferable to
remain in an adjacent room and ask whether one can be of assistance
(Ned. 41a). The sick should not be told of the death of a relative or any
other bad news, lest this delay their recovery because of being “distracted
in mind” (MK 26b).

Is it permitted to visit the sick on the Sabbath, the day of joy on which
sadness should not intrude? Beit Shammai prohibited the practice, but the
halacha agrees with Beit Hillel, which permitted such visits. One
visiting a sick person on the Sabbath should say, “It is the Sabbath, when
one must not cry out, but [I wish you that] recovery will come soon.”
According to R. Meir, one should say, “May [the Sabbath] have compas-
sion [i.e., proper observance of the Sabbath will bring recovery in its
wake]” (Shab. 12a).

PIKUACH NEFESH (SAVING A LIFE)

Pikuach nefesh is the rabbinic term for the obligation to save an endan-
gered human life. It applies both to an immediate threat, such as a severe
illness, and to a less acute or serious condition that has the potential to
rapidly become life threatening. Based on the biblical command, “Neither
shall you stand idly by the blood of your neighbor” (Lev. 19:16), the Rabbis
stated that a Jew is obligated to do whatever possible to save one who is
drowning, mauled by beasts, or attacked by robbers (Sanh. 73a).6

Even desecration of the Sabbath is permitted for pikuach nefesh. This is
in keeping with the rabbinic interpretation of the verse, “You shall keep
My laws and My rules, by the pursuit of which man shall live” (Lev. 18:5),
as meaning that one will live rather than die because of observing the
commandments. Violating one Sabbath to save a person’s life is more
than outweighed by permitting him to observe many others in the future
(Yoma 85b).

Therefore, a seriously ill person must be given any required medical
treatment on the Sabbath, even including a forbidden activity such as
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extinguishing a light to allow the patient to sleep. Similarly, Jews were
permitted to violate the Sabbath by waging war in self-defense to save
lives. The laws of the Sabbath are suspended even when there is only “a
possibility of danger to life” (Yoma 83a).

Examples of rapid actions that should be performed to save a life on the
Sabbath, “without need to obtain permission from the beit din,” include
spreading a net to bring up a child who has fallen into the sea (even
though violating the Sabbath by catching fish in it); breaking loose
segments of the wall of a pit to save a child who has fallen into it (even
though thereby making a forbidden step [stairs]); breaking a door about
to close on an infant alone in a room7 (though thereby consciously
making chips of wood); and dousing a fire (even though one is forbidden
to extinguish on the Sabbath) (Yoma 84b).

NETILAT YADAYIM (WASHING THE HANDS)

Washing the hands in Judaism is performed in relation to meals, syna-
gogue services, and other daily activities. Rather than a hygienic act, it is
primarily a religious practice that the Rabbis mandated to correct the
condition of tumat yadayim (“impurity of the hands”). The detailed regu-
lations dealing with this subject initially met with considerable
opposition, but the Rabbis maintained that disregarding these strict
requirements would have dire consequences, including poverty and even
premature death (Shab. 62b; Sot. 4b).

Traditional Jews ritually wash their hands (with recitation of the
appropriate blessing) before meals, since the dining table is compared to
the Altar upon which the sacrificial service was performed. Initially a cus-
tom of the priests before eating consecrated food, the practice eventually
became universal. Although the most commonly observed ritual washing
of the hands occurs before eating bread, the Rabbis deemed it to be of at
least equal importance to wash the hands after the meal to remove any
traces of “a certain salt of Sodom,” which adhered to the fingers and could
cause serious injury to the eyes (Hul. 105b).

The Rabbis unequivocally condemned anyone who dared eat food
before washing his hands, deeming it grounds for excommunication
(Ber. 19a). “Whoever eats bread without previously washing the hands
is as though he had intercourse with a prostitute [and will in the end go
seeking a loaf of bread] . . . and eats unclean food” (Sot. 4b).

How should the hands be washed? “When washing the hands before a
meal, he must lift the hands upward [so that the excess water will run down
his arm and not down his fingers to contaminate them].8 But for washing
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the hands after a meal, he must lower his hands [with the fingertips
pointing] downwards” (Sot. 4b).

In many traditional homes, a covered pitcher and basin are placed next
to the bed for immediate washing of the hands after awakening. Because
the Talmud describes sleep as “one-sixtieth of death” (Ber. 57b), it is
necessary to wash one’s hands on awakening to remove the small amount
of impurity resulting from such “mini-death.” In addition, while asleep,
“man’s hands are constantly in motion” (Shab. 14a) and must be purified
in case they inadvertently touched areas that are normally concealed.

NIDDAH (MENSTRUATING WOMAN)

Judaism prohibits all contact with a menstruating woman (niddah,
meaning “separated” or “excluded”). In ancient Israel, a menstruating
woman was excluded from her home and traditionally stayed in a special
residence known as “a house for uncleanness” (Nid. 7:4). Men did not eat
with a menstruating woman, and she did not attend to her household
duties. The situation was substantially different in Babylonia, where the
menstruating woman attended to almost all the needs of her household
except for “filling his [her husband’s] cup [of wine], making ready his
bed, and washing his face, hands, and feet” (Ket. 61a), acts that it was
feared could lead to forbidden intimacy between them. However, the
Rabbis used creative reasoning to develop ways to eliminate these restric-
tions (e.g., preparing her husband’s bed when he was away; filling his cup
in an unusual way [“with her left hand”] or by placing it in an unusual
spot) (Ket 61a).9

A major Talmudic dispute focused on whether a menstruating woman
could use makeup and wear jewelry and colorful clothes. Although the
Rabbis wanted to eliminate anything that might result in sexual arousal
during the niddah period, they feared causing long-term harm to the
marriage due to the enforced period of separation. The strict approach
of the early sages (“not rouge nor paint nor adorn herself in dyed
garments”) was overturned by the more permissive statement of R. Akiva:
“If so, you make her repulsive to her husband, with the result that he will
divorce her” (Shab. 64b).

R. Meir considered the period of separation during a woman’s men-
strual period to be of great benefit to the conjugal relations between
man and wife. “Being in constant contact with his wife, [a husband
might] develop a loathing towards her. The Torah, therefore, ordained
that she be unclean for seven days so that she be as beloved by her
husband as when she first entered the bridal chamber” (Nid. 31b).
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JUSTICE

“Justice, justice, shall you pursue” (Deut. 16:20) is a major ethical
cornerstone of Judaism. The establishment of fair and impartial courts of
justice is one of the seven Noahide laws, which are the basic requirements
for any civilized society.

The Rabbis considered justice greatly superior to the offerings in the
Temple. “Sacrifices were only offered within the Sanctuary, but righteous-
ness and justice apply both within it and without. Sacrifices only atone for
one who sinned in error, but righteousness and justice atone for one who
sins in error or intentionally. Sacrifices are only offered by human beings,
but righteousness and justice must be practiced both by human beings
and the celestial creatures. Sacrifices are only offered in this world, but
righteousness and justice must be done in this world and the World to
Come.” The text quotes God as explicitly saying, “The righteousness and
justice you perform are dearer to Me than the Temple” (Deut. R. 5:3).

Jewish Courts

The beit din (rabbinic term for a Jewish court of law) was developed
during the Second Temple period and attributed to Ezra, who decreed that
local courts were to sit onMondays and Thursdays in all populated centers
(BK 82a), with a Supreme Court (Great Sanhedrin) composed of 71
judges who sat in the Temple in Jerusalem.10 Headed by the nasi
(president), the Great Sanhedrin exercised sweeping judicial, legislative,
and executive powers (Sot. 1:4; Sanh. 1:5). However, its most important
role was the development and interpretation of the Oral Law, which
became the binding authority on all Jews.

Judges

“Those appointed to be members of the Sanhedrin [and judges] must be
men of stature, wisdom, good appearance, mature age, masters of the
magical arts,11 and be conversant with all the 70 languages [of the world],
so that the court has no need to hear testimony through an interpreter”
(Sanh. 17a). To temper strict justice with mercy, judges were required to
be empathetic. “We do not appoint as members of the Sanhedrin, an old
man, a eunuch, or one who is childless [and thereby possibly devoid of
paternal tenderness] . . . [or] one who is cruel [hard-hearted]” (Sanh. 36b).
Appointing an unfit person as a judge was considered like setting up “an
idolatrous image in Israel” (Sanh. 7b).
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Judges must be scrupulously fair and honorable to preserve the integrity
of the judicial system. “He who does not deliver judgments in perfect truth
causes the Divine Presence to depart from the midst of Israel” (Sanh. 7a).
A judge was forbidden to handle a case if he was related to one of the
litigants or had any other personal relationship (“loves him or hates
him”) (Sanh. 3:4–5): “No man can see the guilt of one he loves or the
merit of one he hates” (Ket. 105b).

A judge must maintain absolute equality before the law (Lev. 19:15).
He may not treat a litigant of high rank with more deference and respect,
allow one party to say all he wishes and then order the other to be brief,
listen to the claims of one litigant in the absence of his opponent, or allow
one party to be seated in court while the other is kept standing. Both
parties should appear in similar clothing, lest the judge be favorably
disposed to the one wearing more costly garments. The judge must evalu-
ate the case of each person strictly on the basis of merit and refuse to
condemn by appearances (Shev. 30a–31a). Similarly, a judge may not
decide in favor of a poor man because of pity and compassion for him (or
because his rich adversary could afford it).

The first mishnah in Pirkei Avot states, “Be deliberate in judgment.”
However, “delay of justice” was not permitted, and “perversion of justice
and a decision in opposition to the halacha” was among the seven reasons
that “the sword of war comes to the world” (5:11).

For Shimon benGamaliel, “The world endures on three things—justice,
truth, and peace” (Avot 1:18). “A judge who delivers judgment in perfect
truth becomes a partner of God in the act of creation and causes the
Shechinah (Divine Presence) to dwell in the midst of Israel” (Shab. 10a;
Sanh. 7a). The Jerusalem Talmud adds, “The three are really one: if
judgment is executed, truth is vindicated and peace results” (JT Taan. 68a).

A judge who was not paid by the community for his services and was
forced to take time off from his usual occupation to preside over a court
was permitted to accept a fee, as long as it was paid equally by both parties
in the litigation (i.e., considered as just compensation rather than a bribe).
For example, whenever R. Huna would hold court, he would say to the
litigants: “Provide me with a man who will irrigate my fields in my place
and I will take up your case” (Ket. 105a).

“A bribe may not be taken even to acquit the innocent or condemn the
guilty” (Ket. 105a). Even a bribe of words is forbidden. The land tenant of
Yishmael ben R. Yose used to bring him a basket of fruit every Friday, as
rent from the owner’s orchard. When once he brought it on Thursday,
the Rabbi asked, “Why the difference today?” The tenant answered,
“I have a lawsuit [to be tried in your court] today, and thought that I would
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bring [the basket of fruit] on the way.” R. Yishmael refused to accept it from
him, saying, “[Now] I am disqualified to judge your case.” Rabbah bar Shila
warned his fellow jurists not to borrow anything from those under his
jurisdiction, unless he was in a position to lend them something in return,
lest the impartiality of his judgment be influenced by the kindness of the
litigant who had made the loan in question (Ket. 105b).

A judge who cannot justify his decision on the basis of his own learning
and reasoning is guilty of rendering a “false judgment” (Sanh. 4:6).
However, a judge should not be arrogant in the wisdom of his verdict:
“One who is too self-confident in handing down legal decisions is a fool,
wicked [because he is indifferent to the possible injustice that may result
from his actions], and arrogant of spirit” (Avot 4:9). A judge must always
be cognizant of the seriousness of his responsibility, upon which the
welfare of the entire community depends, and “imagine that a sword was
pointed at his heart [or hanging over his head] and Gehenna gaping below
him” (Sanh. 7a). In sum, “Every judge who administers justice with
complete fairness, even for a single hour, is regarded as a partner of God
in His work of Creation” (Shab. 10a).

Trials

Most of the mishnayot dealing with jurisprudence occur in Tractate
Sanhedrin. There are substantial differences between how monetary and
capital cases were tried. Monetary suits were adjudicated by three judges
and decided by a majority of one. In capital cases, which required a panel
of 23 judges, a majority of one vote was sufficient to acquit the defendant,
but a margin of at least two votes was required to convict him. After com-
pletion of a monetary case, if members of the court realized they had erred,
they could cancel the verdict (whether liable or not liable) and re-open the
proceedings. However, a capital case could be reopened only for the purpose
of acquittal (like the Fifth Amendment prohibition of “double jeopardy”).

Shimon ben Shetach urged, “Interrogate the witnesses extensively; and
be cautious with your words, lest they learn to lie (Avot 1:9).” Similarly,
“The more [a judge] examines [the evidence], the more praiseworthy is
he” (Sanh. 5:2, 40a). Witnesses were examined individually, not in each
other’s presence, starting with the most senior (Sanh. 3:6, 29a). In a
murder case, the judge had to ask a witness if he recognized the defendant
and whether he had warned him before the crime, because an offender was
not punished by court-imposed death penalty or lashes unless the
witnesses had warned him at the time of the transgression and he had
replied that he was aware of the consequences.
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According to R. Huna, if two witnesses gave evidence in the exact same
words, he would thoroughly investigate their testimony since it was likely
unreliable. However, if they told the identical story in different words,
he was confident that they were telling the truth (JT Sanh. 3).

The Talmud did not consider diminished capacity secondary to drunk-
enness as a mitigating factor for a person accused of a crime: “The general
rule is that he is regarded as a sober [sane] man in all respects except that
he is exempt from prayer [which requires intense concentration].”
R. Hanina qualified this ruling, applying it as long as “he did not reach
the stage of Lot’s drunkenness,” a state of complete unconsciousness
(Gen. 19:32) when a person is exempt from all responsibilities (Er. 65a).

Whenever possible, disputes should be settled without resorting to a
formal judicial proceeding. Settlement by arbitration is termed a merito-
rious act, the kind of justice “in which peace abides” (Sanh. 6b). The
Rabbis interpreted the verse, “Drop a dispute before you bare your teeth”
(Prov. 17:14), as meaning that before hearing the testimony of two con-
tending parties, a judge may set aside the law and call upon them to settle
the issue amicably (Sanh. 6b).

Resh Lakish took a jaundiced view of the judicial process. Interpreting
the biblical verse, “For your hands are defiled with blood, and your fingers
with sin; your lips have spoken lies and your tongue muttered wickedness”
(Isa. 51:3), he observed: “ ‘For your hands are defiled with blood’—this
refers to a corrupt judge [who takes bribes and rules in favor of his
benefactor, thus wrongly taking money away from the other party, which
is like killing him]; ‘and your fingers with sin’—to the court scribes [who
prepare false documents for a fee and record verdicts falsely]; ‘your lips have
spoken lies’—to the lawyers [who train their clients to lie when
stating their claims]; and ‘your tongue muttered wickedness’—to the
litigants” (Shab. 139a).

Witnesses

Serving as a witness to further the cause of justice was a sacred duty and
an awesome responsibility: “Witnesses should know against Whom they
are giving evidence, before Whom they are giving evidence, and Who
will call them to account [i.e., punish them for giving false testimony]”
(Sanh. 6b). The Ninth Commandment (Exod. 20:13) prohibits false
witnesses, who “are despised [even] by those who hire them [to testify
falsely]” (Sanh. 29a). Similarly, a person who has relevant evidence to
offer but fails to come forward as a witness is one of the three types of
people “whom God hates” (Pes. 113b).
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Under Talmudic law, a man may not testify against himself (lit., “no
man may declare himself wicked”) (Yev. 25b, Sanh. 9b). Ten types of
witnesses were disqualified from testifying in court: (1) women (who were
thought to be too emotional to render a reasoned judgment); (2) slaves
(considered to have not acquired the habit of thinking independently);
(3) minors; (4) the mentally retarded; (5) deaf-mutes (who could not hear
questions nor speak in response to them); (6) the blind (who clearly could
not be “eyewitnesses”); (7) relatives of the parties involved in the case; (8)
those personally involved in the case; (9) a “shameless” person; and (10)
a wicked person (such as a compulsive gambler, pigeon racer, thief,
or usurer).

To emphasize the seriousness and significance of their upcoming
testimony, witnesses were warned against relating circumstantial evidence
and hearsay (general rumor or secondhand information from another
witness, even if from a reliable source), and that they would be closely
cross-examined. “Bear in mind that capital cases are not like monetary
cases. In civil suits, one can make monetary restitution [if he suffers
financial loss from false testimony], thereby making atonement. But in
capital cases, the blood [of the accused] and the blood of his descendants
are the responsibility of the witness until eternity [if he was wrongly
executed because of false testimony]”12 (Sanh. 4:5, 37a).

At least two witnesses were required for conviction in a criminal case.
Circumstantial evidence was not accepted, even if it was virtually conclu-
sive of guilt. In a classic example, a man intending to kill his enemy
chased him into a house. Two people, who had previously given a legal
warning to the pursuer, then entered the house and found him standing
over the dead man with a bloodstained knife in his hand. Even in this
case, the pursuer (and apparent killer) was not put to death by the court,
since there were no witnesses to testify that they had actually seen the
murder committed (Tosefta Sanh. 8:3).

Appellate Process

There was no formal appellate process in Talmudic law. The Mishnah
asks, “Why do they record the opinion of a single individual, as well as that
of the majority of scholars, when the accepted ruling is invariably in
accord with the majority? This is done so that if a subsequent court prefers
the minority opinion of the dissenter, it may base its decision on it.
However, no court may set aside the decision of another court unless it is
superior to it in both wisdom (i.e., of its president) and the number of
judges” (Eduy. 1:5).
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HUMILITY

Humility is an important Jewish value, which some of Rabbis regarded
as the supreme virtue. The Bible glowingly describes Moses as “a very
humble man, more so than any other man on earth” (Num. 12:3). Even
the mighty King David was praised for having humbled himself as a youth
before his superiors in Torah, and as a king before his superiors in wisdom
(Meg. 11a). When a king and bridal party meet, the latter must make way
for the former. Nevertheless, King Agrippa (first century CE) made
way for a bride and was praised by the Rabbis. What was his reasoning?
“I wear a crown every day; she will wear her crown for but a brief hour”
(Sem. 11:6).

According to the Talmud, the prophet Micah (6:8) reduced all the
Torah commandments to three principles: “What does the Lord require
of you? Only to do justice, to love goodness, and to walk humbly with your
God” (Mak. 24a). The Divine Presence rests only “upon him who is strong,
wealthy, wise, and humble” (Ned. 38a). “Who is destined for the World to
Come? He who is humble, of lowly disposition, who enters and leaves a
room stooping, and constantly studies Torah without claiming any credit
for himself” (Sanh. 88b).

R. Joseph said, “A person should always be humble and learn from the
behavior of his Creator. In giving the Ten Commandments to the people
of Israel, God disregarded all the lofty mountains and instead caused
the Divine Presence to rest on Mount Sinai [a relatively low mountain].
He also ignored all the stately trees and caused the Divine Presence to
rest on the lowly thornbush [Burning Bush]” (Sot. 5a).

The Rabbis taught that the halachic rulings of Beit Hillel were generally
accepted over those of Beit Shammai because the former were so humble
that they mentioned the arguments of the latter before expressing their
own. “Whoever lowers himself [is humble], God raises him up;
[conversely,] whoever raises himself up [is arrogant], God brings him low.
Whoever runs after greatness, greatness flees from him; but whoever flees
from greatness, greatness runs after him” (Er. 13b).

The sin of arrogance was deemed equal to all the others, whereas of the
humble it is written, “They shall inherit the land, and delight in the abun-
dance of peace” (Ps. 37:11; Suk. 29b). A person “filled with an arrogant
spirit” was considered as having worshiped idols, denied a fundamental
religious principle, and broken all the laws of sexual morality (Sot 4b). A
poor man who is arrogant is one of four who are “impossible for words
[lit, ‘the mind does not tolerate them’]” (Pes. 113b). Unlike human beings,
among whom an exalted person takes notice of the lofty but not the lowly,
God “is exalted but takes notice of the lowly”; consequently, “Every man
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who possesses a haughty spirit, he and I [God] cannot dwell in the world
together” (Sot. 5a).

“An arrogant person is not accepted even in his own household. At first,
members of his family jump to his every word, but eventually they find him
repulsive” (Sot. 47b). Warning against excessive pride, Eleazar Hakapar
counseled: “Do not strive to be like the highest stair but rather like a door-
step on which everyone treads, for when the house is being destroyed, the
doorstep remains in place until the very end” (ARN 26). Another rabbinic
saying is, “The son of David [Messiah] will not come until there are no con-
ceited [arrogant] men in Israel” (Sanh. 98a). The Rabbis taught, “Whoever
is proud of spirit will ultimately be brought low.” R Ashi said that God
plucks out the arrogant like “a man who goes out into his fields and gleans
the tallest ears of corn” (Sot. 5a). “Only a part of a man’s praise should be
said in his presence [lest he become arrogant], but all of it may be spoken
in his absence” (Er. 18b). According to Shimon bar Yochai, “Aman should
recite his virtues in a whisper and his faults in a shout” (Sot. 32b).

Pirkei Avot stresses the value of humility: “Be exceedingly humble in
spirit, for the anticipated end of mortal man is worms” (4:4); “Be of hum-
ble spirit before every person” (4:21); and “Whoever has the following
three traits is among the disciples of Abraham our father—a good eye
[without envy], a humble spirit, and a meek soul” (5:22).

The Rabbis bitterly attack a haughty scholar who takes excessive pride
in his learning. Yochanan ben Zakkai said, “If you have learned much
Torah, do not put on airs and claim credit for yourself, because for this
purpose you were created” (Avot 2:8). Rava interpreted the verses, “[The
Torah] is not heaven . . . nor is it beyond the sea” (Deut. 30:12–13) as
meaning that the Torah “cannot be found in a person whose pride is
as high as the heavens . . . or whose smugness in his self-esteem is as wide
as the sea.” After demonstrating his great learning and then being asked
to take a more prominent place [“Pray, take a seat nearer us”], Nachman
bar Isaac modestly refused: “It is not the place that honors the man, but
the man who honors the place” (Taan. 21b).

Hillel was a brilliant scholar, but when he died the Rabbis lamented the
loss of this “pious and humble man” (Sot. 48b). Another rabbinic paragon
of humility was Abbahu of Caesarea, whose fellow scholars voted to appoint
him head of the academy. However, seeing that Abba of Acco was
extremely poor and heavily in debt, Abbahu graciously urged them to select
his colleague. Later himself chosen as head of the academy in Caesarea,
Abbahu became wealthy but remained a humble and modest man. When
lecturing on aggada in the same city where Hiyya bar Abba was teaching
halacha, virtually everyone went to hear Abbahu.He consoled his distraught
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colleague with a parable comparing two merchants, one who was selling
precious jewels and the other inexpensive trinkets. “To whom would the
buyers descend? Would it not be to the seller of cheaper goods?” (Sot. 40a).

Humility does not mean self-abasement. As Ben Sira says, “My son, in
all modesty, keep your self-respect and value yourself at your true worth.
Who will speak up for a man who is his own enemy? Or respect one
who disparages himself?” (10:28–29).

MODERATION

With respect to the pleasures of the flesh, the Rabbis urged healthy
moderation and rejected the extremes of profligate self-gratification and
austere asceticism.13 Assuming that everything created by God for the
enjoyment of human beings must be inherently good, it is a sin to deliber-
ately reject Divine gifts designed to promote physical pleasure and well
being. As Rav said to R. Hamnuna, “My son, if you have the means then
live in accordance with them, for there is no enjoyment in the grave and
death does not linger [i.e., it may come suddenly]. Should you say, ‘I shall
leave a portion [of the money] for my children,’ who will tell you in the
grave [whether it is being put to good use]? Children are [as unpredict-
able] as the flowers of the field; some blossom while others fade” (Er. 54a).

According to the Jerusalem Talmud, “A person will be called to account
on judgment day for every permissible thing that he might have enjoyed but
did not” (JT Kid. 4:12). It wryly notes, “Are not the things that the Torah
has forbidden enough for you, that you wish to add more to them?!”
(JT Ned. 9:1). The Babylonian Talmud agreed: “A Nazirite is considered a
sinner . . . because he afflicted himself by abstaining fromwine . . .Howmuch
more so if he ascetically refrains from all enjoyment? Therefore, a person who
fasts unnecessarily is called a sinner” (Ned. 10a). Moreover, “The Divine
Presence does not rest upon a person who is in a state of gloom” (Shab. 30b).

The Talmud notes, “Three things are good in small amounts but in
large amounts can be bad—yeast, salt, and hesitation” (Ber. 34a). Eight
things deemed to be harmful in excess but beneficial in moderation were
“travel, sexual intercourse, wealth, work, wine, sleep, hot baths, and
bloodletting” (Git. 70a).

BURYING THE PAST

The Rabbis believed that dredging up past indiscretions not only causes
discomfort but can even have fatal consequences. It is forbidden to insult a
penitent by mocking him with his former evil deeds, or to taunt a proselyte
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by saying, “Remember the deeds of your ancestors” (BM 58b). The Talmud
notes that when a man or woman commits bestiality, the Bible mandates
that both the person and the animal be killed. Why should this be the
fate of the innocent animal, which bore no responsibility for the crime?
One reason: “The animal should not walk through the streets, leading
people to say, ‘This is the animal on whose account so-and-so was stoned’ ”
(Sanh. 7:4, 54a).

A tragic tale of the danger of dredging up the past is the story of
R. Yochanan, a brilliant scholar, and Resh Lakish, a powerful gladiator
who fought wild animals. One day, R. Yochanan was bathing in the Jordan.
Resh Lakish, who was then a highwayman, leapt in after him, mistaking
him for a woman since he had no beard. R. Yochanan said, “Your strength
should be devoted to the study of Torah.” Resh Lakish retorted, “And your
beauty should be for women.” R. Yochanan offered, “If you repent, I will let
you marry my sister, who is even more beautiful than I.” Resh Lakish
repented, married R. Yochanan’s sister, and studied with the sage, becom-
ing a great scholar in his own right. One day, there was a dispute in the
House of Study about whether certain utensils—a sword, knife, dagger,
spear, handsaw, and scythe—can become ritually unclean. R. Yochanan
ruled that this was possible “when they are tempered in a furnace.” Resh
Lakish insisted, “when they have been scoured in water.” Irritated by this
challenge to his authority, R. Yochanan said: “A robber understands his
trade” (referring to his colleague’s use of these weapons in his former work
as a gladiator). Resh Lakish angrily replied, “How have you helped me?
There [at the Roman circus] I was called Master and here I am called
Master!” Mortified by this remark, R. Yochanan retorted, “I benefited you
by bringing you under the wings of the Shechinah.” Seeing his old friend
and teacher so deeply hurt, Resh Lakish fell seriously ill. His wife pleaded
with her brother to forgive Resh Lakish, but he stubbornly refused.
When Resh Lakish died, R. Yochanan was plunged into deep depression,
tearing his clothes and weeping inconsolably until he lost his mind.
Then the Rabbis prayed that R. Yochanan be freed of his misery, and he
died (BM 84a).

CLEANLINESS/CARE OF THE BODY

Because the body is a vessel for the soul, the instrument through which
one worships God and carries out the Divine will, taking proper care of it
is a religious duty, for only a healthy body is capable of sustaining a holy
soul: “Physical cleanliness leads to spiritual purity” (Av. Zar. 20b). When
asked by his disciples where he was headed, Hillel answered that he was
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going “to perform a religious duty . . . to bathe in the bath house.” His sur-
prised students questioned whether that was a “religious duty.” Hillel
replied: “If somebody is appointed to scrape and clean the statues of the
king that are erected in the theaters and circuses, is paid to do the work,
and even associates with the nobility, how much more should I, who am
created in the Divine image and likeness, take care of my body!”
(Lev. R. 34:3). According to the Rabbis, “One must wash his face, hands,
and feet daily out of respect for his Maker” (Shab. 50b). When imprisoned
by the Romans, R. Akiva used the little water he was given to wash his
hands rather than have what he needed to drink. As R. Akiva explained
to a horrified colleague, he preferred to die on his own account from thirst,
rather than disobey the rabbinic commandment of not first washing his
hands (for which the Rabbis said one deserved death). Hearing of this
incident, the Rabbis remarked: “If he was so [scrupulous] in his old age,
how much more so must he have been in his youth [when he had more
strength to endure hardship]; and if in prison he is like this, how much
more so must he have been when not in prison” (Er. 21b).

The Rabbis believed that cleanliness was the best way to prevent disease.
Failing to washing the hands immediately upon rising from bed in the
morning was dangerous to one’s health. “A drop of cold water [in the eyes]
in the morning, and washing the hands and feet in warm water in the
evening, is better than all the eye-salves in the world” (Shab. 108b–109a).
Lack of cleanliness can result in severe consequences. “Scabs of the head
[caused by not washing] lead to blindness; unclean garments cause madness;
failure to clean the body causes boils and skin ulcers” (Ned. 81a).

The bathhouse was a vital institution during Talmudic times. Indeed,
the Jerusalem Talmud explicitly states, “It is forbidden to live in a city
in which there is no bathhouse” (JT Kid. 66b). The perspiration caused
by the hot vapors of the bath was considered highly beneficial: “There
are three types of sweat that are healthful for the body—the sweat of a
sick man, of the bathhouse, and labor. Perspiration due to illness is cura-
tive; sweat from the bathhouse makes one strong; as for the sweat of labor,
nothing can equal it” (ARN 41). After bathing in hot water, one was to
have the equivalent of a cold shower. The Rabbis analogized this to the
need to put iron from a fire into cold water to temper it.

Bathing without anointing with oil was likened to “water that is poured
over a barrel but does not enter it” (Shab. 41a). The health value of a com-
bination of warmwater and oil was asserted by R.Hanina, who claimed that
the reason he could “stand on one foot while taking off his shoe and putting
it on again” at age 80 was, “The warm water and oil that my mother applied
to me in my childhood have protected me in my old age” (Hul. 24b).
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CLOTHES/DRESS CODE

The Talmud notes that Jewish women in Babylonia wore colored
garments during festivals, whereas those living in the Land of Israel wore
white linen garments (Pes. 109a). Black clothing was considered appro-
priate for mourners as well as for someone who was overcome with sexual
desire and compelled to “sin in secret” in a place “where he was
unknown” (Hag. 16a; see p. 178). When R. Akiva had the unwelcome
task of notifying Eliezer ben Hyrcanus of his excommunication, “He
donned black garments and wrapped himself in black” as a sign of mourn-
ing, which a person under the ban had to observe (BM 59b).

The Rabbis noted the importance of personal appearance. R. Abbaye
said, “Overpay for your back, but pay only the exact worth for your stomach
[i.e., a person may spend as much as necessary for fine clothing to appear
well groomed, but no more than necessary for food to sustain himself]”
(BM 52a). Beautiful clothes were one of three things14 that “increase a
man’s self-esteem” (Ber. 57b), and “A man’s dignity is shown through his
dress” (Exod. R. 18:5). Scholars were especially required to be properly
dressed; they were forbidden to wear patched shoes (Ber. 43b) or leave
the house with a stained garment (Shab. 114a).

To honor the Sabbath, it was a tradition for both men and women to
be dressed in their finest clothes (Shab. 113a). On festivals, a husband
was to demonstrate his affection by providing his wife with appropriate
clothes, cosmetics, and jewelry (Ket. 64b). Both men and women were
supposed to dress attractively, yet modestly, with married women required
to cover their hair (Ket. 72a).

FAITH

According to the Rabbis, “Seven qualities minister before the Throne
of Glory—faith, righteousness, justice, lovingkindness, mercy, truth, and
peace” (ARN 37). Among these crowning virtues, which describe what
God expects of human beings, priority of place was assigned to faith.
Although 613 commandments were addressed to Moses, the prophet
Habakkuk (2:4) reduced them to one: “The righteous person shall live
by his faith” (Mak. 24a).

The Mechilta (to Exod. 14:31, 33b) observed that faith was the distin-
guishing feature shared by biblical heroes, and Israel as a whole, which
merited the special favor of God. Many of the Divine commands to Moses
and the Israelites were designed to instill faith in the people (RH 29a).
For example, having Moses hold his hands aloft during the battle with
Amalek spurred the faithful to “look upward and subject their hearts to
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their Father in Heaven,” so that they prevailed rather than suffer defeat
(Exod. 17:11). Similarly, looking at the bronze serpent provided a cure
for the snake-bitten faithful who gazed at the image and believed in the
power of God to heal them (Num. 21:8).

The Talmud lamented, “Since the [Second] Temple was destroyed, men
of faith have disappeared from Israel” (Sot. 9:12, 48a). As a practical
example, “Whoever has a piece of bread in his basket and says, ‘What shall
I eat tomorrow?’ belongs only to those who are small of faith” (Sot. 48b).
How different was this lack of faith in Divine Providence from the resolute
trust in God exhibited by Nahum of Gamzo in his famous motto, “This also
is for good” (Taan. 21a), and by R. Akiva’s statement, “Whatever the
All-Merciful does is for good” (Ber. 60b). The Rabbis condemned “one who
makes his voice heard during the Amidah [silent prayer]” as being “of little
faith,” because he imagines that otherwise God will not hear him (Ber. 24b).

FORGIVENESS

Asking for and granting forgiveness for wrongs committed are essential
for maintaining a peaceful society. The Rabbis were sensitive to this
when they declared that Yom Kippur secures atonement only for trans-
gressions between human beings and God, but not for those between
one person and another unless one has sought forgiveness from the
aggrieved person and redressed any wrongs (Yoma 85b). Replying to a
question about the source of his longevity, Nehuna ben ha-Kana
concluded: “Never has the curse of my fellow-man ascended my bed”
(i.e., he always pacified anyone he had offended that day before retiring
for the night) (Meg. 28a).

The aggrieved party is required to accept an apology and forgive one
who wronged him. “One who is merciful to others [by forgiving wrongs
done to him], mercy is shown to him by Heaven” (Shab. 151b). “Who is
forgiven his iniquity? A person who overlooks offenses committed against
him” (RH 17a). An example of meritorious conduct is Mar Zutra, who
went to bed saying, “I forgive all who have aggravated me” (Meg. 28a).
The Rabbis urged that petty quarrels be healed promptly before they
could flare into overt hostility. “If you have done your fellow a slight
wrong, let it be a serious matter in your eyes; if you have done him much
good, let it be a trifle in your eyes; if he has done you a slight favor, let it
be a great thing in your eyes; if he has done you a great wrong, let it be a
little thing in your eyes” (ARN 41).

A Jew is forbidden to take revenge on a person who has wronged or
displeased him (by repaying evil with evil), or to bear a grudge. Similarly,
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if a person fails to forgive and instead rejoices over the troubles of one
who had offended him, God’s anger will be turned toward that person
rather than being directed to the original guilty party (Avot 4:24).

“Who is mighty? He who makes of his enemy a friend” (ARN 23).

JUDGING OTHERS FAVORABLY

The Rabbis taught that one who judges his fellow favorably [lit., “in
the scale of merit”] is similarly judged favorably by Heaven. They offered
several examples to illustrate this point.

A person from the Upper Galilee was employed for three years in the
south of the country. After his term of service, he asked for his wages so
that he could return home and support his wife and children. The
employer replied that he had no money. To subsequent requests, he
denied having any produce, land, cattle, or even pillows and bedding.
Unable to obtain the wages due him in any form, the worker slung his
belongings over his back and returned home dejected. After the festival,
his employer took the man’s wages along with three donkeys (loaded with
food, drink, and sweets) and went to the worker’s home. After they had
eaten and drunk together, the employer paid the worker his wages for
the three years and asked: “When you asked for your wages and I answered
that I had no money, what did you suspect of me?” The worker replied,
“I thought that perhaps you came across cheap merchandise and had used
all your money to buy the inexpensive goods.” “And when I said I had no
cattle?” “I thought that perhaps you had rented the animals to others and
thus had none to give me.” “And when I said I had no land?” “I thought
that perhaps you had leased it to others.” “And when I told you that I have
no produce?” “I thought that perhaps they were not yet tithed.” “And
when I said I had no pillows or bedding?” “I thought that perhaps you
had consecrated all your property to the Temple.” The master exclaimed,
“That is exactly what happened. I vowed to give away all my possessions to
the Temple because of my sonHyrcanus, who was not learning Torah [i.e.,
with the hope that the merit of this gift might influence his son to mend
his ways]. But when I went to my friends in the South, they absolved me
of all my vows. And as for you, just as you judged me favorably, so may
the Almighty judge you favorably” (Shab. 127b).

Several scholars once were in need of something from a certain
non-Jewish noblewoman, who had connections with all the great men of
Rome. When asked who would be willing to go speak to her, R. Joshua
volunteered. As R. Joshua and his disciples came within four cubits of
the matron’s house, the sage removed his tefillin (which then were worn
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during the day) and gave them to his students, entered the house, and shut
the door in their faces. When R. Joshua emerged, he went to a ritual bath
and only then taught Torah to his disciples. He asked them, “When
I removed my tefillin, of what did you suspect me?” They replied, “We
thought that our Master was not willing to take the holy articles into a
defiled place.” “When I shut the door, of what did you suspect me?” “We
thought that perhaps our Master had to discuss some state secrets with
the matron?” “And when I went to the ritual bath, of what did you suspect
me?” “We thought that perhaps some of the matron’s spittle had spurted
from her mouth and fallen on our Master’s clothing [so that he
had become ritually impure].” Then R. Joshua exclaimed, “That is indeed
how it was. And just as you have judged me favorably, so may the
Almighty judge you favorably” (Sanh. 127b).

KEEPING SECRETS

The Rabbis valued confidentiality. They taught, “Tell no tales about
friend or foe; unless silence makes you an accomplice, never betray a man’s
secret. Suppose he has heard you and learned to distrust you, he will seize
the first chance to show his hatred. Have you heard a rumor? Let it die with
you. Never fear, it will not make you burst. A fool with a secret goes
through agony like a woman in childbirth.”15 As the Talmud relates, “A
certain disciple of R. Ammi was rumored to have revealed a secret matter
that had been spoken in the study hall 22 years before. The Sage expelled
him with the accusation, ‘This person reveals secrets!’ ” (Sanh. 31a).

LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Lev. 19:18) is the command-
ment to let the honor, property, and desires of other human beings be “as
dear to you as your own” (Avot 2:15, 17). As a midrash notes, “The heart
that rejoiced at the greatness of his brother shall be vested with the Urim
and Thummim” (Exod. R. 3:17). This refers to Aaron, who was rewarded
with the High Priesthood when he wholeheartedly supported the ascent
of his younger brother to the leadership of the people.

Other Rabbis extended this concept to prohibit anything that might
damage the reputation of another person or start an ugly rumor concerning
how someone acquired property (ARN 15; 17). R. Akiva declared the
commandment to love your neighbor as yourself to be “the fundamental
principle of the Torah.” His contemporary BenAzzai stressed that it should
be read in conjunction with the verse describing human beings as being
created in the image of God, so as to emphasize the essential brotherhood
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of man (Sifra Kedoshim). God is quoted as declaring, “I created him [i.e.,
all human beings]; if you love him, I will faithfully pay you a good reward;
but if you do not love him, I am the Judge to exact a penalty” (ARN 16).
As a further indication of the severe consequences of failing to follow this
rule, the Rabbis warn, “He who elevates himself at the expense of his
neighbor has no portion in the World to Come” (JT Hag. 2:1).

The negative form of this commandment is presented in the well-known
story of the heathen scoffer who asked Hillel to condense the entire Law in
the shortest form possible (“while standing on one foot”). Hillel replied,
“What is hateful to you do not do to your fellow man,” followed by, “This
is the whole Torah, the rest is commentary; now go and learn!”
(Shab. 31a). R. Nathan said, “Do not reproach your neighbor with a fault
that you also have” (BM 59b); R. Meir taught, “The same measure with
which one measures others will be used to measure him” (Sanh. 100a).

The commandment to love your neighbor is the source for numerous
important rabbinic ordinances relating to social obligations, such as visit-
ing the sick, consoling the mourners, attending to the dead, escorting
guests, dowering the bride, cheering the bride and groom, and providing
what they need for their life together. This principle also is the basis for
requiring that criminals subject to execution suffer the least painful death
(Ket. 37b; Sanh. 45a).

Nevertheless, the commandment is to love your neighbor “as” and not
“more than” yourself. Thus, regard for self has a legitimate place. Hillel
stated, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?” just before saying,
“And if I am only for myself, what am I?” (Avot 1:14). One classic
rabbinic story describes two men in the desert, with a small amount of
water in the possession of one of them. If he drinks it, he will reach civi-
lization; but if the two of them share it, both will die. Ben Petura said that
both should drink, but R. Akiva disagreed, arguing that your own life has
precedence over the life of your fellow man. He could not justify having
two die when only one death was necessary, observing that if the Torah
had meant that a man was required to love his neighbor to the extent of
sacrificing his life for him in all circumstances, the commandment would
have been phrased to love your neighbor “more than” yourself (BM 62a).

DIVINE MERIT

The Rabbis suggested various ways to win Divine favor. R. Yochanan
said, “There are three persons whose piety God proclaims every day [for
having earned His special favor]—a bachelor who lives in a large city
and does not sin [despite his anonymity, he overcomes the temptations
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of many beautiful and wealthy women]; a poor man who returns lost
property to its owner; and a wealthy man who tithes his produce in
private [i.e., without ostentation]” (Pes. 113a). Elsewhere it is written,
“God loves [favors] three persons—one who does not get angry, one
who is never drunk, and one who does not insist on revenge [lit., ‘his full
rights’]” (Pes. 113b).

God highly regards even the smallest meritorious acts. The Talmud
recounts incidents in which seemingly miraculous occurrences were
attributed to the great merit of prominent Rabbis, but actually were
related to less esteemed persons. “Once a plague broke out in Sura, but
it did not affect the neighborhood in which Rav resided. People
concluded that this was due to Rav’s great merit, but they were informed
in a dream that this would be too small a way [for God] to recognize all
that Rav deserved. Instead, what happened was due to the merit of a
certain man [in Rav’s neighborhood] who regularly lent out his shovel
and spade for burials [without any compensation].” Similarly, a large fire
that miraculously did not spread to the neighborhood where R. Huna
lived was attributed to his great merit. However, it was really “due to
the merit of a certain woman who [on the eve of Sabbaths] would heat
her oven and permit her neighbors to use it [to bake bread, without
accepting any compensation]” (Taan. 21b).

Abba was a cupper (bloodletter) who was greeted each day by a bat kol
(heavenly voice), while Abaye received such a greeting only on every
Sabbath eve and Rava only on the eve of Yom Kippur. What was the spe-
cial merit of Abba the Cupper that earned him such high Divine esteem?
When letting blood, he had separate cubicles for men and women. He
also had a special garment for women, which was split in several places
so that he could insert his instruments without seeing her exposed body
and embarrassing her. Abba also had a box outside his surgery where
patients deposited their fees, so those who could not pay were not put to
shame. Whenever a young scholar came to consult him, Abba would
accept no fee and instead gave the patient some coins when he prepared
to leave, urging him to use the money to buy something to eat to regain
his strength after the loss of blood (Taan. 21b).

In addition to personally performing meritorious deeds, “He who
causes another to fulfill a commandment is considered as if he had done
it himself.” It is written in the Torah that God commanded Moses to take
“your rod, with which you struck the river [to initiate the first of the ten
Plagues]” (Exod. 17:5). Although this was actually done by Aaron,
Scripture considered it as having been performed by Moses, since he
had caused his brother to do so (Sanh 99b).
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NOT PUTTING A STUMBLING BLOCK BEFORE THE BLIND

The Rabbis interpreted the biblical prohibition against putting a “stum-
bling block before the blind” (Lev. 19:14) as forbidding one from giving
misleading advice to an unsuspecting or uninformed person, especially if
the advisor may benefit from his error. “If a man seeks your advice, do
not give him counsel that is wrong for him. Do not say to him, ‘Leave early
in the morning,’ so that brigands may attack him. Do not say to him,
‘Leave at noon,’ so that he might faint from heat. Do not say to him, ‘Sell
your field and buy a donkey,’ so that you can outwit him and take away his
field” (Sifra Lev. 19:14).

This commandment was extended to include causing someone to sin,
especially the young and innocent and the morally weak. Among the
numerous violations of this ethical precept offered by the Rabbis are:
offering forbidden food to an unsuspecting individual; tempting the
Nazirite to break his oath by holding out a cup of wine (Pes. 22b; Av.
Zar. 6b); offering “the limb of a living animal to the children of Noah [thus
enticing him to violate one of the seven Noahide laws]” (Av. Zar. 6b);
administering corporal punishment to one’s grown son, lest it lead him to
rebel and forget his filial duty (MK 17a); and a borrower offering interest
to appeal to the greed of a creditor (BM 75b).

NOT SHAMING OTHERS

“A person who publicly shames his neighbor [lit., ‘makes his face turn
white’] is like someone who has shed blood” and is among “the three
categories of people who are condemned to remain in Gehenna [eternal
hell] . . . it would be better for a man to cast himself into a fiery furnace
than publicly put his neighbor to shame!” (BM 58b–59a).

R. Eleazar observed that since the destruction of the Temple the gates
of prayer are locked, making it more difficult for prayers to reach Heaven,
but “the gates of tears are not.” R. Hisda added, “All gates are locked,
except those through which pass the cries of people who have been
wronged” (BM 59a).

The Rabbis went out of their way to spare their colleagues from shame.
Rabban Gamaliel once asked for seven scholars to convene in the upper
chamber, where the Rabbis met to intercalate a leap year by adding an
extra month. However, when he arrived in the morning he found eight
and said that whoever came without permission must leave. Samuel the
Small arose and said, “I am the one who came without permission, not
to participate in the intercalation, but merely to learn the practical appli-
cation of the law.” The Talmud observes that it was actually another
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scholar who had not been invited, but Samuel had taken the blame upon
himself to save the uninvited one from embarrassment (Sanh. 11a).

Similarly, once when Rabbi (Judah ha-Nasi) was delivering a lecture,
he noticed a smell of garlic and immediately ordered the person who
had eaten it to leave the room. R. Hiyya arose and left, and then all the
other scholars went out. In the morning, Rabbi’s son asked R. Hiyya,
“Was it [really] you who caused that annoying odor yesterday?” R. Hiyya
replied, “Heaven forbid,” implying that he and his fellow scholars had
acted solely to save the real offender from humiliation (Sanh. 11a).

The Rabbis went to great length to avoid embarrassing a teacher.
R. Hiyya said to Rav, “When Rabbi is engaged with one tractate [of the
Mishnah] you must not ask him about another, lest he not be conversant
with it and answer you incorrectly, and you would have put him to shame.
In this instance he gave you the correct answer [but this does not alter the
general principle]” (Shab. 3b). A disciple of R Yannai, who frequently
asked questions during his lectures, refrained from doing so on a Sabbath
or festival because of the many strangers attending, lest his teacher be
shamed if the questions were too difficult to answer (MK 5a).

Customs adopted by the Rabbis specifically not to shame others
include having one person assigned to read from the Torah (so that even
the unlearned could have an aliyah), having all Jews buried in shrouds and
a simple wood coffin, and having the daughters of Jerusalem dress in bor-
rowed white garments as they danced in the fields on the afternoons of
Yom Kippur and Tu b’Av.

NOT TAKING REVENGE/BEARING A GRUDGE

The Torah requires that one “not take revenge or bear a grudge”
(Lev. 19:18). The Rabbis (Yoma 23a) offer the following illustration of
these two commandments. A asks B to lend him a sickle, but B refuses.
The next day, B asks to borrow A’s hatchet. If A replies, “I will not lend
it to you, just as you refused to lend me your sickle,” that is taking
revenge. If A replies, “I will lend it to you, even though yesterday you
refused to lend me your sickle,” that is bearing a grudge.

RANSOMING CAPTIVES

The ransom of captives was an important responsibility during the
Talmudic era. According to Jewish law, captive women should be given
precedence over men; preference should be given to a scholar; a person
may ransom himself first but then must ransom his teacher and then his
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father; and the court has the power to compel a husband to ransom his
wife. Continuing the hierarchy, the order of preference was: scholar, king;
High Priest, prophet; regular kohen, levite, Israelite, mamzer, proselyte,
emancipated slave. However, this applied only when these individuals
were equal in all other respects. “If the mamzer was a scholar and the
Kohen Gadol an ignoramus (am ha-aretz), the learned mamzer takes prec-
edence over the ignorant High Priest” (BB 33a; Hor. 13a).

A man who was given a purse of money for the ransoming of captives
was attacked by thieves and handed over the money to them. He was
summoned before Rava, who nevertheless declared him exempt from
any wrongdoing. When Abaye suggested that the man was guilty of “res-
cuing himself by means of money meant for another,” Rava replied,
“There could hardly be a case of redeeming captives more urgent than
his own!” (BK 117b).

Anyone who delays ransoming a captive was considered as having
spilled the captive’s blood. However, captives should not be ransomed
for more than their value, lest this encourage kidnappers to seize more
Jews and demand still higher ransoms (Ket. 52b).

Several Talmudic legends deal with the fate of captives. The son and
daughter of R. Yishmael were taken captive and sold to two different mas-
ters. These men happened to meet sometime later, spoke glowingly of the
beauty of their purchases, and agreed to have them marry and share their
children. That night they put the slaves across from each other in a room
so dark that the siblings did not recognize each other. After being
informed about the proposed marriage, the son of R. Yishmael declared,
“I am of a priestly family. Shall I marry a bondwoman?” His sister also pro-
tested against this arranged marriage, saying: “I also am of priestly
descent. Shall I be married to a slave?” So they passed the night in tears.
With the light of dawn, they finally recognized one another, embraced,
and continued weeping until their souls departed from them. To this
episode the Rabbis applied the lamentation of Jeremiah (Lam. 1:16),
“For these things do I weep, my eyes flow with tears” (Git. 58a).

Two Jews were once taken captive on Mount Carmel. As their captor
was walking behind them, one of the captives said to the other: “The
camel walking in front of us is blind in one eye and is laden with two flasks,
one filled with wine and the other with oil. There are two men leading the
camel, one who is a Jew and the other a heathen.” Overhearing this, the
captor said to them, “You stiff-necked people, how do you know this?”
They replied, “Because the camel is eating grass only from one side of
the road [since an animal normally eats grass from both sides of the path,
it must be blind in one eye and cannot see the grass on that side]. It is
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laden with two flasks, one of wine and the other of oil, because drops of
wine are absorbed [into the earth], while drops of oil remain [on the
surface, and can be seen]. As for the two men leading it, one is a Jew and
the other a heathen, because a heathen relieves himself in the roadway,
while a Jew relieves himself on the sides [of the road out of a sense of mod-
esty].” The captor hastened after them and confirmed what the two Jews
had said. So he kissed them on the head (a mark of respect and admiration
in ancient days), brought them into his house, and prepared a great feast
for them, dancing [with joy] before them and exclaiming, “Blessed is He
who chose the seed of Abraham and gave them of His wisdom. Wherever
they go, they become the princes of their masters!” Then he set his
captives free, and “they went home in peace” (Sanh. 104a–b).

REBUKING A SINNER

The biblical verse, “You shall surely admonish [hoche’ach tochi’ach] your
neighbor and not bear a sin because of him” (Lev. 19:17), commands a
Jew to criticize a person who is sinning or is disposed to sin and forbid
him to act in such a way. The Rabbis interpreted the repetition of the
Hebrew root in the text as meaning that this applies under all circum-
stances. Thus, not only must a master rebuke his disciple, but the disciple
must rebuke his master when appropriate (BM 31a). If a person does not
accept reproof, it must be repeated a second time (Ar. 16b). When rebuk-
ing another person, one should not rebuff him completely; rather it
should always be done in such a way that there is the possibility for recon-
ciliation: “Let the left hand push away, but the right hand always draw
near” (Sanh. 107b).

The Rabbis note, “Love unaccompanied by criticism is not love . . .
Peace unaccompanied by reproof is not peace” (Gen. R. 54:3). However,
no rebuke should be addressed to one who is sure to ignore it, since this
would only create enmity (Yev. 65b). A reproof must always be kindly
administered with delicacy and tact. Whenever possible it should be done
in private, for shaming a person in public is a serious sin.

R. Yochanan asked, “Why did Jeroboam merit becoming king?” He
explained that on one occasion Jeroboam had the courage to rebuke King
Solomon for his misdeeds. Unlike his father David, who widened all the
entrances in the walls surrounding the city of Jerusalem to encourage peo-
ple to visit the Temple on pilgrimage festivals, Solomon sealed all
breaches in the wall, thus restricting entry to the official gates. Even
worse, Solomon’s motivation for this act was to collect a special tax from
anyone entering the city, which he then used to support the household of
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one of his wives, the daughter of Pharaoh. However, although Jeroboam
was rewarded for having reproved Solomon, he was later punished by
God because he had rebuked Solomon in public, thus shaming him in
front of the people (Sanh. 101b).

A wise person accepts the need for rebuke when he has transgressed.
The Rabbis cite with approval the verse from Proverbs (17:10), “A rebuke
enters deeper into a man of understanding than 100 lashes into a fool”
(Ber. 7a). The Jew is to “love him who rebukes and hate him who praises
you [when not deserved]” (ARN 29). However, “Do not reprove a scorner,
lest he hate you; reprove a wise man, and he will love you [Prov. 9:8]”
(Ar. 16b). Ironically, Abaye said that townspeople love a scholar not
due to his superiority, but because he does not rebuke them for neglecting
spiritual matters (Ket. 105b).

Several prominent Rabbis taught, “Whoever has the power to prevent
someone in his household from sinning but does not do so will be
punished.” Similarly, if one has the power to stop his fellow citizens, or
even the entire world, from sinning but fails to speak out or act, he is
responsible for their actions. R. Pappa added, “The Exilarchs (leaders of
the Jewish community in Babylonia) are held accountable for the sins of
the entire house of Israel” (Shab. 54b).

Failure to follow this commandment can have serious consequences.
“Jerusalem was destroyed only because its inhabitants did not rebuke each
other . . . and deliberately shut their eyes to evil [lit., ‘hid their faces in the
earth’]” (Shab. 119b).

SILENCE

The Talmud declares, “If silence is good for the wise, how much better
for the foolish” (Pes. 99a), based on the verse from Proverbs (17:28),
“Even a fool, if he keeps silent, is deemed wise and intelligent if he seals
his lips.” Moreover, “A word is worth a sela [a small coin], but silence
two selas” (Meg. 18a).

Shimon ben Gamaliel observed, “All my days I have been raised
among the sages, and I found nothing better for oneself than silence;
not study, but practice is the main thing; and one who talks excessively
brings on sin” (Avot 1:17). R. Akiva added, “A protective fence for
wisdom is silence” (Avot 3:17).16

Other Talmudic maxims emphasizing the value of silence are: “The
merit of attending a house of mourning lies in the silence observed”
(Ber. 6b); and “The tradition for [avoiding harm in] the latrine is modesty
and silence; the tradition relating to sufferings is silence [i.e., resignation]
and prayer” (Ber. 62a).
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WISDOM

“For the Rabbis, wisdom implied the ability to apply knowledge with
common sense and good judgment in relating to activities of daily life.
Knowing when and how to speak and act was important, and wisdom
was of little value if not related to good deeds and proper day-to-day
living.”17 About one who learns Torah to become contentious and uses
his knowledge as a weapon against others, “It was better for him not to
have been created” (Ber. 17a).

The Talmud asks, “What must a man do to become wise?” One answer
is: “He should spend more time [studying] in a yeshivah and less time [en-
gaging] in business” (Nid. 70b). According to Proverbs (13:20), “He who
associates with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools shall
be destroyed.” This can be “compared to a person in a spice shop.
Although he buys nothing and takes nothing from the shop, the sweet
odor clings to his clothes and does not leave him all day. But if a man goes
into a tannery, even though he buys nothing and takes nothing from the
shop, his clothes become dirtied and the bad odor remains all day”
(ARN B 11). However, Eliezer ben Hyrcanus injected a note of caution
into the general praise of wisdom. “Warm yourself by the fire of the sages,
but beware of their glowing coals, lest you be burnt—for their bite is that
of a jackal, their sting that of a scorpion, their hiss that of a serpent. And
all their words are like coals of fire” (Avot 2:15).

A midrash relates that when a king who was pleased with his courtier
asked the latter to select an honor for himself, the wise courtier thought,
“If I ask for a governorship, I shall have no opportunity for still higher
honors.” Therefore, he replied: “Since you have singled me out for honor,
I presume to ask for the hand of your daughter.” Similarly, Solomon
thought, “If I ask [God] for wealth, I have shall have nothing else.” There-
fore, he asked for God’s Daughter—Wisdom (Pes. Rab. 14:7).

According to Pirkei Avot,

Seven traits characterize an uncultured person and seven a learned
one. A wise person does not begin to speak before one who is greater
than he in wisdom or in years; he does not interrupt the words of his
fellow; he does not answer impetuously; he asks questions that are
relevant and replies to the point. He discusses first things first and
last things last [i.e., his mind works in an orderly fashion]; he admits
when he has not heard about something [i.e., he does not fabricate
false sources nor is he ashamed to admit his ignorance about a
certain matter] and he acknowledges the truth [i.e., he readily
admits an error]. And the reverse of these characterize an uncul-
tured person. (Avot 5:9)
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Another definition of a wise person is, “One who foresees the future
consequences of his acts” (Tam. 32a). Moreover, “When wisdom enters
a man, subtlety comes with it” (Sot. 21b).

According to a midrash, “Excellent is wisdom when associated with an
inheritance” (Eccles. R. 7:11). This refers to wisdom acquired through
successive generations of teachers or transmitted from father to son for
several generations, so that it is free from error. Ben Zoma said, “Who is
wise? He who learns from every person [Ps. 119:99]” (Avot 4:1).

NOTES

1. Based on the biblical verse, “For I desire mercy, and not sacrifice”
(Hos. 6:6).

2. Rabbah, who [merely] devoted himself to Torah study, lived 40 years;
Abaye, who devoted himself both to Torah and charitable deeds, lived 60 years.

3. This Aramaic saying, “Kol dich’fin yeitei v’yeichul,” is still recited at the
Passover seder.

4. Telushkin. Jewish Wisdom, 536.
5. Literally, “locust” and “son of locust.”
6. However, if saving the other person would clearly expose the rescuer

himself to mortal danger, he is not required to save the other person at his own
expense.

7. The concept of pikuach nefesh applies to psychological terror as well as a
threat to life.

8. This is precisely the position used by surgeons today when washing their
hands before performing an operation.

9. Biale, 160.
10. This corresponded to the 70 elders and officers who assisted Moses in dis-

pensing justice during biblical times (Num. 11:16–17).
11. To prevent a convicted person from using his powers to escape punish-

ment and to expose those who use witchcraft to lead others astray (Rashi).
12. Based on the verse relating to Cain, who killed his brother: “The bloods of

your brother cry out [Gen 4:10],” meaning that of Abel and those who would
have descended from him.

13. R. Gamaliel said, “For three things I admire the Persians: They are mod-
erate in their eating habits, modest in the latrine, and reserved in sexual matters”
(Ber. 8b).

14. Along with a beautiful dwelling and a beautiful wife.
15. Wisdom of Ben Sira 19:8–11.
16. This does not imply total silence, but rather “moderation in ordinary con-

versation. By doing so, a person avoids being drawn into sin and controversy,
which would detract from his pursuit of Torah wisdom” (ArtScroll Siddur, 562).

17. Klagsburn, 22.
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CHAPTER 5

Negative Traits and
Actions

ANGER

R. Ila’i said, “A person’s character can be judged by three things: by
his cup [the effect of drink on his mind, or the amount he consumes];
by his purse [the amount of money he spends on charitable causes, or
how he deals in money matters]; and by his anger (Er. 65b).1 Referring
to this last indication, Pirkei Avot maintains, “There are four types of
temperament: (a) one who is easily angered and easily appeased—his gain
is offset by his loss; (b) one who is hard to anger and hard to appease—his
loss is offset by his gain; (c) one who is hard to anger and easy to appease—
the saint; and (d) one who is easily angered and hard to appease—the
wicked” (5:14).

The Rabbis harshly criticized the person who allowed his anger to
overcome his self-control: “A hot-tempered person gains nothing but
the harmful effect his anger has on his health, but a good-natured person
enjoys the fruit of his kind deeds” (Kid. 40b–41a). “He who loses his
temper, even the Divine Presence is unimportant in his eyes . . .He who
grows angry forgets his learning and becomes increasingly stupid”
(Ned. 22b). “The speech of an angry man is like water that overflows from
a boiling kettle” (Eccles. R. 7:9). The Talmud states, “When two people
quarrel, he who is the first to keep silent is the more praiseworthy”
(Kid. 71b). The Rabbis likened strife to “a channel [formed] by a gush of
water [from an overflowing river] that widens as the water rushes through
it,” and to “the plank of a [new] wooden bridge that becomes more firmly



embedded the longer it remains in place” (Sanh. 7a). R. Akiva said, “One
who in a frenzy tears his clothes or smashes his furniture will in the end
worship idols. For such is the art of the Evil Impulse; today it says to
him, ‘Tear your clothes,’ and tomorrow it says to him, ‘Worship idols.’
And he goes and worships idols” (ARN 3).

Conversely, the Rabbis praised those who kept their temper under
control. “Fortunate is the person who hears himself abused and ignores
it; for 100 evils pass him by” (Sanh. 7a). A popular maxim was, “Be the
cursed and not the curser” (Sanh. 49a). A favorite saying of Abaye was,
“One should reply to another in a calm voice and always strive to be on
the best terms with everyone, even the heathen, so that he may be
beloved in heaven and on earth and find favor in the sight of all. It was
said of Yochanan ben Zakkai that no man ever greeted him first, even a
heathen in the street” (Ber. 17a).

The rabbinic ideal of emotional equanimity was Hillel: Two men
agreed that whoever could make Hillel lose his temper would receive
400 zuz. One Friday afternoon toward dusk, one of the men knocked on
Hillel’s door as he was preparing for the Sabbath. When asked what he
wanted, the man replied that he had a question to ask. “Why are the
heads of the Babylonians so round [Hillel himself was a Babylonian]?”
“My son, you have asked a good question,” Hillel answered, “it is because
they do not have skillful midwives [i.e., they improperly shape the head of
the infant at birth].” The man departed, waited awhile, and then returned
with another question. “Why are the eyes of the Palmyreans round?”
Hillel answered, “because they live in a very sandy place [i.e., they have
smaller eye sockets so that during windstorms they are better protected
from the blowing sand].”2 The next time, the man asked, “Why are the
feet of Ethiopians [Africans] so wide?” and Hillel replied, “Because they
live in swamplands [so that their feet do not sink into the marshy earth].”
The man persisted: “I have many more questions to ask, but fear that you
may become angry with me.” Hillel reassured him, “Ask all the questions
you want.” Hoping to irritate Hillel by appearing as if he had been
unaware of his stature, the man said, “Are you [the great] Hillel who they
call the nasi [Patriarch, the religious head of the people] of Israel?” When
Hillel admitted that this was so, the man retorted, “May there not be
many like you among the Jewish people!” The incredulous Hillel asked,
“My son, why [do you say such a thing]?” The angry man exclaimed,
“Because of you I have lost 400 zuz!” After he revealed the wager, Hillel
calmly replied, “It is far better that you have lost 400 zuz, and even
another 400 zuz, because of Hillel than that Hillel become angry [and
lose his patience]” (Shab. 31a).
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FOOLISH PIETY

The Rabbis condemned excessive piety, especially when it flew in the
face of common sense. A “foolish pietist” (pious fool) was one of four
who “bring destruction upon the world” (Sot. 20a). Talmudic examples
include a man who sees a woman drowning and says, “It is not proper
for me to look at her and save her” (Sot. 21b), and a person who sees a
child drowning in a river and says, “After I remove my tefillin [so as not
to desecrate them], I will jump into the water to save him [but by that
time the child has died]” (JT Sot. 3:4).

The Pharisees were the sages followed by most of the people. The
Talmud attacks “false” Pharisees, who adopted the most stringent require-
ments of the laws of ritual purity and thus were forced to refrain frommany
activities and avoid contact with the common people, who were less
meticulous in observance of these laws.3 The Pharisees cited with disdain
include those who adopt ascetic practices for their own selfish reasons;
walk in tiny steps to exaggerate their humility; and bow their heads in a
show of sanctimonious modesty, constantly calling out, “What is my duty
that I may perform it?” (implying that they have already fulfilled every
obligation) (Sot. 22b).

INFORMERS

Jews who denounced individual fellow Jews, or the Jewish people in
general, to non-Jewish authorities undermined Jewish solidarity and
endangered their communities. Known as minim in Hebrew, sectarians
such as the Sadducees, Essenes, Gnostics, and especially the early
Judeo-Christians posed a threat to the precarious existence of the Jewish
people and were unequivocally condemned by the Talmud. According to
one tradition, the number of informers increased to such an extent that a
special blessing (minim) to identify them was added to the Amidah when
it was put into its final form by Rabban Gamaliel and his colleagues at
Yavneh after the destruction of the Second Temple. Any reader who
failed to recite this blessing, or any worshiper who failed to respond to it
with the customary “amen,” was immediately recognized as a heretic. In
this way, these sectarians were effectively eliminated from the synagogue.4

An example of the bitter attitude toward informers who turned over
fellow Jews to government officials is the story of Eleazar ben Shimon.5

Meeting a Roman officer sent to arrest thieves, the sage asked how they
could be recognized: “Perhaps you apprehend the innocent and allow the
guilty to go free.” The officer replied that he must obey the king’s
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command and arrest someone. The Rabbi then offered some advice: “Go
into a tavern at breakfast time. If you see a man dozing with a cup of wine
in his hand, ask him what he does. If he is a young rabbinical scholar, [you
can assume] he woke up early to pursue his studies [and is now tired]; if he
is a day laborer, he [probably] did his work early; if he is a person who
works at night, he may have been working hard rolling out metal [i.e., by
hand rather than using a hammer, so as not to disturb people who were
sleeping] and now is tired. But if he does not have any of these occupa-
tions, he is a thief and you should arrest him.”When the king heard of this
conversation, he ordered that the person who gave this advice carry it out.
Thus Eleazar immediately arrested the thieves, which led his teacher to
furiously exclaim: “Vinegar, son of wine [i.e., degenerate son of a righteous
father]! How long will you hand over the people of our God for slaugh-
ter?!” Eleazar replied, “I weed out thorns from the vineyard” [ridding the
Jewish people of its evildoers]. His teacher retorted, “Let the Master of
the vineyard [God] come and weed out His thorns Himself ”6 (BM 83b).

LASHON HA-RA

The prohibition against lashon ha-ra (lit., “evil speech,” often translated
as “gossip”) refers to any derogatory or damaging statement against an
individual, even if true, that if publicized to others would cause the subject
physical or monetary damage, anguish, or fear. According to the Rabbis,
lashon ha-ra destroys three people: “He who relates [the slander], he who
accepts it, and he about whom it is told” (Ar. 15b). Considering slander
similar to murder, the Talmud notes that both “shed blood” (BM 58b).
As the apocryphal book Ecclesiasticus observed, “Many have been killed
by the sword, but not so many as by the tongue” (28:18). Slander was
deemed as serious a transgression as the three cardinal sins of “idolatry,
incest and adultery, and the shedding of blood” (Ar. 15b).

The Talmud speaks metaphorically of the tongue as “a sharpened arrow”
that speaks deceit (Hul. 30b; Ar. 15b). Consequently, God is said to have
taken special protective measures to mitigate its power: “All limbs of the
human body are erect [i.e., vertical], you [the tongue] are lying [horizontal];
they are outside [the body], you are guarded inside; not only that, I have
surrounded you with two walls, one of bone [teeth] and one of flesh”
(Ar. 15b). When Rabban Gamaliel commanded his slave to purchase the
best thing to eat from the market, he brought home a tongue. The next
day the sage asked his slave to buy the worst thing in the market, and he
again brought home a tongue. When asked for an explanation, the wise
slave replied: “There is nothing better than a good tongue, and nothing
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worse than an evil tongue [lashon ha-ra]” (Lev. R. 33). R. Eleazar said,
“Harmful speech is worse than monetary wrong because it affects his
[the victim’s] person, while the latter only [affects his] money.” Shmuel
b. Nachmani declared that harmful speech is worse, because money can
be returned but words once uttered cannot easily be recalled” (BM 58b).

No one is immune from the sin of lashon ha-ra: “Most people are guilty
of robbery [i.e., by not giving full price of labor or full value for money],
a small number of lewdness, but all of slander” (BB 165a). Nevertheless,
Ben Sira offers advice to those who feel incapable of controlling their
need to gossip: “Have you heard something? Let it die with you. Be of
good courage; it will not burst you” (19:10).

The most vicious form of slander is false accusations made to a ruling
authority (malshinut) with the intent of endangering a person’s livelihood
and even his life. Through their slanderous allegations, informers
sometimes jeopardized entire Jewish communities. The Talmud even
declared that the destruction of Jerusalem resulted from false charges
brought to the Roman authorities by a disgruntled individual who was
insulted by his neighbor (Git. 55b–56a; see p. 74).

“Although one should not believe slander, one should take note of it”
(Nid. 61a). This means that on some occasions it is permissible for a person
to listen to lashon ha-ra when the information might be used for self-
protection or the benefit of another. However, one is forbidden to accept
the material as true and may only suspect and investigate its
accuracy. Asking why human beings have “fingers pointed like pegs,” the
Rabbis answered, “So that if we hear ‘improper words’ [i.e., lashon ha-ra]
we can plug up our ears with them.” The school of R. Yishmael taught that
the outer ear is rigid, but the earlobe is soft, so that if one hears an unsavory
word he can place the earlobe over the ear to cover it (Ket. 5a–b).

Those who engage in lashon ha-ra merit and will receive severe
punishment. As proof for this statement, Eleazar ben Perata noted that if
God so severely punished the spies sent by Moses to scout out the Land of
Israel, who slandered only “wood and stones” [trees and rocks], how much
greater will be the punishment of one who “brings up an evil report against
his neighbor!” (Ar. 15a). The Talmud concludes, “Whoever relates or
accepts slander shall be cast to the dogs” (Pes. 118a). Elsewhere it is stated
that they will be stoned (Ar. 15b), suffer from croup (Shab. 33a–b), and be
afflicted with plagues (Taan. 7b). Slanderers are one of four classes that will
not receive the Shechinah (Divine Presence) (Sot. 42a). Indeed, of the four
transgressions that “receive a penalty in this world, but the principle
remains in the World to Come”—idolatry, incest, bloodshed, and an evil
tongue [lashon ha-ra]—the Rabbis declare “the last is most pernicious”
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(JT Pe’ah 1:1). An evil tongue has a wide influence: “The gossiper stands in
Syria and kills in Rome” (JT Pe’ah 1:1). Lashon ha-ra also has national
repercussions, because rain is withheld from the land because of those
who engage in “evil speech” (Taan. 7b).

An extension of the prohibition against lashon ha-ra is the forbidding of
rechilut, literally meaning “peddling” but usually translated as “talebearing.”
This term refers to one who hears another speaking evil about a third party,
even if true, and then goes to the slandered party and reveals what was
spoken to him (JT Pe’ah 5:1). The Talmud explains that the Torah specifi-
cally prohibits talebearing because it causes quarrels among the Jewish
people, and God loves peace (Lev. R. 16:1).7 “One who bears evil tales is
like one who denies the existence of God . . . and will be struck with the
plague of leprosy” (Ar. 15b).

The Talmud specified that scholars committing lashon ha-ra should
atone for this sin by engaging in Torah study (Ar. 15b). However, “If he
be an ignorant [simple] person, let him humble himself.”8

When he finished the prescribed daily prayer, Mar b. Ravina added the
following phrase from Psalms (34:14)—“My God, guard my tongue from
evil and my lips from speaking guile” (Ber. 17a)—words that today are
added to the end of the silent Amidah.

LYING

Among the three whom “God hates” is the person who “speaks one
thing with his mouth and another in his heart” (Pes. 113b). Similarly,
liars are among the “four classes who will not receive the presence of
the Shechinah” (Sot. 42a). A liar is considered a “thief” since “he steals
the mind of his fellow creatures [by lying words]” (Tosefta BK 7:8).
“One must not say something different from what he thinks” (BM 49a),
and “A person who dissembles in his speech is as though he worshiped
idols” (Sanh. 92a).

The Rabbis condemned a person who expropriated the work of
another. Consequently, they were scrupulous about always citing the
source of all quoted statements: “One who reports something in the name
of the person who said it brings deliverance to the world” (Avot 6:6).

R. Meir spoke out against subtle variants of lying: “A man should not
urge his friend to eat with him if he knows he will not do so. Nor should
he offer him any gifts if he knows he will not accept them [i.e., he is merely
gaining the gratitude of his friend through something which he had no
intention of doing]” (Hul. 94a). The Talmud says, “Let your tongue acquire
the habit of saying, ‘I know not,’ lest you invent some falsehood” (Ber. 4a).
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In addition, “One should not promise to give something to a child and
fail to keep his word, because in this way he teaches the child to lie”
(Suk. 46b). “The penalty for being branded a liar is that one is not believed
even when he speaks the truth” (Sanh. 89b).

The Talmud discusses the innate differences between the Hebrew words
for falsehood (sheker—shin, kupf, resh) and truth (emet—aleph, mem, tet).
Noting that the letters of sheker are close together (i.e., next to each other
in the alphabet), whereas those of emet are far apart (respectively, the fist,
middle, and final letters), the Rabbis interpreted this as indicating that
“falsehood is common, [whereas] truth is rare.” The Rabbis ask, “Why does
‘falsehood’ stand on one leg, while [the letters spelling] ‘truth’ are set like
bricks [i.e., each of the letters of sheker is insecurely poised on one leg,
whereas those of emet are firmly set, each resting on two ends? This teaches
that] truth can stand, [while] falsehood cannot” (Shab 104a).

The Rabbis realized that at times it is permissible to be less than
completely truthful, especially if otherwise a person’s feelings might be
hurt. Debating the proper words to say about a bride, the School of
Shammai said that she should be described as she is without any exagger-
ation in praising her. The School of Hillel maintained that each should
be described as a “beautiful and graceful bride.” The School of Shammai
protested: “What should we do if she is lame or blind . . . for does not
the Torah command, ‘Stay far away from falsehood?’ ” (Exod. 23:7). The
School of Hillel replied: “According to your words, if a person has made
a bad purchase in the marketplace, should one praise it [to make it look
good to him] or disparage it [so it looks bad to him]? Surely, one should
praise it in his eyes” (Ket. 16b–17a).

Another example of a permissible “white lie” relates to the sons of Jacob,
who claimed that, before his death, their father asked Joseph to forgive
them for having sold their younger brother into slavery (Gen. 50:16).
Although Jacob never made such a statement, the Rabbis forgave the
brothers since their words were meant only to serve the valuable purpose
of maintaining family harmony (Yev. 65b).

SIN

For the Rabbis, sin was essentially an offense against God, a failure to
abide by the Divine will as revealed in the Torah. Whether human beings
are innately sinful was a controversial issue. Some statements in the
Talmud indicate that men are sinless by nature. “Happy is the man whose
hour of death is like the hour of his birth; as at his birth, when he is free of
sin, so at his death may he be free of sin” (JT Ber. 4d). Others disagreed,
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arguing that subsequent generations somehow inherited guilt from the sin
of Adam and Eve. One direct consequence is the reality of death, which is
the fate of every creature on earth. The Jerusalem Talmud claims, “There
is no generation in which there is not an ounce from the sin of the Golden
Calf” (JT Taan. 68c). However, this is dramatically different from the
Christian doctrine of “original sin,” which maintains that the “fall of
man” caused a fundamental change in human nature, so that all Adam’s
descendants are born in sin and can be redeemed only by Divine grace.9

Instead, Jews believe that God will reward those who observe the Divine
commandments and will punish those who intentionally disobey them.

Is it possible for a human being to be without sin? Again, the Rabbis
provide contradictory answers. The Mechilta (to Exod. 10: 48a) says,
“The first Patriarchs were without traces of sin,” but R. Eliezer retorts, “If
God wished to apply strict justice to Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob, not [even]
they could stand in the face of His rebuke!” (Ar.17a). Support for the
possibility of a person being completely sinless is the comment, “Four died
through the machinations of the serpent [which caused Adam and Eve to
sin, but not on account of their own sin]—Benjamin the son of Jacob;
Amram the father of Moses; Jesse the father of David, and Caleb the son
of David” (Shab. 55b). The contrary opinion is given in response to
R. Eliezer’s deathbed question regarding whether he had neglected to
fulfill any Torah precept. R. Akiva answered, “[But] you, O Master, has
taught us, ‘For there is not a righteous man on earth who has done [only]
good and never sinned’10 [Eccles. 7:20]” (Sanh. 101a). Moreover, the
Talmud says, “There are three sins that no person avoids committing
every day: sinful [lustful] thoughts, expecting one’s prayers to God to be
answered immediately, and slander” (BB 164b–165a). Fortunately, “God
does not consider an evil thought equivalent to an evil deed [i.e., God
does not punish sinful thoughts]” (Hul. 142a), for otherwise no person
would be free of guilt.

Yet another controversy revolved around whether sins differed in their
severity. Although it was acknowledged that every sin was a rebellion
against the Divine will, three were considered particularly reprehensible.
In times of severe Roman persecution, the Rabbis permitted Jews to save
their lives by transgressing any Torah prohibitions except for idolatry,
unchastity (incest and adultery), and murder (Sanh. 74a). Some added
slander to the list of sins that one must never commit, even if necessary
to forfeit his life.

Another extremely serious sin was to cause others to transgress the
Divine law: “To make another sin is worse than to kill him; to murder a
person is only to remove him from this world, but to cause him to sin is to
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also exclude him from the World to Come” (Sifre Deut. 25:2l, 120a).
Leading the community or an individual Israelite into idolatry was
regarded as among the most horrible crimes. Consequently, the perpetrator
was punished harshly and refused an opportunity to repent because of the
enormity of his sin. The Talmud cites the Torah decree that trees, which
neither eat nor drink nor smell, were burned and destroyed if used for idola-
trous purposes because they had caused people to stumble (Deut. 12:3).
“How much more so is it necessary to destroy a person who seduces his
fellow to go from the path of life to that of [spiritual] death [i.e., idolatry]?”
(Sanh. 55a). The Talmud also warns that it is easy to get caught up in sinful
behavior being performed by others: “Ten people join together to steal a
beam, and they are not ashamed in each other’s presence” (Kid. 80b).

Other major sins listed in separate sections include lashon ha-ra, lying,
robbery/theft, using false weights and measures, and cruelty to animals.

Is it worse to sin in private or public? Some Rabbis believed that sinning
in private was more serious, because it suggested that a sinful act could be
hidden from a non-omniscient God. “If a person commits a transgression
in secret, God proclaims it against him in public” (Sot. 3a). Conversely,
other Sages were convinced that sinning in public was worse, because it
both involved profanation of the Name of God (chillul ha-Shem) and might
lead others to act in a similar fashion.

The easiest way to control sin is to prevent it from becoming a habit: “If
a man commits a sin once and then repeats it [without any consequences],
it appears to him as something permitted” (Yoma 86b). Conversely, “if the
opportunity for sin has come to a man a first and then a second time and he
has resisted, he will never sin.” As Pirkei Avot summarized, “Run to
perform even a ‘minor’ mitzvah and flee from sin, for one mitzvah leads
to another mitzvah, while the consequence of a sin is a sin” (4:2). Anger,
intoxication, and other causes of lack of self-control should be avoided
since they encourage one to sin (Ber. 29b). Keeping one’s mind occupied
with thoughts of Torah, and one’s hands busy with honest work, are the
best ways to prevent one from lapsing into sin. “Torah study is good
together with an occupation, for the exertion of them both makes sin for-
gotten. All Torah study that is not joined with work will cease in the end
and leads to sin” (Avot 2:2).

A person should avoid situations conducive to such sins as adultery
and envy: “If a man pays a woman by counting out money from his hand
into hers so as to have the opportunity of gazing at her, even if he is equal
in Torah and good deeds to Moses our teacher, he will not escape the
punishment of Gehenna [for thoughts that could lead to adultery].”
Similarly, R. Yochanan said, “It is better for a man to walk behind a lion

Negative Traits and Actions 109



than behind a woman [an act that may engender lustful thoughts].”
However, he did admit, “It is better to walk behind a woman than behind
an idol” (Ber. 61a). “One must not stand and look at his neighbor’s
field when its crop is full grown [lest he be envious of his neighbor’s good
fortune and injure it through the Evil Eye]” (BM 107a). According to the
Talmud, “Three things cause a man to disregard his better judgment and
the will of his Creator—idolaters, an evil spirit, and oppressive
poverty.” Therefore one must pray for heavenly mercy to be delivered
from these causes of sinful acts (Er. 41b).

Commenting on the phrase, “Do not overdo wickedness” (Eccles. 7:17),
R. Berechiah noted: “The Bible does not mean to teach that it is permitted
to sin a little; instead, it means that if you did sin a little, do not say, ‘since
God is angry at me on account of this little [sin], I cannot be any worse off
for sinning more’ ” (Eccles. R. 7:17). Quoting his teacher R. Yochanan,
Hiyya bar Abba said, “When the majority of a man’s years have passed
without sin [i.e., resisting some temptation], he will sin nomore” (Yoma 38b).

WORRY

The Rabbis believed that it was futile to spend one’s time worrying
about the future: “Do not worry about tomorrow’s trouble, for you do
not know what the day may bring. Tomorrow may come and you will be
no more, and so you will have worried about a world that is not yours”
(Yev. 63b). Along with traveling and sin, “worry saps a man’s strength”
(Git. 70a).

NOTES

1. In Hebrew, bekoso, bekiso, beka’aso.
2. An alternative reading of the question and response is: “Why are their

eyes bleary? Because they are constantly irritated by the blowing sand.”
3. Ein Yaakov, 486.
4. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 105–6.
5. In Talmudic times and throughout the centuries that followed, the

Rabbis believed that the Jewish community should solve all civil and criminal
law issues without recourse to the national, non-Jewish governmental author-
ities, especially since it was unlikely that a Jew accused of a crime would receive
a fair trial in the secular courts.

6. God can deal with the wicked without your assistance.
7. The Midrash Says: Leviticus, 247–48.
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8. Making amends for the sin of lashon ha-ra requires that the speaker inform
everyone who heard his evil words that what he said was incorrect. He also must
apologize to the subject of the slander and beg forgiveness.

9. Christians believe that Jesus, who was without sin, died on the cross as
the ultimate redemption for the sin of humankind.

10. Therefore, he must have some imperfection for which he is now suffering.
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CHAPTER 6

Children, Parents, and
Education

CHILDREN

The Rabbis considered children to be a Divine gift, to be cherished and
nurtured. God, the father, and the mother are considered “partners” in
the creation of a child (Kid. 30b). A classic midrash poignantly illustrates
the rabbinic concept that children are a precious loan from God. One
Sabbath, while R. Meir was delivering his weekly afternoon lecture in
the synagogue, his two sons suddenly died. His wife, Beruriah, carried
them to her room and covered them with a sheet. When Meir returned
home following evening services and asked for the boys, she replied that
they had gone to the House of Study and handed him the cup of wine for
Havdalah, marking the end of the Sabbath day. Only after Meir had eaten
his meal did she raise the subject: “Some time ago something was left to
me for safekeeping. Now the owner has come to reclaim it. Must I return
it?” After Meir replied in the affirmative, shocked that his brilliant wife
could be unaware of such a basic law, Beruriah showed him their dead
sons. When Meir began to weep uncontrollably, she reminded him of his
answer: “Did you not tell me that we must give back what was entrusted
[by God] to our care?” Then she added the verse from Job (1:21), “The
Lord has given, and the Lord has taken away” (Mid. Prov. 31:1).

“A childless person is accounted as dead” (Ber. 64b) because his name
will perish with him. Intentionally remaining childless was deemed a
terrible sin. This is illustrated by the aggadic description of Isaiah’s decla-
ration to the seriously ill King Hezekiah: “Thus says the Lord: ‘Set your



house in order, for you shall die and not live’ ” (Isa. 38:1). Why the
apparent redundancy? “You shall die” refers to this world; “and not live”
relates to the World to Come. When Hezekiah asked the reason for such
a severe punishment, the prophet replied, “Because you did not try to
have children.” Attempting to justify his decision, Hezekiah explained:
“The reason was that I saw by the [aid of the] Holy Spirit that the child-
ren issuing from me would not be virtuous.”1 However, Isaiah remained
unmoved. “What have you to do with the secrets of the All-Merciful?
You should have done what you were commanded, and let God do what
pleases Him” (Ber. 10a).

R. Eliezer said, “One who does not engage in the propagation of the race
is like someone who has shed blood.”When Shimon ben Azzai, a bachelor,
added that one who was childless diminishes the image of God, he was
called a hypocrite by the other Rabbis for his own failure to have children.
“Some preach well and act well; others act well but do not preach well.
You, however, preach well but do not act well.” In his defense, Ben Azzai
replied, “But what can I do if my soul is in love with Torah? The world
can be carried on by others!” (Yev. 63b).

Beit Shammai ruled that a man must have two sons. Beit Hillel
disagreed, ruling that the requirement was a son and a daughter, based
on the biblical verse (Gen. 5:2), “Male and female He created them”
(Yev. 6:6, 61b). The Talmud urged a man who had children in his youth
to marry again and have children in his old age (Yev. 62b). This was based
on an interpretation of the biblical verse, “Sow your seed in the morning
[youth] and do not hold back your hand in the evening [old age], because
you do not know which is going to succeed, or if both are equally good”
(Eccles. 11:6).

When the Israelites stood at Mount Sinai ready to receive the Torah,
God asked them to first “bringMe good securities to guarantee that you will
keep it.” When they suggested their ancestors, this was rejected because,
“I have found faults with your ancestors.” The Israelites then suggested
their prophets, but this was not accepted on the same grounds. Finally, they
offered “our children,” and God accepted them as “good securities, for
whose sake I will give you the Torah” (Song R. 1:4).

Given the patriarchal nature of Jewish society during the Talmudic
period, it is not surprising that sons were preferred to daughters. Taking
the biblical verse, “The Lord had blessed Abraham in all things [ba-kol]”
(Gen. 24:1), R. Meir interpreted “in all things” as referring to the fact that
“he had no daughter” (BB 16b).2 In the same passage, R. Shimon was
disappointed when his wife gave birth to a daughter. Attempting to
relieve his depression, his father (Judah ha-Nasi) said, “Increase has come
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to the world.” However, Bar Kappara was less sympathetic. “Your father
has given you empty consolation. The world cannot exist without either
males or females. Yet happy is he whose children are males, and alas
for him whose children are females.” Abba Benjamin noted, “All my life
I took great pains about two things: that my prayer should be before [near]
my bed [i.e., close to the time he arose, before he did any work or even
studied Torah], and that my bed should be placed from north to south
[a position said to increase the number of male children]” (Ber. 5b).

Only sons could become renowned scholars, and they were in a better
position than daughters to support their parents in their old age. Daughters
also could cause their parents to worry. Making reference to the apocryphal
book of Ben Sira, the Talmud paraphrases: “A daughter is a false treasure
for her father. Because of anxiety about her, he cannot sleep at night.
In her early years, lest she be seduced; once she becomes an adolescent, lest
she behave promiscuously; once she becomes of marriageable age, lest she
not find a husband; when she marries, lest she bear no children; when she
grows old, lest she practice witchcraft!” (Sanh. 100b).

The Talmud indicates proper (and improper) ways of rearing children.
Realizing the potentially devastating consequences of parental favoritism,
the Rabbis said: “Never single out one son, for on account of the two sela’s
weight of silk [the coat of many colors] that Jacob gave Joseph in excess of
his other sons, his brothers became jealous of him, and the matter resulted
in our forefathers’ exile into Egypt” (Shab. 10b). Parents should neither
overindulge nor excessively punish their children: “If one refrains from
punishing a child, he will end up being utterly depraved” (Exod. R: 1:1).
Conversely, a father should “never physically chastise a grown-up son”
(MK 17a). “Do not threaten a child; either punish him at once or forgive
him” (Sem. 2:5).3 If you must inflict punishment, “only hit him with a shoe
string [i.e., do not hurt him too much]” (BB 21a).

Ben Sira disagreed:

A man who loves his son will whip him often, so that when he grows
up he may be a joy to him [30:1] . . . A man who spoils his son will
bandage every wound and will be on tenterhooks at every cry. An
unbroken horse turns out stubborn, and an unchecked son turns
out headstrong. Pamper a boy and he will shock you; play with
him and he will grieve you. Do not share his laughter; for fear of
sharing his pain, you will only end by grinding your teeth. Do not
give him freedom while he is young or overlook his errors. Break
him in while he is still a child, or he may grow stubborn and disobey
you and cause you vexation. Discipline your son and take pains with
him, or he may offend you by some disgraceful act. [30:7–13]4
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Shimon ben Eleazar took a more nuanced approach: “A child should
always be pushed aside with the left hand and drawn closer with the right
hand” (Sot. 47a), meaning that one must not be too severe in chiding a
child lest he be driven to despair.

Parents are responsible for the character and upbringing of their off-
spring. They should be careful of children repeating to others what they
hear at home: “The talk of the child in the market-place is either that of
his father or his mother” (Suk. 56b). The Rabbis recognized the impor-
tance of giving a growing child things he can break, as an outlet for surplus
emotional energy. Therefore, Rabbah bought damaged earthenware ves-
sels for his children to smash if they so desired (Yoma 78b). Eventually,
children must leave the home. As the aggada notes, when the chicks of a
hen are young, she gathers them to her; but when they are grown, she
drives them away (Lev. R 25:5).

When Rabban Gamaliel gave his daughter in marriage, she asked for
his blessing. He said, “May I not see your return.” When her son was born
and she again asked for a blessing, her father said, “May it be God’s will
that the words ‘woe is me’ never leave your mouth.” The shocked daugh-
ter asked why her father would “curse me on my two days of rejoicing.”
The sage replied, “These are indeed blessings and not curses. If your fam-
ily life is at peace, you will never return to live in my home. And if your
son is strong and hearty, you will continually say ‘woe is me,’ followed
by complaints such as ‘the child has not eaten; he did not drink; he has
not gone to school’ ” (Gen. R. 26:4).

When they were about to part, R. Nachman asked his teacher,
R. Isaac, to bless him. The sage replied with a parable:

A man journeying in the desert was hungry, tired, and thirsty. He
suddenly came upon a tree filled with sweet fruits that provided
delightful shade and was watered by a nearby stream. The man ate
of its fruits, drank of the water, and rested under its shade. When
he was about to continue his journey, he turned to the tree and said,
“O beautiful tree, how shall I bless you? Shall I wish that your fruits
be sweet? They are sweet already. Shall I ask that your shade be
pleasant? It is already. Shall I pray that a stream of water flow by
you? It already does. Therefore, I say, May it be God’s will that all
the shoots planted from you be just like you.” R. Isaac concluded,
“So it is with you [R. Nachman]. With what shall I bless you? With
knowledge of Torah? You already possess it. With riches? You
already are wealthy. With children? You have children already.
Therefore I say, May it be God’s will that your offspring be like
you.” (Taan. 5b–6a)
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PARENTS

The Fifth Commandment mandates that one must “honor your father
and your mother” (Exod. 20:12; Deut. 5:16). It is one of only two com-
mandments for which a reward (length of days) is promised to one who
observes it. In the Talmud, honoring one’s father and mother is one of
the mitzvot for which “a man enjoys the fruits in this world and the prin-
cipal remains for him in the World to Come” (Peah 1:1).

According to the Rabbis, honoring one’s parents means serving them,
providing them with food and drink, clothing, and shelter, and assisting
them when they are too old and infirm to walk. Respecting parents forbids
any act that might offend them or reduce the esteem in which they are
held. Thus a child may not stand in his father’s place [in the assembly of
elders or where his father usually prays], sit in his regular seat [at the head
of the table, even if the child is not eating], interrupt his parents, or inso-
lently challenge their statements (Kid. 31b).

Even when provoked, a child must exercise restraint and not do any-
thing disrespectful to a parent: “If his father takes a purse of money and
throws it into the sea in his presence, his son must not put him to shame”
(Kid. 32a). The mentally deranged mother of a non-Jew, Dama son of
Nethinah, smacked his face in front of the leader of the city, and the
slipper with which she struck him fell from her hand. Demonstrating
remarkable forbearance, Dama calmly picked it up and handed it to her
so that she would not have to bend down for it (JT Pe’ah 15c). On another
occasion, “Dama was wearing a gold-embroidered silken cloak and sitting
among Roman nobles. His mother came and tore it off him, struck him on
the head, and spat in his face, yet he did not shame her” (Kid. 31a).

When asked how far the honor of parents extended, Ulla pointed to
another tale involving Dama.

The Sages once desired to purchase jewels for the ephod5 at a profit
of 600,000 (some say 800,000) gold dinars, but the key (to the chest)
was lying under his father’s pillow and Dama did not want to disturb
him while asleep. The following year God gave him his reward.
A red heifer (extremely rare and thus expensive; Num. 19) was born
among his herd. When the Sages of Israel went to Dama to purchase
it, he said, “I know if I were to demand all the money in the world,
you would willingly pay it; but I ask only for the money I lost as a
result of honoring my father.” R. Hanina observed, “If one [i.e., a
non-Jew] who is not commanded to honor his parents, yet does so,
is thus rewarded, how much more so one [a Jew] who is commanded
and does so!” (Kid. 31a)
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R. Tarfon had an aged mother. “Whenever she wanted to get into her
high bed, he would bend down to let her ascend [by stepping on him];
when she wished to descend, she stepped down upon him” (Kid. 31b).
His mother was walking in the courtyard of the house on the Sabbath
and her shoe slipped off. R. Tarfon placed his hands under her feet and
she walked on them until she reached her bed. When the sages visited
R. Tarfon as he was sick in bed, his mother asked them to pray for him,
“who treats me with more honor than is due to me.” After hearing about
her son’s devotion, they exclaimed, “Even if he had performed a thousand
thousand times as much, he still would not have fulfilled half of what the
Torah commands regarding honoring parents” (JT Pe’ah 15c).

The command to honor parents must be fulfilled in the proper way.
According to the Jerusalem Talmud, “One son fed his father on fat poul-
try and yet inherited Gehenna [Hell], whereas another made his father
grind at the mill and inherited Paradise. How could this be?” When the
father of this first son asked where the poultry came from, he received this
curt reply: “Old man, eat and be quiet, because dogs eat and are quiet!”
In contrast, the second son was grinding at the mill when a royal decree
arrived ordering all grinders to be conscripted into the king’s army.
He respectfully said to his father, “You take my place here and I will grind
for the king. If there is any insult, it is better that it fall upon me, and if
there is any beating, it is better that I should suffer it” (JT Pe’ah 15c).

Similarly, the Talmud notes that there is a proper way to correct one’s
father. “If a son sees his father [unwittingly] transgressing a Torah com-
mand, he must not say, ‘Father, you transgress a biblical law.’ Instead,
he should simply say, ‘Father, such-and-such is written in the Torah’ [stat-
ing the biblical law and letting the father draw his own conclusions].” In
this way, his father will realize his mistake himself and not be shamed
(Sanh. 80b–81a).

In the Fifth Commandment, the father is mentioned before the
mother, and “honor” is the word used. In Leviticus (19:3), what is
required is to “revere/fear” one’s parents, and the mother is listed first.
This reflects the different relationships between children and each of
their parents. The father is generally the disciplinarian, while the mother
is typically the parent who is more associated with kindness and affection.
Consequently, it would be natural for the child to “love” the mother but
“stand in awe” before the father (Kid. 30b). Therefore, the Torah insists
that the child show love (honor) and reverence (fear) to both. Never-
theless, according to the Talmud, if the duties to parents conflict, a son
must give preference to his father. A Rabbi was asked, “If my father asks
for a drink of water and my mother does likewise, who takes precedence?”
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He replied, “Delay honoring your mother and honor your father first,
for both you and your mother are duty-bound to honor your father”6

(Kid. 31a).
The Hebrew words for “honor/love” and “revere/fear” in these verses

are the same used in describing attitudes that human beings are required
to display toward God. For the child, mother and father are more than
ordinary mortals. Thus, this commandment serves as the connecting link
between the first four (duties toward God) and the final five (duties to
other human beings). According to the sages, honoring and revering
one’s parents are equal to honoring and revering God (Kid. 30b). The
commandment to honor parents is placed just after the injunction to
remember the Sabbath and keep it holy. Just as a person is required to
honor the Sabbath to praise God for His works of Creation, so honoring
one’s parents is a reminder of their partnership with God in creating a
child.

A home where parents are shown proper deference is blessed with the
Divine Presence. When a person honors his father and mother, God says:
“It is as though I had lived among them, and they had honored Me.”
In contrast, “When a man distresses his father and his mother, God says:
‘I did the right thing in not living among them, for they would have dis-
tressed Me’ ” (Kid. 30b–31a).

The Jerusalem Talmud maintains that the duty to honor/love and
revere/fear parents is even greater than the same requirements regarding
God. The biblical text requires that one “honor your father and mother”
and “honor the Lord with your substance” (i.e., by carrying out such laws
as giving charity to the poor, leaving the corner of the field and the for-
gotten sheaf, and tithing). These commandments are only fulfilled if
one has the means to do them; if one is impoverished, there is no obliga-
tion. However, regarding the duty to honor parents, no such condition is
made. Whether one has means or not, one must obey the commandment
to honor parents, “even if you have to go begging from door to door”
(JT Pe’ah 15d).

However, the honor due to God exceeds that for parents if it would
require disobeying a Divine command. “Since one might assume that
honoring one’s father and mother should supersede the Sabbath, it was
explicitly stated, ‘You shall fear every man his mother and his father,
and you shall keep My Sabbaths’ (Lev. 19:3), [which means] it is the duty
of all of you [parents and children] to honor Me.” Consequently, if his
mother or father asked a child to slaughter or cook something and thus
desecrate the Sabbath, the child must respectfully refuse, citing the
higher duty to fulfill the will of God (Yev. 6a).
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Continuing the discussion of the limits of what a child must do to
honor his parents, Eleazar ben Mattai said: “If my father orders me to give
him a drink of water while I have a mitzvah to perform, I disregard my
father’s honor and perform the mitzvah, since both my father and I are
bound to fulfill the commandments.” However, the halacha agrees with
the comment of Issi ben Judah: “If the mitzvah can be performed by
others, they should do it, while the son should attend to his father’s
honor” (Kid. 32a).

Ben Sira adviseds that parents never become dependent on their chil-
dren: “As long as you live, give no one power over yourself—son or wife,
brother or friend. Do not give your property to another, in case you
change your mind and want it back [33:19] . . . It is better for your chil-
dren to ask from you than for you to be dependent on them [33:21].” Ahai
ben Josiah observed, “As long as a man supports himself, he enjoys peace
of mind; but when he is dependent, even on his own parents or on his
own children, he has no peace of mind; still less so when he depends on
strangers” (ARN 31).

Cursing or striking a parent was a capital offense in ancient Israel
(Exod. 21:17). The Hebrew word used for “curse” can also be translated
as “to treat with contempt,” the direct opposite of the “honor” due
parents in the Fifth Commandment. The rebellious actions of defiant
children are devastating to parents. According to Judah ben Nachmani,
“It is like a man who bought a knife to cut meat. The knife fell on his
finger and cut it. He said, ‘I bought this knife to cut with—did I buy it to
cut my finger?’ So, too, a man produces offspring to honor him, and they
curse him.” R. Levi compared the defiant acts of rebellious children to a
man who lights a candle to enjoy its light, but it falls down and burns his
coat (Mid. Sam. 7:1).

Obligations of Parents toward Children

“A father is required to circumcise his son, redeem him [if the firstborn,
see pidyon ha-ben], teach him Torah, take a wife for him, and teach him a
craft. Some also say, to teach him to swim [since his life may depend on
it] . . . He who does not teach his son a craft, teaches him to be a thief ”
(Kid. 29a). A midrash relates that a man opened a perfumery for his sons
in a marketplace where prostitutes plied their trade. Catching his son
with the prostitutes, the father loudly threatened to kill him. A friend
urged the father to be calm: “You caused your son to go astray, and now
you are shouting at him? You ignored all other trades and taught him
the perfume business; you ignored all other business streets and opened

Children, Parents, and Education 119



a shop for him in the middle of the red light district [where prostitutes
congregate]. What can you expect?!” (Exod. R 43:7). As for a daughter:
“A father must provide clothing and covering and must also give her a
dowry so that people be anxious to woo and marry her. And to what
extent [must a father go in providing a dowry for his daughter]? . . . Up
to a tenth of his wealth” (Ket. 52b).

To provide for children, “A man should always eat and drink less than
his means allow, clothe himself according to his means, and honor his
wife and children beyond his means, because they are dependent upon
him, and he is dependent on the One who spoke and the world came into
being” (Hul. 84b). When a father who refused to support his child was
brought before him, R. Hisda would say: “Make a public pronouncement
and proclaim, ‘The raven cares for its young, but this man does not care
for his children’ ” (Ket. 49b). Continuing the ornithological theme, the
Rabbis asked: “How is the eagle distinguished from other birds? All other
birds carry their young between their feet, because they are afraid of birds
flying above them. But the eagle is afraid only of men who might shoot at
him. Therefore, he prefers to have the arrows lodge in him rather than in
his children.” They then offered a parable: “A man was going on a road
with his son walking in front of him. If robbers, who might seek to capture
the son, come from the front, he positions the boy behind him. If a wolf
comes from behind, he takes his son and puts him in front. If robbers
come from the front and wolves from the rear, he takes the son and puts
him on his shoulders” (Mech. to Behodesh, 2).

Parental Advice to Children

As in the medieval ethical wills that parents composed before their
deaths to provide moral (and religious) instructions to their children
and other descendants, the Talmud records the last words of advice that
some sages imparted to their children. Rav urged his son, R. Hiyya: “Do
not take drugs [even as a medicine since they are habit forming] and do
not leap over ditches; do not have a tooth extracted [the pain of a tooth-
ache will eventually cease]; and do not anger a snake or provoke a Syrian
woman” (Pes. 113a).

With seven things did R. Akiva charge his son, R. Joshua: “My son,
do not sit and study at the busiest point of a town [many pass there,
and they will disturb your studies]; do not live in a town whose lead-
ers are scholars [intent on their studies, they neglect the affairs of
the town]; do not enter your own house suddenly, and especially
not the house of your neighbor; and do not go about without shoes.
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Rise up early and eat, in summer because of the sun [i.e., heat] and
in winter on account of the cold; treat your Sabbath like a weekday
rather than be dependent on any man [i.e., do not borrow money to
buy special foods to make the day festive]; and strive to be on good
terms with the man upon whom the fortune of the hour smiles.”
(Pes. 112a)

EDUCATION/TEACHING TORAH

“And you shall teach them [the religious and moral precepts of the
Torah] diligently to your children.” (Deut. 6:7) is a core Jewish value,
recited twice daily as a portion of the Shema. The Talmud adds, “Teach
your children Torah, so that they may be fluent in it” (Ber. 13b), and
teaching Torah was one of the obligations of a father toward his son
(Kid. 29a). The major responsibility of Jewish parents was to educate
their children in the wisdom of the past, so they could be fully contribut-
ing members of the community. “He who rears his children in Torah” is
among those who enjoy the fruit in this world while the principal remains
for him in the World to Come (Shab. 127a). Similarly, “One who has a
son studying Torah is as if he never dies” (Gen. R. 49:4). Education was
considered so important that Resh Lakish said in the name of Judah ha-
Nasi: “The world endures only for the sake of the breath of children at
study; . . . School children may not be made to neglect [their studies] even
for rebuilding the Temple” (Shab. 119b).

The Talmud relates that Hama bar Bissa left his family and “spent
12 years at the House of Study” (Ket. 6a–b). When he returned, rather
than act like a colleague who had entered his house unexpectedly and
nearly scare his wife to death, Hama bar Bisa sent word of his arrival from
the local study hall. There he engaged in a halachic discussion with a bril-
liant young man, who turned out to be his son, Oshaia (though neither
knew the other). Hama became depressed and realized, “Had I been here
[i.e., remained at home and attended to the education of my son], I also
could have had such a child.” Finally returning home, Hama was sitting
with his wife when Oshaia entered the house. Assuming that the young
man wished to continue their discussion, Hama rose to greet him. Sur-
prised, his wife asked, “What father stands up before a son?!” (Ket. 62b).
To Hama, his father, and his son—three generations of scholars all living
at the same time—Rami ben Hama applied the verse from Ecclesiastes
(4:12), “And a threefold cord is not readily broken” (BB 59a).

The pursuit of learning was the highest goal: “If you have acquired
knowledge, what do you lack? If you lack knowledge, what have you
acquired?” (Lev. R. 1:6). If a father has both himself and his son to teach,
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but the means for only one of them to study, the rabbinic majority ruled
that the father takes precedence over his son. However, R. Judah dis-
agreed: “If his son is industrious, bright [filled with a desire to learn],
and has a retentive memory, his son takes precedence [since he will out-
live the father]” (Kid. 29b).

Initially, children were taught at home by their fathers. However, this
meant that an orphan would be left without a source of instruction.
Joshua ben Gamla (first century) totally reorganized the educational sys-
tem and set up elementary schools, ordaining that “teachers of young
children should be appointed in each district and town, and that children
should enter school at the age of six or seven.” This accomplishment led
the Talmud to exclaim, “Truly, that man’s name is blessed . . . since but
for him Torah would have been forgotten in Israel” (BB 21a).

Rav cautioned, “Before the age of six do not accept pupils.” However,
“from that age you can accept them and stuff them with Torah like an
ox” (BB 21a). The Rabbis understood the power that their teaching had
on impressionable youths with receptive minds: “One who studies Torah
as a child, to what can he be likened?—to ink written on fresh paper
[which retains ink legibly and permanently]. And one who studies Torah
as an old man, to what can he be likened?—to ink written on smudged
paper” (Avot. 4:25).

Overcrowded classes were not considered conducive to learning.
According to Rava, “The [maximum] number of [elementary] pupils
assigned to one teacher is 25. If there are 50, we appoint two teachers. If
there are 40, we appoint an assistant [senior student] at town expense”
(BB 21a). In the absence of sufficient written material for study, learning
was primarily achieved through memorization from constant repetition:
“The teacher must continue repeating the lesson until the pupil has
learned it” (Er. 54b). As for the student, “He who repeats his lesson
100 times is not to be compared with the student who repeats it
101 times” (Hag. 9b), and “He who studies Torah and does not go over
it again and again is like one who sows without reaping” (Sanh. 99a).7

Some Rabbis stressed the educational value of mnemonics, while others
emphasized the importance of reciting the lesson aloud: “Open your
mouth and read Scripture, open your mouth and learn Talmud, that your
studies be retained and you live long.” The text continues, “R. Eliezer had
a disciple who studied [his lessons] in a low voice [without speaking them
audibly]. The result was that after three years he forgot his learning”
(Er. 54a). In addition, the Talmud observes, “An attentive student will
read on his own; if one is inattentive, put him next to a diligent one [i.e.,
so that he will listen and gradually apply himself to his studies]” (BB 21a).

122 What the Rabbis Said



In elementary schools, stress was placed on Hebrew language and
Torah studies. Rather than beginning with Genesis, students first studied
the Book of Leviticus, based on the following rabbinic reasoning: “Since
children are pure and the sacrifices [the subject of much of Leviticus]
are pure, let the pure come and occupy themselves with things that are
pure” (Lev. R. 7:3).

Pirkei Avot (5:15) describes four types of students: “(a) one who grasps
[understands] quickly and forgets quickly, his gain is offset by his loss;
(b) one who grasps slowly and forgets slowly, his loss is offset by his gain;
(c) one who grasps quickly and forgets slowly, this is a good portion; and
(d) one who grasps slowly and forgets quickly, this is a bad portion.”
More-advanced students were also classified into categories: “Four types
of students sit before the sages: [they are like] a sponge, a funnel, a
strainer, and a sieve: a sponge, which absorbs everything; a funnel, which
lets in from one end and lets out from the other; a strainer, which lets the
wine flow and retains the sediment; and a sieve, which allow the flour
dust to pass through and retains the fine flour” (Avot 5:18).

Teaching was an honored profession, and its practitioners were held in
the highest esteem. The Mishnah notes that if a person’s father and
teacher are taken into captivity (or were both searching for lost property
or carrying a heavy burden), he must help his teacher first, “For his father
[only] brought him into this world, whereas his teacher who taught him
wisdom brings him into the World to Come” (BM 2:11, 33a).8 When a
teacher dies, his disciple must rend his garments in mourning, as for a
close relative. As stated in Pirkei Avot (4:15), “Let the reverence for your
teacher be like the fear of Heaven.”

The words of a good teacher seem to students as gentle dew, whereas
those of an incompetent instructor are as harsh as heavy rain (Taan. 7a).
Patience was a required virtue for a good teacher, for “an impatient person
cannot teach” (Avot 2:5). Indeed, the Rabbis considered the failure of a
student to be directly related to the pedagogic qualities of his teacher.

Yose bar Judah stressed the importance of learning from an older, expe-
rienced teacher: “A person who learns from the young is compared to one
who eats unripe grapes and drinks wine from a vat, whereas a person who
learns from the old is compared to one who eats ripe grapes and drinks
wine that is aged” (Avot 4:26). However, R. Meir cautioned, “Do not look
at the vessel, but what is in it; there is a new vessel filled with old wine and
an old vessel that does not even contain new wine!” (Avot 4:27).

The Midrash suggests keeping students awake by making shocking
statements. Thus, “Judah ha-Nasi was lecturing and noticed that his audi-
ence was falling asleep. Suddenly he called out, ‘A woman in Egypt gave
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birth to 6,000 children!’ Roused from his stupor, one student asked, ‘Who
could that be?’ Judah ha-Nasi loudly replied, ‘It was Jochebed, when she
gave birth to Moses, because he is equal to 6,000 people’ ” (Song R. 1:15).

The Rabbis discussed whether it was better to teach a large amount of
material superficially or delve into the depths of a smaller subject matter.
Rava said, “If there are two teachers, one who goes through the lessons
quickly but with mistakes and the other slowly but without mistakes, we
appoint the one who goes quickly, because mistakes correct themselves
in time.” Dimi of Nehardea disagreed: “We appoint the one who goes
slowly but makes no mistakes, for once a mistake is implanted [in a stu-
dent’s mind] it is difficult to unlearn” (BB 21a).

If a parent has engaged a teacher to instruct his child, what should he
do if he finds a second one who could do a better job? According to Rava,
one should “not replace the first by the second, for fear that the second,
when appointed, will become indolent [i.e., have no competitor for the
post].” R. Dimi disagreed, maintaining that the second “would exert him-
self still more if appointed, for ‘the jealousy of scribes increases wisdom’
[i.e., the jealousy of the one who has been replaced will stimulate the sec-
ond not to disgrace himself]” (BB 21a).

Education for Girls

The Rabbis had divergent views on the need for educating Jewish girls. In
the same mishnah, Ben Azzai says, “A man has an obligation to teach his
daughter Torah,” whereas Eliezer benHyrcanus declares, “Whoever teaches
his daughter it is as though he taught her lewdness” (Sot. 3:4, 20a). The
majority of the Rabbis favored the latter view. Interpreting the biblical
verse, “You shall teach them diligently to your children” (Deut. 11:19), they
took literally the masculine noun to mean that there was an obligation to
teach sons but not daughters (Kid. 29b). As R Eliezer said, “Let the words
of the Torah be destroyed by fire rather than be imparted to women”
(JT Sot, 19a). Women were to learn how to take care of household duties.
“A woman has no learning except in the use of the spindle” (Yoma 66b).

Advanced education was almost exclusively the province of boys.
Nevertheless, girls apparently were taught the Bible and the religious laws
that they were obliged to fulfill. Given the patriarchal society of that era,
this was apparently a reasonable compromise, since spending large
amounts of time studying would have limited a woman’s ability to take
care of what was perceived as her major role, the care of the household.
Nevertheless, there even are examples of highly learned women in
Talmudic times, most notably Beruriah, the wife of R. Meir (Pes. 62b).
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Secular Knowledge

Whether secular knowledge should be taught was a controversial topic.
Most Rabbis attacked Greek philosophy: “Cursed be the man who
teaches his son Greek wisdom” (BK 82b). However, one stated: “He
who knows how to calculate the cycles and movements of the planets
[i.e., understands astronomy] but does not, to him may be applied the
verse, ‘They regard not the work of the Lord, nor the operation of his
hands’ [Isa. 5:12]” (Shab. 75a).

The Rabbis “permitted the household of Rabban Gamaliel [the
Patriarch] to study Greek wisdom because they had close associations with
the government [and represented the Jewish people before the Roman
authorities]” (Sot. 49b). They distinguished between Greek wisdom and
Greek language. An admirer of “Greek learning” and Hellenic love of the
beautiful, Bar Kappara interpreted the biblical verse, “May God enlarge
Japheth and let him dwell in the tends of Shem” (Gen. 9:27), as meaning:
“The words of Torah shall be recited in the speech of Japheth [Greek] in
the tents of Shem [in synagogues and schools]” (Gen. R. 36:8).

Ben Dama, who was attracted to Hellenism and the Judeo-Christians,
asked his uncle, Yishmael ben Elisha, “May one such as I, who has studied
the entire Torah, learn Greek wisdom [philosophy]?” In reply, the latter
cited the verse, “This Book of the Law [i.e., the Torah] shall not depart
out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night” (Josh. 1:8).
R. Yishmael continued, “Find a time that is neither day nor night
[i.e., never] and then learn Greek wisdom!” (Men. 99b). After Ben Dama
had been bitten by a snake, a Judeo-Christian wanted to heal him by using
a formula in the name of Jesus. However, R. Yishmael did not believe in
such charms and would not allow him to enter. As Ben Dama was begin-
ning to cite a verse from the Torah to prove that this would not be against
Jewish law, “His soul departed and he died.” R. Yishmael considered that
God had been merciful in allowing Ben Dama to die in peace: “Happy are
you, for you were pure in body and your soul likewise left you in purity;
nor did you transgress the law of the sages” (Av. Zar. 27b).

In addition to his profound Torah knowledge, Shimon ben Gamaliel
apparently was trained in Greek philosophy, leading him to declare
that the Bible could be written only in the original text and in Greek
(Meg. 9b). R. Yochanan permitted the popular custom of painting decora-
tive figures on walls, even though it had been considered contrary to the
biblical injunction against making graven images (JTAv. Zar. 3:3). He also
allowed the study of Greek—by men, to enable them to defend themselves
against informers; and by women, because familiarity with that language
was deemed an attractive accomplishment in their sex (JT Pe’ah 1:15).
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The public at large challenged some customs of the household of Judah
Nesiah I (grandson of Judah ha-Nasi), because they differed from those
followed by the general population. These included speaking Greek,
growing their hair long, and decorating the walls with paintings and
mirrors. However, the scholars informed them that, since Judah and his
retinue were “close to the government,” such deviations from common
practice were permitted (JT Shab. 6:5).9

NOTES

1. Hezekiah, one of the best kings of Judah, was the father of Manasseh and
grandfather of Amon, generally considered two of the most evil rulers.

2. Other sages took a different view. R. Judah said what was meant by was
that in fact he had a daughter. “Others say that Abraham had a daughter whose
name was ba-kol!”

3. This was the conclusion of the sages after the tragic event in which a child
who broke a flask was so terrified by his father’s threat to box his ears that he
threw himself into a well. R. Akiva ruled, “No burial rites whatever are to be
denied him [as would ordinarily be the case of someone who committed
suicide].”

4. As in the famous verse from Proverbs (13:24), “He who spares his rod hates
his son; but he who loves him disciplines him early.”

5. Ornamented long vest worn by the High Priest over the blue robe (Exod.
28:6–12).

6. This does not imply that the husband need not honor his wife, but that the
wife must obey her husband, just as a son must obey his father.

7. R. Joshua added, “He who studies Torah and then forgets it is like a woman
who bears [a child] and buries [it].”

8. However, a father who is learned in Torah has precedence over a teacher.
9. Bader, 454.
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CHAPTER 7

Law and Punishment

Civil Law

Three Talmudic tractates in Nezikin (damages) deal with civil law. Bava
Kamma (lit., “the first gate,”1) addresses the law of torts, which encompasses
injuries to persons and property. Bava Metzia (“middle gate”) deals with
such topics as lost and found property, fraud, usury, bailments, and relations
with workers. Bava Batra (“last gate”) focuses on property law (real estate,
inheritance, sales, and partnerships). As in Anglo-American law, in any
suit for monetary damages or for the return of something in the possession
of another, “the burden of proof lies on the claimant” (BK 35a).

NEGLIGENCE

Bava Kamma discusses in minute detail the four basic types of uninten-
tional damage to persons and property discussed in the Bible (Exod.
21:18–36; 22:4–6). The overarching principle in Jewish law is that each
person is responsible for all damage caused by his property or his actions
if he fails to take appropriate care to prevent them from becoming danger-
ous.2 For example, if an ox gored a person or the animal of another,
the degree of punishment depended on whether the owner of the ox was
aware of any dangerous tendencies of the animal. If the animal was known
to be savage and had caused damage in the past, the owner was considered
negligent and held responsible for all damages. However, if the animal had
not previously caused harm, the owner need only pay half of the damages.



LOST AND FOUND PROPERTY

The first mishnah in Bava Metzia deals with the situation in which two
people appear before the court, each claiming to have found a lost article.
If both say, “It is all mine” and each swears under oath that his right
extends to not less than one half of it, they divide its value between
them.3 However, if one declares, “It is all mine,” and takes an oath that
his share is not less than three-quarters, while the other says, “Half is
mine,” and takes an oath that his share is not less than one-quarter, the
former receives three-quarters of the value and the latter one-quarter.4

In Jewish law, a person is required to return lost property to its owner.
He is responsible for caring for the lost article he has found (Talmudic
examples include unrolling and reading a scroll and shaking a garment
every 30 days) until it is claimed by its owner (BM 29b), and he is not
permitted to “shut his eyes” to lost property. The Talmud brands as a thief
any person who finds a lost object or animal and does not attempt to
return it to its rightful owner. The finder must make a public announce-
ment and return the item to a person who can describe its identifying
signs or provide evidence of ownership. If the lost property lacks identify-
ing marks and is found in a public place, or if it appears abandoned (e.g.,
spilled fruit along a road), it is deemed ownerless and can be taken by the
finder (BM 25b, 28a–b).5

BAILMENT

According to the Talmud (Shev. 49a), “There are four types of guardians
[custodians of the property of another]”—unpaid custodian, paid custodian,
hirer, and borrower. If property was lost, stolen, or damaged, the liability of
the custodian varied according to whether the guardian was compensated
for the task and whether what occurred was reasonably foreseeable.

Bava Metzia details the rules of the parties involved. An unpaid custo-
dian, who kept the property of his neighbor without deriving any benefit
from it, was responsible for damages only if he was negligent. A paid cus-
todian, or one who paid for using the property (hirer), was expected to be
more vigilant and thus had more liability (since he, as well as the owner,
was profiting from it). The paid custodian or hirer was generally respon-
sible for loss or theft, because he should have protected the property more
diligently. However, if the occurrence was an accident that the paid cus-
todian could not have prevented, the owner bore the risk of loss or theft.
Similarly, the owner was financially responsible if the loss or theft was due
to unforeseen circumstances (such as an animal stolen in an armed rob-
bery). Of course, both unpaid and paid custodians were forbidden to make
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unauthorized personal use of the property in their charge. In such situa-
tions, they would be considered thieves and liable in all cases, even acci-
dental ones.

A borrower, who was keeping the property solely for his own advan-
tage, was responsible for every type of loss, unless it occurred in the course
of its normal use. Thus, a borrower would not be liable for the head of a
hammer that broke off when inserting a nail or an ox that died while per-
forming routine labor in the field, since the owner should never have lent
an item or animal if it could not stand up to the demands of ordinary use.

INHERITANCE

In Bava Batra, the Rabbis addressed the question of inheritance of
an estate. Essentially, the order of inheritance is as follows: (1) sons and
their descendants; (2) daughters and their descendants; (3) the father;
(4) brothers and their descendants; (5) sisters and their descendants;
(6) the father’s father (grandfather); (7) the father’s brothers (uncles)
and their descendants; (8) the father’s sisters (aunts) and their descen-
dants; (9) the great-grandfather and his collateral descendants, and so on.

Each son of the deceased receives an equal share of the estate of his
father or mother, with the exception of the first born of the father who
receives a double share. If a son dies during his father’s lifetime, his chil-
dren inherit his portion of the estate. Daughters were denied a share in
the inheritance if there were sons. However, as long as they were unmar-
ried, the cost of supporting daughters was the first duty of the estate of the
deceased: “If the property is small, the daughters are maintained [from it]
and the sons shall go begging” (BB 139b).

A husband is heir to his wife’s property. The converse, however, is not
true—a wife does not inherit her husband’s estate, though she receives
her dowry. A will that “makes a stipulation contrary to what is written
in the Torah” is “disregarded” (null and void). The Talmud gives as
examples: “My firstborn shall not receive a double portion,” and “My
son shall not be heir with his brothers.” However, oral or written “gifts”
to the same effect are valid (since a person is entitled to dispose of his
property as gifts in any way he desires), as long as they do not include
the words “as an inheritance” (BB 126b).

EQUITY

Although the Talmud contains complex and technical sections related
to law, the Rabbis stressed that the need for strict justice be tempered by
equitable considerations. For example, people owning property adjacent
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to available land must be given the first opportunity to acquire it: “If one
takes possession [through payment of a land tax] of property lying
between fields belonging to brothers or partners, he is an impudent
man.” According to the letter of the law, however, “We do not remove
him.” Nevertheless, the rabbinic judges of Nehardea (the site of an
important Babylonian academy) ruled that “he is removed from the land
[i.e., forced to sell],” based on the biblical verse (Deut. 6:18), “Do what is
right and just in the eyes of the Lord” (BM 108a).

Equitable mitigation of strict justice was especially applied to the most
vulnerable members of society. Some porters negligently broke a barrel of
wine owned by Rabbah bar bar Hanan. When they failed to reimburse
him for the damage, the sage seized their cloaks as compensation, an
action well within his legal rights. The porters appealed to the illustrious
Rav, who ruled that their cloaks should be returned since the breakage
resulted from carelessness rather than premeditation. When Rabbah also
refused to pay them for their labor, the porters again complained: “We
are poor men, we have worked all day and are starving and have nothing
[to eat].” Rav ordered, “Go and pay them.” Even though Rabbah pro-
tested, he was held to the higher equitable standard of “lifnim meshuirat
ha-din”—going beyond the mere letter of the law (BM 83a).

Rather than a person acting only out of a sense of obligation or to earn
a reward, lifnim meshurat ha-din indicates a sincere wish to effectuate the
Divine will. One who contributes the minimum amount to charity,
behaves toward his parents and teachers with only the barest respect, or
sets aside only a minuscule portion of his day for learning Torah may
indeed be fulfilling the letter of the law, but the Rabbis believed that he
could certainly do better. Indeed, the Talmud even states that Jerusalem
was destroyed because judges based their judgments solely according to
strict biblical law (BM 30b).

Criminal Law

THEFT

The second half of Bava Kamma deals with the crimes of theft, assault,
and robbery. The general rule is that if witnesses testified that a man com-
mitted a theft, the thief “shall pay double,” meaning that he would be
fined an amount equal to the value of the stolen property. From the use
of the word “alive” to refer to a stolen animal (Exod. 23:3), the Rabbis
deduced that the thief also was responsible for returning to the victim
the full value of the stolen item when it was taken. If a stolen animal died
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or suffered some injury, the thief would retain it (since it was no longer
the “same animal”) and be forced to pay its owner the original value of
the animal plus the fine (i.e., double the value of the property he had
stolen). A thief who had a change of heart and freely admitted the theft
to the court was required to repay only the basic value of the stolen item,
without having to make double restitution.

Special rules pertained to the theft of a sheep or an ox (Exod. 21:37).
A thief who sold or slaughtered the animal was required to make fourfold
restitution for a sheep and fivefold restitution for an ox. This meant that,
in addition to the value of the stolen animal, the thief must pay a fine of
three times the value of a sheep and four times that of an ox. R. Meir
viewed this rule as indicating the “the importance attached to labor.”
Therefore, the damage to the owner of the ox was more serious because
that animal usually plows in the field (while the sheep performs no work)
and the owner was deprived of its productive efforts. According to
Yochanan ben Zakkai, the difference in penalties was related to “the
importance attached to the dignity of man. An ox walks away on its
own feet . . .while a sheep was usually carried on the thief ’s shoulder
[i.e., the embarrassment suffered warranted less of a fine]” (BK 79b).

One Rabbi raised an intriguing scenario. “If a person stole a measure of
wheat, kneaded it, baked it, and set aside a portion of it as challah [for the
kohanim], what blessing should he say?” The response: “He surely could
not say any blessing, for by doing so he would only condemn the Lord
[i.e., despite the many changes the wheat had undergone, it was still not
his and thus not fit to have a blessing said over it]” (BK 94a).

The Talmud condemned not only the thief, but also someone who
knowingly received stolen property. Although in the context of the sale
of a slave outside of the Land of Israel rather than robbery, the question
posed by R. Abaye—“Why do we penalize the purchaser rather than the
seller?”—also applies to knowingly receiving stolen goods. R. Joseph
replied, “It is not the mouse that is the thief, but the hole that encourages
him [i.e., a thief who cannot find a ready market will have less inclination
to steal].” R. Abaye protested, “If there were no mouse, how should the
hole come by it?” However, R. Joseph was not convinced: “It is only rea-
sonable that where the forbidden stuff is found [i.e., in the hands of the pur-
chaser of stolen goods], there we should impose the penalty” (Git. 45a).

An accomplice in a theft was equally guilty: “A partner in robbery is
also a robber” (JT Sanh. 1:2). The Talmud relates howMar Zutra deduced
the identity of a thief. “[While the sage was staying at an inn,] a silver cup
was stolen from his host. When Mar Zutra saw a young student wash his
hands and dry them on his friend’s garment, he said: ‘This is the person
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[who stole the cup], for he has no consideration for the property of his
neighbor’ ” (BM 24a).

Is a person entitled to take the law into his own hands? Ben Bag Bag said:
“Do not enter [stealthily] the courtyard of another without permission, even
to take back something that belongs to you, lest he think you are a thief. But
if he is reluctant to return your property, you may break his teeth [give him a
hard blow] and say, ‘I am taking possession of what is mine.’ ” (BK 27b).

BATTERY

The classic law of retaliation (lex talionis) mandated that the punish-
ment inflicted for bodily injury be precisely the same as the harm caused.
This concept was common to all Semitic peoples and well developed in
Babylonia by the time of the Code of Hammurabi in 1750 BCE. However,
the Rabbis rejecting a literal interpretation of the biblical verse, “an eye
for an eye” (Exod. 21:24, Lev. 24:20, Deut. 19:21), instead ruling that
an individual who injured another must pay the monetary equivalent to
the person he has harmed. “If he poked out his eye, cut off his arm, or
broke his leg, the injured person is considered as if he were a slave being
sold in the marketplace, and a valuation is made as to how much he was
worth before and how much he is worth now” (BK 8:1; 83b).

Although the Torah speaks only of compensation based on time lost from
work and the cost of medical treatment, the Rabbis expanded the compen-
sation to include payment for physical disability, pain, and the “indignity
inflicted” (humiliation and mental anguish). The Rabbis stressed that the
payment of full compensation is not sufficient. To be completely forgiven,
it is necessary that the person who inflicted the injury seek a pardon from
his victim (who is required to be merciful and forgive him) (BK 92a).

MURDER

“You shall not murder” (Exod. 20:13) is the Sixth Commandment.
Although often incorrectly translated as, “You shall not kill,” the Bible
recognized that there were situations in which it was required to take a
human life. These included obligatory wars (as against the Seven Nations
that were the original idolatrous inhabitants of the Land of Canaan;
Deut. 20:17), the infliction of capital punishment based on judicial
decree, and the requirement to kill a pursuer if there was no other way
to save the person being pursued (see below).

The Talmud justified self-defense as grounds for killing another person,
based on the biblical law relating to a thief breaking into a house: “If a
thief is seized while tunneling [breaking in] and he is beaten to death,
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there is no bloodguilt in this case. If the sun has risen on him, there is
bloodguilt in that case” (Exod. 22:1–2). The Rabbis explained that a bur-
glar who entered a house in the dead of night was presumed to have no
hesitation about killing the owner. Consequently, they concluded, “If
one comes to kill you, kill him first!” (Sanh. 72a). However, if a burglar
broke into a home in broad daylight, it was assumed that the intruder
was not planning to physically harm the householder, because he would
surely be apprehended. Because in this scenario only his property was at
risk, and it was not necessary to take a life to protect himself, the home-
owner was forbidden to kill the burglar.

The law of self-defense applies to any mortal danger (Sanh. 72b). Based
on the verse, “You shall not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor”
(Lev. 19:16), the Rabbis developed the principle of the rodef (pursuer),
maintaining that a person must do whatever is necessary to save the life
of one who is being pursued, even going so far as taking the life of the pur-
suer. “The following must be saved [from sinning], even at the cost of their
lives: one who pursues his fellow to kill him; one who pursues another man
for homosexual purposes; and one who pursues a betrothed maiden in order
to dishonor [violate] her” (Sanh. 73a). However, if one can save an endan-
gered person by merely wounding the pursuer, the rescuer must not take his
life lest he be considered guilty of murder “and subject to execution on that
account” (Sanh. 74a). To encourage people to help those whose lives are in
danger, the Rabbis ruled that they would be exempt from damages to per-
sonal property: “If one chases after a pursuer to save the pursued and broke
some utensils, whether of the pursuer, the pursued, or of any other person,
he is not liable for payment. This should not be so according to strict law,
but if you will not rule this way, no man will save his neighbor from a
pursuer” (Sanh. 74a).

The Rabbis posit a situation in which a group of Jews walking along a
road are stopped by heathens, who demand: “Give us one of you and we
will kill him. If not, we will kill all of you.” They rule that all must suffer
death rather than surrender one of them. However, “If the heathens single
out a specific person, as was the case with Sheba ben Bichri, that person
may be surrendered to them, so that the others may be saved. Resh Lakish
said, ‘Only someone under sentence of death, as Sheba ben Bichri was,
may be turned over.’ ” But R. Yochanan (and the subsequent tradition)
disagreed, maintaining that any person who has been specifically named,
whether under sentence of death or not, may be handed over to save
others from death (JT Ter. 8:12).

Murder is a heinous crime because it is the unjustified taking of the life of
a human being created “in the image of God,” and “Whoever destroys a
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single soul, Scripture regards him as though he had destroyed a whole world”
(Sanh. 37a). Correlating the first commandments on each of the two tab-
lets, the Mechilta (to Exod. 20:17; 70b) maintains that a person who
believes in God as the Creator of human life (first tablet) could never com-
mit murder (second tablet). A man once came to Rava to ask for his advice.
“The governor of my town has ordered me to kill a certain person, and if
I refuse he will kill me.” The sage replied, “Let him kill you rather than that
you should commit murder; do you think that your blood is redder [than
his]? Perhaps his blood is redder [i.e., you have no right to murder him to
save yourself, since his life is no less valuable than your own]” (Pes. 25b).

The Rabbis extended the commandment against unjustifiable killing by
describing many things as equivalent to murder, although they did not
warrant the death penalty. Rather than cause immediate bloodshed or
death, situations that could ultimately result in physical or psychological
destruction include: shaming a fellow human being in public (BM 58b);
failing to provide food and safety for travelers; causing loss of livelihood;
and withholding charity from the poor.

Even the justified taking of the life of another is to be avoided whenever
possible.When Jacob awaited the arrival of his estranged brother Esau and
his host of 400 men, the Patriarch “was greatly frightened and distressed”
(Gen. 32:8). Judah bar Ilai asks, “Are not fear and distress the same thing?”
The explanation is that Jacob was afraid that he might be killed, but was
distressed that he might kill. Jacob thought, “If he defeats me, will he not
kill me? But if I am victorious, will I not kill him?” (Gen. R. 76:2).6

Punishment

CORPORAL PUNISHMENT

The violation of certain commandments was punishable by flogging.
The maximum number of lashes according to the biblical text was 40
(Deut. 25:3), but the Rabbis reduced this to 39 so that, in the event of
an error of 1, the person would not be flogged more than his due. Before
administering this punishment, an expert established the person’s physi-
cal condition and estimated the number of strokes he could tolerate
(based on his age, temperament, and physique) (Mak. 22a–b). If he could
not safely tolerate the requisite number of lashes, he received only as
many as he could bear.

At times, the court imposed corporal punishment for actions that,
although not violating biblical law, were in opposition to accepted moral
standards: “A man once had intercourse with his wife [in public] under a
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fig tree. He was brought before the court and flogged, not because he
merited it [i.e., the law does not prescribe this punishment for such
improper conduct], but because the times required it [as a deterrent in
an age of loose morals]” (Sanh. 46a).

Despite the biblical sanction for imposing corporal punishment, the
Rabbis noted that “the pangs of conscience are better than floggings”
(Ber. 7a).

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

In the Torah, the death penalty is prescribed for a multitude of
offenses, including murder, adultery, blasphemy, profaning the Sabbath,
idolatry, incest, striking one’s parents, false prophecy, witchcraft, and giv-
ing false testimony in capital cases. However, the Talmud notes that
capital punishment could actually be imposed only when the Temple still
existed (Sanh. 52b).

The Rabbis were generally opposed to capital punishment. They ruled
that the death penalty could not be carried out unless the guilty party had
been forewarned of the seriousness of his proposed action. In addition, the
law of evidence and the proof of premeditation in capital cases were made
so severe that a death verdict was almost impossible. The Talmud states,
“A Sanhedrin [Great Court] that executes one man in seven years is
branded a ‘murderous court.’ Eleazar ben Azariah said, ‘One in 70 years.’
R. Tarfon and R. Akiva said: ‘Were we members of a Sanhedrin, no per-
son would ever be put to death’7 . . . [However,] Shimon ben Gamaliel
retorted, ‘[Yes] and they would also have multiplied the shedders of blood
[murderers] in Israel!’ [i.e., they would eliminate the fear of retribution
that is a deterrent to murder]” (Mak. 1:10, 7a). All members of a court
that pronounced a capital sentence were obliged to abstain from eating
on the day of execution (Sanh. 63a).

NOTES

1. The term “bava” (gate) was used to denote a section of a book.
2. This is equivalent to the modern concept of negligence as a failure to meet

the duty of “reasonable care.”
3. In effect, each claimant is maintaining that he was entitled to the entire

article, though he could not be awarded it in view of a counterclaim. Therefore,
he is required only to swear that half is his (the most he could be awarded).

4. In this case, there is no dispute that half the article should go to the first
finder.
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5. Etz Hayim, 1115; Chill, 452.
6. This is similar to the classic comment of Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir

to an Arab leader: “We can forgive you for killing our sons. But we will never for-
give you for making us kill yours.”

7. Their cross-examination of the witnesses would have been so exhaustive
that some flaw would have appeared in their testimony.
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CHAPTER 8

Earning a Livelihood

LABOR

The Rabbis exalted labor: “Great is labor, for it honors the worker”
(Ned. 49b), and simply, “Love work” (Avot 1:10). “Work is more beloved
than the merit of the fathers” (Gen. R. 74:12), and “If a man works, he is
blessed” (Mid. Ps. 23:3). Performing one’s worldly occupation was one of
the four activities that that Talmud says “require strengthening” [i.e.,
constant renewal of one’s effort in order to succeed] (Ber. 32b). “One
who has no work should indulge in a hobby, because idleness leads to
idiocy” (ARN 11). The Rabbis offer the following advice: “If a person
says, ‘I have worked and have not achieved,’ do not believe him. If he
says, ‘I have not worked but still have achieved,’ do not believe him.
However, if a person says, ‘I have worked and have achieved,’ you may
believe him” (Meg. 6a).

Although the ideal occupation was to study Torah, Rabban Gamaliel
offered a practical qualification: “Torah study is good when combined
with a worldly occupation, for the exertion of both makes sin forgotten.
All Torah study that is not joined with work will eventually cease and
leads to sin” (Avot 2:2). The Rabbis interpreted this as meaning that if
a scholar has no work by which he earns a steady livelihood, he will have
to seek work at random, thus wasting time that he could otherwise have
devoted to the study of Torah. If unsuccessful in finding honest work,
he might be tempted (or driven) to dishonest means of obtaining a liveli-
hood. Consequently, one of the major duties of a father was to prepare



his son to earn a living: “He who does not teach his son a craft/trade,
teaches him to be a robber” (Kid. 29a).

For the ordinary person, the Rabbis suggested a realistic combination of
work and study: “If a man learns two paragraphs of Torah in the morning
and two in the evening, and engaged in his work all the [rest of the] day,
it is as though he had fulfilled the entire Torah” (Tanh. Beshalach 20).
A midrash proposed an ideal schedule of dividing the working hours of
the day into three parts: a third for devotion (prayer), a third for learning
(studying Torah), and a third for working; another recommended
allocation of time was to study in the winter and work in the summer
(Eccles. R. 9).

The Rabbis praised the value of manual labor: “A blessing rests only on
the work of a man’s hands” (Tosefta Ber. 7:8), and “A person who has not
worked will not eat” (Gen. R. 14:10). Most sages came from poor families
and were humble workers who eked out a living. R. Akiva collected a bun-
dle of wood each day and lived on the money he received for it (ARN 6).
R. Meir was a scribe (Er. 13a), R. Yochanan a sandal maker (Avot 4:14),
and Yose ben Halafta made leather goods (Shab. 49b). R. Joshua was a coal
burner (smith), who is described as living in a house with black walls
(Ber. 28a). R. Judah was a baker (BB 132a) and Abba Saul was a kneader
of dough (Pes. 34a), who had previously worked as a gravedigger (Nid. 24b).

The Talmud offers divergent views regarding the relative values of
agricultural work versus commerce and handicrafts. R. Eleazar stated,
“Any man who owns no land is not really a man” and someday “all crafts-
men will take up agriculture” (Yev. 63a). However, on the same page of
Talmud he observed, “No occupation is inferior to agricultural labor.”
Rava added: “A hundred zuz [invested] in business will provide meat
and wine every day; a hundred zuz [invested] in land only lets one survive
on salt and vegetables. Moreover, it [owning a farm] causes him to sleep
on the ground [since he must remain in his field at night to guard his
crops] and embroils him in strife [with the owners of adjoining fields]”
(Yev. 63a). Rava continued, “Though a famine last seven years, it does
not pass the artisan’s gate [i.e., hunger need not be feared by those who
have learned a trade]” (Sanh. 29a). For the purposes of investment, the
Rabbis offered a compromise: “One should always divide his money into
three parts: one-third [should be invested] in land, one-third in merchan-
dise, and one-third ready at hand”1 (BM 42a).

The Rabbis did not believe that certain types of labor were beneath
one’s dignity. They advised, “Sell yourself over to work that is undignified
rather than beg favors of men” (JT Ber. 9:2). “Flay carcasses in the market
place and earn wages and never say, ‘I am a priest and a great man and it
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[such an occupation] is beneath my dignity [i.e., the most important per-
son is not degraded by honest work]’ ” (Pes. 113a). Nevertheless, as schol-
ars they appreciated their position and each day they thanked God: “You
have established my portion with those who sit in the study hall rather
than with idlers;2 for I rise early and they rise early, but I rise early for
words of Torah and they rise early for frivolous talk; I labor and they
labor, but I labor and receive a reward and they labor and do not receive
a reward; I run and they run, but I run to the life of the World to Come
and they run to the pit of destruction [Gehenna]” (Ber. 28b).

The Talmud lauds the benefits of the specialization of labor. Seeing a
crowd on the steps of the Temple Mount, Ben Zoma marveled at human
progress and remarked:

Blessed is He who has created all these to serve me. What labors
Adam had to carry out before he obtained bread to eat! He had to
plow the field and sow the seed and harvest the grain and then bind
and thresh and winnow [to separate the edible grain from the waste].
After that he ground the grain [into flour], sifted and kneaded [the
flour into] dough and baked it, and only then could he eat bread.
But I rise early in the morning and find it all prepared and ready
for me. And how many labors Adam had to carry out before he
obtained a garment to wear! He had to shear [the sheep] and wash
the wool, comb, spin, and weave it, and only then did he have a gar-
ment to wear. But all kinds of craftsmen [tradesmen] do these tasks
and then come early to my door, so that when I rise in the morning
all these are ready for me. (Ber. 58a)

EMPLOYER-EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

The Talmud describes the responsibilities of both parties in the
employer-employee relationship. Based on a biblical verse (Lev. 19:13),
the Rabbis decreed that an employer has until the next morning to pay
a day worker and until the following evening to pay a person who works
at night (BM 100b). This rule comes into effect once the wage is due to
be paid, so that a worker hired on a weekly, monthly, or yearly basis, or
even for a period of seven years, must be paid at the end of the stipulated
term (not a portion each day).

The Rabbis severely criticized an employer who exploited hired
laborers by delaying their payment, especially since they generally were
poor and needed to buy food for their families at the end of their workday.
As the Talmud sarcastically notes, “Why did this worker climb the ladder
[to build a house], suspend himself from a tree [to pick fruit], and risk
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death? Was it not for his wages?” Withholding an employee’s wages was
considered as depriving him of his life (BM 112a).

The relationship between employer and employee was affected by
local custom: “If an employer hires day laborers without any stipulations
and tells them to arrive early or work late in a place where this is not the
local custom, he has no right to compel them to work more than the
usual hours of labor. Where it is the custom to supply food to workers
he must feed them; where it is the custom to give them a dessert [after
the meal], he must provide it. Everything depends on local custom”
(BM 7:1, 83a).

Employees must also be paid a fair wage. This is illustrated in the tale of
R. Huna, who had 400 barrels of wine that turned into vinegar. Hearing of
this, several sages urged R. Huna to “examine his actions,” implying that
he might have deserved his misfortune through some sin. When R. Huna
asked whether they were accusing him of wrongdoing, they calmly replied,
“Shall we then suspect the Holy One of punishing unjustly?” After hearing
rumors that “the Master did not give his tenant-farmer his lawful share of
the vintage,” R. Huna angrily retorted: “Did he leave me any? He stole it
all [i.e., he took more than his rightful share]!” The other sages reminded
him of the proverb, “Whoever steals from a thief is also a thief.” Stung
by this rebuke, R. Huna admitted that he underpaid his tenant farmer
and shamefully said, “From now on I promise to give him his proper share.”
There are two endings to this story. In one, the vinegar became wine
again; in the other, the price of vinegar rose dramatically until it cost as
much as wine (Ber. 5b).

Although the Rabbis were sympathetic to employees, they also insisted
that they were required to fully devote themselves to the task and give
their employers full value for their wages. Consequently, the Talmud per-
mits workers to recite the Shema on the top of a tree or on scaffolding
(Ber. 2:4, 16a) and recite a shortened form of the Grace after Meals
(Ber. 45b), so as not to take excessive time off from work. A laborer must
keep himself in good condition to provide his employer with full value.
Therefore, “A man may not work in his field by night and hire himself
out for the day [lest he be too sleepy to work up to his ability]. He may
not starve himself or subject himself to privation, because he decreases
[his capacity to perform] the work of his employer” (JT Dem. 26b). R. Meir
bluntly stated, “Whoever disregards the instructions of his employer is
treated as a robber” (BM 78a–b).

A midrash relates that one day someone sought advice from Abba
Joseph, who was working as a builder and standing on scaffolding. He
replied, “I cannot come down [and talk with you directly] because I am
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hired by the day [and my time belongs to my employer]” (Exod. R. 13:1).
Similarly, when there once was an urgent need for rain, several scholars
sent to fetch Abba Hilkiah found him hoeing in the fields. They greeted
him, but he took no heed of them, continued working, and then returned
home. When they later asked why he did not acknowledge them and the
reason for his subsequent actions, Abba Hilkiah replied: “I was a laborer
hired by the day and I did not wish to interrupt [my work even for a
moment to welcome you]” (Taan. 23a–b).

OCCUPATIONS

R. Meir said, “One should always teach his son a clean and easy profes-
sion and earnestly pray to the One to whom all wealth and property
belong [that he be financially successful].” The sage stressed that all pro-
fessions have the potential to make one rich or poor, but this is all in
the hand of God (Kid. 82a).

Scribes who write Torah scrolls, tefillin, and mezuzot, or who trade in
these sacred commodities (including the sellers of the blue wool used in
the tzitzit), “never see a sign of blessing [i.e., earn a good living] unless they
engage in it for its own sake” (to benefit the community, with profit being
a secondary consideration). Others whose work is never blessed with
financial success are interpreters (who translated rabbinic lectures for the
congregation), those who invest the money of orphans (and keep half
the profits for themselves), and those who engage in trade overseas. Other
occupations “never see a sign of blessing” because they are exposed to the
ravages of the Evil Eye. These include those who sell their wares in market
stands, raise small cattle (i.e., sheep and goats), and cut down beautiful
trees (to sell for timber), since they are “exposed to public gaze” (i.e., incur
ill will and bring the Evil Eye on themselves) (Pes. 50b).

Abba Guria advised: “A father should not teach his son to be a
donkey-driver, camel-driver, waggoner [elsewhere translated as ‘barber’],
sailor, shepherd, or shopkeeper, because such professions are those of rob-
bers [i.e., they tend to overcharge for their services].” Drivers, because
when sent on long journeys they hire themselves to others to work during
time that is not rightfully their own; shepherds, because they lead their
flocks into the fields of others; shopkeepers, because it is easy for them
to supply adulterated goods. R. Judah partially disagreed: “Most camel-
drivers are worthy men [their travels through the desert give them a sense
of awe that leads to humility and a God-fearing spirit], and most sailors
are pious [the dangers of the sea turn their thoughts to God]. The best
of doctors are destined for Gehenna [see p. 274], and the worthiest of
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butchers is the partner of Amalek [i.e., they prevent a loss by selling ill
animals as fit to eat]” (Kid. 4:14, 82a).

“Whoever has business dealings with women has a bad character.” The
Talmud applies this generalization to goldsmiths (who make trinkets for
women), carders (who comb wool for women’s garments), cleaners of
hand-mills (used by housewives), peddlers, weavers, barbers (because
women take their children to them), launderers, bloodletters, bath
attendants, and tanners. “None of these in eligible to be appointed king
or High Priest. The reason is not because they are of unfit descent, but
because of their demeaning profession” (Kid. 82a).

Bloodletting was an especially despised occupation. According to the
Rabbis, 10 bad things were said about a bloodletter: “He struts arrogantly,
has a snobbish attitude, leans back [pompously] when sitting, is miserly
and casts an Evil Eye on people, hoping that they become sick and need
his services; he eats much [because he joins his patients at the meals fol-
lowing the procedure and demands the best food] and excretes little;
and he is suspected of adultery [with women patients], robbery [women
steal from their husbands to pay for his services], and bloodshed [by draw-
ing off too much blood]” (Kid. 82a).

The Rabbis taught, “No profession can disappear from the world [i.e.,
every trade, however clean or repulsive, is necessary for society to func-
tion properly]. Happy is the person who sees his parents engaged in a
superior [respectable] craft, and woe to him who sees his parents in a
lowly craft. The world cannot exist without a perfume-maker and without
a tanner,” but happy is the former and woe to the latter (Kid. 82b).

POVERTY AND WEALTH

Unlike some ascetic traditions, the Rabbis saw no virtue in poverty.
The material necessities of life were required to permit a person to acquire
knowledge, as expressed in the well-known maxim: “If there is no flour,
there is no Torah; if there is no Torah, there is no flour” (Avot 3:21).
The body must be properly nourished to function effectively and permit
a person to study; yet the mere acquisition of material things is insuffi-
cient, and one must also have nourishment of the mind with Torah.3

Poverty is in the most terrible suffering: “When the barley is gone from
the kitchen, strife comes knocking at the door” (BM 59a), and “Sixty pains
reach the teeth of one who hears the noise made by another man eating
while he himself is hungry” (BK 92b). The Rabbis said, “ ‘If all the suffer-
ings and pain in the world were gathered on one side of a scale, and poverty
was on the other side, poverty would outweigh them all’ ” (Exod. R. 31:14).
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“Poverty in one’s home is worse than 50 plagues” (BB 116a), and a poor
man was “considered as dead” (Ned. 64b) and “his very life is no life at
all” (Betz 32b).

Conversely, “Three things increase a man’s self-esteem [lit., ‘enlarge his
spirit’]: a beautiful dwelling, a beautiful wife, and beautiful clothes”
(Ber. 57b). Citing a proverb, the Rabbis observe: “No one is poor except
he who lacks knowledge . . .Once a person has acquired knowledge, what
does he lack? If a person does not acquire it, what does he possess?”
(Ned. 41a).

The Rabbis also speculated on the cyclical nature of poverty: “There is
an ever-rotating wheel in this world. He who is rich today may not be so
tomorrow, and he who is poor today may not be tomorrow” (Exod.
R. 31:3). “R. Joseph, the son of Joshua ben Levi, became ill and fell into
a coma. After he recovered, his father asked him, ‘What did you see?’
‘I saw a topsy-turvy world with those on top [in this world] occupying
the lowest regions [in heaven], while those who are downtrodden [in this
world] are on top [in heaven].’ ” His father responded that his son had
seen a “clear world” of true values, in which people occupy the positions
they merit (Pes. 50a).

In keeping with their ideal of moderation, the Rabbis were not opposed
to wealth but rejected the accumulation of riches to indulge in excessive
luxury. The Talmud notes that both Judah ha-Nasi and R. Akiva showed
respect to rich men, because they had the means to dispense kindness
and food to the needy. If generous with their resources, they would be
blessed with Divine protection (Er. 86a).4 A parable teaches the transitory
value of riches and the futility of toiling for material possessions:

A fox found a vineyard fenced on all sides with only one hole, but it
was too small for him. He fasted three days until thin enough to pass
through the hole. The fox ate everything he found, but when he
wanted to leave the vineyard he was too fat to pass through the hole.
Finally escaping, the fox turned back to the vineyard and said:
“Of what use have your fruits been to me? All that is inside is beauti-
ful and praiseworthy, but what benefit has one from you? As one
enters so he comes out.” Such is the world. When a person enters it
his hands are clenched as though to say, “Everything is mine; I will
inherit it all.” When he departs from the world, his hands are open,
as if to say, “I have acquired nothing from this world.” (Eccles. R. 5:14)

Pirkei Avot (4:1) succinctly reflects the rabbinic view regarding material
possessions: “Who is rich? He who is happy with his lot.” The sages offered
different answers to this basic question. For R. Meir, a rich person was
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“one who takes pleasure in his wealth [i.e., enjoys his riches],” while for
R. Tarfon it was “one who possesses 100 vineyards, 100 fields, and 100 slaves
working in them.” Speaking from personal experience, R. Akiva said that a
wealthy person was “one who has a wife beautiful in deeds [his wife was a
devoted woman whomade it possible for him to achieve great scholarship],”
while R. Yose took the practical approach saying, “One who has a toilet near
his table [since at that time sanitary arrangements were primitive and
latrines were situated in the fields, rather than at home]” (Shab. 25b).

The Rabbis interpreted the verse, “When you eat of the labor of your
hands, you are praiseworthy and all is well with you” (Ps. 128:2), as refer-
ring to the situation in two different worlds—this world (“you are praise-
worthy”) and the World to Come (“all is well with you”). “When a man
departs from this world, neither silver, nor gold, nor precious stones, nor
pearls escort him, but only Torah study and good deeds” (Avot 6:9).

BUSINESS ETHICS

Traditional Judaism does not condemn the pursuit and acquisition of
wealth, as long as it operates within the parameters established by Jewish
law, morality, and custom and does not detract excessively from the time
that a Jew should dedicate to Torah study. Among Bar Kappara’s words of
practical advice are: “When goods are cheap, [hurry to] collect [money]
and buy . . .A man should always teach his son a clean and easy trade”
(Ber. 63a). All wealth is a gift from God; therefore one has an obligation
to conduct business affairs in accordance with the Divine will. Conse-
quently, dishonesty in business is not merely a legal crime but, more
importantly, a religious transgression.

Echoing the express biblical prohibition against the use of false weights
and measures (Lev. 19:35),5 the Talmud required a grain merchant to
wipe his measuring vessels clean on a regular basis so that he sold the
exact measure and not less (BB 5:10, 88a). Weights must not be made
of metal, because the friction caused by constant use reduces their weight;
instead they must be composed of stone or glass (BB 89b). R. Judah said in
the name of his teacher Rav, “A person is forbidden to keep in his house a
measure that is either smaller or larger than the normal capacity.” A later
sage, R. Pappa, argued that this rule did not apply in those places where
the Persian authorities controlled the weights and measures, since the
utensils for weighing and measuring required official seals and marks.
However, the other Rabbis disagreed on the grounds that customers may
come at twilight, when people are in a hurry and may accidentally accept
the faulty measure (BM 89b).
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According to Abba Saul (a paragon of ethical dealing in business;
Betz. 29a), “it is forbidden to paint human beings [sold as slaves], animals,
and utensils [to make them seem younger or improve their appearance
and thus fetch a higher price]” (BM 4:12, 60a). One must not use the
same rope to measure land in summer and winter (because the measuring
cord expands in the damp winter weather and shrinks in the hot, dry
summer), keep weights in salt (which makes them heavier), or fill up a
liquid measure in a way that it produces foam (i.e., when the foam sub-
sides, the volume decreases) (BM 61b).

The Talmud realized the danger of hoarding produce to get a better
price for it later. The father of Samuel used to sell out all his fruit when
it was in season so that the poor could benefit from the low prices.
Samuel, his son, used to retain their fruit until it was out of season and
then sell it at the original low market price. According to the Rabbis,
the father’s approach was superior, since once prices have been forced
up, some cheaper selling (as Samuel tried to do) will not easily bring them
down. By making certain that there was an abundant supply at the begin-
ning of the season, Samuel’s father assured that prices would be kept
down for the rest of the year (BB 90b).

Business practices condemned by the Rabbis included spreading false
rumors to enhance the value of one’s goods [lit., “unsettling the market”]
and usury (BB 90b), as well as “brushing up the hair of an animal” (to
make it appear fatter) or “a butcher soaking meat in water” (to make it
seem thicker) (BM 60b).

The Rabbis understood that market prices fluctuate with the hour of
the day (BB 90b), and that a fear of upcoming scarcity can drive up the
prices of vital commodities (Taan. 2:9, 15b). They debated whether
prices should be regulated. R. Isaac argued that this was a good policy
since it thwarted the activity of swindlers, who would wait for honest
merchants to sell most of their goods at a competitive price and then
substantially increase what they charged (BB 89a). Under Talmudic
law, an overcharge (or undercharge) of more than one-sixth of the value
of a commodity invalidated its sale (BM 30b). As the Rabbis noted,
“Defrauding a fellow human being is a greater sin that defrauding the
Sanctuary” (BM 88b).

According to the Talmud, “The residents of a town have the right to
fix weights and measures, prices, and wages, and to inflict penalties for
infringement of their rules” (BB 8b). The Jewish communities in both
Babylonia and the Land of Israel appointed special market commissioners
(BM 89b). Whereas in Israel their function was to control only weights
and measures, with prices permitted to find their own level in a free
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market, in Babylonia the commissioners were expected to control prices
as well.

Every Friday afternoon before the Sabbath, R. Huna would send a ser-
vant to the market to buy up any vegetables that had not been sold and
throw them into the river.6 Should he not instead have distributed them
among the poor? He feared that they would learn to rely on his gifts,
rather than coming to the market to buy their own goods, and thus lack
food for the Sabbath when there was nothing left over for R. Huna to pur-
chase. Why did he not give the vegetables to the domestic animals? He
believed that food meant (by God) for people should not be degraded
by being given to animals. Then why did he buy them at all? R. Huna
feared that if the food were not purchased, the farmers would sub-
sequently lower their supply and raise their price, thus causing a hardship
for the poor (Taan. 20b).

An example of ideal business ethics is the response of Shimon ben
Shetach when informed that the donkey his students had bought for
him carried a hidden pearl that the seller had overlooked (JT BM 2:5).
Although according to the strict letter of the law Shimon could have kept
the pearl, since the seller was a non-Jew, the Sage ordered his students to
immediately return it—“I have purchased a donkey, not a precious
stone.” He would rather have the non-Jew say, “Praised be the God of
the Jews,” than receive any reward the world had to offer.7 A midrash
relates another illustration of excellent business ethics. Some men visit-
ing the city where Pinchas ben Ya’ir was living left two measures of barley
in the possession of this scrupulously honest man but forgot about them
when they departed. “He sowed the barley and each year stored the har-
vest. When after seven years the men returned to that town, he [Pinchas
ben Ya’ir] recognized them and told them to take what belonged to them
[i.e., the accumulated grain]” (Deut. R. 3:3).

Some business practices were debated by the Rabbis. Judah bar Ilai said
that a shopkeeper must not distribute parched corn or nuts to children
sent by their mothers to make a purchase, because this would “accustom
them to come to him” and thus constitute unfair competition. The other
sages permitted this, because there was nothing to prevent his competi-
tors from doing likewise. R. Judah also stated that a shopkeeper may not
cut prices [i.e., sell below the market price], but the other Rabbis dis-
agreed, arguing that such a merchant “is to be remembered for good”
because “he eases the market”8 (BM 4:12, 60a).

The Rabbis sometimes relaxed stringent religious rules to protect the
people from unscrupulous business practices. During the Second Temple
period, women were required to bring sacrifices to the Temple after
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every birth. Since most were not able to travel to Jerusalem regularly, on
those infrequent occasions when they visited the capital they had to offer
several sacrifices. The typical offering was a pair of doves, and the demand
(and price) for these birds increased substantially during festivals. When
the price of doves once rose to a golden dinar, Shimon ben Gamaliel
vowed not to sleep until the cost dropped to one silver dinar (1/25 of
the current price). Therefore, he went to the beit din and decreed that a
woman who ordinarily would be required to offer five pairs of doves need
bring only one pair. Immediately after this ruling, the price declined as he
had demanded (Ker. 1:7, 8a).

The sages debated the relative gravity of the sins of harming another
Jew verbally or cheating him financially. “Just as one person may wrong
another in business transactions, so he may do so with words. One must
not ask, ‘What is the price of this article?’ if he has no intention of buy-
ing.” They concluded that there were three reasons why deceiving with
words is a greater offense than a monetary wrong. First, cheating causes
the victim only a loss of property, which is not an intrinsic part of him.
In contrast, hurting his feelings strikes him directly in the heart. Second,
one can make amends for having overcharged or cheated another in busi-
ness and money can be returned. However, the harm caused by an insult
may be irreparable. Finally, the Rabbis noted that the Torah prohibition
against offending someone with words concludes with the phrase, “And
you shall fear your God,” thus emphasizing the severity of this sin against
a fellow Jew (BM 58b).

The Rabbis rejected the concept of caveat emptor (let the buyer
beware), instead placing full responsibility for disclosing defects and other
shortcomings on the seller, even without a written guarantee. The
Talmud contrasts this rabbinic view to standard business practices
elsewhere at that time: “R. Zeiri arrived in Alexandria and purchased a
donkey [without realizing that it had been magically crafted]. When he
came [to a stream] to give it a drink of water, [the magic spell] dissolved
and [the donkey] became a board of wood.” When R. Zeiri returned to
get his money back, the seller replied: “If you were not [the esteemed]
Zeiri, we would not reimburse you, for is there anyone who buys anything
here [in Egypt, deemed the original home of magical arts] without first
testing it with water?” (Sanh. 67b).

One practical bit of protective advice was the following: “A person
who is required to show a sample of his signature to a court of law should
not write it at the bottom of a blank scroll, but rather at the very top, lest
another person find the scroll and write above the signature that he has a
claim of money against the undersigned” (BB 167a).
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When selling goods, it was delivery that established the sale rather
than payment of the purchase price. Consequently, a buyer who had
taken possession of goods, but had not yet paid the seller, could not can-
cel the transaction. Conversely, if a man paid for some commodity that
had not been delivered, either party could back out of the deal without
the court compelling him to complete the transaction. However, the
Rabbis looked unfavorably on such attempts to break one’s word, even
though technically there was no offense. As the Talmud solemnly warned
those who might take advantage of this loophole in the law: “He who
exacted punishment from the generation of the Flood [Gen. 6:13] and
the generation of the Dispersion [Tower of Babel; Gen. 11:9] will punish
a person who does not abide by his spoken word” (BM 4:2, 44a).

LENDING AT INTEREST

The Torah strictly forbids one Jew from lending money to another at
interest, even though such payments might be regarded as merely a
“rental charge” for use of the money (Exod. 22:24; Lev. 25:35–37). The
Talmud extended the biblical prohibition against lending at interest to
include, in addition to the creditor, “the borrower, the surety [who guar-
antees an interest-bearing debt], the witnesses . . . and the notary [scribe
who writes out the legal document]” (BM 5:11, 75b). In addition to direct
and fixed interest payments (e.g., lending three coins and receiving four
in return), the Talmud prohibited a broad spectrum of “indirect benefits”
that could be offered in lieu of interest. These included offering a gift
when asking for a loan or giving a gift when repaying it (prepaid and
postpaid interest, respectively; BM 5:11, 75b); allowing the lender to live
on the borrower’s premises rent-free or at a reduced rent (BM 64b); and a
borrower giving a lender valuable information or even “extending a greet-
ing to him if that is not his usual practice” (BM 75b). If two people agreed
to do work for each other in turn, they had to make certain that the val-
ues were identical (since in different seasons the work may be of unequal
difficulty), lest the more valuable work be construed as containing a com-
ponent of forbidden interest (BM 5:10, 75b).

Moneylenders who took interest were considered morally reprehen-
sible and without any share in the World to Come. Regarded as “shedders
of blood,” for whom “death is prescribed” (BM 61b), they were disquali-
fied as witnesses (Sanh. 3:3) and fated to fall into bankruptcy (“he who
lends on interest, his wealth [possessions] dissolves”) (BM 71a).

As the agrarian society of biblical Israel was transformed into a more
urban economy, lending money at interest became necessary to preserve
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the financial well-being of the Jewish community. Consequently, the
Rabbis developed a variety of techniques for circumventing the
prohibition against lending at interest. The simplest method was to lend
money at interest to a non-Jew, who in turn would lend the money to a
Jew (BM 61b). A more ingenious approach was the heter iskah (permission
to form a partnership). Using a standardized and witnessed legal form, the
“lender” would agree to provide a specified amount of money to the “bor-
rower” as a “joint venture.” The borrower alone would operate the busi-
ness, pledging to pay a fixed minimum profit and guaranteeing the
lender’s capital against all loss. At the agreed time of maturity, the lender
would recover the initial investment (loan) plus the promised minimum
profit (interest).9

NOTES

1. Each of these alternatives has an advantage over the others. Real estate is
secure, but the investment in merchandise yields higher profits. The advantage
of having money readily available is that one can benefit from business opportu-
nities that may suddenly arise.

2. Literally “those who sit in street corners,” referring to shopkeepers and
unlearned men who wile away their time with idle chatter (Rashi).

3. ArtScroll Siddur, 564.
4. Ein Yaakov, 152.
5. On Rosh Hashanah, God decides each individual’s income for the year. By

using false weights, a person unfairly increases his income and thus interferes
with the Divine plan.

6. This protected the growers against loss and made them willing to bring an
abundant supply of produce to the market on Friday, which otherwise they could
not have sold again until Sunday, by which time it would have begun to wilt and
spoil (Rashi).

7. Jacobs, What Does Judaism Say About, 63–64.
8. Competition is healthy and, as a result of his initiative, other sellers would

lower their prices as well, thus preventing the practice of holding back goods to
raise prices.

9. Today, making an interest-bearing business transaction comply with Jew-
ish law merely requires adding the words al-pi heter iskah to the legal document.
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CHAPTER 9

The Jewish People, the
Land of Israel, and
Diaspora Existence

JEWISH PEOPLE

The concept of being a “Chosen People,” with a unique relationship
to God that imposes special responsibilities, has been a central tenet of
Jewish thought throughout the centuries. It derives from the series of
Divine choices throughout the biblical narrative—the selection of one
man (Abraham) to spread the word of the One God, one family (the
Children of Israel) to carry on that tradition, one High Priest (Aaron)
and family of priests (Levites), one king (David, after the failure of Saul),
one land (Israel), and one permanent site for the Sanctuary (Jerusalem).
Each of the chosen individuals and groups are responsible for certain
tasks and are required to assume particular roles.

Why does God favor the people of Israel? The Midrash says, “God
weighed all the nations and found only Israel of the generation of thewilder-
ness worthy to receive the Torah. He measured all mountains and found
none so worthy as Mount Sinai to receive that precious gift. He measured
all cities, and only Jerusalem was found worthy of the Temple. He measured
and weighed all lands, but found none as worthy nor as fitting as the Land of
Israel” (Lev. R. 13:2). The ministering angels asked why God favored Israel,
even though the Torah says that God “shows no favor to persons and takes
no bribes” (Deut 10:17). “Why should I not favor Israel? For I wrote for them
in the Torah, ‘And you shall eat and be satisfied and bless the Lord’
(Deut. 8:10), and they are so obedient [to My word] that even if they eat
as little as an olive or an egg they recite the Grace after Meals’ ” (Ber. 20b).



“The Lord did not love and choose Israel because it was more numer-
ous than any other people” (Deut. 7:7). The Talmud explains that God
said to Israel:

I love you because, even when I bestow greatness upon you, you hum-
ble yourselves before me. I honored Abraham, yet he said toMe, “I am
but dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27); [I did the same] for Moses and
Aaron, yet they said, “And what are we?” (Exod. 16:8); and for David,
yet he said, “But I am a worm and not a man” (Ps. 22:7). The other
peoples behaved differently. I gave prestige to Nimrod, and he [arro-
gantly] said, “Come, let us build us a city” (Gen. 11:4); and to Pharaoh,
who said, “Who is the Lord?” (Exod. 5:2); and to Sennacherib, who
said, “Who are they among all the gods of the countries?” (2 Kings
18:35); and to Nebuchadnezzar, who said, “I will ascend above the
heights of the clouds” (Isa. 14:14); and to Hiram, king of Tyre, who
said, “I sit in the seat of God, in the heart of the seas” (Ezek. 28:2).
(Hul. 89a)

The Talmud notes, “Israel sings praises to the Lord every hour, while
the ministering angels sing [His] praises but once a day” (Hul. 91b).
“Israel studies the Torah and the other nations do not” (Meg. 15b).

The people of Israel are compared to stars and grains of sand,1 not only
because they are numerous, but because “When they fall [morally] they
sink as low as the sands of the sea [or the dust of the earth]; when they rise
they ascend to the stars of the heavens” (Meg. 16a). Israel is also com-
pared to an olive tree. Joshua ben Levi explained, “Just as the olive tree
does not lose its leaves either in summer or in winter, so Israel will never
be lost either in this world or in the World to Come.” R. Yochanan
added, “Just as the olive produces its oil only after being crushed, so Israel
returns to the right path only after suffering” (Men. 53b).

Yochanan ben Zakkai said: “How happy [fortunate] is Israel; for as long
as they perform the will of God, no nation or people has any power over
them. But when they fail to obey the Divine will, God delivers them into
the hands of a lowly people [that oppress them]” (Ket. 66b). Like the
canary in a mine, “When trouble comes into the world, Israel feels it first;
when good comes to the world, Israel feels it first” (Lam. R. 2:2). “Those
who oppress Israel never weary [of doing so]” (Sanh. 104b). Interpreting
the verse, “You only have I loved of all the families of the earth; therefore
I will visit upon you all your iniquities” (Amos 5:2), R. Abbahu offered a
parable: “A creditor was once owed money by two debtors, one a close
friend and the other a personal enemy. From his friend he demanded
regular payments [i.e., small sums that did not cause a financial strain],
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but from his enemy he required a single payment of the entire amount at
one time [i.e., so God punishes Israel only intermittently]” (Av. Zar. 4a).

God is compassionate evenwhen afflicting Israel. Resh Lakish said, “God
does not afflict Israel without first providing a cure,” unlike other nations
that He “smites first and then creates a healing for them” (Meg. 13b).When
it came time to exile them from their land, God knew that Israel “was
unable to endure the cruel decrees of Edom [Rome] and therefore sent them
to Babylonia [a more suitable place].” According to R. Yochanan, “God
sent them back to their mother’s house [i.e., Abraham had migrated to
the Land of Israel from Ur of the Chaldees, which is in Babylonia]. This is
like a man who becomes angry with his wife: Where does he send her? To
her mother’s house.” Ulla said that the Jews were exiled to Babylonia “so
that they might eat dates [which grow abundantly in Babylonia and are
inexpensive] and study Torah [without having to work hard to earning a
living]” (Pes. 87b).

Shimon bar Yochai said: “See how beloved are Israel in the sight of
God!” Citing a series of biblical verses, he noted that when they were
exiled to Egypt2 and Babylonia,3 the Shechinah went with them. More-
over, when Israel will be redeemed in the future, the Shechinah will return
with them4 (Meg. 29a).

Israel is to be “a light unto the nations” (Isa. 49:6), spreading the ideas
of monotheism, God’s relation to humanity, and Divine salvation to the
ends of the earth. R. Eleazar said, “God exiled Israel among the nations
only so that proselytes might join them” (Pes. 87b). In addition, “As the
myrtle is sweet to one who smells it, but bitter to one who bites into it,
so Israel brings prosperity to the nation that grants them kindness and
depression to the people that afflict them with evil” (Esth. R. 6:5).

COMMUNITY

A central tenet of the Rabbis was, “All Jews are responsible for each
other” (Shev. 39a). Pirkei Avot stresses, “Do not separate yourself from the
community” (2:5). The popular saying, “If You will join me in lifting the
burden, I will carry it; and if not, I will not carry it” (BK 92b), implies that
difficult tasks can be accomplished by working together. “When Israel [the
community] is in trouble, a [wealthy] person should not say, ‘I will go to
my house and eat and drink and all will be well with me.’ ” If Jews are in
trouble and one separates himself from the community, “the two minister-
ing angels who accompany every person come and place their hands upon
his head and say, ‘So-and-so who separated himself from the community
shall not witness its deliverance’ ” (Taan. 11a). As Hillel eloquently said,
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“If I am only for myself, what am I?” (Avot 1:14). The feeling of commu-
nity mandates that virtually all prayers addressed to God are in the
plural. The Mechilta (on Exod. 13:8) reminds Jews, “The wicked son
[at the Passover seder] is so named because he excludes himself from
the community.”

Even those who transgress are considered an integral part of the commu-
nity. As the Talmud notes, “A fast in which no Jewish sinners participate is
not a fast” (Ker. 6b). However, the transgressions of one individual can
have a devastating effect on the entire community. A midrash relates that
when oneman in a boat took a drill and began to bore a hole under his seat,
the other passengers shouted at him to stop immediately. When he calmly
replied, “What has this to do with you? Am I not boring the hole under my
own seat?” They protested, “But the water will come in and drown us all!”
(Lev. R. 4:6).

The Rabbis taught that one should not be too ambitious for office or
promote oneself to a position of responsibility in the community. However,
“In a place where there are no leaders, strive to be a leader” (Avot 2:6),
meaning that where there is no one to accept communal responsibility,
one is required to rise to the occasion and fill the role. The implication is
that where there are other competent individuals, one should stand aside
and devote one’s time to the study of Torah.5

R. Abbahu sent his son Hanina to study at Tiberias. When he learned
that Hanina was engaged in pious acts (escorting the dead), he asked,
“Have I sent you to Tiberias because there are no graves for the righteous
in Caesarea [your native town]? For the Rabbis in Caesaria have already
concluded that study takes precedence over deeds [unless there is no
one else to do the deed]” (JT Pes. 3:7).

One who is able to serve the community should never neglect that
task. “If the man of learning participates in public affairs and serves as a
judge or arbitrator, he establishes the land. But if he sits home and says
to himself, ‘What have the affairs of society to do with me? Why should
I concern myself with the lawsuits of the people? Why should I trouble
myself with their voices of protest? Let my soul dwell in peace!’—if he
does this, he overthrows the world.” When R. Ammi was about to die,
his nephew found him weeping bitterly: “Uncle and teacher, why do
you weep? Is there any Torah you have not learned and taught? Is their
any form of kindness that you have not practiced? And above all else,
you never accepted a public office and have kept yourself apart from
sitting in judgment.” The Rabbi sadly answered, “It is for this very reason
that I weep. I was granted the ability to establish peace between dispu-
tants in Israel and I have not acted upon it” (Tanh. Mishpatim 21:1).
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During Talmudic times, certain local officials were appointed by the
head of the Jewish community—the Patriarch in the Land of Israel and
the Exilarch in Babylonia. The most important requirement was that their
choices met with public approval. As R. Isaac said, “We must not appoint
a leader over a community without first consulting it.” When God asked
Moses if he considered Bezalel suitable as the lead architect for the
Tabernacle (Exod. 35:30), Moses replied, “Sovereign of the Universe, if
he is acceptable to You, surely he must also be to me!” But God persisted,
“All the same, go and consult the people” (Ber. 55a). Similarly, “No law
may be imposed on the people unless a majority of the community can
endure it [i.e., is able to comply with its terms]” (Hor. 3b).

The Talmud warns, “Power buries those who wield it” (Yoma 86b).
“Why did Joseph die before his brothers?6 Because he assumed airs of
authority [superiority]” (Ber. 55a). R. Yochanan said, “Woe to those
who hold great authority, for it buries those who possess it. There is not
a prophet who did not outlive four kings”7 (Pes. 87b).

One must never give up one’s principles to attain high office. Akabiah
ben Mahalel disagreed with his colleagues on four issues of halacha. The
Rabbis asked him to change his opinion in these matters, promising to
appoint him as President of the Sanhedrin if he would do so. However,
Akabiah refused, saying: “I prefer to be a fool among men rather than
seem wicked in the sight of God. For people will say, ‘He retracted his
words for the sake of high office’ ” (Eduy. 5:6).

The right motive is crucial for all communal leaders: “All who occupy
themselves with the affairs of the community should do so for the sake of
Heaven, for then the merit of their fathers sustains them and their right-
eousness endures forever” (Avot 2:2). Conversely, one who receives an
office to profit from it is like an adulterer, who gets his pleasure from a
woman’s body. God says, “I am called holy, you are called holy; if you do
not have all the qualities that I have, you should not accept leadership”
(Pes. Rab. 111a).

A person should not be appointed leader of a community unless he
“carries a basket of reptiles on his back, so that if he assumes haughty airs
he could be told to look behind him” (Yoma 22b), implying that there is
some skeleton in his family that would dispel his unwarranted arrogance.
Indeed, God is said to weep over a leader who arrogantly abuses his power
over the community (Hag. 5b). On the other hand, “Every leader who
leads the community with gentleness will be privileged to lead them in
the World to Come” (Sanh. 92a).

The Rabbis knew that power can become intoxicating. Joshua ben
Perachyah said, “At first whoever would say to me, ‘Take up the honor’
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[of becoming President of the Sanhedrin], I would bind him and put him
in front of a lion; but now whoever would to say to me, ‘Give up the
honor,’ I would pour over him a kettle of boiling water. Like Saul, who
at first shunned the throne, but after he had taken it sought to kill David”
(Men. 109b).

Communal leadership entails assuming serious responsibility. Rabban
Gamaliel knew that two of his disciples were extremely clever, but very
poor, and decided to appoint them as supervisors so they could earn a
living. He sent for them, but they did not come, since they were too
humble to accept a position of honor. When they finally came after send-
ing for them a second time, the sage said, “You thought I was going to
offer you to rule [a position of authority. Instead,] I give you servitude!”
(Hor. 10a–b).

One day, Judah ha-Nasi returned home from the bathhouse to attend
to community tasks. His servant placed a cup of wine before him, but he
was too busy to drink it. Soon he observed that the servant had fallen
asleep. The sage remarked, “The servant sleeps sweetly, but the public
servant who is busy attending to the needs of the people is not allowed
to sleep!” (Eccles. R. 5:10).

A leader of the community must also provide for future generations.
“Honi once saw a man planting a carob tree. ‘How long does it take
[for this tree] to bear fruit?’ The man replied, ‘Seventy years.’ Honi fur-
ther asked him, ‘Are you certain that you will live another seventy
years?’ The man replied, ‘I found [ready grown] carob trees in the world;
as my forefathers planted these for me, so I plant these for my children’ ”
(Taan. 23a).

The Rabbis established specific rules for taking care of the poor and for
other communal activities: “If a person resides in a town 30 days, he
becomes responsible for contributing to the soup kitchen; three months,
to the charity box; six months, to the clothing fund; nine months, to
the burial fund; and 12 months, for contributing to the repair of the town
walls” (BB 8a).

The importance of living in a stimulating, Torah-centered community
is illustrated by a story about Yose ben Kisma. Once when the sage was
walking on the road, a man approached and asked where he was from.
“I come from a great city of scholars and sages.” The man then made
him a proposition: “Rabbi, would you be willing to live with us in our
place? I would give you thousands upon thousands of golden dinars,
precious stones, and pearls.” Yose ben Kisma replied, “Even if you were
to give me all the silver and gold, precious stones, and pearls in the world,
I would dwell nowhere but in a place of Torah” (Avot 6:9).
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AM HA-ARETZ

Literally “people of the land,” the Hebrew phrase “am ha-aretz” is used
in the Bible to refer to the Jewish masses. In Talmudic times, this
term was applied to the common people who did not observe rabbinic
ordinances.8

The Rabbis taught: “Who is an am ha-aretz? Anyone who does not
recite the Shema evening and morning. . . .Anyone who does not put on
tefillin. . . .Anyone who does not put tzitzit on his garments. . . .Anyone
who has no mezuzah on his door. . . .Anyone who has sons and does not
bring them to study Torah.” Others added, “Even if someone knows
Tanach [Bible] and Mishnah, if he has not learned Gemara [lit., ‘minis-
tered to the disciples of the wise’], he is an am ha-aretz” (Ber. 47b).

The ammei ha-aretz (plural) were said to hate scholars. As R. Akiva
recalled, “When I was an am ha-aretz [he was a poor, illiterate shepherd
before he became a scholar], I used to say, ‘I wish I had a Torah scholar
[before me] so I could bite him the way a donkey bites.’ His disciples said,
‘Rabbi, say at least like a dog bites!’ R. Akiva replied, ‘A donkey bites and
breaks the bones, while a dog bites but does not break the bones.’ ” The
Talmud adds, “Greater is the hatred of ammei ha-aretz toward Torah
scholars than the hatred of heathens toward Israel, and their wives [hate
scholars even] more than they do. One who has studied and then aban-
doned [the Torah hates the scholar] more than all of them” (Pes. 49b).

The Rabbis said six things about ammei ha-aretz (Pes. 49b): “We do not
appoint them to witness something so that they later can testify about it;
we do not accept testimony from them; we do not reveal a secret to them;
we do not appoint them as guardians of the property of orphans; we do
not appoint them as administrators over a charity fund; and we should
not be their traveling companions.” Some add that if one finds property
lost by an am ha-aretz, there is no need to announce it, which otherwise
is a requirement. Why was this omitted in the previous list? “Perhaps
the am ha-aretz will have good children, and they will eventually enjoy
the money that you return to him.” (Pes. 49b).

ASSIMILATION

Assimilating into the surrounding society by adopting the language,
manners, and customs of the place in which they have lived is a threat
to the continued independent existence of any minority group. For centu-
ries, strict observance of Jewish laws and customs pertaining to religious
holidays, food, and dress kept Jews separate and distinct from the culture
of the country within which they were living.
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R. Huna declared, “For four merits were the Israelites delivered from
Egypt: because they did not change their names, change their language,
and inform against one another, and because there was no sexual immo-
rality among them” (Song. R. 4:12).

LAND OF ISRAEL

Israel (Eretz Yisrael) is the name of the land promised byGod to Abraham
and his descendants. According to the Rabbis, “One should always live in
the Land of Israel, even in a city where the majority of residents are not
Jews, rather than live outside the land, even in a city where the majority
of residents are Jews.” The reason is that a “person who lives in Israel is like
one who has a God, while one who lives outside it is like one who has no
God” (Ket. 110b). Indeed, “One may compel his entire household to go
up with him to the Land of Israel, but none may be compelled to leave
it. All of one’s household may be compelled to go up to Jerusalem [from
elsewhere in Israel], but none may be compelled to leave it.” The Rabbis
taught that if a husband desires to go to live in Israel and his wife does
not consent, he may pressure her to go with him; if she still refuses, he
may divorce her without being required to give her the financial settle-
ment promised in her ketubah (marriage contract). If she desires to go live
in Israel and he does not consent, he is pressured to go with her; if he still
refuses, he must divorce her and give her the full settlement promised in
her ketubah (Ket. 110b).

“One is not permitted to move away from the Land of Israel unless pro-
duce cannot be purchased even at inflated prices.” If produce is available
but only more expensive, one should not leave the Land since there are
many mitzvot that can be fulfilled only there (BB 91a). Some Rabbis
stated that Elimelech (the husband of Naomi) and his two sons, leaders
of their generation, were punished simply because they left the Land of
Israel due to bad economic conditions. Others disagreed, saying that they
were punished because they should have offered special prayers (that the
famine would cease) for the entire generation. Had they done so, God
would have saved them together with the community (BB 91b). R. Judah
stated in the name of Samuel, “Just as it is forbidden to leave the Land of
Israel for Babylonia, so it is forbidden to leave Babylonia [a center of reli-
gion and learning] for other countries” (Ket. 111a).

Based on the verse, “To give you the Land of Canaan, to be your God”
(Lev. 25:38), the Rabbis asked, “Is it really true that one who does not live
in the Land has no God?” Acknowledging that one surely may serve God
anywhere, they maintained that the meaning of the text is, “Whoever
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lives outside the Land may be regarded as one who [is constantly tempted
to] worships idols” (Ket. 110b).

The Rabbis extolled various aspects of the Land of Israel: “Ten mea-
sures of wisdom came into the world [at the time of Creation]; nine were
taken by the Land of Israel and one by the rest of the world. Ten measures
of beauty descended to the world; nine were taken by Jerusalem and one
was left for the rest of the world” (Kid. 49a). Indeed, “The climate of
the Land of Israel makes one wise” (BB 158b).

Even the intellectual environment of the Land of Israel was special.
Abaye (a Babylonian sage) said, “One of them [i.e., Rabbis in the Land of
Israel] is as good as two of us [Babylonians].” Rava added, “However, when
one of us goes up there [to the Land of Israel], he is as good as two of them.”9

He cited the case of R. Jeremiah who, while in Babylonia, “did not under-
stand what the Rabbis were saying; but when he went up there [the Land
of Israel], he was able to refer to us as ‘the stupid Babylonians’ ” (Ket. 75a).

R. Eleazar said, “Whoever dwells in the Land of Israel lives without sin.”
Even visiting the Land of Israel was regarded as a meritorious act: “Whoever
walks [as little as] four cubits in the Land of Israel is assured of a place in the
World to Come” (Ket. 111a). “Whoever is buried in the Land of Israel is
considered as if he were buried under the Altar” (Ket. 111a).10

Several Rabbis expressed their devotion to the Land of Israel. Accord-
ing to the Talmud, R. Abba’s love for the Land of Israel was so intense
that he “used to kiss the cliffs of Acre [a city and harbor on the northern
end of Haifa Bay]. R. Hanina repaired its roads. R. Ammi and R. Assi
used to rise from the seats where they delivered their discourses to move
from the sun to the shade [in the heat of the summer] and from the shade
to the sun [in the cold days of winter] to prevent their students from find-
ing any fault with the weather of the Land of Israel” (Ket. 112a–b).

A midrash (Gen. R. 79:7) notes that “three places in the Land of Israel
belong to the Jews by right of purchase: the site of the Temple [the threshing
floor bought by King David from Araunah the Jebusite; 2 Sam. 24:24-25];
the Cave of Machpelah [bought by Abraham from Ephron the Hittite;
Gen. 23:16]; and the grave of Joseph [bought by Jacob from the children
of Hamor; Gen. 33:18-20].” As the Sifra (Bechukotai) observed, “In your
land (Eretz Yisrael) you can live in safety, but you cannot dwell in safety in
a strange land.”

DIASPORA EXISTENCE (DINA MALCHUTA DINA)

An indispensable basis for continued Jewish survival in the Diaspora
was the establishment of the Talmudic principle of dina d’malchuta dina
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(the law of the State is the law) (Ned. 28a; Git 10b; BK 113a). Jews were
to obey any law of the lands in which they lived as long as this could be
done without violating a fundamental principle of the Torah.11

The concept of dina d’malchuta dina applied only to laws concerning
civil matters that were promulgated by the state and not to anything
related to religion or ritual: “All documents that are accepted in heathen
courts, even if they are signed by gentiles, are valid in Jewish courts,
except for writs of divorce and emancipation [of a slave]” (Git. 1:5, 10b).

Despite the deference that must be given to the rulers of the land, Pir-
kei Avot cautions against developing too close a relationship with those in
authority: “Love work, despise lordship, and do not become overly famil-
iar with the government” (1:10), which is later explained: “Beware of the
ruling powers, for they befriend someone only for their own benefit; they
act friendly when it is to their own advantage, but they do not stand by
someone in his time of need” (Avot. 2:3). According to Hillel, “A name
made great is a name destroyed. This teaches that one’s name should not
come to the attention of the government. For once that happens, the end
is that it [the government] casts its eye upon him, slays him, and takes
away all his wealth” (ARN 11).

Cultivating good relations with the authorities could be valuable to the
community. The Roman government once issued a decree that prohibited
Jews from observing the Sabbath or circumcising their children and
required them to have intercourse with menstruating women. R. Reuben
disguised himself by cutting his hair in the Roman fashion so that he could
mingle with important officers without being recognized. He asked them,
“If one has an enemy, does he want him to be poor or rich?” When they
opted for the former, he said, “Then let the Jews do no work on the Sab-
bath so that they become poor [i.e., by working only six days a week
instead of seven].” The officers agreed with this logic, and the decree was
annulled. R. Reuben continued, “If one has an enemy, does he want him
to be weak or strong?” When they again chose the former, he said, “Then
let their children be circumcised on the eighth day and they will become
weak.” Again they saw the wisdom of his words, and the decree was
annulled. Finally, R. Reuben asked them, “If one has an enemy, does he
want them to multiply or to decrease?” When they replied that they
wished their enemy to decrease, R. Reuben said, “Then you should forbid
the Jews from having intercourse with menstruating women,” and the
authorities agreed (Me’ilah 17a).

Pirkei Avot (3:6) teaches: “Whoever takes upon himself the yoke of the
Torah [the multitude of commandments] will be relieved of the yoke of
the government [Roman taxation and oppression] and the yoke of the
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search for sustenance [anxieties and hardships related to earning a
living].12 But whoever casts off the yoke of the Torah will have placed on
him the yoke of the government and the yoke of worldly responsibilities.”

A prayer for the welfare of the government is recited during the morn-
ing service, prior to returning the Torah scroll to the ark. Contrary to
common belief, this prayer is not a modern innovation but rather dates
back to biblical times.13 As the Talmud relates, when Alexander the
Great arrived in the Land of Israel with his army, he was met at the gates
of Jerusalem by Simon the Just, who asked the conqueror whether he
would “destroy the House in which prayers are said for you and your king-
dom [that it never be destroyed]?” (Yoma 69a).

The inclusion of a prayer for the government in the service is based on
the prudent teaching of R. Hanina, who urged Jews to “pray for the welfare
of the government, for were it not for fear of the government, men would
swallow each other up alive” (Avot 3:2). Based on a verse in Habakkuk
(1:14), which compares human beings to fish in the sea, the Talmud
observed: “Just as big fish swallow up small fish, so people would swallow
each other up alive if not for fear of the rulers” (Av. Zar. 4a).14

Nevertheless, the Talmud was well aware of the dangers posed by the
ruling authorities. As one Rabbi noted, “If all the seas were ink, the reeds
pens, the heavens parchment, and men scribes, they would not suffice to
write down all the devious machinations of government” (Shab. 11a).

NOTES

1. “I will multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and the sand on the
shore” (Gen. 22:17).

2. “I revealed Myself to your father’s house in Egypt when they were subject
to the House of Pharaoh” (1 Sam. 2:27).

3. “For your sake I sent [the Shechinah] to Babylonia” (Isa. 43:14).
4. “Then the Lord your God will return [with] your captivity” (Deut. 30:3).
5. ArtScroll Siddur, 552.
6. Deduced from the verse, “And Joseph died and (then) all his brothers”

(Exod. 1:6).
7. “The vision of Isaiah, the son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah

and Jerusalem in the days of Uziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah”
(Isa. 1:1).

8. Eventually, it became a derogatory term to denote an ignoramus, one
lacking knowledge of Jewish tradition and laws; a vulgar, boorish, ill-mannered
person; or a country bumpkin.

9. A student in the Land of Israel grasps the reasons for a law twice as
quickly as a student in Babylonia.
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10. Like the Altar, the Land of Israel has the power to grant atonement. Con-
sequently, a custom among burial societies in many communities is to place a bag
of earth from Israel under the head of the deceased or to sprinkle some of the
earth over the body.

11. Thus, a person ordered by the government to commit murder or incest
(including adultery) or to engage in idolatry was to allow himself to be killed
rather than transgress these basic moral principles (Sanh. 74a).

12. Explanation of Maimonides, cited in Nadich, 260.
13. In his letter to the Jewish captives in Babylonia, Jeremiah advised: “Seek

the welfare of the city to which the Lord exiled you, and pray to God on its
behalf, for in her peace will you also find peace” (29:7). Similarly, in the book
of Ezra it is written that the Jews “prayed for the life of the king and his sons”
(6:10).

14. Donin, To Pray as a Jew, 253.
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CHAPTER 10

Life Cycle Events

The Stages of Life

Describing the stages of life, Judah ben Tema said (Avot 5:25):

At five, a child begins [the study of] Torah
At ten, Mishnah
At thirteen, [he is responsible for performance of] the mitzvot
At fifteen, he begins [the study of] Talmud
At eighteen, [he is ready for] marriage
At twenty, he begins the pursuit [of a livelihood]
At thirty, [a person is at the fullness of] strength
At forty, [he reaches the time of] understanding
At fifty, [he can offer] counsel
At sixty, he enters his senior years1

At seventy, he attains a ripe old age
At eighty, [his survival indicates] strength
At ninety, he becomes stooped over [in anticipation of the grave]
At one hundred, it is as if he were dead, passed away, and withdrawn

from the world.2

Sections of Chapter 10 are reprinted from JPS Guide to Jewish Traditions, © 2004, by
Ronald Eisenberg, published by The Jewish Publication Society, with the permission of
the publisher.



Ecclesiastes Rabbah (1:2) lists seven periods in the life of a man:
“When one year old, he is like a king whom everyone loves and embraces.
At two or three he is like a pig, wallowing in his dirt. At 10 he jumps like
a kid. At 20 he is like a neighing horse, adorning himself and seeking a
wife. Having married, he is like a donkey [bearing heavy burdens as
he struggles for a living]. Then having become the father of children, he
grows bold like a dog to provide food for them. In his old age, he is [bent]
like a monkey [and begins to lose the characteristics of a human being].”3

The First 13 Years of Life

BIRTH

The birth of a child is a joyous event in Judaism, the fulfillment of the
first mitzvah in the Torah—“Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28).
According to the Mishnah (Yev. 6:6), this commandment is incumbent
only on the male and is minimally fulfilled when he has fathered two chil-
dren, one son and one daughter. However, Jewish law and historical prac-
tice urge Jews to have as many children as possible (Yev. 62b).

Desecration of the Sabbath is permitted for delivery of a healthy baby
(Shab. 18:3), even if the mother has already died during labor (Ar. 7a).
According to the Talmud, death during childbirth was related to lapses
of women in fulfilling their three classic roles: observance of family purity,
separating the challah (dough offering), and kindling the Sabbath lights
(Sanh. 2:6). The Rabbis established six months and a day after concep-
tion as the moment life began. Until the 40th day, the embryo/fetus was
considered to be “mere water” (Yev. 69b). Abortion was prohibited as a
form of birth control, but was permitted to save the life of the mother,
since “her life comes before that of the child.”4 This is based on the con-
cept that one must do whatever is necessary to save the life of one who is
being pursued, even going as far as taking the life of the pursuer. In this
situation, it is obligatory to save the life of the pregnant woman (the pur-
sued) by destroying the fetus (the pursuer). However, the mother’s life no
longer takes precedence once the head has emerged from the womb,
because the child is then considered a separate living being and “one
may not set aside one person’s life for that of another” (Oho. 7:6).

The first Friday evening after the birth of a boy is the traditional time for
a joyous ceremony, shalom zachar (peace to the male child), since “as soon
as a male comes into the world, peace comes into the world” (Nid. 31b).
According to the Talmud, the ceremony of shalom zachar developed
during the Roman Empire, when Jews were forbidden to circumcise their
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sons (Sanh. 32b). Holding a feast shortly after the child’s birth was an
attempt to convince the Romans that no circumcision would follow on
the eighth day.

The Talmud states that a baby in the womb is “taught the entire Torah.”
However, as soon as he is born, an angel strikes him just above the mouth,
causing him to forget it (Nid. 30b). Thus, children can study Torah on
their own, knowing that their achievements are due solely to their own
individual efforts.

CIRCUMCISION

Circumcision, the ceremony of removing the foreskin of the penis on
the eighth day of life, is the first life cycle ritual commanded in the Torah
(Gen. 17:11–12). It symbolizes the entry of the infant boy into the covenant
that God made with the patriarch Abraham almost 4,000 years ago.

According to the Midrash, circumcision enables human beings to
become partners with God in completing the Divine work of creation
(Gen. R. 11:6). Despite all the religious duties that Abraham fulfilled,
“he was not designated ‘perfect’ [Gen. 17:1] until about to circumcise
himself” (Ned. 31b).

The Talmud offers several reasons for stressing the importance of circum-
cision (Ned 31b–32a). Even though entailing “work,” the procedure is per-
formed even if the eighth day of life falls on the Sabbath (Shab. 128b).5

Because Moses neglected circumcising his son, “The Lord sought to kill
him” (Exod. 4:24).6 Indeed, the Rabbis declared that circumcision was so
important that, if not for the blood of the covenant, heaven and earth would
not exist (Shab. 137b).

At the conclusion of the ceremony, all in attendance exclaim: “Even
as he has entered the covenant, so may he enter into Torah, huppah [the
marriage canopy], and ma’asim tovim [good deeds ]” (Shab. 137b).

NAMES

The Rabbis believed that a person’s name defines and controls his soul
and destiny (Ber. 7b). Therefore, the selection of an appropriate name
worthy of a righteous man is a critical decision, a contributory factor for
good or evil (Tanh. Ha’azinu 7). “Happy is he who grew up with a good
name, and departed this world with a good name” (Ber. 17a).

The Talmud complained, “Most Jews in foreign parts [the Diaspora]
bear heathen [gentile] names” (Git. 11b). Faced with this prevalent ten-
dency of Jews adopting foreign names, the Rabbis stressed that one of
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the reasons the Israelites were delivered from Egyptian bondage was “they
did not change their names” (Lev. R. 32:5).

The Rabbis recommended that children be given names of major
biblical figures—the patriarchs and matriarchs; several of Jacob’s sons;
Moses, Miriam, and Aaron; and various judges, prophets, and kings.
Despite this, there is the puzzling absence in the Talmud of names that
one would expect. Not a single Rabbi is known by the name of Abraham,
Israel, Moses, David, or Solomon. Similarly, the names of the prophets
are also rare among the Talmudic sages. Instead, obscure biblical names
became fashionable because of the accomplishments of those who bore
them, such as Hillel and Gamaliel. New nonbiblical Hebrew names were
developed, such as Akiva, Meir, and Nachman; others were chosen from
Hebrew words with positive associations, such as Chaim (life), Simcha
(happiness), and Ari (lion). The Talmud prohibited giving a child the
name of a wicked person (Yoma 38b), but this often appears to have been
disregarded. Several high priests and tanna’im were named Yishmael some
rabbinic scholars were called Menachem, a biblical king “who did evil in
the sight of the Lord” (2 Kings 15:18).

PIDYON HA-BEN

As a consequence of the miracle of the 10th plague, when God killed
the firstborn of Egypt but spared those of the Israelites, the firstborn son
was to be dedicated to God and perform religious services for the koha-
nim.7 According to the Midrash (Num. R. 4:6), the sacrificial rituals were
originally performed by all firstborn males, who were to serve as assistants
to the priests. However, after the shameful episode of the Golden Calf,
this special privilege was taken away from the firstborn of every tribe
and awarded solely to the Levites, who had not participated in this sin.

A child delivered by cesarean section did not have either the rights or
the responsibilities of the firstborn (Bek. 8:2), since it was not considered
as being “the first issue of the womb” (Exod. 13:2).

BAR MITZVAH

Bar mitzvah is the celebration of a boy’s 13th birthday according to the
Jewish calendar, when he officially attains his legal and religious majority.
Upon reaching this age, he is obliged to fulfill all the commandments and
observe the religious duties incumbent on a Jew (Yoma 82a).

Although the term “bar mitzvah” occurs in the Talmud, it was purely
a legal concept. A boy of 13 was required to fast for a full day on Yom
Kippur (Yoma 82a). His vows were considered valid (Ned. 5:6, Nid. 45b),
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and he was deemed responsible for observing the mitzvot (Avot 5:21).
A boy of this age could perform acts having legal implications, such as
being a member of a beit din (religious court), being counted as part of a
minyan (the quorum required for communal prayer), and buying and selling
property.

According to the Midrash, 13 was the age at which Abraham rejected
idolatry and set out on his own spiritual path, and Jacob committed him-
self to a life of Torah study (PdRE 26). The Rabbis understood age 13 as
a milestone of emotional maturity. Each individual is born with both a
yetzer ha-ra (inclination toward evil) and a yetzer ha-tov (inclination
toward good). However, since the yetzer ha-tov did not completely
develop until age 13, only after that age could the person be expected
to keep his desires and passions entirely under control (ARN 16).

In Talmudic times, unlike the custom today, a boy under age 13 was per-
mitted to wear tallit and tefillin (Suk. 42a), lead the congregation in prayer,
and be called up to read from the Torah (Meg. 23a) if he understood the
significance of these acts and was considered capable of doing them.

Today, after the bar mitzvah boy concludes the second Torah blessing,
it is customary in Orthodox synagogues for his father to declare, “Blessed
is [God] who has relieved me from punishment because of this child”
(Gen. R. 63:10). The reason for saying this blessing is that before age
13 it is the responsibility of the father to make certain that his son studies
Torah and performs mitzvot. However, once the boy reaches the age of
maturity, this becomes the son’s personal responsibility. If the son fails
to pursue Torah studies, the father is exempt from any spiritual punish-
ment resulting from this sin of omission.8

Conversion

The Talmud and Midrash make multiple references to conversion,
manifesting both positive and negative attitudes toward the practice.
The most famous nonjudgmental passage describes the pagan who offers
to convert if someone can teach him all about Judaism “while standing
on one foot” (Shab. 31a). Although Shammai was convinced that the
pagan was merely mocking Judaism and angrily chased him away, Hillel
responded: “What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. This is
the entire Torah, the rest is commentary. Now, go and learn it.”

R. Eliezer stated, “When a person comes to you in sincerity to be con-
verted do not reject him, but on the contrary encourage him” (Mech.
Amalek, 3). The Talmud notes that God “exiled Israel among the nations
so that proselytes might join them” (Pes. 87b). One passage praises those
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who have converted to Judaism as “dearer to God than all of the Israelites
who stood at Mount Sinai. Had the Israelites not witnessed the lightning,
thunder, quaking mountain, and sounding trumpets, they would not have
accepted the Torah. But the convert, who did not see or hear any of these
things, came and surrendered to God and accepted the yoke of heaven. Can
anyone be dearer to God than such a person?” (Tanh. Lech Lecha 6, 32a).

A tendency to increase the honor of converts may be reflected in the
tradition that traces the origins of some great rabbinic personalities to
wicked non-Jewish forebears. For example, R. Meir was described as
descending from Nero, the Roman emperor (Git. 56a), and the “descen-
dants of Sisera [Canaanite general who fought against Deborah and Barak]
taught children in Jerusalem; descendants of Sennacherib [king of Assyria
who besieged Jerusalem during the time of Isaiah] gave public expositions
of the Torah” and were the ancestors of Shemaiah and Avtalyon, the
teachers of Hillel (Git. 57b). It was also said that the descendants of
Haman learned Torah in B’nai Brak (Sanh. 96b). Another famous convert
was Onkelos, the nephew of the Roman emperor Hadrian, whose Aramaic
translation of the Torah is still used to explain obscure passages.

Nevertheless, some authorities were extremely opposed to conversion.
The Rabbis expressed concern about the true motivation of potential
converts, indicating that none were accepted during the reigns of David
and Solomon because it was suspected that such individuals might be
converting only for financial gain. Similarly, no converts will be accepted
in the days of the Messiah, when Israel will be prosperous and universally
respected and prospective converts may merely be motivated by selfish
considerations (Yev. 24b).

The bitter experience of Jews with proselytes in times of war and revolt
influenced the negative attitude to conversion. Some proselytes and their
offspring became renegades and informers, often slandering their new
religion and denouncing the Jewish community and its leaders to foreign
rulers. Thus the Rabbis cautioned, “Do not trust a convert, even to the
24th generation, because the inherent evil is still within him” (Ruth
Zutra 1:12). Proselytes who left Egypt with the Israelites were accused of
being responsible for the shameful episode of the Golden Calf (Exod. R.
42:6). At the time of the Bar Kochba revolt, it was said that proselytes
“impede the arrival of the Messiah” (Nid. 13b). The extent to which
some of the sages despised converts is evident in such declarations as:
“Converts are as hard for Israel [to endure] as a sore” (Yev. 47b), and “Evil
after evil comes upon those who receive proselytes” (Yev. 109b).

According to one Talmudic account, Timna was a royal princess who
wanted to become a proselyte. When Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did not
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accept her, “she became a concubine to Eliphaz the son of Esau, saying,
‘I had rather be a servant to this people than a mistress of another nation.’
From her descended Amalek [the arch-enemy of the Jewish people] who
afflicted Israel. Why so?—Because they should not have repulsed her”
(Sanh 99b).

CONVERSION PROCESS

The process of conversion to Judaism, first described in the Talmud
(Yev. 47a), has remained quite consistent over the centuries. When
approached by persons who wish to convert to Judaism, most rabbis follow
the tradition of discouraging them three times by pointing out the diffi-
culties they might face as a Jew, the obstacles to be overcome in casting
their lot with the Jewish people, and the new responsibilities they would
have to assume (Yev. 47b; Ger. 1:1–2). According to the Midrash, this
threefold act of discouragement is based on the three times that Naomi
tried to dissuade Ruth, the most famous biblical convert, from returning
with her to the Land of Israel (Ruth R. 2:1). However, if potential con-
verts still persist, they are received—for one should “always discourage
with the left hand and draw near with the right” (Sot. 47a). Other rabbis
prefer to be more encouraging to a prospective Jew, while at the same
time asking many questions to determine the person’s sincerity. Many of
those wishing to convert do so in order to marry a Jew, which tradition-
ally has been considered an invalid motive (Ger. 1:3). The Rabbis per-
mitted conversion to those seeking admission to the Jewish people only
on the basis of sincere conviction, those who pledged full and unreserved
commitment to all the laws of Judaism.

In addition to a period of formal study and appearance before a beit din,
conversion requires the rituals of circumcision for males9 and immersion
in the mikveh (ritual bath) for both men and women (Yev. 46). The con-
version is completed with a short ceremony during which the convert
receives the Hebrew name he or she has chosen. The name includes the
phrase ben (son of) or bat (daughter of) Avraham Avinu (our father), the
first Jew,10 to indicate that the person is a convert who has terminated
all formal family ties and “is considered a newly born child” whose past
sins have all been forgiven (Yev. 48b).

ATTITUDES TOWARD CONVERTS

It is forbidden to taunt converts by reminding them of their non-Jewish
past and suggesting that this makes them unfit to study God’s Torah.
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Just as one may not insult a penitent by saying, “Remember your former
deeds,” one is similarly forbidden to taunt a proselyte by saying, “Remem-
ber the deeds of your ancestors.” As the Talmud continues, “If a prospec-
tive proselyte comes with the intention to study Torah, one must not say
to him, ‘Shall the mouth that ate unclean and forbidden food, abomi-
nable and creeping things, come to study the Torah that was spoken by
the mouth of the Almighty?’ ” (BM 58b).

A convert (“Jew-by-Choice”) has virtually the same rights as a Jew by
birth. One exception is that a female convert may not marry a kohen,
unless she became Jewish at age three or younger (Yev. 60b). In the Tal-
mudic period, a convert generally could not be appointed to any public
office or serve as a judge in a criminal court.

CONVERSION OF A CHILD

The Talmud discusses whether parents can convert an adopted minor
child to Judaism. Based on the rabbinic dictum, “One may do something
advantageous for a person in his absence,” it is necessary to decide if con-
version to Judaism should be considered an advantage or disadvantage.
Although Jews have extra obligations (i.e., fulfilling 613 mitzvot rather
than only the seven basic Noahide laws) and have long been persecuted,
the Rabbis believed that the privilege of following the Torah and its laws,
which come directly from God, make Judaism the best way of life. There-
fore, they concluded that it is an advantage for an adopted child to be
converted. However, upon reaching the age of bar or bat mitzvah, the
child has the right to annul the conversion and reject Judaism, though
it must be done promptly (Ket. 11a).

Marriage

RABBINIC VIEWS ON MARRIAGE

The Jewish tradition views marriage as the ultimate human condition
and basic to a healthy life. As the Talmud observes, “One who does not
have a wife lives without joy,11 without blessing, and without goodness”
(Yev. 62b) as well as without Torah, protection, and peace.12 It is consid-
ered a holy covenant between a man and woman, with God as the inter-
mediary. According to R. Meir, it is even permitted to sell a Torah scroll
to get married (Meg. 27a).13

Unlike the Christians of the rabbinic era, who regarded celibacy as the
ideal and marriage as merely a concession to humankind’s weakness and
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libidinous nature, the Rabbis championed marriage, including its sexual
aspects, as the essential human relationship. Sexual desire, when properly
channeled in the marriage relationship, was a powerful positive force,
rather than shameful or evil. “Were it not for the yetzer ha-ra [‘evil incli-
nation,’ used here for the sexual urge], no man would build a house, marry
a wife, or father children” (Gen. R. 9:7). The person at risk for transgres-
sion was rather the unmarried man who “spends all his days in sinful
thoughts” (Kid. 29b). Indeed, the Rabbis condemned the man who
rejected his normal human impulses and failed to produce children,
charging that it was “as if he shed blood, diminished the Image of God,
and made the Shechinah depart from Israel” (Shab. 31a).

In addition to the biblical concept of marriage as an institution provid-
ing companionship and an opportunity for procreation, the Rabbis
viewed marriage as critical for the complete development of one’s human
potential. As the Talmud states, “He who has no wife is not a complete
man” (Yev. 63a).

The Rabbis believed that a woman’s desire to marry was stronger than
a man’s, and that she would be willing to endure an unhappy marriage
rather than remain alone (Yev. 113a). “A woman prefers to be impover-
ished and be married than to be wealthy and unmarried” (Sot. 20a). Mar-
riage is a serious undertaking, a task as difficult as parting the Sea of
Reeds and one that requires Divine wisdom (Gen. R. 68:3–4). Even
those who believed that marriages are predestined must take enough
time to make a prudent choice. Because of a nonharmonious relationship
with his second wife, R. Pappa warned: “Be quick in buying land; but be
slow and deliberate in choosing a wife. Come down a step [on the social
ladder] in selecting a wife [lest a woman from a higher rank in society not
be content with her husband’s social or financial position], but go up a
step in selecting your best man [to have a good example to emulate]”
(Yev. 63a).

For the Talmud, a respectable family was a reliable indicator of the
moral quality and temperament of a prospective wife: “Do not look for
beauty, look for family” (Taan. 26b). “A man should sell all of his posses-
sions, if necessary, to marry the daughter of a scholar. If he cannot marry
the daughter of a scholar, let him marry the daughter of one of the great
men of the generation [i.e., one distinguished for his righteous deeds]. If
unsuccessful, then [marry] the daughter of one of the heads of the congre-
gation; or of a trustee of the charitable fund; or a teacher of young boys.
Under no circumstances should he marry the daughter of an ignoramus
[am ha-aretz], because they are detestable and their wives are vermin”
(Pes. 49b).
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Before marriage, “One should pay close attention to the wife’s broth-
ers, because her children will probably be like them.” As with Sarah,
Rebecca, and Rachel, the ideal wife should possess beauty (Ber. 57b;
Yoma 74b), but this should not be her only quality. Nevertheless, the
Talmud characteristically presents differing rabbinic views. Thus R. Hiyya
taught, “A wife is only for beauty and having children” (Ket. 59b).
Although the Rabbis considered wealth to be desirable, they cautioned:
“He who takes a wife for the sake of money will have unworthy children”
(Kid. 70a).

Early marriages were strongly preferred, as long as one made proper
preparations: “First build a house, then plant a vineyard, and after that
marry” (Sot. 44a). As the Rabbis taught, “If a person wants to study Torah
and to marry a wife, he should first study and then marry. But if he cannot
[live] without a wife, he should first marry and then study” (which R.
Judah cited in Samuel’s name as the halacha).

A father should find a suitable match for his daughter at a young age,
lest she become unchaste and he have violated the biblical commandment,
“Do not degrade your daughter andmake her a harlot” (Lev. 19:29). Several
Rabbis applied this negative commandment to “one who marries his
[young] daughter to an old man” (Sanh. 76a), since this may lead her to
adultery.

For the Rabbis, marriage was a sacred relationship, in which both par-
ties were to treat each other with consideration and respect. In exchange
for her faithfulness, her husband was to provide his wife with food and
clothing and attend to her conjugal rights. A husband should seek his
wife’s counsel, not cause her to weep, and love and honor her more than
himself. Marriage was viewed as a lifetime commitment: “A man must
not marry a woman if he intended to divorce her” (Yev. 37b).

According to Rav, whoever follows his wife’s advice “will descend into
Gehenna [hell].” Yet R. Pappa said, “if your wife is short, bend down and
hear her whisper [i.e., follow her advice regardless of how ‘lowly’ she may
appear to be].” Rather than viewing these as contradictory opinions, the
Rabbis concluded that on general matters a man should not follow his
wife’s advice, but he should do so “on matters of the household,” where
she is the expert. Another interpretation is that the husband should fol-
low the advice of his wife on secular matters but not on religious issues
(BM 59a).

With the wife responsible for running the home and raising the chil-
dren, her background and upbringing were deemed of primary impor-
tance. The Rabbis urged the need to “investigate the girl’s mother and
brothers” (Ket. 43a). According to the Talmud, Moses was not concerned
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with his wife’s background; he married Zipporah, daughter of an idola-
trous Midianite priest, and his sons did not amount to much. Conversely,
Aaron married the sister of a prince in Israel, and his sons became the
kohanim (BB 109b).

The wife also sets the moral tone of the home: “A pious man married a
wicked woman, and she made him wicked. A pious woman married a
wicked man and she made him righteous. This proves that all depends
on the woman” (Gen. R. 17:7). When a marriage is happy and the spouses
respect each other’s needs, God dwells with them; if not, there will be a
“consuming fire” between them (Sot. 17a; PdRE 12). One Rabbi declared,
“Give me any evil, but not an evil wife!” (Shab. 11a). For the Rabbis,
marriage symbolized other perfect relationships, such as those between
God and Israel, Israel and the Torah, and Israel and the Sabbath.

ARRANGING MARRIAGES

The Talmud indicates that marriages are preordained. “Forty days
before the birth of a child, a voice in heaven announces: ‘The daughter
of so-and-so will marry the son of so-and-so’ ” (Sot. 2a). According to a
classic legend, a Roman matron asked R. Yosi, “What has your God been
doing since finishing the creation of the world?” He replied, “God has
been busy making matches” (Gen. R. 68:4; PdRK 2:4).14

Nevertheless, “A man is forbidden to betroth a woman before he sees
her, lest he [subsequently] observe something repulsive in her and she
become loathsome to him” (Kid. 41a). For much of Jewish history, the
responsibility for selecting the destined mate has been given to the match-
maker. During Talmudic times, most marriages were arranged directly by
the heads of the two families involved. A few were even decided on
by the couple themselves, though the Rabbis strongly discouraged this
practice (Kid. 12b–13a).

MARRIAGE CEREMONY

The Jewish marriage ceremony is a complex series of formalities and
customs that have developed over the centuries. The first part is kiddushin,
which is often translated as “betrothal,” though it does not correspond to
the modern conception of the word. Instead, it creates a special legal and
personal relationship between a man and woman that can be dissolved
only by divorce or the death of either party.15

Nisuin, the second part of the marriage ceremony, usually took place
one year later in the case of a virgin, to give her time to prepare her
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trousseau.16 Distinctive headdresses, sometimes of gold, were worn by
both bride and groom until the destruction of the Temple. In Talmudic
times, toasted grains and nuts were thrown before the bride and groom,
presumably as a symbol of fertility and good fortune (Ber. 50b).

WEDDING CELEBRATION

It is an obligation to rejoice with the bride and groom on their wedding
day. Even the study of Torah should be interrupted to escort a bride to her
wedding (Ket. 17a). According to a midrash, the angels themselves
danced and played musical instruments at the wedding of Adam and
Eve (PdRE 12). R. Aha amazed his colleagues by dancing with a bride
on his shoulders. When others asked if they could do likewise, he replied
that this was permitted only “if she is like a mere beam on your shoulder
[i.e., she does not awaken any sexual desire]” (Ket. 17a).

Huppah

The word “huppah” refers either to the wedding canopy, which is usu-
ally made of beautiful fabric and supported by four firm poles, or to the
marriage ceremony itself. According to the Talmud, “It was the custom
when a boy was born to plant a cedar tree [representing height and
strength] and when a girl was born to plant a pine tree [symbolizing ten-
derness and fragrance]. When they married, the trees were cut down and
a canopy [huppah] made of the branches” (Git. 57a).

Breaking the Glass

At the conclusion of the wedding ceremony, the groom traditionally
crushes a glass under his right foot. The most popular explanation is that
this is a sign of mourning for the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.
Of the many other rationales offered for this well-known custom, all have
some relation to creating noise to drive away demons. According to the
Talmud, two scholars shocked the guests at the weddings of their sons
when they deliberately smashed expensive glassware to reduce the exces-
sive gaiety of those rabbis in attendance (Ber. 30b–31a). These actions
also may have been related to the ancient belief that it is wise to temper
joy to prevent disaster.

Ketubah

The ketubah (lit., “written document”) is the Jewish marriage contract.
Written in Aramaic, it sets forth in detail the financial obligations that a
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husband undertakes toward his wife as her inheritance should he die, or as
her alimony should he divorce her (Shab. 14b, 16b). If either of these
events occurred, the woman would have money and resources of her
own and not be without any financial support. The Talmud even
expressly states, “Why did the Rabbis institute that the husband give his
wife a ketubah at the time of their marriage? So that it might not be an
easy matter to divorce her” (Ket. 39b).

Harmonious Married Life

The Rabbis believed that happiness in married life could be attained
through proper behavior and attitude. “A man who loves his wife as him-
self, who honors her more than himself,” will achieve the biblical blessing
(Job 5:24). “You will know that your tent is at peace” (Yev. 62b). A hus-
band “should always be heedful of wronging his wife, since her tears are
frequent [i.e., she is more sensitive] and she is quickly hurt.” (BM 59a).

A husband should “always eat and drink less than his means allow,
clothe himself in accordance with his means, and honor his wife and chil-
dren more than his means allow, for they are dependent upon him and he
is dependent upon Him [God] who spoke and the world came into being”
(Hul. 84b). As R. Akiva expounded, “When husband and wife are worthy,
the Shechinah abides with them; when they are not worthy, fire consumes
them” (Sot. 17a). The Talmud adds, “When love is strong, a man and
woman can make their bed on the blade of a sword; but when love grows
weak, a bed of 60 cubits is not large enough” (Sanh. 7a). A beautiful,
God-fearing wife is a joy to her husband and doubles the number of his
days (Yev. 63b).

In contrast, a “bad wife” is a recipe for disaster. Abaye defined her as
“A woman who sets the table for her husband [to serve him a meal] and
also has her tongue ready [to insult and curse him until he eats].” Rava
declared a “bad wife” to be “as troublesome as a stormy day” (Yev. 63b),
while another sage termed a wife with a bad character to be “a fate worse
than death” (Yev. 63a).

Summing up the qualities of a wife, Ben Sira said, “It is as easy for an
old man to climb a sand dune as for a quiet husband to live with a nagging
wife” (25:19–20). The Talmud adds that a man who suffered through a
marriage with a bad wife was among those who would never behold
Gehenna [hell], since he had already atoned for all his sins in this world
(Er. 41b). Conversely, “A good wife is her husband’s joy; he will live out
his days in peace. A good wife means a good life; she is one of the Lord’s
gifts to those who fear Him” (26:2–3).
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Obligations and Rights of Husband and Wife

According to Jewish law, a man who marries becomes obligated to his
wife for 10 things in addition to the statutory ketubah. Three are biblical
in origin—food [maintenance], clothing, and conjugal rights. The other
seven obligations are rabbinic: to treat her if she falls ill; to ransom her
if she is captured; to bury her if she dies; to provide for her maintenance
out of his estate after his death; to let her dwell in his house after his
death for the duration of her widowhood; to let the daughters sired by
him receive their maintenance out of his estate until they become
espoused; and to let her male children sired by him inherit her ketubah,
in addition to their share with their half brothers in his estate. In addition
to the use of his wife’s property, the husband is entitled to “her earnings,
to anything she finds, and to inheritance of her estate.”

The Rabbis regarded it a husband’s duty to give his wife sexual pleas-
ure, even developing a schedule of minimal sexual activity for men based
on their occupations. “The times for conjugal duty prescribed in the
Torah [Exod. 21:10] are as follows: for men of independent means [i.e.,
who have no need to pursue an occupation to earn their living], every
day; for laborers [e.g., tailors, weavers, and builders],17 twice a week; for
donkey-drivers,18 once a week; for camel-drivers [merchants who travel
longer distances from their homes], once every 30 days; for sailors [whose
sea voyages take them away for many months at a time], once in six
months” (Ket. 5:5, 61b). Could a man change his occupation to one that
would pay more but require him to be away from home longer? The
Rabbis conclude that a woman prefers less money with sexual enjoyment
to more money with abstinence (Ket. 62b).

The Talmud states that scholars should perform their marital duty
“every Friday night.” However, “Students may go away to study Torah
without permission [of their wives even for] two or three years” (Ket. 62b).

A man is forbidden to force his wife to engage in marital relations “lest
he have children who are not of good character” (Er. 100b). A wife can
demand that conjugal relations be performed while both she and her hus-
band are naked; if the husband insists on the “Persian custom” of both
being clothed, she can petition for a divorce and receive the monetary
settlement specified in her ketubah (Ket. 48a).

One Rabbi observed that children are born lame because their parents
“overturned the table” [i.e., practiced unnatural forms of sexual relations],
dumb because they “kiss that place,” deaf because they “converse during
cohabitation,” and blind because they “gaze at that place.” When asked
why her children were so exceedingly beautiful, Imma Shalom19 replied,
“Because my husband does not ‘converse’ [i.e., have sexual relations] with
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me either at the beginning or at the end of the night, but only at mid-
night [when no other woman would be on the street].” As one Rabbi
warned, “One may not drink out of one goblet and think of another [i.e.,
sleep with one woman and fantasize about someone else]” (Ned. 20b).

Polygamy

As in the Bible, the Talmud sanctions polygamy but discourages it. Rava
said a man could marry as many wives as he could support (Yev. 65a), but
themaximum number permitted was four (Yev. 44a).20 Nevertheless, there
is no indication that any of the Talmudic Rabbis had more than one wife at
a time. According to R. Ammi, if a husband states that he intends taking
another wife to sire children [lit., “to test his potency”], he must gives his
wife a divorce if she desires it and pay her the amount stipulated in her
ketubah (Yev. 65a). R. Isaac sarcastically cited the problems of a man who
decided to take a second, much younger wife: “A man had two wives, a
young one and an old one. The young wife pulled out his white hair, and
the old one pulled out his black hair. In the end, the poor man was left with
no hair at all” (BK 60b).

Intermarriage

Intermarriage is the union of a Jew and a non-Jew. According to halacha,
a person who has converted from Judaism to another religion is still consid-
ered Jewish with respect to the law on mixed marriages, based on the Tal-
mudic dictum, “A Jew, even if he has sinned, is still a Jew” (Sanh. 44a).

The Rabbis declared that mixed marriages are not legally valid,
because the non-Jewish party to the relationship is incapable of con-
tracting a marriage within Jewish law. Therefore, the Jewish partner of a
mixed marriage does not halachically require a divorce before sub-
sequently marrying a Jew. Conversely, if one (or both) of the parties to
a halachically valid marriage subsequently converts out of Judaism and
the union is then dissolved by civil decree, neither party can marry a
Jew until the previous valid marriage is terminated by a get (religious
divorce document).

According to Jewish law, the status of children from a mixed marriage
is determined exclusively by the faith of the mother. If the mother is Jewish
and the father non-Jewish, the children are considered Jewish in every
respect; if the father is Jewish but the mother is not, the children are
not considered Jews.21

Since biblical days, intermarriage has been opposed because it weakens
the essential core of Judaism. The Rabbis prohibited Jews from consuming
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many types of food prepared by non-Jews—such as bread, cooked dishes,
milk, wine, and beer—and even eating with non-Jews at a festival meal,
primarily to avoid intimacy that might result in intermarriage (AZ 31b).
As Hiyya b. Abuiah said, “He who is intimate with a heathen woman is
as though he had entered into a marriage relationship with an idol”
(Sanh. 82a). Nevertheless, the Rabbis stressed that Jews should work with
their non-Jewish neighbors for the mutual betterment of all in the com-
munity; they tried only to limit “excessive familiarity” that could lead to
intermarriage.

Sex

CONTRACEPTION

Although they encouraged large families, the Rabbis agreed that con-
traception was permissible if pregnancy was likely to be dangerous to
the mother. This applied to a minor (lest she become pregnant and die
as a result), a pregnant woman (lest her fetus abort), and a nursing mother
(lest she have to wean her child prematurely and it die) (Yev. 12b).

ADULTERY

The Seventh Commandment (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:18) prohibits a
married woman from having sexual relations with a man other than her
husband. Adultery was one of the three cardinal sins (along with idolatry
and murder) that are forbidden even if it means sacrificing one’s life. The
Mechilta considered adultery to be parallel to the second commandment
forbidding idolatry, reasoning that a person who fails to honor the mar-
riage vows is likely to also be unfaithful to God.22 The Rabbis extended
the prohibition against adultery to include most contact with the oppo-
site sex, which they feared could lead to a level of lust that was virtually
equivalent to adultery itself.

The Bible allowed a woman suspected by her jealous husband of adul-
tery to prove her innocence by successfully surviving a complicated
ordeal of drinking the “water of bitterness” (Num. 5:11–31). Although
this ordeal was officially abolished after the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 CE, later Talmudic scholars continued to discuss the ritual
and developed a series of legends based on it. For example,

There were two sisters who looked very much alike. Each married
and they moved to different cities. The husband of one sister
accused his wife of adultery and sought to have her drink of the
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bitter waters in Jerusalem. Fleeing to the city where her sister lived,
she reported, “My husband wants me to drink of the bitter waters . . .
and I am guilty.” “Don’t be afraid,” her sister assured her, “I will take
your place and drink the waters. And since I am innocent, you will
never be found out.” The innocent woman dressed in her sister’s
clothes and underwent the ordeal. She drank the bitter waters and
was found pure. Returning to her sister’s house, the guilty one ran
forward to greet her, and the two women embraced. As they kissed,
the guilty sister inhaled the odor of the bitter waters—and she died
immediately.” (Num. R. 9:9)

MAMZER

Contrary to popular misconception, a mamzer (often mistranslated as
“bastard”) is not someone born out of wedlock. Rather it is the child of a
sexual relationship between a man and woman whose marriage could never
be valid under Jewish law (Kid. 3:12, 66b). According to the Bible, amamzer
and all of his or her descendants may never marry a Jew (Deut. 23:3), but a
marriage between two mamzerim is permitted.

Except in regard to marriage, the personal status of a mamzer is not
adversely affected in any way. He can be called up to the Torah, has equal
rights of inheritance as other heirs, and can hold public office. TheMishnah
even states, “A mamzer who is a scholar [talmid hacham] takes precedence
over a Kohen Gadol who is an ignoramus [am ha-aretz]” (Hor. 3:8, 13a).
Nevertheless, the sages attempted to avoid labeling a newborn a mamzer.
In one case, Rabbah Tosfa’ah ruled that a child born when his father “had
gone to a country beyond the sea and remained there for a full year of
12 months” was legitimate, based on the assumption that the birth was
delayed and the fetus remained in utero three months after the normal nine
months of pregnancy (Yev. 80b).

PREMARITAL SEX

Although the Talmudic Rabbis considered premarital sexual activity
sinful, they recognized the strength of the human desire for sexual gratifi-
cation and the difficulty many people have in controlling it. Ela’i the Elder
believed that a man who cannot control his sexual passions is not evil, but
should act discreetly. “If a man sees that he is overwhelmed by sexual
desire, he should go to a place where he will not be recognized, dress in
black garments, and do what his heart desires, but not defame God by
conducting himself in such a manner publicly” (Hag. 16a). Nevertheless,
Jewish tradition is firmly opposed to premarital (and extramarital) sex.
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Aman once had such a burning desire for a certain woman that it endan-
gered his life. When doctors stated that his only cure was to submit to his
passion, or at least that “she stand nude and converse with him from
behind a fence,” the Rabbis replied that it would be preferable if he died
(Sanh. 75a). R. Isaac took a cynical view about the allure of premarital
(and extramarital) sex: “Since the destruction of the Temple, sexual pleas-
ure has been taken [from those who practice it lawfully] and given to sin-
ners, as it is written: ‘Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is
pleasant’ [Prov. 9:17].”

HOMOSEXUALITY

Male

The Bible unequivocally condemns male homosexuality (Lev. 18:22).
R. Judah forbade two bachelors from sleeping together under the same blan-
ket (lit., “cloak”), for fear that this would lead to homosexual temptation,
but the other sages permitted it, deeming homosexuality so rare among Jews
that such preventative legislation was unnecessary (Kid. 4:14, 82a).

The modern controversy over gay marriage was addressed in Talmudic
times, when the Rabbis stated that even those gentiles who engage in
homosexual practices “do not draw up a ketubah for males”—that is, they
do not write a formal marriage contract for gay couples (Hul. 92b).

Female

The Torah does not mention female homosexuality, either because les-
bianism was rarely practiced or because it was considered merely a minor
offense. In the Talmud, however, R. Huna said that if a woman performs a
sex act with another woman, both are no longer considered to be virgins
and thus cannot marry a Kohen Gadol (Shab. 65a–b).

Divorce

An entire volume of the Talmud (Gittin, or “divorces”) elaborates the
specific details instituted by the Rabbis to protect women to some degree
against rash and irrational divorces. Despite permitting divorce, the Talmud
exalts a first marriage as faithfulness to “the wife of your youth” and con-
demns divorce and remarriage in such statements as: “A divorced manmar-
ries a divorced woman—four minds [opinions] in bed” (Pes. 112a), and “If a
man divorces his first wife, even the Altar sheds tears” (Git 90b).

Life Cycle Events 179



The Jewish law of divorce is based on the verse, “A man takes a wife
and possesses her. She fails to please him because he finds ervat davar
[something obnoxious or a matter of indecency] about her, and he writes
her a bill of divorcement, hands it to her, and sends her away from his
house” (Deut. 24:1), The precise meaning of the term “ervat davar” was
the subject of a Talmudic dispute (Git 90a–b). Beit Shammai argued that
it meant adultery, so that the only proper grounds for divorce was sexual
impropriety. Beit Hillel disagreed, maintaining that “something obnoxi-
ous” might refer to any act that made the husband unhappy, even some-
thing as minor as his wife’s cooking.23 Although Beit Hillel prevailed in
the law of divorce, the concept of Beit Shammai still has effect. Whereas
in the case of “something obnoxious” the husband has the right to divorce
his wife, in the case of sexual transgression he has an obligation to do so,
even if he would prefer to forgive her (Sot. 27b).24 R. Akiva took a differ-
ent approach, interpreting the biblical verse as including two separate
statements regarding the grounds for divorce. For him, the exact nature
of ervat davar is immaterial, for the first part of the clause (“she fails to
please him”) stands as an independent justification. Thus a man was per-
mitted to divorce his wife “if she spoils his food” or “if he finds another
woman more beautiful than she is.”

During Talmudic times, the decision to divorce was exclusively that of
the man. In addition to being unable to initiate a divorce action, a woman
could be compelled to accept a divorce against her will (Yev. 112b).25

DIVORCE OTHER THAN BY CONSENT

If only one spouse wishes to divorce, the court must decide whether
there are specific grounds to compel the husband to give (or the wife to
receive) a get—the Talmudic term for a formal divorce document that is
signed by the husband and then delivered to his wife. According to the
Talmud, a wife is entitled to demand a divorce in two general situations
(Ket. 77a). The first is when her husband is physically repulsive, because
of either a loathsome medical condition (e.g., “afflicted with boils and
leprosy”) or malodorous occupation (e.g., gathering dog’s dung, smelting
copper, or tanning hides). It is immaterial whether the offensive condi-
tion arose before or after the marriage, for mere knowledge from a dis-
tance is not like being forced to live under adverse circumstances every
day. A wife also may compel her husband to divorce her if he refuses to
fulfill to the best of his abilities his marital obligations to provide her with
food, clothing, shelter, and conjugal relations.

A husband may demand a divorce on the basis of defects or disabilities
that prevent him from cohabiting with her (Nid. 12b) or failure of his wife
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to bear a child within 10 years of their marriage (Yev. 6:6). This latter
justification applies only if the husband has no children, even from another
woman, and can persuade the court of his sincere desire to have children to
fulfill the biblical commandment to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28).
Unworthy conduct on the part of the wife also can be grounds for the
husband to compel a divorce. This includes knowingly misleading him
into “transgressing the Law of Moses”—for which the Mishnah includes
the examples of feeding him untithed food and having intercourse with
him during her period of menstruation—and her personal transgressions
such as “not setting apart her dough offering (challah); making vows and
not fulfilling them; going out with uncovered head [immodesty]; spinning
in the street; and conversing with every man” (Ket. 72a). Another sage
added various affronts to his honor—“a wife who curses her husband’s
parents in his presence . . . and one who is regarded as a screamer [a woman
whose voice can be heard by her neighbors when she speaks inside her
house].” A wife proven to have voluntarily committed adultery becomes
prohibited to her husband. In all cases when a wife’s scandalous conduct
was sufficient to give her husband the right to compel a divorce, she can
be required to accept a get against her will and forfeits the monetary pro-
tection of her ketubah (marriage contract; Ned. 90b).

Insanity of one partner was not considered grounds for divorce;
instead, it served as an obstacle for dissolution of the marriage (Yev.
14:1, 112b). This ruling protected the insane wife, who without a hus-
band to defend her could easily fall prey to those with unsavory motives;
the insane husband was prevented from granting a divorce because the
giving of a get must be a conscious and volitional act.

The Talmud discusses the concept of a “conditional get” designed to
take effect only if a specific event occurs. For example, every soldier in
King David’s army gave a conditional get to his wife before going out to
battle, so that if he were killed or captured she would be free to remarry
(Ket. 9b). A sick husband also may give his wife a get on condition that
it becomes effective only if he died from his present illness (Git. 72a).

CONSEQUENCES OF DIVORCE

Men and women who divorce are generally free to remarry anyone
they please unless it is halachically forbidden. A divorced woman is not
permitted to marry a kohen, nor is she allowed to marry a man with whom
she is suspected of having committed adultery. The Talmud notes that a
woman “must wait three months” after her husband’s death or divorce
to remarry, to eliminate any question about the father of any offspring
(Yev. 42b), a rule that persists to the present day.
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AGUNAH

An agunah (chained woman) is one whose marriage has in fact ended
or been suspended but who legally remains a married woman (bound to a
husband who no longer lives with her) and thus is unable to remarry.26

Despite the general halachic principle that the testimony of two compe-
tent witnesses is required to establish any fact, the need to quickly resolve
the problem of an agunah led the Rabbis to accept testimony that would
not be permitted in other cases. Not only is the testimony of a single wit-
ness sufficient (Yev. 88a), but the rabbinic court will accept the evidence
of a woman and a relative (classes usually deemed incompetent as wit-
nesses) as well as hearsay evidence (overheard conversation among non-
Jews). Even the woman herself can be a legitimate witness to her husband’s
death, for if she gave false testimony, it would be devastating if the husband
she had reported as dead ever returned.27

Despite this general leniency, circumstantial evidence is not permitted
in the case of a husband suspected of being deceased. A man seen drown-
ing in a large body of water whose shores are beyond the horizon cannot
be presumed to have perished unless his body is found. Although highly
unlikely, there is always the possibility that he survived by swimming to
land at a point beyond the view of the witness. Conversely, if a person
standing on the edge of a body of water could see all its boundaries, it
was assumed that the man had drowned (Yev. 121a).

Although a valid get must be given by the husband “of his own free
will,” the Talmud nevertheless states that “if a man refuses to give a
woman a divorce, he is compelled [coerced] to do so until he declares,
‘I am willing’ ” (Kid. 50a).

Death

THE DYING PROCESS

For the Rabbis, “there is no death without sin” (Shab. 55a). Although
a sinless person would be immortal, because all human beings commit
transgressions, death is a natural part of life.

Jewish tradition emphasizes respect for the dead as well as deference
to the last wishes of one who is dying. According to the Talmud, the
verbal instructions of a dying man, even a deathbed change of last will
and testament, have the force of a legally written document (MK 48a,
Ket. 55b).28

Sick persons nearing the end of life should be encouraged to confess
their sins before God (Shab. 32a). From the moment of death until burial,
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the deceased may not be left alone. A reliable shomer (watcher), prefer-
ably a member of the family or a personal friend, must remain with the
body at all times, reciting psalms throughout the night. While engaged
in this mitzvah, the watcher is exempt from the performance of other
positive commandments (Ber. 18a).

A midrash notes, “When a person is born, all rejoice; when he dies, all
weep.” However, based on the biblical verse, “Better is the day of death
than the day of one’s birth” (Eccles. 7:1), the Rabbis declare that “it should
not be so. When a person is born, there should not be rejoicing because
nobody knows what will be his lot and career, whether he will be righteous
or wicked, good or bad. However, when he dies it is a time for rejoicing if
he departed with a good name and left the world peacefully.” The text
invokes the parable of two ships on the ocean, one leaving the harbor
and the other entering it. “You should not rejoice over the ship that has
set out on its journey, because no one knows what lies in store for it,
whether it may encounter rough seas and storms, but when a ship reaches
its harbor, all should rejoice that it arrived safely” (Eccles. R. on 7:1).

ANGEL OF DEATH

Unlike the polytheistic belief in an independent deity who is responsible
for causing death on earth, in Judaism God alone is the master of life and
death. Nevertheless, there is the allegorical figure of an Angel of Death, a
messenger charged with carrying out Divine decrees. The Talmud describes
the Angel of Death as “full of eyes,” standing at the head of the dying
person and wielding a sword with a drop of poison suspended from its tip.
“As the sick person catches sight of the Angel of Death, he shudders and
opens his mouth [in fright],” dying from poison dropped into his mouth
(Av. Zar. 20b). When the deceased R. Nachman appeared to him in a
dream, Rava asked whether the sage had suffered much pain as he died.
“It was as easy as taking a hair from a pitcher of milk. But were God to
say to me, ‘Go back to the world as you were before,’ I would not want to
go. For the fear of death is so great there” (MK 28a).

According to Jewish tradition, several biblical heroes defeated the
Angel of Death with their fervent prayer, constant Torah study, and out-
standing acts of charity. The three patriarchs, Moses, Aaron, and Miriam,
were said to have died by a kiss from God, rather than from the sword of
the Angel of Death (BB 17a). The Talmud relates that King David,
who was fated to die on the Sabbath, studied Torah throughout that
day. On the Sabbath when David was to die, the Angel of Death was
unable to take the king because he never stopped learning. “The angel
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went to an orchard outside the royal palace and shook the trees violently.
When the king [stopped studying Torah and] went to investigate the
cause of this disturbance, the Angel of Death took his life” (Shab. 30b).
In a similar Talmudic legend, the Angel was forced to make a loud noise
to create a diversion that caused R. Hisda to pause in his studies so that he
could overpower him (Mak. 10a).

BURIAL

Unlike Egyptian civilization, where tombs were filled with jewelry,
food, and implements for the deceased to use in a new life after death, Pir-
kei Avot well illustrates the Jewish belief: “When a person departs from
this world, neither silver, nor gold, nor precious stones, nor pearls escort
him, but only Torah study and good deeds” (6:9).

The Talmud notes that, at one time, the dead were dressed in costly
garments of gold or silver, producing a financial burden on the bereaved
family that was heavier than that of the death itself. Disregarding his
own dignity, Rabban Gamaliel decreed in his will that he be buried in a
plain linen shroud (MK 27b). From then on, everyone followed Gamaliel’s
example, indicating that rich and poor are equal before God.

The custom of burying the dead in wooden coffins is recorded in the
Talmud (Sanh. 98a–b). At one time, “They used to bring out the
deceased for burial, the rich on a tall state bed, ornamented and covered
with expensive covers, the poor in a plain box, and the poor felt ashamed.
Therefore, a law was passed that all should be brought out in a plain box,
in deference to the poor” (MK 27a–b).

FUNERAL SERVICE

A central part of the funeral service is the eulogy, which pays tribute to
the deceased without overstating his character traits or achievements.
The Talmud states, “Just as the dead are punished [if they were sinners],
so funeral orators are punished [for delivering false eulogies]” (Ber. 62a),
implying that just as it is wrong to excessively praise in a eulogy, so it is
incorrect to not eulogize a deserving person properly. As Rav cautioned
Shmuel bar Shilat: “Be fervent in [delivering] my funeral eulogy, for I will
be standing there!” (Shab. 153a).

The body is then transported to the cemetery, where relatives and
close friends are honored by being pallbearers carrying the coffin to the
gravesite. Escorting the dead, especially a deceased scholar, to his last
resting place is considered an extremely important symbol of respect.
The Rabbis included this among those acts, “the fruit of which a man
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enjoys in this world while the principle remains for him in the World to
Come” (Pe’ah 1:1). Escorting the dead warranted even interrupting the
study of Torah and was called “the true kindness” (chesed shel emet), an
act of genuine selflessness since one can expect no reciprocation.

CEMETERY

In Talmudic times, great care was lavished on the cemetery, leading the
Rabbis to observe, “The Jewish graveyards are fairer than royal palaces”
(Sanh. 96b). Although not “hallowed ground” in any religious sense, a cem-
etery may not be used for any other purpose. Multiple provisions were
enacted to prevent kalut rosh, a spirit of levity and undignified behavior that
would show disrespect to the dead. Suitable head covering must be worn;
eating and drinking are forbidden; care should be taken not to tread on a
grave or lean on a headstone; a path through it cannot be used as a shortcut;
and animals are not permitted to graze there. It is inappropriate to wear tallit
or tefillin or read from a Torah scroll in a cemetery, lest one “shame” the
dead who are no longer able to perform these mitzvot (Ber. 18a).

A widespread custom that persists to this day is visiting cemeteries on
public fast days to offer prayers at the graves of the departed. Although the
apparent rationale for this practice is “that they may intercede for mercy
on behalf of the living” (Taan. 16a), the Talmud stresses that one is forbid-
den to pray to the dead and that all pleas must be addressed to God alone.

HEADSTONE

In the Hasmonean period, under Greek and Roman influence, the cus-
tom developed of erecting ornate monumental tombstones for the nobil-
ity, such as Yad Avshalom (Monument of Absalom) in Jerusalem.
Decrying this ostentatious practice, Shimon ben Gamaliel declared,
“One does not erect nefashot [monuments] to the righteous, for their
words are their memorial” (Gen. R. 82:10).

R. Nathan ruled that when there was money left over from that col-
lected for a person’s burial, the extra is used “for a monument on his
grave” (Sanh. 48a). An ancient superstition is that reading an inscription
on a tombstone “adversely affects one’s study” (Hor. 13b).

MOURNING

“Mourning” refers to the expression of grief and sorrow over the death
of a close relative, friend, or national leader. The Rabbis distinguished
four stages in the mourning period—aninut, the period between death
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and burial; shivah, the seven days following burial; sheloshim, the 30 days
after burial; and the first year (JT MK 3:7, 83c).

Excessive mourning was discouraged based on the verse, “Do not weep
for the dead and do not lament for him” (Jer. 22:10). Consequently,
intensive mourning ceased after sheloshim. To one who continued to
mourn thereafter, God declared: “You are not more compassionate
toward him [the departed] than I” (MK 27b). According to the Rabbis,
a person who indulged in excessive grief over his dead would only have
to weep for another. Indeed, the Talmud reported that a neighbor of
R. Huna lost all seven of her sons because she “wept excessively” for each
one (MK 27b).

Aninut

Aninut is the status of a bereaved person (onen) during the period
between the death and burial of a close relative. Although still required
to observe the negative commandments, the onen is not responsible for
performing many of the positive religious duties, such as recital of the
Shema and wearing tallit and tefillin (MK 23b). The onen may not eat in
the presence of the body; is forbidden to consume meat or drink wine or
recite the Grace after Meals; and may not engage in any enjoyable activ-
ities (including Torah study). However, if the Sabbath is part of the ani-
nut period, the onen is obligated to discharge all religious obligations
(except for Torah study) and is even permitted to eat meat and drink
wine on that day (MK 23b).

Because the shock of the death of a loved one disrupts all orderly
thinking, the Rabbis discouraged attempts to comfort the onen prior to
burial. As Pirkei Avot (4:23) teaches, “Do not console him while his dead
lies before him.”

Shivah

The most intense period of mourning, this initial seven-day period was
instituted by the Rabbis (MK 20a). The bereaved family gathers in the
home of the deceased or, if necessary, the home of a close relative.
Although during Talmudic times the practice was to sit on overturned
couches or beds (Sem. 6:1), it is now traditional for mourners to sit on
low stools or benches. A custom in Babylonia was for mourners to cover
their faces and heads with a hood, leaving only their nose and eyes
exposed, as a reminder to remain silent and not engage in frivolous con-
versation (MK 24a). Based on the actions of the three friends of Job—
the classic mourner—who sat with him for seven days without uttering

186 What the Rabbis Said



a word (2:13), the Rabbis noted that discreet individuals express their
condolences in sympathetic silence. This does not mean that it is neces-
sary to observe complete silence when in the presence of a mourner, but
merely that idle chatter should be avoided and that a visitor should
respond to the mourner rather than initiate a conversation.

The Rabbis considered the first three days of mourning as the most
intense: “Three days for weeping and seven for lamenting” (MK 27b).
Therefore, tradition dictates that mourners be left alone with their
thoughts and members of their immediate family for the first two days of
mourning (after the funeral, which counts as the first day of shivah), defer-
ring condolence calls until the third day unless this will prevent a person
from visiting the mourner at all during the shivah period.

Sheloshim

Sheloshim refers to the 30 days of mourning after the death of close rel-
atives (parents, child, brother, sister, husband, wife), counted from the
burial. This period may reflect the 30 days of mourning observed by the
Israelites in the wilderness after the deaths of Aaron (Num. 20:29) and
Moses (Deut. 34:8).

First Year

During Talmudic times, many people fasted on the anniversary of a
parent’s death (Ned. 12a).29 The Talmud notes, “A person who meets a
mourner after a year and speaks words of consolation to him, to what
can he be compared? To a physician, who meets a man whose leg had
been broken and healed and says to him: ‘Come to me and let me break
your leg again and set it again, to convince you that my treatment is
good’ ” (MK 21b). Thus, “consoling” a mourner once the time for grieving
has passed is cruel rather than comforting, since it prevents the mourner
from getting on with life.30

EUTHANASIA

The precise Hebrew equivalent of euthanasia is mitah yafah (beautiful
death), which occurs several times in the Talmud in connection with
the duty to minimize the agony of those convicted of capital crimes
before their execution (Sanh. 45a). The term is never applied to deliber-
ately hastening the end of individuals dying from natural causes. The
sanctity of human life is a supreme value in Judaism, based on the biblical
concept of humans being created “in the image of God” (Gen. 1:27) and
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the Talmudic dictum, “One who destroys a single soul is regarded as hav-
ing destroyed an entire world” (Sanh. 37a). Each second of human life is
unique and of equally infinite value. “He who closes the eyes [of a dying
person] at the point of death is a murderer [lit., ‘he sheds blood,’ because
he hastens death]” (Shab. 151b). However, this value may come into
direct conflict with the fundamental principle of preventing pain and suf-
fering and preserving human dignity.

The Talmud appears to take different views on the issue of euthanasia.
The statement, “We do not worry about mere hours of life,” implies that if
one is dying of a terminal disease it is permitted to cease aggressive medi-
cal treatment, even if effective in prolonging vital organs, and concentrate
instead on relieving pain and allowing the person to die. A contrary source
depicts the scenario of a building collapsing on a person on the Sabbath.
Potential rescuers are required to violate the Sabbath to save even a small
amount of life, implying that it is justified to employ every possible medi-
cal technique to do the same. An attempt to reconcile these views is the
observation that the proper objective of medical care is to act “for his ben-
efit” (Av. Zar. 27b). This indicates that sometimes one may have to aban-
don attempts to save a life if they are doomed to failure, merely prolong
suffering, and thus are not in the patient’s general best interest.

Although a person is forbidden to do a positive act to hasten death, one
is also prohibited from performing an act that would delay the death of
one who is moribund31 by artificial means when there is no hope of living.
A classic Talmudic text concerning the martyrdom of Hananiah ben
Teradion encapsulates the rabbinic view of euthanasia (Av. Zar. 18a).
When the renowned sage was to be burned at the stake, the Romans
secured tufts of wet cotton around his heart to prolong his suffering.
As the fire raged, the Rabbi’s disciples urged him to “open your mouth
[to inhale the suffocating smoke] so you can end it quicker.” However,
he refused, saying that only God who gave him life could take it away.
This is the primary argument against active euthanasia, any attempt to
accelerate death by taking a step that would terminate life faster than it
would naturally cease. However, the Rabbi did permit removal of the
wet cotton around his heart, which was applied only to sadistically pro-
long his suffering. This is interpreted as meaning that in some circum-
stances passive euthanasia is permitted, the removal of artificial life
support keeping alive a person who will soon perish (i.e., not shortening
life, but rather removing an impediment to the natural process of dying,
especially if one is in severe pain).

It is permissible to pray that someone in great pain from an incurable
disease be mercifully released from his suffering by death. As the Talmud
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relates, when Judah ha-Nasi (Rabbi) was in a terminal state, his maid-
servant (known for her wisdom and learning) went up to the roof and
prayed: “Those above [the angels] desire Rabbi [to join them], but those
below [the mortals] desire Rabbi [to remain with them]. May it be God’s
will that those below overcome those above.” However, when she saw
how often Rabbi went to the latrine because he was suffering from severe
diarrhea, painfully taking off his tefillin to go to the bathroom and then
putting them on again, she prayed anew: “May it be God’s will that those
above overcome those below.” Hearing the Rabbis continually praying for
heavenly mercy, she took a small earthenware jar and threw it from the
roof to the ground. When the Rabbis heard the sound of the breaking ves-
sel, they remained silent for a moment, and the soul of Rabbi departed to
its eternal rest (Ket. 104a).

At times, a very old person may seek death because of diminished
strength and a dismal quality of life. When a woman fitting this descrip-
tion complained to Yose ben Halafta, he asked what great merit had per-
mitted her to live so long. She replied, “I go to synagogue services every
morning and allow nothing to interfere with this practice.” R. Yose urged
the woman to refrain from going to the synagogue for three consecutive
days. She followed his advice and died (Yalkut Shimoni, Ekev).

AFTERLIFE AND THE WORLD TO COME

According to the Rabbis, at death the soul leaves the body. However,
for the first 12 months the soul retains a temporary relationship to the
body, coming and going until the body has disintegrated. This 12-month
period is a time of purgatory for all souls or, according to another view,
only for those of the wicked. The righteous then go to Paradise (Gan
Eden), while the wicked are consigned to hell (Gehenna).

According to the Talmud, “Three kinds of people do not see the face of
Gehenna—one suffering from extreme poverty, one afflicted with bowel
diseases, and one harassed by creditors [or persecuted by the Roman
government, because they suffer a great deal during their lifetime].” Some
add, “One who has a bad wife” (Er. 41b).

Some sages believed that the soul remains quiescent, with those of the
righteous “hidden under the Throne of Glory” (Shab. 152b); others
viewed the souls of the dead as having full consciousness (Exod. R. 52:3;
Ber. 18b–19a). The Midrash declares: “The only difference between the
living and the dead is the power of speech” (PR 12:46). There also was
controversy as to how much the dead know of the world they have left
behind (Ber. 18b).
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The Rabbis realized that the biblical principle that people are
rewarded or punished during their life for good or evil deeds seemed to
be contradicted by ordinary experience. This problem of theodicy—why
the innocent suffer and the wicked prosper in this life, especially as
presented in the Book of Job—appeared to be a mystery that could be
understood only by the wisdom of God. A rabbinic solution was the con-
cept of resurrection of the dead. R. Jacob remarked, “There is no reward
for precepts [virtuously fulfilling the mitzvot] in this world” (Kid. 39b),
while several Talmudic statements indicate that “the righteous will
receive their reward in the World to Come” (Taan. 11a). The Talmud
unequivocally states: “He who maintains that resurrection [of the dead]
is not a biblical doctrine [i.e., intimated in the Torah]” has no portion
in the World to Come (Sanh. 90a). Indeed, the concepts of an afterlife
and eventual Divine justice became pillars of the Pharisees and their rab-
binic descendants and one of the chief points of difference between them
and the Sadducees, who asserted that the soul died together with the
body. To paraphrase the Talmud, if those who never lived before can live,
why cannot those who have already lived, live again (Sanh. 91a)?

Some Rabbis maintained that the resurrection of the dead would
be only for the righteous. Others believed that the wicked also would be
temporarily resurrected, only to be judged and destroyed, with the ashes
of their souls being scattered under the feet of the righteous. Although
some argued that resurrection of the dead was limited to those buried in
the Land of Israel (Ket. 111a), the dominant view was that it also applied
to the dead interred in the Diaspora. How would this occur? God will
“burrow the earth before them, and their bodies will roll through cavities
[underground tunnels], and when they arrive in the Land of Israel their
souls will be reunited with them.”

Given that the body crumbles to dust in the grave, from what will God
cause the human being to grow when the dead are resurrected in the
World to Come? According to a midrash, Hadrian posed this question to
Joshua ben Hananiah, who replied that the body would regenerate from
a small, indestructible bone (luz) at the base of the spine. When the
Roman Emperor asked how the sage knew this, R. Joshua asked to have
one of these bones brought to him. “When this bone was fetched, he threw
it in fire, yet is was not burned; he put it in water, but it did not dissolve; he
ground it in between millstones, but it could not be crushed; he placed it
on an anvil and struck it with a hammer, but the anvil split and the ham-
mer shattered without even a piece of bone breaking off ” (Gen. R. 28:3).

Elijah will be the Divinely appointed agent to accomplish the resurrec-
tion of the dead (Sot. 9:15), as well as to herald the coming of theMessiah.
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This renewed life would be endless: “The righteous whomGod will restore
to life will never return to their dust” (Sanh. 92a).

The Rabbis offered various of human existence in the World to Come.
Rav conceived of the future life as a world of purely spiritual bliss, where
“there is no eating, no drinking, no begetting of children, no business,
no jealousy, no hatred or rivalry. All the righteous do is to sit with their
crowns on their heads and delight in the radiance of the Divine Presence”
(Ber. 17a). However, most believed that the souls would be restored into
the bodies of the resurrected, who would rise from their graves fully
clothed (Ket. 111b). In the eschatological Paradise, the righteous will sit
at golden tables (Taan. 25a) or under elaborate canopies and participate
in lavish banquets (BB 75a), in which they will feast on the flesh of the
mythical creatures, Leviathan and Behemoth (Lev. R.13:3). Rabbinic
(and later liturgical) texts viewed the afterlife as a “Torah academy on
high,” a yeshivah shel ma’alah as in the preamble to the Kol Nidrei on Yom
Kippur. This concept of an eternal house of study reflected the highest
values of the Jewish people.32

The Talmud raises many questions about the precise way in which the
body would be resurrected. For example, the decision that an amputee
would be resurrected with a lost limb (Sanh. 91b) led to the tradition of
burying amputated limbs of the deceased in the same grave so that they
would be available when needed. Another discussion dealt with the even-
tual living arrangements of a widow or widower who remarried—would
that person spend eternity with the first or second spouse?33 The concept
of resurrection of the body was also a source of the strong opposition in
Jewish law to the practice of cremation.

Who Merits an Afterlife?

The Talmud states, “All Israel has a portion in the World to Come”
(Sanh. 90a).34 The afterlife has traditionally been viewed as a time of
ultimate judgment and reckoning, with each person held accountable
for his own actions. “Whoever performs a single mitzvah in this world,
[the righteous deed] precedes him for theWorld to Come . . . and whoever
commits a single transgression in this world, [the sin] envelops him and
goes before him to the Day of Judgment” (Sot. 3b). Moreover, “No one
partakes of the enjoyment of the World to Come because of the merits
of his father” (Mid. Ps. 146:2). Thus, instead of serving as a way to escap-
ism—since this world is not the essential, why be concerned with moral
and social responsibility—the opposite is true. Accountability in the
future world is based on one’s actions in this world, which can be seen as
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a preparation for the World to Come. “This world is only a vestibule to
another; you must prepare yourself in the vestibule so that you may enter
the banquet hall [of the World to Come]” (Avot. 4:21). Ethical values
and study of Torah are paramount in meriting entry into the World to
Come; the material wealth a person has amassed is of no concern.
In response to a disciple’s question regarding how to be worthy of life in
the future world, R. Eliezer replied: “Be careful of the honor of your col-
leagues, restrain your children from meditation [variously interpreted as
foolish talk or philosophical speculation], and seat them before the Sages,
and when you pray know before Whom you stand” (Ber. 28b). As Pirkei
Avot observed, “He who has acquired for himself words of Torah has
acquired for himself life in the World to Come” (2:8).

The concept of an afterlife provided reassurance that, regardless of what
occurs in this temporary world, justice will emerge triumphant in the ever-
lasting future. It encouraged the Jew, who was wavering in his faith in the
face of gentile oppression and persecution, to bravely and steadfastly resist,
secure in the knowledge that continuing to follow the tradition would
earn him a reward in the World to Come. The Talmud describes a sce-
nario in which a person goes before the heavenly tribunal for a final day
of judgment and is asked five questions (Shab. 31a). Rather than the ques-
tions one might expect—Did you keep the Sabbath? Did you maintain a
kosher home? Did you give to charity?—they are: “(1) Were you honest
in your business dealings? (2) Did you set aside [regular] time to study
Torah? (3) Did you have children? (4) Did you hope for redemption? and
(5) Did you search for wisdom?”

In various Talmudic tractates, the Rabbis listed classes of people who
would or would not have a share in theWorld to Come. R. Yochanan said:
“There are three persons who have a share in theWorld to Come—he who
dwells in the Land of Israel, he who raises his children to the study of
Torah, and he who honors the Sabbath” (Pes. 113a). For R. Isaac, “the
wives of the scholars, who chase the sleep from their eyes [in sitting up all
night waiting for the return of their husbands from the house of study] in
this world achieve thereby the life of the World to Come [as a reward for
the consideration they showed to their studious husbands]” (Ket. 62a).
According to Eleazar b. Pedat, “Who is destined for the World to Come?
He who is modest and humble, who bows on entering and leaving, and
learns Torah constantly without claiming merit for doing so” (Sanh. 88b).

“There are six precepts, the fruit of which man eats in this world, while
the principal remains for him for the World to Come—hospitality
to guests, visiting the sick, concentration during prayer, rising early to
[attend] the study hall, rearing one’s sons to the study of the Torah, and
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judging one’s neighbor favorably [i.e., giving the benefit of the doubt when
an action could be interpreted positively or negatively]” (Shab. 127a).
Other Rabbis immediately added other virtuous activities: “Honoring
one’s parents, the practice of deeds of lovingkindness [not merely giving
alms], and making peace between a man and his fellow, while the study
of the Torah surpasses them all.”

One day, Elijah appeared to R. Beroka and informed the surprised sage
that a man wearing black shoes and who had no thread of blue on the
corners of his garment [tallit] had a share in the World to Come. When
R. Beroka asked his occupation, the man replied: “I am a jailer and I keep
the men and women [in] separate [quarters] and I place my bed between
them so that they may not come to sin. When I see [an imprisoned] Jewish
girl upon whom the gentile [wardens] cast their eyes, I risk my life to save
her. Once there was a betrothed [Jewish] girl upon whom the gentiles
were focusing their attention. I took [red] wine and threw it on her skirt
and I told them that she was unclean [menstruating].” When R. Beroka
asked why such an honorable man wore no fringes and donned black
shoes like a gentile, the jailer answered: “So the gentiles among whom I
constantly move may not know that I am a Jew, so that whenever I hear
about actions to be taken [against the Jews], I inform the Rabbis [immedi-
ately] and they pray for [Divine] mercy to annul the evil decree.” Later
Elijah pointed out two other men who had a share in the World to Come.
These were jesters, who “when we see men depressed we cheer them up;
and when we see two people quarrelling we strive hard to restore peace
between them” (Taan. 22a).

Who does not merit a share in the World to Come? “He who publicly
shames his neighbor” (BM 59a). Also, “One who says that the resurrection
of the dead is not a biblical doctrine [i.e., taught in the Torah] or that the
Torah was not Divinely revealed, one who reads uncanonical books [lit.,
‘the external books’, referring to Gnostic literature], an Epicurean [i.e., an
adherent of the Epicurean philosophy and, by extension, a person who lives
a licentious and dissolute life], one who whispers/mumbles an incantation
to heal a wound one who pronounces the Divine name [YHVH] as it is
spelled” (Sanh. 11:1, 90a), and those who are ignorant of the Torah (amei
ha’aretz; Ket. 111b). Pirkei Avot adds, “One who desecrates sacred things,
who disgraces the festivals, who humiliates his fellow in public, who
nullifies the covenant of our forefather Abraham, or who perverts the
Torah contrary to halacha—even though he may have [knowledge of the]
Torah and good deeds [to his credit]—he has no share in the World to
Come (3:15).” One Talmudic passage excludes a man “who crosses a river
behind a [married] woman,” because he is guilty of immorality (Er. 18b).
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The Jerusalem Talmud was blunt: “He who does not enter a synagogue in
this world will not enter a synagogue in the World to Come” (5:1).

Two famous Talmudic tales relate to the World to Come. One
recounts that Amram and Jochebed already had two children (Miriam
and Aaron) when Pharaoh decreed that all newborn Israelite males would
be killed. Amram divorced his wife, arguing that there was no point
having another child only to see him slain. As “the greatest man of his
generation,” all the other Israelite men followed his example. Miriam
then accused her father of being worse then Pharaoh: “Pharaoh decreed
only against the males; you have decreed against the males and the
females. Pharaoh only decreed concerning this world; you have decreed
concerning this world and the World to Come [i.e., the drowned infants
would live again in the World to Come, but unborn children are denied
that bliss].” She added that there was a possibility that Pharaoh’s decree
might not be carried out, whereas “you are a righteous man, and it is cer-
tain that your decree [not to have children] will be fulfilled.” Amram saw
the wisdom of his daughter’s words and reunited with his wife; soon after-
ward Moses was born (Sot. 12a).

According to the other tale, when the wicked Turanus Rufus ploughed
under the ruins of the Temple, Rabban Gamaliel was condemned to
death and a high officer was sent to arrest and execute him. Gamaliel
went into hiding, but the officer found him and spoke to him in secret:
“If I save you, will you bring me into the World to Come?” After an
affirmative response, the officer made Gamaliel swear that this was true
and the sage took the oath. The officer then climbed to the roof and
jumped to his death. According to Roman tradition, “if a sentence of
death was not carried out because one of their leaders dies, the decree is
annulled [i.e. they regard it as punishment for an evil decree].” A heav-
enly voice (bat kol) then announced, “This high officer is destined to
enter into the World to Come” (Taan. 29a).

Conclusion

Though firmly convinced of the reality of a World to Come, no human
can conceive of it. As Hiyya bar Abba said in the name of R. Yochanan:
“All the prophets foretold only what will occur in the days of the Messiah
[the ideal future state here on earth]. But as for theWorld to Come, no eye
except Yours, O God, has seen” (Ber. 34b). Nevertheless, Jewish tradition
assures us that even in this life one can experience a sample of the future
world. As the Talmud states, “Three things give us a foretaste of theWorld
to Come—the Sabbath, a sunny day, and sexual intercourse” (Ber. 57b).
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Messiah

The word “messiah” comes from the Hebrew “mashiach” (anointed),
reflecting the practice in ancient Israel (as elsewhere in the Near East)
of anointing kings (and priests) with olive oil. In Jewish tradition, the
Messiah has always been depicted as a descendant of King David, a
human agent of Divine redemption. The Rabbis also developed the con-
cept of a second Messiah (Mashiach ben Joseph), who would precede
the coming of Mashiach ben David and be killed in an epic battle with
the enemies of God and Israel (Suk. 52a). The concept of a Divine or
semi-Divine “savior,” whose self-sacrifice will save mortals from the pun-
ishment merited by their sins, is a purely Christian idea that has no foun-
dation in Jewish thought. With the advent of the Messiah, the dispersed
Jews will be gathered to a restored Holy City of Jerusalem, where the
Temple will be rebuilt.

According to various legends, the Messiah was born in Bethlehem on
the day that the Temple was destroyed (Micah 5:1), was present at the
Creation of the world,35 or was “in the mind of God” even before the world
was created (Pes. Rab. 152b). After the destruction of the Temple and the
increasingly harsh Roman rule, the Rabbis developed the concept of the
“birth pangs of the Messiah”—the intense sufferings of the Jews that would
herald the coming of their salvation.36

When will the Messiah come? Many Rabbis believed that the political
and social conditions would have to deteriorate to an appalling condition
before the Messiah would arrive. R. Nehorai taught, “The Messiah will
appear when the young will shame the old in public, when the old will
stand in respect before the young, when daughters will rise up against their
mothers, and daughters-in-laws against their mothers-in-law. The leaders
of that people shall be like dogs, and a son will feel no shame when rebuked
by his father.” R. Nehemiah added. “In the generation of the Messiah’s
coming, insolence will increase, esteem will be perverted, the vine will
yield its fruit yet wine shall be expensive [i.e., all will be drunkards so wine
will be scarce despite the abundant yield], and the government will be con-
verted to heresy [godlessness] with none to rebuke them” (Sanh. 97a).

The Talmud contains numerous calculations regarding when the
Messiah would come, though the Rabbis discouraged such speculation
because they raised popular hopes that were ultimately dashed. As an
alternative to the idea of a Divinely predetermined date for the coming
of the Messiah, the Rabbis developed the concept that it depended
on the actions of the people, on their “repentance and good deeds”
(Sanh. 97b).37 According to the Jerusalem Talmud, the Messiah would
immediately come if all Israel “repented a single day” and “observed a
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single Sabbath properly” (JT Taan. 64a). The Babylonian Talmud
taught that Redemption would come “if all Israel were to keep the
Sabbath twice in a row according to the law” (Shab. 118b).

The Messiah will come only when we are ready. Joshua ben Levi asked
Elijah when the Messiah would come. The prophet replied, “Go and ask
him.” When the sage asked how he would recognize the Messiah, Elijah
answered: “He is disguised as a filthy beggar, sitting among the lepers (in
Rome), untying and retying his bandages.” He then asked Elijah, “When
will you come and proclaim the Messiah?” Elijah replied, “Today, if you
will only hear His voice [and obey the will of God]” (Sanh. 98a).

A biblical verse concerning the coming of the Messiah—“I the Lord
will hasten it [i.e., before its proper time] in its time” (Isa. 60:22)—
appears to contain a contradiction: The Talmud explains: “If they [the
Jews] are deserving, I will hasten it; if not, [the Messiah will come] at
the due time.” The Rabbis add that if Israel is worthy, the Messiah will
come “with the clouds of heaven [swiftly]” (Dan. 7:13); if not, he will
come as a humble man “riding on a donkey” (Zech. 9:7) (Sanh. 98a).

The Rabbis also speculated as to how the coming of the Messiah would
change the world. The production of the natural world would dramatically
increase, so that “there will not be a grape that will not yield 30 measures
of wine . . .The Land of Israel will produce [ready-made] loaves of the
finest flour and garments of the finest wool . . . the soil will produce kernels
of wheat as large as the kidneys of a large ox” (Ket. 111b). “Women will
bear children and trees will produce fruit daily” (Shab. 30b).

According to the Midrash, God would cause the following 10 things to
occur in the Messianic Age: “He will illumine the world; He will cause
running water to issue from Jerusalem, and anyone who has an ailment
will find healing there; he will cause trees to produce their fruit every
month and everyone will eat of the them and be healed; all ruined cities
[even Sodom and Gomorrah] will be rebuilt and no waste places will
remain in the world; He will rebuild Jerusalem with sapphires; peace
will reign throughout nature; weeping and wailing will end and death will
cease in the world; and there will be no more sighing, groaning, or
anguish, but all will be happy” (Exod. R. 15:21).38

NOTES

1. This may refer either to a person’s appearance or to intellectual maturity
(ArtScroll Siddur 578).

2. A person who reaches the age of 100 has lost most of his natural faculties
(ArtScroll Siddur 579).
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3. According to a similar listing in Tanhuma Pekudei, the analogy to a mon-
key is “that he becomes curious and childish and no one pays any attentions to
his words.”

4. In Jewish law, a fetus does not have the status of a human being. If a
choice must be made as to whose life to save, the life of the mother always takes
precedence.

5. If the infant boy is premature or in poor health, it is necessary to delay the
circumcision until he has recovered and is strong enough to withstand the pro-
cedure (Shab. 137a).

6. Zipporah, the wife of Moses, averted the imminent death of her husband
by circumcising Gershom with a flint.

7. In this ceremony, which takes place on the 31st day after the child’s birth
(with the day of birth counting as the first day), the father releases the firstborn
son from these obligations by redeeming him through the payment of five shekels
to the Kohen (as the representative of God).

8. Donin, To Pray as a Jew, 249.
9. An uncircumcised male must be circumcised to join the Jewish commu-

nity. If he has already been circumcised, or cannot undergo the procedure for
health reasons, a drop of blood is taken from the penis as a symbol of circumci-
sion (hatafat dam brit; “shedding the blood of the covenant”) (Sh. Ar., YD
268:1).

10. Those liberal communities that also include the name of the mother use
ben or bat Sarah.

11. “A wife is the joy of a man’s heart” (Shab. 152a).
12. As one sage declared, “I have never called my wife ‘wife,’ but ‘home’ ”

(Shab. 118b); another noted, “The world is darkened for one whose wife has died
in his lifetime” (Sanh. 22a).

13. The only other allowable reason is to permit one to pursue Torah studies.
14. In one version of this tale, the matron declared that nothing was easier

than pairing men and women and she determined to do so with her slaves,
though R. Yosi warned her that “it is as difficult for God as dividing the Sea of
Reeds.” Undaunted, she ordered 1,000 male and the same number of female
slaves to line up in rows, telling each man to take a specific woman. The next
morning, all returned to her. Some had broken heads, others gouged out eyes
and fractured legs, and many complained that they did not want each other.
Finally, the matron was forced to admit that the mating of men and women
was truly a task requiring the wisdom of God (Lev. R. 68:4).

15. For all practical purposes, the affianced bride is regarded as a married
woman and thus is prohibited to any other man (any such relationship would be
considered adultery). However, cohabitation between them is strictly prohibited.

16. During this time, the prospective husband returned to his father’s house to
get a job, learn a trade, and build a home. In post-Talmudic times, the two parts of
the marriage ceremony were combined and thus celebrated on a single day.

17. Although they are home every night, their work is so strenuous that they
lack the strength to cohabit more frequently (Maimonides).
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18. They must travel during the week to bring grain to sell in the market and
were typically away from home for six days at a time.

19. Wife of R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and sister of Rabban Gamaliel II.
20. So that each could have marital intercourse one Sabbath a month.
21. In 1983, the Reform movement broke with this tradition and formally

adopted the principle of patrilineal descent, but this has not be accepted by the
Conservative and Orthodox movements.

22. This is explicitly stated in the Bible, when Potiphar’s wife tries to seduce
Joseph: “How can I do this most wicked thing, and sin before God” (Gen. 39:9).

23. Telushkin, Jewish Wisdom, 1994, 621.
24. Biale, 78.
25. This persisted until an edict traditionally attributed to Rabbenu Ger-

shom, issued about 1000, which declared that a man can divorce his wife only
with her consent.

26. A woman may become an agunah in three ways: (1) her husband is miss-
ing and there is not sufficient proof of his death; (2) her husband is physically
present but is mentally incompetent to participate in divorce proceedings; and
(3) her husband refuses to grant his wife a get, either our of spite, vengeance, or
the making of extortionate demands before permitting her release.

27. If she had married another, this second “marriage,” even if performed
with all the formal requirements associated with the wedding ceremony, would
be null and void. Consequently, she and her second “husband” would be guilty
of adultery and any child born of this second union would be a mamzer. Her first
husband would not be permitted to forgive her adultery and take her back. Even
if her first husband granted her a divorce, she would be forbidden to her second
partner. She also would forfeit all the financial rights of a divorcée as specified
in the ketubah.

28. Thus, the final requests of Jacob (Gen. 49:29) and Joseph (Gen. 50:25) to
have their remains taken out of Egypt so that they could be buried in the land of
their fathers were respectfully followed, and Solomon heeded the deathbed
advice of his father David (1 Kings 2:1–9) to take revenge on his enemies.

29. The current practice of yahrzeit (lit., “year time”) as the annual memorial
observed by Jews for the deceased members of their immediate families dates
back to the catastrophic devastation of the Crusades in the Middle Ages.

30. Telushkin, Jewish Wisdom, 265.
31. A “goses,” who is expected to die within 72 hours, is described as a flick-

ering candle that cannot be moved for fear of extinguishing life (Sem. 1:1–4).
32. The classic phrase, “in prayer we speak to God; in studyGod speaks to us,”

indicates the belief that the Torah represents both the link of the Jew to God
and the pathway to eternity.

33. Jacobs, 1973, 480.
34. In his Mishneh Torah (Teshuvah 3:5), Maimonides asserted that this also

applied to “the pious of the nations.”
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35. “Seven things were created before the world was created: Torah, repent-
ance, the Garden of Eden [Paradise], Gehenna, the Throne of Glory, the Temple,
and the name of the Messiah” (Pes. 54a).

36. So horrible was the general conception of the suffering preceding the
advent of the Messiah that some Rabbis even prayed that he not appear in their
day (Sanh. 99a).

37. “Great is repentance, because it brings the Redemption nearer” (Yoma 86b).
38. Samuel expressed a minority view: “There is no difference between this

world and the days of the Messiah except freedom from bondage to foreign
powers [i.e., heathen rulers], as it says: ‘For the poor shall never cease out of the
land’ [Deut. 15:11; not even in the Messianic Age]” (Ber. 34b).
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CHAPTER 11

Sabbath and Festivals

Sabbath

The Sabbath (Shabbat) is a day of rest and refraining from work, which
commemorates the biblical account of God ceasing the work of Creation
on the seventh day (Gen. 2:1–3).1 To stress the centrality of the Sabbath
in Judaism, the Rabbis devoted an entire Talmudic tractate (Shabbat) to
articulate its intricate laws. Describing it as a precious gift from God
(Shab. 10b), they believed that observing the Sabbath properly was
equivalent to fulfilling all the commandments (Exod. R. 25:12). A person
who “profanes the Sabbath publicly” is to be treated as an idolater (Hul. 5a)
and considered among the worst apostates (Er. 69a). Conversely, one who
prays on the eve of the Sabbath is considered a partner in the Creation of
the world, is blessed by the angels, and purged of all sin (Shab. 119b).
“He who observes the Sabbath according to its laws is forgiven, even if he
practices idolatry” (Shab. 118a). According to R. Judah, “He who delights
in the Sabbath is granted his heart’s desire” (Shab. 118b). How can one
show this? According to one Rabbi, “With a dish of beets, a large fish,
and cloves of garlic” (Shab. 118b).

Observance of the Sabbath is critical to the redemption of the Jewish
people: “If Israel truly were to observe two Sabbaths according to its laws
[requirements of halacha], they would be redeemed immediately [i.e., the
Messiah will come]” (Shab. 118b). The Rabbis considered the Sabbath
metaphysically different from other days. In a famous exchange, the
Roman emperor asked Joshua ben Hananiah why Sabbath dishes have



such a good smell. R. Joshua replied that there is a special spice called
Sabbath, but the Roman emperor could not have any because it is effec-
tive only for those who hallow the seventh day (Shab. 119a). Jews are also
said to possess an extra soul on the Sabbath (Betz. 16a). R. Hanina said
that each person should have two sets of garments, one for weekdays
and the other for the Sabbath (JT Pe’ah 8:8). Each Sabbath eve, he
wrapped himself in a special robe and called to his friends and disciples,
“Come and let us go forth to welcome the Sabbath Queen” (Shab. 119a).2

As a festive day, the Rabbis decreed that three meals should be eaten
on the Sabbath (Shab. 118b). They instituted the Kiddush over wine to
sanctify the beginning of the day (Pes. 106a) and the Havdalah ceremony
to separate the Sabbath from the regular days of the week (Ber. 33a).

OBSERVANCES

The Rabbis ruled that the Sabbath should be made the specific
object of “honor” (kavod) and “delight” (oneg).3 Traditionally, “honor”
implied the duties of bathing immediately before the Sabbath, wearing
special Sabbath clothes (Shab. 113a), and receiving the Sabbath with
joy. “Delight” meant lighting candles in the home on Friday night
(Shab. 25b), enjoying special delicacies, eating a minimum of three
Sabbath meals (Shab. 117b), cohabiting with one’s spouse, and general
repose and added sleep.

Kindling the Sabbath Lights

Kindling the Sabbath lights has long been viewed as adding to the joy
of the day. While the Sages disagreed which precise oils and wicks were
appropriate for use as Sabbath lights (Shab. 26a), they unanimously
rejected the practice of the Karaites, who sat in the dark on Sabbath
eve because they literally followed the biblical injunction against kin-
dling fire on the seventh day (Exod. 35:5). “He who regularly kindles
the Sabbath lights will have children who are [Torah] scholars . . . and
he who is careful in sanctifying the Sabbath will be privileged to fill many
barrels of wine [i.e., will be wealthy]” (Shab. 23b).

Traditionally, at least two candles are lit on Friday evening, correspond-
ing to the two ways in which the Fourth Commandment is worded—
“remember” (Exod. 20:8) and “observe” (Deut. 5:12) the Sabbath day—two
commands that the Talmud relates were miraculously “pronounced in a
single utterance” by God (Shev. 20b). Kindling the Sabbath lights is not
a biblical commandment, but rather one of the seven ritual mitzvot legis-
lated by the Rabbis (Shab. 25b). Although the duty to light the Sabbath
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candles falls equally on men and women, in a family setting it traditionally
has been considered the responsibility of the woman.4

Kiddush

Kiddush (sanctification) is a prayer recited over a cup of wine to sanc-
tify the Sabbath (or a festival) as a symbol of joy and celebration. The
use of wine in this ceremony may have related to the sacrificial ritual in
the Temple, for the Talmud notes that the Kiddush may be recited only
over “wine that is fit to be brought as a drink offering upon the Altar”
(BB 97a). The prayer should be said at the table, just before sitting down
to eat the Sabbath dinner (Pes. 101a).

Sabbath Meals

R. Eleazar said, “One should always set his table properly for the Sabbath
evening meal, even if he [is not hungry and] needs only [a meal] the size of
an olive.” R. Hanina said this also applied to the end of the Sabbath, since
a royal visitor should not be allowed to depart without a retinue accompa-
nying him. He added, “Hot water after the termination of the Sabbath is
soothing, as is fresh [warm] bread” (Shab. 119b).

The Sabbath meal should be special. The sons of Pappa b. Abba asked
their father, “We have meat and wine every day; how can we distinguish
the Sabbath day?” R. Pappa answered, “If you are accustomed to dine
early, eat later [on the Sabbath]; if you are accustomed to eat late, have
it earlier” (Shab. 119a).

Because the dinner table is considered to be symbolic of the Altar in the
Temple (Ber. 55a), where salt was brought with all offerings, the custom
developed of sprinkling salt on the two loaves of challah to commemorate
the sacrificial system.

Zemirot

Zemirot is the term for the table hymns sung during or immediately after
Sabbath meals. The most famous is Shalom Aleichem (Peace be upon you),
which is sung only among Ashkenazim and was inspired by a Talmudic
legend (Shab. 119b). “Two ministering angels—one good, one evil—
accompany every Jew from the synagogue to his home on the Sabbath
eve. If they find the candles burning, the table set, and the bed covered
with a spread, the good angel exclaims, ‘May it be God’s will that it also
be so on the next Sabbath,’ and the evil angel is compelled to respond
‘amen.’ But if everything is disorderly and gloomy, the evil angel exclaims,
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‘May it be God’s will that it also be so on the next Sabbath,’ and the good
angel is forced to say ‘amen.’ ”5

Yom Zeh Mechubad (This day is honored) urges Jews to observe the
Sabbath, for God will provide those who do so with everything they need
to enjoy the day. It is based on the Talmudic statement promising that all
Sabbath expenses would be restored, quoting God as saying to Israel: “My
children, borrow on My account and celebrate the holiness of the day and
trust in Me, and I will repay” (Betz. 15b).

RESTRICTIONS

Work

The Bible does not specifically list those labors that are prohibited on
the Sabbath. Consequently, in the Mishnah, the Rabbis enumerated
39 major categories (with hundreds of subcategories) of labor that were
forbidden based on those types of work that were related to the construc-
tion of the Tabernacle in the wilderness, which ceased on the Sabbath
(Shab. 7:2, 73a). The Rabbis decreed that this also included anything that
was closely related to a prohibited act (see fence around the Torah, p. 44).

Some activities, though not specifically banned in the Torah, were con-
sidered to be inconsistent with the general sprit of the Sabbath as a day of
rest. These included: “Climbing a tree [lest one pluck a fruit], riding a
beast [lest one tear off a branch to use as a whip], swimming [lest one
splash water from a lake or river that could create a furrow or depression
in the adjacent ground (i.e., digging)], clapping hands, slapping the
thighs, and dancing” (Betz. 5:2, 36b).

A Jew is forbidden to even think about business on the Sabbath day.
“Once a breach was made in the [fence of the] field of a pious man. He
decided to repair it, but stopped when he remembered it was the Sabbath.
Miraculously, a caper tree grew [in the breach] and provided a livelihood
for him and his household [for the rest of his life]” (Shab. 150b).

Does speech constitutes “forbidden work”? The Rabbis concluded that
it is permitted to make plans for good deeds on the Sabbath, such as
arranging to give charity to the poor. This is based on the verse, “If you
refrain from doing your business on My holy day” (Isa. 58:13), which for-
bids human beings from doing their business while “the affairs of Heaven
[religious matters]” are permitted (Shab. 150a).

Hiyya bar Abba stated, “The Sabbath was given for enjoyment,” while
Samuel bar Nachmani said, “The Sabbath was given for studying.” How
can these two comments be reconciled? R. Hiyya referred to scholars
who spend the week studying Torah; when the Sabbath comes, they
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enjoy themselves. In contrast, R. Samuel was speaking about laborers,
who are so busy with their work all week that only on the Sabbath do they
have time to study Torah (Pes. Rab. 117b).

Carrying

On the Sabbath, it is forbidden to carry any object (even a house key
or handkerchief) outside a private domain, though carrying is permitted
inside a private residence or a synagogue. To overcome this restriction,
under certain circumstances the Rabbis permitted the establishment of
an eruv. Literally meaning “blending” or “intermingling,” an eruv con-
verts a large public area into a “private domain” where carrying is permit-
ted on the Sabbath.6

Travel

The Rabbis interpreted the verse prohibiting the gathering of manna
on the seventh day (Exod. 16:29) as forbidding one from journeying on
the Sabbath. Unlike the Karaites, who took the verse, “let no person go
out of his place [home] on the seventh day” literally, the Rabbis did not
restrict movement within one’s town. However, they prohibited Jews
from walking more than 2,000 cubits (approximately a half mile) beyond
the town boundaries on the Sabbath.

HAVDALAH

Havdalah is a ritual ceremony that marks the conclusion of the Sabbath.
A midrash relates that Adam became frightened when the skies darkened
at the end of the first Sabbath, as he contemplated the unknown dangers
that he and Eve would face as they emerged from the sheltered confines
of the Garden of Eden. To allay his fear, God taught the first couple how
to strike two flints together to make fire, and they thankfully said a bless-
ing over it (Pes. 54a).7

Developed by the Men of Great Assembly (Ber. 33a), Havdalah
emphasizes the distinction between the sacred and the ordinary, the
departing Sabbath and the following regular weekday. It consists of three
short blessings—over wine, sweet-smelling spices, and light—followed by
the major blessing that deals with the separation or distinction that God
has made “between the holy and the profane, between light and darkness,
between Israel and the other nations, and between the seventh day and
the six working days.”
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A braided multiwick candle is customarily used for Havdalah, based on
the Talmudic recommendation that the ideal way to perform this mitzvah
is to employ a “torch” that sheds a greater light (Pes. 103b). Unlike Sabbath,
festival, and memorial candles, the Havdalah candle is extinguished at the
end of the ceremony.

The fragrant spices refresh and revive the spirit and dispel the sadness
accompanying the end of the Sabbath day. In ancient times, before forks
came into use, it was customary to cleanse the hands after a meal by pass-
ing them over spices on hot coals. On the Sabbath, this custom could not
be performed. However, after the third Sabbath meal was eaten at dusk,
the spices could be brought in, and thus they became associated with
the Havdalah service.8

Festivals

OVERVIEW

In addition to changes in the liturgy and special ceremonies, Jewish
festivals are characterized by rejoicing. Thus marriage is not permitted,
since two types of rejoicing should not be mixed (MK 8b). The biblical
obligation to “appear before the Lord your God” on the three pilgrimage
festivals (Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot; Deut 16:16) was obligatory
only for men, but the Talmud declared that the requirement to rejoice
on the festivals was also binding on women (Hag. 6b). Rejoicing pri-
marily takes the form of ceremonial meals, with the obvious exception
of Yom Kippur.

In the Diaspora, an extra day is traditionally added to each of the
biblical festivals (except for Yom Kippur), a practice that was related to
uncertainty as to the precise day of each NewMoon. Even after the estab-
lishment of a fixed Jewish calendar based on astronomical calculations,
the Rabbis decided to continue celebrating second days of festivals in
the Diaspora to “preserve the customs of their forefathers” (Betz. 4b).

HALLEL

The recital of Hallel (Psalms 113–18) immediately after the morning
Amidah, a hallmark of the festival liturgy, is one of the seven rabbinic com-
mandments (Ber. 14a; Pes. 117a). According to the Talmud, the prophets
ordained that the Hallel (lit., “praise”), which expresses thanksgiving and
joy for Divine redemption, be recited on each festival and to commemo-
rate times of national redemption from peril (Pes. 117a).
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Hallel is not recited on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, because the
Rabbis deemed it inappropriate to sing psalms of joy on somber days of
judgment when one’s fate and destiny are being decided (Ar. 10b).
Around the beginning of the third century CE, Babylonian Jews initiated
the practice of reciting a shortened version of Hallel on Rosh Hodesh and
the last six days of Passover.

ROSH HODESH

Rosh Hodesh (lit., “head of the month”) correlates with the sighting of
the crescent of the new moon. According to the Talmud, the Sanhedrin
determined whether a particular month had 29 or 30 days based on the
visual observation of witnesses. If witnesses appeared on the 30th of the
month, Rosh Hodesh was celebrated and that day was counted as the first
day of the month. If no witnesses appeared, the next day was celebrated as
Rosh Hodesh. To spread the word that the new month had begun, fires
were lit on the Mount of Olives and then successively throughout Israel.
Jews living far from Jerusalem always celebrated the 30th day of the
month. When informed that it had been postponed to the 3lst, they cel-
ebrated that day as well (RH 1:3–2:7).

Work is permitted on Rosh Hodesh. Since earliest times, however, it
was customary for women to abstain from work as a reward for not having
surrendered their jewelry for the fashioning of the Golden Calf (JT Taan
1:6, 64c).

Birkat ha-Hodesh

Birkat ha-Hodesh is the public announcement mentioning the name of
the new month and the day(s) on which Rosh Hodesh will be celebrated.
It is usually recited on the Sabbath before the New Moon, following
the reading of the haftarah. The opening of the prayer, taken from the
Talmud, is essentially a private petition that was recited daily after the
completion of the Amidah by Rav, the illustrious third-century Babylo-
nian sage. “May it be Your will, O Lord our God, to grant us long life, a
life of peace, a life of good, a life of blessing, a life of sustenance, a life
of bodily vigor, a life marked by the fear of sin, a life free from shame
and reproach, a life of riches and honor, a life in which we may be filled
with the love of Torah and the fear of heaven, a life in which You will ful-
fill all the desires of our heart for good” (Ber. 16b).
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High Holy Days

REPENTANCE

Repentance (teshuvah) is a prerequisite for Divine forgiveness. It requires
a combination of genuine remorse for the wrong committed plus evidence of
changed behavior. The Talmud states that repentance was one of the seven
Divine gifts created before the world itself and “reaches up to the Throne of
Glory” (Yoma 86a). The Rabbis extolled the value and power of repentance:
“Great is repentance because it brings about redemption . . . it transforms
[intentional] premeditated sins into [inadvertent] error . . . it prolongs the
years of a man’s life. On account of one who repents, the sins of the entire
world are forgiven” (Yoma 86b).

God urges Israel not to be ashamed to repent, just as a son is not
embarrassed to return to his loving father (Deut. R. 2:24). A midrash
imagines God saying to Israel, “My sons, open for me a gate of repentance
no bigger than the eye of a needle, and I will enlarge it into an opening [of
forgiveness] through which wagons and carriages can pass” (Song R. 5:2).

The key to repentance is sincere, heartfelt contrition: “A single self-
reproach in one’s heart is more effective than [the punishment of] many
lashes” (Ber. 7a). “If one commits a sin and is ashamed [conscience-
stricken] of it, all his sins are forgiven” (Ber. 12b).

The threat of an external enemy is more effective than prophetic
exhortations in convincing the people to improve their behavior. As an
example, the Talmud cites the Jews of Persia, who repented only after
Haman was given royal permission to destroy them (Meg. 14a).

The Rabbis were aware of the basic theological difficulty of repentance—
once a wrong has been done, how can it be put right? The general rabbinic
answer is that it is a matter of Divine favor. As the Jerusalem Talmud
explains, “They asked of wisdom? ‘What is the punishment of the sinner?’
Wisdom replied: ‘Evil pursues sinners’ [Prov. 13:21]. They asked of proph-
ecy: ‘What is the punishment of the sinner?’ Prophecy replied: ‘The soul that
sins it shall die’ [Ezek. 18:4]. Then they asked God: ‘What is the punishment
of the sinner?’ He replied: ‘Let him repent and he will find atonement’ ”
(Mak. 2:7, 31d). A biblical paragon of repentance was King David, who
was forgiven for his heinous sin with Bathsheba and abetting the murder
of her husband, proof that even the worst sinner can repent and be granted
Divine forgiveness (MK 16b).

Who is greater—the repentant sinner or the wholly righteous man who
has not sinned? Shimon ben Lakish favored the repentant sinner, whose
sins are considered as if they had been committed unintentionally or,
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in another version, even accounted as virtues. The Talmud reconciles
these two descriptions by explaining that the first refers to repentance out
of fear, while the second alludes to repentance out of love (Yoma 86b).
R. Abbahu agreed: “In the place where penitents stand, even the wholly
righteous cannot stand” (Ber. 34b). Even those who have been wicked
all their days are pardoned if they repent for their sins at the end of their
lives (Kid. 40b). The Talmudic dictum, “Repent one day before your
death” (Shab. 153a), means it is necessary to spend every day in repent-
ance, for none knows which will be his last. A midrash offers a parable:
“A man wished to take a sea voyage. If he did not take with him bread
and water from an inhabited land, he will not find anything to eat or to
drink on the sea.” The same applies to one who travels “to the end of
the wilderness [on land]. Likewise, if a man did not repent in his lifetime,
he cannot do so after death” (PdRE 43).

“Even if a man has been perfectly righteous all his life but rebels at the
end [i.e., regrets having been righteous], he destroys his former [good
deeds and is judged a wicked person . . .And even if one is completely
wicked all his life but repents at the end, God does not remind him of
his wickedness any longer” (Kid. 40b).

Yom Kippur brings pardon for sin if there is repentance (Yoma. 8:8).
This applies only to transgressions between human beings and God. For
transgressions between one human being and another, Yom Kippur does
not secure atonement unless one has sought forgiveness from the other
person and redressed the wrongs done to him (Yoma 85b). If necessary,
one must attempt three times to seek forgiveness from another. If for-
giveness is not granted—itself a grave sin—the transgressor no longer
has the burden of seeking a pardon. If the person one has wronged has
subsequently died, “He should bring 10 persons and make them stand by
his grave and say, ‘I have sinned against the Lord, the God of Israel, and
against this one, whom I have hurt’ ” (Yoma 87a).

According to Judah ha-Nasi, the Day of Atonement brings pardon for
transgressions against God even without repentance, except in cases of
very serious sin (Yoma 85b). However, the forgiving quality of YomKippur
is ineffective if one thinks, “I will sin and the Day of Atonement will pro-
cure atonement.” Similarly, the person who says, “I will sin and repent,
and sin again and repent,” will not be afforded any opportunity to repent
(Yoma 87a).

Repentance requires sincere remorse for having committed the sin.
R. Judah defined a true penitent as one who encountered the object that
caused his original sin on two subsequent occasions and yet was able to
keep away from it. As he specified, “With the same woman, at the same

208 What the Rabbis Said



time, in the same place” (Yoma 86b). Confession of sins is essential,
though the sages debated whether this required a general acknowledg-
ment or detailed specification of each sin. The Rabbis frowned on public
displays of confession, unless the sins were committed in a public forum or
offenses against other people (Yoma 86b). Convinced that confession
without true repentance was a worthless endeavor, the Rabbis this to a
man who immerses himself in the purifying waters of the mikveh (ritual
bath) while still grasping in his hand a defiling reptile (Taan. 16a).

The sinner must be encouraged to repent, and it is forbidden to rebuke
a penitent by saying, “Remember your former deeds” (BM 4:10, 58b).
According to the Talmud, a person who stole a beam and incorporated
it into his house was not required to demolish the house; to encourage
him to repent, he instead was permitted to pay cash for the value of his
theft (Git. 5:5, 55a). Moreover, if robbers or userers repented and wanted
to return their illicit gains, the Rabbis urged their victims not to accept
restitution, lest this discourage other potential penitents from returning
to the right path (BK 94b).

The Midrash uses several parables to illustrate the proper way to ask for
Divine forgiveness. A woman wished to borrow a utensil from her neigh-
bor. Although the door was open, she knocked and was invited in. After
inquiring about the welfare of her husband and children, the neighbor
asked her wish and it was granted. Another woman seeking to borrow a
utensil went to the same neighbor, opened the closed door without
knocking, and peremptorily asked for the loan, but the utensil was not
given to her. Similarly, a tenant farmer needing some assistance washed
himself, combed his hair, and changed into clean garments before
respectfully approaching the owner, who granted his request. Another
lessee, untidy and boorish, was denied a loan. For the Rabbis, the moral
was clear: when praying for forgiveness, Jews should follow the example
of those who acted humbly—first praising the Lord, then asking God to
forgive our inadvertent sins, our secret sins, and finally our presumptuous,
open sins (Lev. R. 5:8).

ROSH HASHANAH

Rosh Hashanah (lit., “head of the year”), which falls on the first and
second days of the autumn month of Tishrei (September/October), is
now celebrated as the beginning of the Jewish New Year. Only in late
biblical and rabbinic times did Rosh Hashanah begin to take on the char-
acter that it has today—as the Day of Judgment (Yom ha-Din), when the
deeds of each person over the past year are weighed and their fate is
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decided for the coming year (RH 1:2). The biblical verse, “From the
beginning of the year even unto the end of the year” (Deut. 11:12), was
interpreted to mean that God determines at the beginning of the year
what will transpire through the end of the year (RH 8a). Another opinion
held that, on Rosh Hashanah, God decides what each person will earn
(“the entire sustenance of man”) that year (Betz. 16a). As the U-netaneh
Tokef (see below) conveys, on this day God decides, “Who shall live
and who shall die.”

The Midrash says: “Three books are opened [in heaven] on Rosh
Hashanah: one for the completely wicked [whose bad deeds definitely out-
weigh their good], one for the completely righteous, and one for the inter-
mediate [average persons]. The completely righteous are immediately
inscribed in the Book of Life; the completely wicked are immediately
inscribed in the Book of Death; the doom of the intermediate is suspended
from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur; if they deserve well, they are
inscribed in the Book of Life; if not, they are inscribed in the Book of
Death” (RH 16b).

Despite facing this life-or-death decision, Jews are quietly confident on
Rosh Hashanah. As the Jerusalem Talmud observed, “A man awaiting
trial is usually dejected and wears black garments [to be humble before a
stern judge]. However, on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the Children
of Israel dress in white clothes and eat a festive meal, confident in God’s
mercies” (JT RH 1:3).

Shofar

The shofar is the most recognizable symbol of Rosh Hashanah and
one of the earliest musical instruments still in use. According to the
Talmud, six blasts of the shofar were blown on Friday afternoon to usher
in the Sabbath (Shab. 35b). Since biblical times, the shofar has been
associated with messianic redemption. According to a midrash, the left
horn of the ram that Abraham sacrificed instead of Isaac was sounded
on Mount Sinai, while the right will be blown to signal the Messianic
Age (PdRE 31).

The Talmud states that the ritual commandment to hear the sound of
the shofar on Rosh Hashanah (Num. 29:2) can be fulfilled using one
made from a kosher animal (antelope, gazelle, goat, mountain goat, or
ram) (RH 27a). It explicitly forbids using a cow’s horn (keren), adding
that our advocate on Rosh Hashanah should not be a reminder of the
Golden Calf lest it prevent God from forgiving our current sins (“The
accuser may not act as defender”) (RH 26a). The Rabbis strongly
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recommended the use of a ram’s horn as a shofar, both because of its asso-
ciation with the story of the Akedah (binding of Isaac; the Torah reading
for the second day of Rosh Hashanah) (RH 16a) and because it is curved,
symbolic of our bowing in submission to God’s will (RH 26b).

The Torah refers to two different sounds of the shofar—tekiah and
teruah (Num. 10:5–8). The Mishnah describes the tekiah is a long blast
and the teruah as “three yevamot,” a wavering crying blast (RH 4:9).
It prescribes three sets of shofar sounds, based on the three times the word
“teruah” is mentioned (Lev. 23:24, 25:9; Num. 29:1). During the Talmudic
period, however, doubt arose as to the exact nature of the teruah. The
sages disagreed over whether it should be a wailing, moaning, undulating
sound (shevarim) of three broken notes or a series of quick sobs (teruah) in
at least nine staccato notes. Since a crying person may make both of these
sounds, it was unclear what God wanted. The final decision was to use all
three possible combinations, with the first set of sounds including both
shevarim and teruah and the other two containing only one or the other.
Based on a biblical verse (Num. 10:6) in which varying forms of the
Hebrew word “tekiah” are placed on either side of the word “teruah,” the
Rabbis deduced that there should be a long tekiah sound both before and
after the teruah.9

The Torah prescribes the command to “hear” the sound of the shofar
on Rosh Hashanah, but does not say when this ritual act is to be per-
formed. The Rabbis originally decreed that the shofar be blown during
the main service of Rosh Hashanah, which in their day was the morning
service. However, on one occasion the Romans, assuming that the early
morning shofar blast was a signal for an uprising against them, attacked
the Jews and killed them. Consequently, the Rabbis decided to postpone
the sounding of the shofar until much later in the day during the Musaf
(additional) service, at a time when it could be construed only as part of
a religious ritual. However, this meant that the main mitzvah of the day
was not performed until a relatively late hour. To solve this difficulty,
the Rabbis added an additional blowing of the shofar at the conclusion
of the Torah service (without any recitation of biblical verses).10

The Rabbis decided that there should be 100 shofar blasts, equal to the
number of sobs of Sisera’s mother or the number of letters in the lament
for her son recounted in the Song of Deborah (Judg. 5:28). This was
designed to show that, just as Jews were sensitive to the tears of the
mother of an archenemy, so we hope God will be sensitive to our tears
and judge us mercifully on the High Holy Days.

The original reason for blowing the shofar on Rosh Hashanah may
have been related to the pagan custom of making loud noises to chase
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away demons and ensure a good new year. According to the Talmud, the
sound of the shofar can “confuse the avenger” and prevent Satan from
testifying against Israel on these holy days (RH 16b).

U-Netaneh Tokef

U-Netaneh Tokef (We shall ascribe holiness [to this day]) is a beloved
piyyut (hymn) recited before the Kedushah of the Musaf Amidah on Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. It epitomizes the significance of the High Holy
Days by describing the “Day of Judgment” on which all creatures pass before
God, one by one, like a flock before the Shepherd who decrees their fate
(RH 16a). Although it emphasizes the precarious nature of human exis-
tence and the many possible fates that may befall us, the prayer concludes
with a stirringly optimistic phrase—“but repentance (teshuvah), prayer (tefil-
lah), and charity (tzedakah) avert the severity of the decree” (RH 16b).

Special Foods

Citing the significance of omens, R. Abaye suggested that certain foods
should be eaten on Rosh Hashanah. These include “pumpkin, fenugreek,
leek, beet, and dates,” because they grow in profusion and are symbols of
prosperity (Hor. 12a).

YOM KIPPUR

Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement), the fast day on the 10th of Tishrei, is
devoted to individual and communal repentance and offers a last chance
to influence God to reconsider an unfavorable decision (RH 16b). Jews are
commanded to practice self-denial (lit., “afflict your souls,” Lev. 16:29),
which according to the Talmud includes the prohibition of (1) eating and
drinking; (2) bathing for pleasure; (3) anointing the body with oil; (4) wear-
ing leather shoes; and (5) engaging in sexual relations (Yoma 8:1, 73b).

Yom Kippur is characterized by a 25-hour fast, but a sick person whose
health would be jeopardized by fasting is obligated to eat, according the
principle of pikuach nefesh (saving of life). Although the text says, “A sick
person is fed at the word of experts” (Yoma 83a), R. Yannai maintained,
“If the patient says, I need [food], while the physician says he does not
need it, we listen to the patient.”11

The last meal before the fast has special significance. Not merely a
preparation for Yom Kippur, it is considered an inseparable part of the
Day of Atonement. Indeed, the Talmud declares, “Everyone who eats
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and drinks on the ninth [of Tishrei] is considered by Scripture as if he had
fasted on the ninth and the tenth” (Ber. 8b).

In Temple times, Yom Kippur was a day of elaborate rituals (found in
Tractate Yoma) designed to secure atonement for the people. On this one
day of the year, the Kohen Gadol would enter the Holy of Holies and pro-
nounce the four-letter Name of God (YHVH) before the masses assembled
in the Temple courtyard. Despite the solemnity of the day, the Talmud
describes Yom Kippur afternoon as one of the most joyful times of the year.
When the Temple ritual ended in the early afternoon, the solemn mood of
the Day of Atonement evaporated and the people began to celebrate the
assumed Divine forgiveness. Young women would dress in white and go
out into the fields to dance, and the young men would come and choose
their brides (Taan. 4:8).

Confessions

According to Jewish tradition, the confession of sin is the first step on
the road to atonement. Consequently, it became an integral part of the
Yom Kippur ritual (Yoma 87b). The oldest formula was probably, “I have
done wrong, I have transgressed, and I have sinned”—the simple words
uttered by the Kohen Gadol in his confession on Yom Kippur (Yoma 3:8).
After confessing his own sins, the Kohen Gadol then recited confessions
for the entire priesthood and finally for all Israel. Once the Temple was
destroyed and the sacrificial rites ceased, increased emphasis was placed
on the synagogue service and individual prayers. Originally, only one
confession was required at the beginning of Yom Kippur, so that worship-
ers would not be continually reminded of their transgressions on this
sacred day. The Rabbis then added a confession in the afternoon prior
to the final meal before the fast because “perchance some wrong has hap-
pened in the course of the meal”—the person might have become too full
from food and drink to make proper confession, or unfortunately died
suddenly before doing so by choking on a chicken bone during the meal
(Yoma 87b). Later, the Rabbis decreed that confessions be recited at all
five services on the Day of Atonement.12

The two sets of confessions recited on Yom Kippur (Al Het and
Ashamnu), which date back to the gaonic period, are expressed in the
plural, as is customary in the Jewish liturgy in keeping with the concept of
the collective responsibility that Jews have for one another (Shev. 39a).
Each Jew confesses not only those sins that he or she has committed person-
ally, but also every transgression that may have been committed by anyone
in the congregation.
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Fall Festivals

SUKKOT

Sukkot is one of the three agricultural pilgrimage festivals (along with
Passover and Shavuot) mandated in the Torah (Lev. 23:39–43). Begin-
ning on the full moon five days after Yom Kippur, this seven-day festival
celebrates of the joy of the harvest. During this time, Jews are commanded
to “dwell in booths [sukkot]” to commemorate the temporary shelters in
which the Israelites lived as they wandered through the wilderness.

Sukkah

Hastily constructed and unsubstantial, the sukkah must be a temporary
structure, strong enough only to withstand normal gusts of wind. It must
have a minimum of three walls (31 inches or higher), at least two of
which must be complete (Suk. 6b). The roof of the sukkah is covered with
s’chach—plants that cannot be used for food, are in their natural state
(i.e., not wooden boards), and are detached from the ground (Suk 1:4).
Typically consisting of cut branches or bamboo sticks, the s’chach must
be arranged so that there is more shade (covered space) than sunshine
inside the sukkah during the day (Suk. 9b–10a). However, it should not
be so dense that the stars cannot be seen through it at night.

It is customary to decorate the sukkah with colorful fruit, which must
remain in place and not be eaten during the festival (Suk. 10a), and with
signs quoting verses from the Bible or depicting beautiful scenes from
Israel. The Talmud recommends decorating the sukkah with “handmade
carpets and tapestries, nuts, almonds, peaches, pomegranates and
branches of grape, vines, [vials of] oil, fine meal, and wreaths of ears of
corn” (Betz. 30b).

During this festival, Jews should regard the sukkah as their principal
abode, with the house merely a temporary residence (Suk. 2:9, 28b).
A family should bring their good dishes and household items into the suk-
kah and spread a fine tablecloth on its table (Suk. 28b). The Talmud for-
bids eating any major meal or sleeping outside the sukkah, though “casual
eating [a small quantity, such as a piece of fruit] and drinking [such as
water]” are permitted elsewhere (Suk. 26a).

Four Species

The four species are plants mandated by the Torah as part of the cel-
ebration of Sukkot (Lev. 23:40). According to tradition, the four species
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specified in this commandment refer to the etrog (citron), the lulav (palm
tree), and sprigs of myrtle and willow.

Rabbinic midrashim offer several moral and homiletic interpretations
of the symbolic meaning of the four species. The etrog is shaped like the
heart, which the ancients believed was the seat of a person’s intelligence;
it symbolizes the hope for Divine forgiveness for the murmurings and
impure desires of our hearts. The lulav is like a person’s spine, reminding
us of the rabbinic ideal that the normal posture at prayer is to stand erect
before God. The myrtle is shaped like an eye, implying that one should
never go straying after temptations that one sees; it symbolizes the hope
for Divine forgiveness for greed and envy. Finally, the willow is like the
lips, which a person should restrain lest they lead to idle talk and false-
hoods instead of focusing solely on being in awe of God.

The etrog, which has a taste and an aroma, symbolizes one who pos-
sesses both scholarship and good deeds; the lulav, a branch of the date
palm whose fruit has a taste but no aroma, symbolizes a scholar who is
deficient in good deeds; the myrtle, which has no taste but does have an
aroma, symbolizes a person who is deficient in Torah but possesses good
deeds; and the willow, which lacks both taste and aroma, symbolizes a per-
son who has neither scholarship nor good deeds (Lev. R. 30:12). The four
species are held together while making the blessing because all sorts of
people must be united in the community of Israel, with the failings of
one compensated for by the virtues of the others.

Water-Drawing Ceremony

According to the Rabbis, a special ceremony of “water libation” was
celebrated during Sukkot in Jerusalem (Suk. 4:9–10, 5:1–5). The major
symbolic act was bringing water in a golden flask from the Pool of Siloam
to the Temple, where it was poured on the Altar as a supplication for an
abundant rainy season.

At this joyful festivity, Simeon ben Gamaliel “used to take eight
lighted torches and juggle them in the air, catching one and throwing
another [so that none touched the ground]. When he prostrated himself
[in the Temple courtyard], he used to press both his thumbs against the
floor, bend down [into a headstand supported by his thumbs], kiss the
ground and raise himself up again, a feat which no other man could
accomplish” (Suk. 53a). Other reported feats of incredible dexterity were
the juggling of eight knives, glasses of wine (without spilling any), and
eggs (without breaking any). According to the Rabbis, whoever had not
seen the ceremony of the water drawing had never witnessed real joy
(Suk. 5:1, 51a).
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Winter Festivals

CHANUKAH

Chanukah (Dedication) is the eight-day festival that begins on the
25th of Kislev (December) and commemorates the victory of Judah
Maccabee and his followers over the army of the Syrian-Greek ruler,
Antiochus Epiphanes, in the second century BCE.

Ironically, the ritual that is nowmost closely associated withChanukah—
the kindling of lights—is not mentioned in any of the historical works
describing the rededication of the Temple. Only later in the Talmud is there
the first mention of the legend that, when theMaccabees entered the Tem-
ple, they discovered that all the jugs of oil for lighting the Menorah had
been defiled (Shab. 21b). After much searching, they found a single small
cruse of oil still bearing the unbroken seal of theKohenGadol. Although this
cruse contained only enough oil to keep the Menorah lit for a single day, it
miraculously continued to burn for eight days until new pure oil could be
prepared.

The Talmud focuses completely on the miracle of the oil, omitting all
references to the incredible military victory. This may reflect its composi-
tion after the disastrous revolts against Rome in 70 CE, when the Second
Temple was destroyed, and in 135 CE, when the Bar Kochba rebellion
failed. By censoring the inspiring story of how a small number of Jews suc-
cessfully overcame a powerful enemy, the Rabbis hoped to discourage any
thoughts of another doomed attempt at overthrowing Roman rule.

Kindling the Chanukah Lights

Lighting an eight-branched menorah (chanukiah) on Chanukah is a
rabbinically ordained commandment (Shab. 23a). The first reference
states: “One light must be kindled in each house; the zealous require
one light for each person; the extremely zealous add a light for each per-
son each night” (Shab. 21b). The Talmud then discusses the controversy
concerning the number of candles that should be lit. Beit Shammai
declared that eight candles should be lit on the first night, with the num-
ber reduced by one on each successive day. The halacha, as usual, follows
Beit Hillel, which argued for lighting one candle on the first night, two
on the second night, and so forth. This view was based on the principle
that, in matters of holiness, one should increase rather than diminish.

The halacha prescribes that the Chanukah lamps be lit between “sunset
and until there is no wayfarer left in the street” (Shab. 21b). The lamp
should be placed outside the door of the house. A person who lives in
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an upper story should place the lamp at the window nearest to the street.
“But in times of danger [religious persecution], it is sufficient to place [the
lamp] on the table [inside the house].” Because “its purpose is to publicize
the miracle,” providing for the Chanukah lights was deemed to take prec-
edence over the purchase of wine for Kiddush on the Sabbath (Shab. 23b).

The Talmud notes that the mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah lights is
best fulfilled with olive oil, as a reminder of the Menorah in the Temple
(Shab. 23a). Nevertheless, any oil can be employed, and today most peo-
ple use candles. Women are equally obliged to light the Chanukah lamps,
since they also were included in the miracle (Shab. 23a). Unlike the light
cast by Sabbath and festival candles, which was originally used for illumi-
nating the house, the light of the Chanukah menorah is intended exclu-
sively to publicize the miracle and may not be used for any other purpose
(Shab. 21b).

TU B’SHEVAT

Tu b’Shevat, which occurs on the 15th day (full moon) of the month
of Shevat (January/February), is known as the “New Year of the Trees,”
the day on which God decides how bountiful the fruit of each tree will
be in the coming year. In ancient times, produce needed to be tithed
annually. As the New Year of the Trees, Tu b’Shevat was the beginning
of the new tithing cycle (RH 1:1). This date was chosen because by this
time most of the annual rain in the Land of Israel has fallen (RH 14a).
Consequently, the fruit of those trees that blossomed after the 15th of
Shevat were considered as belonging to the upcoming year.13

PURIM

Purim (14th of Adar) celebrates the deliverance of the Jews from the
plot of the villain Haman to kill them. The successful struggle of the Jews
against their enemies led the Rabbis to exclaim, “With the start of the
month of Adar our joy greatly increases” (Taan. 29a).

An entire tractate of the Mishnah (Megillah) is devoted to details of
the observance of Purim, especially the rules governing the synagogue
reading of the scroll (megillah) of the Book of Esther, which is the main
feature of the festival. Women are equally obligated in the reading of
the Megillah, since they were included (saved) in the miracle (Meg. 4a).

Purim is a time of carnivals and masquerades, in which people are per-
mitted to flout the commandment forbidding men to dress as women and
women to dress as men (Deut. 22:5). In modern Israel, a prominent feature
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of Purim observance in Tel Aviv is the parade of costumed revelers called
Adloyada. This term derives from the statement of Rav, the renowned
Babylonian Talmudic scholar, mandating that a person get so drunk
(“mellowed with wine”) on Purim that “he cannot tell the difference (ad lo
yada) between ‘Cursed is Haman’ and ‘Blessed is Mordecai’ ” (Meg. 7b).14

Shushan Purim

The Jews of Shushan, the Persian capital, continued to battle against
their enemies for an extra day and did not rest until the 15th of Adar,
when they celebrated their deliverance (Esth. 9:18). Because Shushan
was a walled city, the Rabbis ruled that Jews living in all cities that had
a fortified outer wall around them at the time of Joshua would observe
Purim on the 15th (Meg. 1:1).15

Major Characters in the Book of Esther

Esther, the heroine of the Purim story, was described by the Talmud as
one of the four most beautiful women in the world (Meg. 15a) and a
symbol of female modesty. Although her Hebrew name was Hadassah
(myrtle), non-Jews called her Esther, a name that is derived from Ishtar
(the Persian equivalent of Venus, the goddess of Beauty) (Meg. 13a).

Mordecai, the foster father of his cousin Esther, is the hero of the
Purim story. Although the name Mordecai bears a close resemblance to
the Babylonian god Marduk, the Talmud interprets it as coming from
the two Hebrew words “mor” (myrrh) and “decai” (pure), which reflect
his noble character (Meg. 10b).

The villain of the Purim story, Haman, is the prototypic enemy of the
Jews throughout the ages. He is traditionally considered a descendant of
Amalek (Meg. 13a), the ancient adversary of Israel, whose roots reach
back to Esau.

Spring Festivals

PASSOVER

The spring festival of Passover (Pesach) commemorates the redemption
of the Jewish people from slavery and the Exodus from Egypt. One of the
three pilgrimage festivals (with Shavuot and Sukkot), Passover also cele-
brates the spring barley harvest in Israel. Passover begins on the 15th of
Nisan and lasts seven days in Israel and eight in the Diaspora.
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Chametz

The eating of chametz (leavened products) is explicitly prohibited on
Passover (Exod. 12:19–20; 13:3), for the Israelites “took their dough
before it was leavened” (Exod. 12:34) and left Egypt in great haste. The
criterion for rendering grain chametz is that it “ferments” on decomposi-
tion. The Rabbis deemed that this characteristic applied to the five
species of grain indigenous to the Land of Israel—wheat, barley, oats,
rye, and spelt. Those grains (rice, millet) that decompose by “rotting”
were not regarded as forbidden chametz (Pes. 35a).

The mere possession of chametz during Passover is also forbidden. “On
the evening of the 14th [of Nisan] a search is made for leaven by the light
of a lamp [so that none remains during Passover, which commences on
the 15th].” However, the disposal of chametz could produce serious finan-
cial hardship when large quantities of foodstuffs are involved, or where
chametz is used for business purposes. To alleviate this problem, the
Rabbis devised the legal formula of “selling” the chametz to a non-Jew
before Passover and then “buying” it back after the festival has concluded.
During the Talmudic period, this involved the physical transfer from Jew
to non-Jew “in the market place” (Pes. 13a), though later it required only
the mutual understanding that the Jew would buy it back after Passover.

The Rabbis regarded chametz as the symbol of the evil inclination, the
“yeast in the dough” that causes ferment in the heart and prevents human
beings from carrying out the will of God (Ber. 17a).

Seder

The seder (lit., “order”) is the special home ceremony held on the first
night of Passover (also the second in the Diaspora) that fulfills the
biblical commandment that parents tell their children about the miracu-
lous deliverance of their ancestors from Egypt.

Five specific mitzvot must be observed during the seder. The two bibli-
cally ordained commandments are eating matzah (Exod. 12:18) and read-
ing the Haggadah, which recounts the story of the Exodus from Egypt
(Exod. 13:8). The three practices instituted by the Rabbis are drinking
four cups of wine (Pes. 99b); eating maror, the bitter herb (Pes. 116a–b);
and reciting Hallel (Pes. 117b).

More than merely narrating the historical account of the Exodus,
“in every generation one is obligated to look upon oneself as if he or she
personally had gone forth out of Egypt” (Pes. 10:5, 116b). According to
Rabban Gamaliel, the essence of the ritual is to explain the three central
symbols of the seder—the Passover sacrifice (because God passed over the
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houses of our ancestors while killing the firstborn of Egypt); matzah
(because our ancestors were redeemed from Egypt); and maror (because
the Egyptians embittered the lives of our ancestors) (Pes. 10:5).

Four Questions

The Mishnah (Pes. 10:4) sets out four questions for children to ask
their parents about the way festival meals were eaten at that time. If there
is no child present at the seder table, traditionally the questions are asked
by the woman of the house; if only men participate, they must ask each
other, even if they are scholars (Pes. 116a). Popularly known asMah nish-
tanah (What is different [about this night from all other nights?], three of
the four questions—regarding the eating of matzah and maror and dipping
twice—have not changed since the time of the Talmud. However, the
fourth of the Talmudic questions—“on all other nights we eat meat
roasted, stewed, or boiled; why on this night [in Temple times] only
roasted?”—has been changed (now that the Temple no longer exists) to
“on all other nights we eat sitting upright or reclining. Why, on this
night, do we eat reclining?”

Four Cups of Wine

Each participant at the Passover seder is required to drink four cups of
wine. Indeed, the Mishnah indicates that this duty must be observed by
even the poorest person (Pes. 10:1). Red wine is preferred (Pes. 108b),
though white wine was often used because of the blood accusations in
Europe. It is customary to drink each of the four cups of wine while leaning
to the left and reclining on a pillow (Pes. 108a), since in Roman times
reclining was a sign of a free person. The general consensus among the
Rabbis (Exod. R. 6:4) was that the four cups of wine reflected the four differ-
ent expressions of Divine deliverance used in the Torah in relation to the
redemption of Israel (Exod. 6:6–7).16 According to the Jerusalem Talmud,
the four cups are symbolic of the four ancient kingdoms (Babylonia, Persia,
Greece, and Rome) that oppressed Israel and for which God requites Israel
with four cups of consolation (JT Pes. 10:1, 37b–c). Another explanation
is that the cups relate to the four national characteristics that the Jews
retained in slavery and allowed them to survive captivity in Egypt and made
them worthy of liberation—they kept their Hebrew names, they refused to
speak any language other than Hebrew, they maintained their moral and
ethical standards, and they did not engage in vicious gossip about each other
(Lev. R. 32).
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Four Children

Four biblical verses (Deut. 6:20; Exod. 12:26, 13:8, 14) mention children
asking or being told about the Exodus from Egypt. Based on the Talmudic
statement, “according to the son’s intelligence his father instructs him”
(Pes. 116a), the Rabbis developed a system of teaching the story of the
Exodus that was individualized, depending on the maturity, attitude, and
age of the questioner.17 Thus the Haggadah speaks of four children—wise,
wicked, simple, and one who does not know how to ask.

Matzah

Matzah is unleavened bread made from flour and water that is the
quintessential symbol of Passover. Unlike the prohibition against eating
chametz or even having it in one’s possession, which is in force throughout
Passover, the positive duty to eat matzah applies only to the first night
(first two nights in the Diaspora). Thereafter, the eating of matzah is
optional (Pes. 120a).

The Talmud states that under normal climatic conditions, flour mixed
with water begins to ferment in the time it takes to walk 2,000 cubits
(a Romanmile), which is estimated to be from 18 to 24minutes (the short-
est time is used today) (Pes. 46a).

Some have questioned whether matzah made from flour mixed with
grape juice, oil, or eggs instead of water may be used at the seder. Although
in the absence of mixing with water there is, strictly speaking, no ferment-
ing, the Talmud considered such matzah to be forbidden at the seder since
it constitutes “rich matzah” rather than the required “bread of affliction”
(Pes. 36a).

Maror

Maror (bitter herb) is eaten at the seder to remember the bitterness the
Israelites experienced during their period of slavery in Egypt. Although
the Bible does not specify the plant by name, the Jerusalem Talmud
describes maror as a “bitter vegetable with a silvery appearance that has
sap” (Pes. 2:5, 29c). The Mishnah enumerates five possibilities, including
lettuce, chicory, and maror, which may designate a bitter weed native to
the Middle East that the Arabs call “murar” (Pes. 39a). Instead of the
horseradish used by many Jews today, the Rabbis preferred Romaine let-
tuce as a bitter herb, since its stem has a milky sap and because the taste,
like the experience of the Jews in Egypt, is initially sweet but then
becomes bitter.
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The Talmud asks, “Why were the Egyptians compared to maror?
Because just as maror is soft when it begins to grow and hard at the end
[the top is soft while the stalk hardens like wood], so were the Egyptians,
who were soft at the beginning [during the time of Joseph when they
treated the Israelites well] but hard at the end [when there arose a
Pharaoh ‘who knew not Joseph,’ they treated them with severe cruelty]”
(Pes. 39a).

The maror also symbolizes the suffering of Jews throughout their his-
tory. Shimon bar Yochai taught that God gave Israel “three precious
gifts [Torah, Land of Israel, World to Come], and all were given only
through suffering” (Ber. 5a). The Rabbis maintained that a person truly
appreciates blessings only after living through times of bitterness and
despair.

Haroset

According to the Talmud, haroset is a paste made of fruit, nuts, spices,
and wine (or vinegar), which is symbolic of the clay and straw from
which the enslaved Israelite made bricks. Eleazar b. Zadok said that
the haroset was “in memory of the apple trees” (Pes. 10:3, 116a), under
which the Israelite women in Egypt gave birth to their children lest they
be forced to give up the males to be killed by the soldiers of Pharaoh
(Sot. 11b).

Afikoman

Early in the Passover seder, the leader breaks the middle matzah and
hides the larger half. This is known as the afikoman and has become a
symbol of the Passover sacrifice, and the seder cannot conclude until
all guests have eaten a piece of it. The afikoman is first mentioned in
the Mishnah, which states that “One should not have any afikoman after
the Passover sacrifice” (Pes. 10:8), which at the time of the Second
Temple was required to be the last portion of food eaten on seder night
(Pes. 119b–120a). Another Talmudic opinion is that afikoman relates
to the practice of going reveling from house to house after the seder
(Pes. 119b), which the Rabbis prohibited because it was inconsistent
with the solemnity of the occasion.

It has become customary for the seder leader to hide the afikoman and
for the children to find and then ransom it after the meal for presents or
money. According to the Talmud, this practice encourages the children
to keep awake during the seder (Pes. 109a).
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OMER PERIOD

From the second day of Passover until the festival of Shavuot, Jews are
commanded to count seven weeks to commemorate the period between
the Exodus from Egypt and the Revelation at Sinai. This is known as the
counting of the Omer, the measure of newly harvested grain (traditionally
barley) that the Israelites were commanded to bring to the Temple as an
offering on the second day of Passover (Lev. 23:9–16). The kohen took
the omer and waved it in every direction, praying that God protect the
harvest from “injurious winds and harmful dews” (Men. 62a).

According to the Talmud, one must count the number of days and the
number of weeks (Men. 65b–66a). For example, on the first day the recita-
tion is, “Today is the first day of the Omer”; a week later one says, “Today
is the eighth day, making one week and one day of the Omer.”

The Omer period is observed as a time of semi-mourning,18 because of
the plague that struck R. Akiva’s students during this time. According to
rabbinic sources, 24,000 of the sage’s disciples died between Passover and
Shavuot (Yev. 62b). This may refer to the overwhelming defeat suffered
by the forces of Bar Kochba, whom Akiva strongly supported in the
unsuccessful rebellion against the Romans.

Tradition maintains that the plague ceased on Lag ba-Omer (the 33rd
day of the counting of the Omer), possibly an allusion to the brief recap-
ture of Jerusalem on that date. On this semi-holiday, it is customary to
eat foods made from carob, because the fruit of this tree sustained Shimon
bar Yochai and his son during the 12 years they hid from the Romans in a
cave (Shab. 33b).

SHAVUOT

Literally meaning “weeks,” the name of this festival reflects the seven
weeks of counting the Omer that separate it from Passover. Coming at
the end of the barley harvest and the beginning of the wheat crop, one
name for Shavuot is Yom ha-Bikurim (Day of the First Fruits), when joy-
ful pilgrims would march to Jerusalem to offer up baskets of their first ripe
fruits and bread baked from the newly harvested wheat (Bik. 3:2–4).
A remarkable transformation of the festival took place in rabbinic times,
when Shavuot became observed as the anniversary of the giving of the
Torah on Mount Sinai (Pes. 68b).

Dairy foods are traditionally eaten during Shavuot. According to rabbinic
legend, upon receiving the dietary laws at Sinai, the Israelites realized that
their pots were not kosher and thus resolved to eat only uncooked dairy
foods until they could get new ones.

Sabbath and Festivals 223



Fast Days and Summer Festivals

FAST DAYS AND FASTING

The Jewish calendar contains several fast days, when one abstains from
food as a sign of mourning or to secure atonement from sin. An entire
tractate of the Talmud (Ta’anit) details the regulations regarding fasting
and all fast days other than Yom Kippur, which has its own Talmudic
tractate.

During rabbinic times, communal fasts were often observed at times of
peril, such as drought and pestilence. R. Judah once ordered a fast when
informed that locusts had come. Subsequently told that these voracious
eaters were not damaging the crops, he exclaimed: “Have they brought
provisions with them?!” Samuel decreed a fast when he heard that an
epidemic was ravaging a distant city. The people asked why this was nec-
essary since the affected place was so far away. He replied, “Would a
crossing prevent it from spreading [i.e., does a plague require a ferry
or bridge to cross the river]?” Hearing of a deadly plague in the Land of
Israel, R. Nachman declared a fast, explaining: “If the mistress [Land
of Israel] is stricken, then certainly the maidservant [Babylonia] is in
danger!”19 (Taan. 21b).

The Talmud says, “A fast in which no sinner in Israel participates is no
fast” (Ker. 6b), meaning that sinners should not be excluded as unworthy
of joining their fellow Jews in prayer. When R. Sheshet kept a fast, he
concluded his prayer by reminding God that during Temple times, the
fat and blood of a sacrificial offering was sufficient to secure atonement.
With the Temple no longer standing, “I have fasted and my own fat and
blood have been diminished.” Consequently, he prayed that God con-
sider this “as if I had offered them before You upon the Altar, and may
You show me favor” (Ber. 17a).

TISHA B’AV

Tisha b’Av, the ninth day of the month of Av (July/August), is the sad-
dest day in the Jewish calendar. In addition to marking the anniversaries
of the destruction of the First Temple by the Babylonians in 586 BCE and
the Second Temple by the Romans in 70 CE, the Mishnah (Taan. 4:6)
says that Tisha b’Av was the date of several other disasters for the Jewish
people: (a) the 10 spies brought back to Moses their negative report about
Canaan, condemning the Israelites to 40 years wandering in the wilder-
ness until they were permitted to enter the Promised Land; (b) the Bar
Kochba revolt was finally crushed when Betar, the last stronghold, was
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captured by the Romans in 135 CE; and (c) one year later, the Roman
emperor Hadrian rebuilt Jerusalem as a city he renamed Aelia Capitolina
(from which Jews were barred) and erected a pagan shrine on the site of
the destroyed Temple.

The importance of Tisha b’Av as a fast day was emphasized in the
Talmud: “He who eats or drinks on the Ninth of Av must be considered as
guilty as one who has eaten on Yom Kippur” (Taan. 30b). From sunset to
sunset, the general rule in the Talmud is that a person is obliged to observe
all mourning rites that apply to the death of a next of kin (Taan. 30a).
Although work is not forbidden, traditionally it is minimized as much as
possible in accordance with the observation of R. Akiva, “Anyone who does
work on the Ninth of Av will never see in his work any sign of blessing”
(Taan. 30b).

TU B’AV

Tu b’Av, the 15th day (full moon) of the month of Av, is a minor holi-
day that in Second Temple times celebrated the beginning of the grape
harvest in ancient Israel. According to the Mishnah, “There were no
greater days of joy in Israel than the 15th of Av [and Yom Kippur], when
the daughters of Jerusalem used to dress in white garments [which they
borrowed so as not to put to shame any one who had none] and go out
and dance in the vineyards [and young men would follow after them].”
They would cry out, “Young men, lift up you eyes and see which maiden
you will choose for your wife. Do not look for beauty, but rather to family
background” (Taan. 4:8; 26b).20

NOTES

1. The Midrash noted that three things were created on the Sabbath day:
“contentment, peace of mind, and physical rest” (Gen. R. 10:12).

2. According to a midrash, because God figuratively paired off the Jewish
people with the Sabbath, this day of the week is eagerly anticipated and wel-
comed like a beloved bride (Ber. R. 11:9).

3. This was based on the verse in Isaiah (58:13): “If you call the Sabbath a
‘delight,’ the Lord’s holy day ‘honored.’ ”

4. The lighting of Sabbath candles is generally regarded as one of the three
“women’s commandments,” along with observing the laws of family purity
through immersion in a ritual bath (mikveh) and separating out a portion of
dough (challah) when baking bread.

5. After extending our wishes for peace to the ministering angels “of the
Most Exalted, the Supreme King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He,” in the
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final three verses Jews successively pray “May your coming be in peace,” “Bless
me with peace,” and “May your departure be in peace.”

6. Today, a common way of making an eruv is to extend a wire or nylon cord
around the perimeter of a community, by connecting it to telephone or utility
poles. In Israel, eruvim have been constructed in all cities. In the United States,
they have been established in cities that have a substantial Orthodox Jewish
population (Telushkin, Jewish Wisdom, 600).

7. From this arose the custom of kindling fire in the form of a candle at the
Havdalah ceremony at the end of the Sabbath.

8. Milgram, Sabbath, 21. A mystical reason is that the spices either provide
spiritual compensation for the additional soul that each observant Jew figura-
tively possess on the Sabbath day or that they symbolize the spiritual “feast” for
that extra soul.

9. Thus evolved the pattern of blowing the shofar that persists today:

tekiah—shevarim teruah—tekiah
tekiah—shevarim— tekiah
tekiah—teruah—tekiah

A long concluding note, tekiah gedolah (great blast), ends the two
sets of shofar blasts in the service.

10. Hammer, Entering the High Holy Days, 71–72.
11. Based on the verse, “The heart knows its own bitterness” (Prov 14:10).
12. Hammer, Entering the High Holy Days, 135.
13. The determination of the age of a tree was also important because one

was forbidden to eat or derive any benefit from the fruit it bears during the first
three years (Lev. 19:23). During the fourth year, all fruit had to be brought to
Jerusalem and eaten there (Lev. 19:24); only in the fifth year were all restrictions
removed (Lev. 19:25).

14. The Hebrew letters of these two phrases—baruch Mordecai and arur
Haman—have the identical numerical value (502).

15. Therefore, in modern Israel, Purim is celebrated on the 15th of Adar in
Jerusalem (a walled city in ancient times), whereas in Tel Aviv and elsewhere
the festival is observed on the 14th of the month.

16. “I will bring you out [from under the burdens of the Egyptians],” “I will
deliver you [from their bondage],” “I will redeem you [with an outstretched arm
and with great judgments],” and “I will take you [to Me for a people].”

17. Rabbinowicz, 38.
18. Traditional Jews do not get haircuts, celebrate weddings, or play musical

instruments during this time.
19. If a plague strikes the land that is under God’s special providence, there is

reason to fear that it will strike lesser lands as well.
20. As the source for this advice, the Mishnah cites the verse: “Grace is

deceitful and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord shall be praised”
(Prov. 31:30).
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CHAPTER 12

Synagogue and Prayer

Synagogue

OVERVIEW

The synagogue is considered by many Jews to be the most important insti-
tution in Judaism. The three Hebrew designations for the synagogue, two
of which were first used in the Talmud, indicate its major functions—beit
knesset (house of assembly; Meg. 21a, 26a), beit midrash (Meg. 26a, Hag.
3a), and beit tefillah (house of prayer).

The Rabbis stressed the importance of having a regular place for
worship, and numerous Talmudic statements were designed to encourage
attendance at synagogue: “A man’s prayer is only heard in the synagogue”
(Ber. 6a); “Anybody who has a synagogue in his city and does not attend
there is called a bad neighbor . . . and brings exile on himself and his chil-
dren” (Ber. 8a); and “If a man is accustomed to attend synagogue daily and
one day does not go, God makes inquiry about him” (Ber. 6b). “Whoever
has a fixed place for his prayer has the God of Abraham as his helper”
(Ber. 6a) and “his enemies succumb to him” (Ber. 7b). Moreover, “A per-
son who does not enter a synagogue in this world will not enter a syna-
gogue in the World to Come” (JT Ber. 5:1).

An exception to this demand for regularity of attendance was the
mourner: “During the first week a mourner does not go out of the door of
his house; the second week he may go out [of his house] but does not sit
in his [usual] place [in the synagogue]; the third week he may sit in his



[usual] place but does not speak; the fourth week he is like any other per-
son” (MK 23a). Renowned scholars also did not feel constrained to
worship in a synagogue. Abaye prayed “only in the place where I study,”
as did R. Ammi and R. Assi, though they had 13 synagogues in Tiberias
from which to choose (Ber. 8a).

Joshua ben Levi said to his children: “Come early to the synagogue and
leave it late, that you may live long” (Ber. 8a). R. Huna said, “Whoever
prays at the rear of a synagogue is called wicked” (Ber. 6a). R. Hisda clari-
fied this statement to apply only to one who remained at the rear entrance
near the door, lest it appear that he was anxious to leave (Ber. 8a).

“When a man leaves the synagogue, he should not take large steps . . .
but when one goes to the synagogue, it is a pious deed to run” (Ber. 8a).
“If two people enter a synagogue to pray and one of them finishes early
and leaves without waiting for the other, his prayer is rejected (lit., ‘torn
up before his face’)” (Ber. 5b). This reflects that in Talmudic times some
synagogues were built outside the city (Kid. 73b), making it dangerous for
one to return alone.

Traditionally, the synagogue was built on the most elevated site in the
city so that it was the tallest building in town. As Rav observed, “Any city
whose roofs are higher than the synagogue will ultimately be destroyed”
(Shab. 11a). Nevertheless, “A person should not stand on a high place when
he prays, but should pray in a lowly place [as a sign of humility]” (Ber. 10b),
based on the verse, “Out of the depths I call You, O Lord” (Ps. 130:1).

Synagogues were to be treated with respect. “It is not right to eat, drink,
or dress up in them, stroll about in them, or enter them in summer to escape
the heat and in the rainy season to escape the rain” (Meg. 28a–b). A syna-
gogue retains its holiness even after it has fallen into ruins (Meg. 28a), and
no synagogue should be demolished until a new one has been built to take
its place (Meg. 26b, BB 3b).

After the destruction of the Second Temple, prayers for its rebuilding
were incorporated into the synagogue service. The Rabbis observed that
even during the Messianic Age, when the dispersed Jews would return
to the Land of Israel and the Temple would be rebuilt, the synagogues
of the Diaspora would still exist to serve the vital purpose of expounding
Torah to the masses (Meg. 29b).

Mechitzah

Mechitzah (partition) is the term for the physical separation in synagogues
between the spaces reserved for men and women. Contrary to popular
belief, separation of the sexes in the synagogue is not an ancient tradition.
There was a special women’s court (ezrat nashim) in the Jerusalem Temple,
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but this generally was open to both men and women. The sole exception
was the water-drawing ceremony on Sukkot, when the sexes were separated
(women outside the court, men within) lest the ecstasy of the occasion lead
to promiscuity (Suk. 51b–52a). The early synagogues had no formal rules
regarding the role of women. The few Talmudic references imply that
women participated in the service and even in the public reading of the
Torah, though there already was a bias against this activity “out of respect
for the congregation” (Meg. 23a)—because it might prove embarrassing or
sexually distracting to the men.1

A midrash suggests the separation of the sexes reflects how the Israel-
ites stood while receiving the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai
(PdRE 41). In Talmudic times, attempts were made to formally segregate
the sexes, especially during crowded festivals. One sage is reported to
have set up rows of pottery to keep men and women apart, while another
erected a “partition of canes” (Kid. 81a). The Mishnah states that the
women’s court was eventually “surrounded with a balcony so that
the women could look on from above while the men were below, lest they
mix together” (Mid. 2:5).

Ner Tamid

The ner tamid in the synagogue is a continually burning light that usually
hangs in front of the ark. According to the Rabbis, it symbolizes God’s
Presence, which dwells among the congregation of Israel (Shab. 22b).
In the Temple in Jerusalem, the ner tamid was the most western light of
the Menorah. Fed continuously with oil and always burning, it served as
the source for lighting the other six branches (Tam. 6:1, 33a).

RABBI

The title “rabbi” (lit., “my master/teacher”) was first applied to the
Talmudic sages who interpreted the Bible and developed the Oral Law.
Eventually, it was applied to all Torah scholars who had been properly
ordained as graduates of the academies in the Land of Israel. To ensure
that the Land of Israel remained the center of Jewish life, the Rabbis per-
mitted only ordination there, based on the verse: “For out of Zion shall go
forth the Torah, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (Isa. 2:3). Thus, the
Babylonian sages (amora’im) were identified with the related title “rav.”

In Talmudic (and early medieval) times, the rabbinate was not a pro-
fession, partly because it was deemed inappropriate for someone to
receive money for teaching Torah. Many of the sages earned their living
working as artisans or as the owners of small businesses.
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“Rabbi” also was the Talmudic name for Judah ha-Nasi (Judah the
Prince), the third-century editor of the Mishnah.

Semichah

Semichah is the traditional ceremony of ordination required before a
rabbi can decide practical questions of Jewish law. Literally meaning “lay-
ing (of hands),” the practice derives from the Divine command to Moses
to ordain Joshua by placing his hands on his successor, thus “investing
him with some of his authority” (Num. 27:18–20; Deut. 34:9). The vari-
ous levels of ordination allowed the recipient to perform different func-
tions, ranging from the lowest level of only deciding religious questions
to the highest degree that permitted judging criminal cases (Sanh. 5a).

During the Hadrianic persecution of the Jews in the second century CE,
the Romans prohibited semichah in the hopes of destroying Jewish author-
ity. Ordination through the formal laying of hands was abandoned, and
the conferral of authority as “rabbi” became the domain of the patriarch
(religious leader) instead of the individual teacher. With the death of
the last patriarch in the Land of Israel in the fifth century, the original
semichah was discontinued.

Sermon

Soon after the return from Babylonian exile, Ezra assembled the people
and read the Torah “so they understood the reading” (Neh 8:8), presum-
ably through explanations and homilies. By the end of the Second Temple
period, a derash (religious discourse) was regularly delivered in synagogues
after the Torah reading on Sabbaths and festivals. Derived from a Hebrew
root meaning “to search,” it was offered in the vernacular by a darshan
(preacher) who searched the Torah portion for novel insights that could
shed new light on the problems of the day.

The Pharisees and their rabbinic descendants were masters of the art of
preaching, though they had no formal training in composing and deliver-
ing sermons. As the scholars and teachers of the day, many were capable of
presenting both learned (halachic) lectures in the academies as well as
crowd-pleasing (aggadic) sermons in the synagogues. Their superb preach-
ing won them the loyalty and respect of the people, who consequently
turned to the rabbis for effective leadership in periods of national emer-
gency. The sermons gave rise to the vast literature of the Midrash, which
is devoted almost exclusively to the homilies preached by the rabbis of
the Talmudic and post-Talmudic periods and contains many parables
and anecdotes illustrating their underlying moral lessons.2

230 What the Rabbis Said



HAZZAN

Rather than a “cantor” in its modern usage, the “hazzan” in Talmudic
times was a communal official who performed certain duties in the syna-
gogue (Shab. 11a). He served as a professional superintendent of the
house of prayer, bringing out the Torah scrolls for readings (Sot. 7:7–8,
41a) and blowing three blasts of a trumpet to announce the time to stop
work before Sabbaths and festivals (Shab. 35b). The hazzan also recited
the blessings at marriages (Ket. 5b), presided at funerals, blessed and con-
soled those in mourning, and recited Kaddish for their dead (Sof. 19:12).3

Like other knowledgeable members of the congregation, at times the
hazzan led the services and read the Torah.

Prayer

OVERVIEW

For the Rabbis, prayer was “the service of the heart” (Taan. 2a), more effi-
cacious than good deeds and the sacrificial ritual (Ber. 32b). R. Yochanan
stressed the central position of prayer as replacing the Temple offerings:
“He who puts on tefillin, recites the Shema, and says theTefillah [Amidah] . . .
is like one who has built an altar and offered a sacrifice upon it” (Ber. 15a).
Although “all are equal before God in prayer” (Exod. R. 21:4), R. Isaac
stressed the power of the prayers of the righteous, which he compared to a
pitchfork: “As a pitchfork turns the sheaves of grain from one position to
another, so the prayer of the righteous turns the attribute of God from wrath
to mercy” (Yev. 64a).

TIME FOR PRAYER

The Rabbis offered two major reasons for the thrice-daily statutory
prayers (Ber. 26b). According to one opinion, the three services corre-
sponded to the daily sacrifices in Temple times—the morning and after-
noon prayers to the Shacharit and Mincha offerings; the evening
(Ma’ariv) prayers to the nighttime burning of the fat and organs of the
daily offerings on the Altar. The second opinion attributed the establish-
ment of the three daily prayer services to the Patriarchs, based on three
biblical references (Ber. 26b).4 In addition to establishing the basic out-
lines of the three daily prayer services (Ber. 4:1), the Rabbis decreed that
public prayers should be offered in times of peril, such as prayers for rain
during a drought (Taan. 2:1–5).
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LENGTH OF PRAYER

Although prayer was greatly esteemed by the Rabbis (Ber. 6b), and
R. Yochanan said, “Would that man could pray all day, for a prayer never
loses its value” (JT Ber. 1:1, 2b), studying Torah was considered to be the
religiously superior activity (Ber. 6b). Some scholars who devoted their
entire life to study prayed infrequently, with one reported to have “prayed
only every 30 days” (RH 35a). A sage who was thought to spend too
much time praying was chastised by his colleagues for ignoring the key
to eternal life (the study of Torah) in favor of something more mundane
(prayer) (Shab. 10a).

Pointing to the example of Moses, the Rabbis observed that the time to
be devoted to prayer can vary widely. When receiving the Torah, Moses
prayed for 40 days and 40 nights (Deut. 9:18), while one prayer consisted
of only five Hebrew words (Num. 12:13): “O Lord, please heal her
[Miriam] now, I beseech You” (Ber. 31a). R. Meir stated, “A man’s words
should always be few when addressing God” (Ber. 61a). Another Rabbi
observed, “Whoever prolongs his prayer and looks for its fulfillment [as a
reward for its length] will eventually suffer heartache” (Ber. 32b).

INTENTION

TheRabbis stressed the need to pray with proper concentration (kavanah;
lit., “direction”), implying a total focus on the act of prayer with the intent
of coming ever closer to God. In prayer, “a man should think that the
Shechinah is before him” (Sanh. 22a), directing “his eyes to the [Sanctuary]
below and his heart [towards the heavens] above” (Yev. 105b). “A person
whose mind is not at ease must not pray” (Er. 65a), nor should one pray
“after completing a profane conversation or a jocular verbal interchange.”
Instead, one should “rise for prayer after having completed a wise or learned
conversation or discourse” (Tosefta Ber. 3). As an illustration, the Talmud
relates, “The pious men of old used to wait an hour [in silent devotion]
before offering their daily prayer, in order to concentrate their thoughts
[direct their hearts] to their Father in Heaven” (Ber. 5:1, 30b).

Concentration on prayer should be so intense that one should not stop
to answer the greetings of a king or if a snake is wound around his heel
(Ber 5:1; 30b). “Even if a sharp sword rests upon a man’s neck, he should
not desist from prayer” (Ber. 10a).

Achieving a state of kavanah is extremely difficult, for it is natural for
the mind to be distracted and wander. Thus, the Rabbis warned Jews
against walking within four cubits (six feet) of one who was reciting the
Amidah (Ber. 27a). Covering the head with the tallit during prayer was

232 What the Rabbis Said



one technique to eliminate distractions; praying facing a wall could
achieve the same results.

The Rabbis stressed the importance of joy in prayer. In discussing the
apparent contradiction between two verses from Psalms—“Serve the Lord
with gladness” (100:2) and “Serve the Lord with fear” (2:11)—R. Aivu
explained: “All your life you should rejoice in your prayer, and yet have
fear before the Lord” (Mid. Ps. 213a).

REGULARITY OF PRAYER

Like their predecessors, the prophets, the Rabbis strongly condemned
mechanical worship. They realized the danger that the rote recitation of
established formulas of prayer could reduce them to mere outward perfor-
mance of a religious duty. “If a man makes his prayer a ‘fixed task,’ it is not
a [genuine] supplication” (Ber. 4:4, 28b). The term “fixed task” was
defined as prayers that are like a “heavy burden,” consisting of an estab-
lished liturgy “without something fresh in it” (Ber. 29b). Some of the
Rabbis argued for spontaneity in prayer: “A new prayer should be said
every day” (JT Ber. 5:3, 38a).

Shimon benNethaniel said: “Bemeticulous in reading the Shema [twice
daily at the appointed time] and the Amidah [three times daily]; when you
pray, do not make your prayer a set routine [pure rote], but rather [an
appeal for] mercy and a supplication before the Omnipresent . . . and do
not judge yourself to be a wicked person” (Avot 1:18).

Canonization of the early synagogue prayers by Rabban Gamaliel met
with intense opposition because of the danger that this would severely
limit spontaneity. Nevertheless, most Rabbis recognized that fixed forms
of prayer and regularity of worship were essential to a person’s religious
life. While waiting for the rare flash of inspiration conducive to prayers
of self-expression, a person could forget the art of prayer, be incapable of
praying even when that rare spiritual instant arrived, and end up never
praying at all!5

Nevertheless, the Rabbis did permit private prayers within the structure
of the prescribed services. At the end of the silent Amidah, the worshiper
was urged to add a personal prayer. Although the Talmud records several
prayers that the Sages composed for their private use (Ber. 16b–17a), most
ordinary worshipers were satisfied to recite the standard prayers with deep
feeling.6

Mar bar Ravina is best known for the words he added after concluding
his formal prayers (Ber. 17a), which today have been inserted (in a
slightly modified form) at the end of every silent Amidah: “My God, guard
my tongue from evil and my lips from speaking guile. May my soul be
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silent to those that curse me, and may my soul be as the dust to all. Open
my heart to Your Torah, and may my soul pursue Your commandments,
and deliver me from evil happenings, from the evil impulse, from an evil
woman, and from all evils that threaten to come upon the world. As for
all who plot evil against me, speedily annul their counsel and frustrate
their designs! May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
be acceptable before You, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer! [Ps. 19:15].”

DIRECTION OF PRAYER

According to the Rabbis, a person in the Diaspora should pray facing the
Land of Israel. In the Land, one should pray toward Jerusalem; in
Jerusalem, one should face the Temple and the Holy of Holies. “In this
way, all Israel will be directing their hearts towards one place” (Ber. 30a).
However, the Rabbis were convinced that honest prayer is acceptable
wherever one faces, for the Talmudic section regarding the direction of
prayer is preceded by the statement: “A blind man, or one who cannot tell
the cardinal points, should direct his heart towards his Father in Heaven.”

LANGUAGE OF PRAYER

Hebrew has always been the preferred language of Jewish prayer (JT Sot.
7:2). According to the Talmud, “Secular matters may be uttered in the holy
language, whereas sacred matters must not be uttered in secular language”
(Shab. 40b). The Rabbis even opposed the use of Aramaic in prayer, despite
the fact that this was considered a semi-holy tongue because several of the
books of the Bible (Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah) are largely written in this lan-
guage. R. Yochanan stated, “If anyone prays for his needs in Aramaic, the
ministering angels do not pay attention to him, because they do not under-
stand that language [and thus cannot transmit these prayers to God]!” (Sot.
33a). However, this extreme view did not prevail, and prayer in other lan-
guages was permitted. A number of Aramaic prayers were admitted into
the liturgy (e.g., Kaddish, Kol Nidrei), and theMishnah ruled that the Shema
and the Amidah, which form the core of Jewish worship, “may be recited in
any language” (Sot. 7:1, 32a).

IMPROPER FORMS OF PRAYER

Some prayers are not appropriate and hence invalid. TheMishnah labels
a supplication to God to change the past as a “vain prayer” (Ber. 9:3, 54a).
It offers such examples as a husband praying that his pregnant wife will bear
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a male child, and a person returning from a journey who “hears cries of dis-
tress in the town and says, ‘[God] grant that this is not in my house.’ ” More-
over, it is impossible for God to positively answer the conflicting prayers of
various individuals. This is clearly indicated in the prayer of the Kohen
Gadol on Yom Kippur, who, before the rainy season that was so vital for
the harvest in Israel, used to pray that God reject the supplications of trav-
elers seeking fair weather (Yoma 53b).

A person is forbidden to pray that an overabundance of good be taken
away. The sole exception is an excess of rain. During one year of
heavy storms, lay Israelites in far-flung communities sent the following
message to those representing them in Jerusalem by reciting prayers
during the sacrificial ceremonies: “Think of your brethren in the Dias-
pora,7 that their houses may not become their graves” (Taan. 22b). Once
Rava overheard a man praying that a certain girl might become his mate
and chastised him: “If she is the right one for you, you will not lose her; if
not, your unanswered prayer might lead you to lose faith in God” (MK
18b).

Judah ha-Nasi said: “It is forbidden to pray that God send death to the
wicked. For if God had removed from the world the idolatrous Terah
before he sired Abraham, there would have been no Israel, no Torah,
no Messiah, and no Prophets.” Neighborhood highwaymen once vexed
R. Meir, who prayed that they should die. When his wife, Beruria, asked
how such a prayer could be justified, he cited the statement, “Let the
wicked be no more.” However, she explained that the underlying mean-
ing was not that “Sins will cease when there are no more wicked men;
rather you should pray that they should repent and [in the absence of
any urge to sin] the wicked will be no more.” R. Meir took her advice
and prayed for them, and they repented (Ber. 10a).

IMPROPER PLACES FOR PRAYER

A person should never pray in a dirty or elevated place. According to
R. Hisda, if one is walking in a dirty alley, he should not recite the Shema;
if he is reciting his prayers while walking and realizes that he is in a filthy
area, he should stop (Ber. 24b). An abandoned building also is not an
appropriate place for prayer, since it is not safe. “A man who is on the
road [with no place to pray] is allowed to shorten his prayers” (Ber. 3a).

The Rabbis taught that a person should pray only in a room that has
windows [so that he could gaze at the heavens], based on the biblical
description of Daniel (6:11) having windows in an upper chamber where
he prayed facing Jerusalem (Ber. 34b).
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ADDRESSING PRAYERS DIRECTLY TO GOD

The Rabbis fervently believed in a personal God who answers prayers.
The Jerusalem Talmud records God as saying, “When a man is in trou-
ble, do not cry out to the angel Michael or to the angel Gabriel but to
Me, and I will answer immediately” (JT Ber. 9:1, 13a). Nevertheless,
the Rabbis maintained that God listens only to prayers offered in a mood
of humility, not by one “in a mood of frivolity, lightness, or banter.”
When the disciples of R. Eliezer asked how to attain life in the World
to Come, part of his reply was: “When you pray, know before Whom you
stand” (Ber. 28b).

When about to pray, R. Simlai urged, “One should always first
recount the praises of the Omnipresent and then offer his supplications”
(i.e., first give thanks for what one has before thinking of what one
lacks) (Av. Zar. 7b; Ber. 32a). Nevertheless, excess in recounting the
praises of God is explicitly forbidden, for “who can express the mighty
acts of the Lord, or proclaim all His praise [Ps. 106:2]” (Meg 18a).
R. Hanina once heard a reader begin his prayer, “O God, the great,
the mighty, the awesome, the glorious, the potent, the feared, the
strong, the powerful, the sure, and the esteemed.” Waiting until the
man finished, the sage asked, “Have you concluded all your praise of
the Master? What need does God have for all these praises?” He
explained that even those three [i.e., great, mighty, and awesome] that
Jews recite in the first blessing of the Amidah would not have been per-
mitted unless Moses had stated them in the Torah (Deut. 10:17). “And
you say all these and still go on [with your own embellishments]? It is as
if a mortal king had a million gold dinars and someone praised him
as possessing silver pieces. Would it not be an insult to him [rather than
an expression of honor]?” (Ber. 33b).

PROPER ATTIRE FOR PRAYER

The Rabbis believed that appropriate dress was especially important
when reciting the two major prayers of the liturgy—one must be clothed
from the waist down to say the Shema and also cover the top of the body
for the Amidah (Ber. 24b–25a). According to legend, Shimon bar Yochai
and his son, under sentence of death by the Romans, hid in a cave for
12 years: “They would strip their garments and sit up to their necks in
sand. The whole day they studied; when it was time for prayers they
robed, covered themselves, prayed, and then put off their garments again,
so that they should not wear out” (Shab. 33b).
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GESTURES/POSITIONS IN PRAYER

Today, standing is considered the formal posture for prayer. The
Talmud (Ber. 10b) requires that, “One should place his feet in proper
position [close together and level],” based on Ezekiel’s description of the
four mystical bearers of the Divine Chariot having “straight feet” (1:7).
However, as the liturgy developed and the number of prayers progres-
sively expanded, it became difficult for the average worshiper to stand
for the entire service. Therefore, “a man who is old or sick may pray in
whatever position he can” (Tosefta Ber. 3). The sages noted that when
R. Akiva prayed privately, his repeated “genuflexions and prostrations”
were so vigorous that he would begin in one part of the room and finish
in another (Ber. 31a). The Talmud makes the important ethical point
that the more elevated one’s status in Jewish life, the more important it
is to show humility: “The king was required to kneel throughout the
Amidah; the High Priest bowed at each blessing; an ordinary priest bowed
only at the first and next-to-last blessings” (Ber. 34 a–b).

ANSWER TO PRAYER

Petitionary prayers must not be a substitute for human effort. When the
Israelites at the shore of the Sea of Reeds cowered before the approaching
Egyptian army, they and their leader Moses cried out to God for salvation.
However, the sea was divided for them only after the people had stepped
into it and the waters reached their noses (Exod. R. 21:10). The Rabbis
condemned those who expect a Divine response to a petition as one’s
due. “He who prays long and relies on an answer ends disappointed”
(Ber. 55a); “A person is daily susceptible to three sins—thoughts of evil,
reliance on prayer, and slander” (BB 164b). On the other hand, the Mid-
rash teaches: “Whoever does the will of Heaven and directs his heart sin-
cerely to God, his prayer will be answered” (Exod. R. 21). Therefore, the
Rabbis apparently believed that, although sincere prayer is answered,
one must never feel confident of receiving a favorable response, or grum-
ble and complain if it does not come.8 “If a man sees that he has prayed
without answer, he should pray again” (Ber. 32b), for “there will come
an hour when your request will be granted” (Deut. R. 2:12).

At least one of the Talmudic rabbis appeared to know whether his
prayers would be answered: “When Hanina ben Dosa prayed for the sick,
he would say: ‘This one will live, this one will die.’ Asked how he knew,
the Sage replied: ‘If my prayer is fluent in my mouth, I know that he is
accepted; but if not, then I know that he is rejected’ ” (Ber. 5:5, 34b).
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CONGREGATIONAL PRAYER

Communal worship in the plural (“grant us,” rather than “grant me”)
has always been a distinctive feature of Jewish prayer. Rather than pray
exclusively for themselves, worshipers should always be concerned with
the welfare of others, based on the Talmudic dictum, “A man should
always associate himself with the congregation” (Ber. 29b–30a). Rav said,
“If one can pray on behalf of his neighbor and fails to do so, he is called a
sinner” (Ber. 12b).

Although an individual Jew can fulfill the mitzvah of prayer privately,
joining others as part of a congregation is a particular virtue. Indeed, a
person who cannot be present at a service should try to pray privately
at the same time as the congregation. The Rabbis interpreted the phrase
eit ratzon (“favorable time” [for prayer], see Ps. 69:14) as meaning that
God is most receptive to prayer “when the congregation is praying,”
and “He who prays with the community will have his prayer granted”
(Ber. 8a). Even one who is far removed from a congregation, praying
on a lonely road for his personal safety, must pray for the group and not
for himself alone (Ber. 29b).

The person leading the communal worship is known as the shaliach
tzibbur (emissary of the congregation).9 The Talmud stresses that the sha-
liach tzibbur is not an intermediary between the congregation and God,
but simply an agent who recites the prayers on behalf of the worshipers
(Ber. 5:5).

The Rabbis differentiated between the styles of private and public
prayer. “When R. Akiva prayed with the congregation, he used to cut
it short and finish quickly in order not to inconvenience the congrega-
tion;10 but if he prayed alone, he would pray long with many bowings”
(Ber. 31a).11 “R. Jonah would recite the Amidah in the synagogue in
an undertone, lest he disturb the others; but if he prayed at home, he
would recite it aloud so that his sons might learn from hearing him”
(JT Ber. 4).

GOD’S PRAYER

Based on the biblical verse, “I will bring them to My sacred mountain
and let them rejoice in My [not ‘their’] house of prayer” (Isa. 56:7), the
Rabbis deduced that God also says prayers. “What does He pray? . . . ‘May
it be My will that My mercy may suppress My anger . . . that I may deal
with My children in the attribute of mercy rather than strict justice’
[i.e., not exact the full penalty from them]” (Ber. 7a).
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MINYAN

A minyan is the quorum, traditionally 10 adult males (aged 13 years or
over), which is necessary for congregational worship12 and certain other
religious ceremonies.13 The Talmud derives the idea that the number “10”
constitutes a congregation from the word edah (community), which in the
Torah is applied to the 10 spies (termed a “wicked community”) who gave
a negative report on the land of Canaan (Num. 14:27) and thus condemned
the people to 40 years of wandering in the wilderness (Meg. 23b). On the
basis of the first verse in Psalm 82—“God stands in the congregation of
Divine beings”—the Rabbis concluded that if 10 men pray together, the
Divine Presence is with them (Ber. 6a).

“A man should always rise early to go to synagogue so that he may have
the merit of being counted in the first ten [minyan], since even if 100 come
after him he receives the reward of all of them” (Ber. 47b). “When God
comes into a synagogue and does not find ten persons there, He becomes
angry [since some important features in the service must be omitted]”
(Ber. 6b). The need for a minyan is so important that, “Once R. Eliezer
entered a synagogue [to pray] and did not find ten men there, so he freed
his slave and used him to complete the requisite number” (Ber. 47b).
To solve the frequent problem in small communities where one person
was needed to complete a minyan, some authorities permitted a minor
holding a Torah, or merely being present with the Torah in the ark, to
be counted as the tenth person (JT Ber. 7:2). R. Huna was quoted as saying
that if nine adults are present, the ark may be counted as the tenth person
so that a full service may be held, though he later qualified this to mean, “If
nine look like ten, they may be joined together” (so the absence of one is
not so noticeable) (Ber. 47b). However, these ingenious innovations
never received widespread support.

There is a long tradition of not using actual numbers when counting to
see if there are enough people to make a minyan. The Talmud understood
Hosea’s prophesy—“The number of the people of Israel shall be like that
of the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured or counted” (2:1)—
as both a blessing and a prohibition. In the Bible, God twice commanded
Moses to take a census of the Israelites to determine the number who were
age 20 and older and thus eligible for military service (Num. 1, 26).
However, when David ordered an unauthorized census (2 Sam. 24)
merely, “So that I may know the size of the population,” a severe plague
befell the Israelites and 70,000 perished. Based on this episode, the
Talmud decreed: “Israel must not be counted [using numbers], even for
religious purposes” (Yoma 22b).14
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HEAD COVERING

There is no explicit biblical commandment to cover one’s head for
prayer or other religious functions. In ancient Rome, free men went bare-
headed, while the wearing of a head covering stigmatized a person as a
servant. To stress that they were loyal servants of the Lord, Jews adopted
the practice of covering the head while reciting prayers and during any
activity (such as eating) when saying blessings that included the Divine
Name. Eventually, Jews began to cover their heads at all times to demon-
strate their awesome respect for God.15 One Rabbi is reported to have
never walked more than four cubits (six feet) with his head uncovered,
because he recognized that the Shechinah (Divine Presence) was above
him (Kid. 31a).

Nevertheless, the sages of ancient Israel ruled that it was optional for
men to cover their heads and only a matter of custom to do so for prayer
(Ned. 30b). The Rabbis of Babylonia disagreed, viewing covering of the
head as an expression of the “fear of God” (Shab. 156b; Kid. 31a).

Women

R. Yishmael cites the Torah’s description of the sotah (a woman
accused of adultery)16 as the source for the obligation for women to cover
their hair (Ket. 72a). Although there are no explicit biblical references to
the tradition of women wearing head coverings, by Talmudic times it was
accepted practice. A married woman who dared to walk bareheaded in
the street could be summarily divorced by her husband without paying
her ketubah (Ket. 7:6, 72a). Explaining why this violation was so serious,
the Talmud compared a woman’s hair to her private parts (“the hair of a
woman is nakedness”; Ber. 24a). Consequently, it was prohibited to recite
the Shema in the presence of a bareheaded woman. Nevertheless, despite
the concept that a woman’s hair was “sexually exciting,” head coverings
were required only for married women (Ket. 2:1, 15b).

Talmudic and later sources extol the woman who is conscientious
about covering her hair. Kimchit was the mother of seven sons, each of
whom became a High Priest. When asked why she was blessed to have
so many eminent sons, she replied: “Because the beams [posts] of my
house never saw my hair” (Yoma 47a).

TALLIT

The tallit is the traditional prayer shawl worn during daily morning
prayers and all services on Yom Kippur. Attached to each of the four
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corners of the tallit are ritual fringes (tzitzit).17 The tallit is usually white,
based on the Talmudic description that God wraps Himself in a tallit
(RH 17b), and “His garment was as white as snow” (Dan. 7:9). The Torah
mandates that in each corner there be a thread of blue, which was made
from an expensive dye extracted from a sea snail (Men. 42b). The Rabbis
maintained that the blue threads help its wearer focus on his duty to God,
since blue resembles the color of the sea, the sea resembles the heavens,
and the heavens resemble the Throne of Glory (Sot. 17a).

An essential part of the mitzvah of wearing a tallit is being “enwrapped”
in it. This entails covering the head with the tallit, at least when donning
it, in accordance with the blessing, “Who has commanded us to wrap
ourselves in the fringed garment [lehitatef ba-tzitzit]” (Ber. 60b).

On days when tefillin are worn, the tallit is put on first. This reflects the
general principle that when two mitzvot are to be performed at the same
time, the more frequent takes precedence. The tallit has priority because it
is also worn on Sabbaths and festivals, when tefillin are not worn.

Focusing on the tzitzit can save one from acting immorally (Men. 44a),
and “whoever is scrupulous in the observance of this precept is worthy to
receive the Divine Presence” (Men. 43b). Conversely, the Rabbis state
that neglecting to wear the fringed tallit (or affix the mezuzah to the door-
post) can cause one’s children to die young (Shab. 32b).

The Rabbis (Men. 43b) noted that the numerical value of the Hebrew
word tzitzit (fringes) is 600. When combined with the eight threads and
five knots on each fringe, this adds up to 613—the precise number of
mitzvot in the Torah. Thus, by looking at the fringes we are to “recall
all the commandments of the Lord and observe them” (Num. 15:39).

During Talmudic times, the tallit indicated a person’s station in life.
Judges wrapped themselves in a tallit so that they would be constantly
reminded of the solemnity of dispensing justice (Shab. 10a). Unmarried
men did not wear a tallit.

Women have traditionally been exempt from the commandment to
wear tzitzit because it is a time-bound mitzvah.18 Nevertheless, some
women are known to have worn tallitot during Talmudic and later times.
For example, Judah ha-Nasi is described as having personally attached
fringes to his wife’s apron (Men. 43a).

TEFILLIN

Tefillin are two small black leather boxes that are bound to the fore-
head and arm. They contain parchments on which are written the four
sets of biblical verses that mention the commandment to wear them as
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“a sign upon your hand and as frontlets between your eyes.”19 As an indi-
cation of the great importance of tefillin, the Talmud reported that even
God wears them (Ber. 6a).

Originally worn all day and removed at night, tefillin now are worn only
during each weekday morning service and not on the Sabbath or festivals
(Men. 36b). Tefillin help protect the wearer from evildoing: “Whoever
has tefillin on his head and arm, tzitzit on his garment, and a mezuzah on
his doorpost is absolutely secure against sinning” (Men. 43b). When Rab-
bah saw that Abaye seemed very merry and cited the verse, “Rejoice with
trembling” (Ps. 2:11), Abaye reassured his colleague: “I am putting on
tefillin [as a guarantee that I am not going too far]” (Ber. 30b).

Boys have the obligation to put on (“lay”) tefillinwhen they reach the age
of bar mitzvah. Traditionally, this mitzvah has not been obligatory for
women. However, a baraita relates that Michal, the daughter of Saul and
wife of King David, “wore tefillin and the Sages did not protest” (Er. 96a).

Noting that the commandment regarding tefillin is immediately fol-
lowed by one to “write them on the doorposts of your house [mezuzah],”
R. Nathan concluded that the tefillin should be bound on the weaker fore-
arm, because the hand that writes must be the same hand that wraps—the
stronger hand. (Thus left-handed people wear the tefillin on their weaker
right arm; Men. 37a.)

BLESSINGS

Berachot (blessings) are the fundamental components of prayer.20

According to the Talmud, the Men of the Great Assembly—the leaders
of the Jews during the Second Temple period—were the authors of the
liturgical berachot (Ber. 33a). Under their influence, berachot such as
the original 18 blessings of the Amidah, the blessings before and after the
Shema, and the first three blessings of the Birkat ha-Mazon (Grace after
Meals) became the norm in most Jewish communities. The sequence of
prayers and blessings was standardized under Rabban Gamaliel at Yavneh
at the end of the first century CE. However, the precise wording of indi-
vidual berachot and their basic requirements were fixed only during the
Talmudic period. (Indeed, the opening tractate of the entire Talmud is
entitled Berachot.) Rav stated that a blessing must contain the name of
God, and R. Yochanan declared that it must proclaim God’s kingship
(Ber. 40b).

In view of the myriad examples of the workings of God, the pious Jew
recites numerous blessings. Indeed, R. Meir declared that it is the duty
of every Jew to recite 100 blessings daily (Men. 43b). Consequently, the
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Rabbis formulated blessings for practically every aspect of human
existence—from the common experiences of daily life (rising from sleep,
dressing, eating, drinking) to unusual occurrences (escaping from danger,
recovering from illness, seeing some marvelous natural event such as
lightning or a comet).21

The Talmud observed, “It is incumbent on man to bless [God] for the
bad in the same way as for the good” (Ber. 54a). As R. Akiva noted, a
person should always say, “Whatever the All-Merciful does is for good.”
Once R. Akiva came to a certain town and looked for lodgings but was
everywhere refused. Consequently, “he went and spent the night in the
open field. He had with him a rooster, a donkey, and a lamp. A gust of
wind blew out the lamp, a weasel ate the rooster, and a lion ate the don-
key.” Later, R. Akiva learned that on the same night some robbers came
and carried off the inhabitants of the town (Ber. 60b)!22

The way in which God is addressed and described in berachot was the
subject of a rabbinic controversy that resulted in a grammatical inconsis-
tency. In the third century CE, Rav maintained that a blessing should
begin with the words Baruch ata, speaking of God in the second person
as “You.” His contemporary, Samuel, thought this too familiar for the
relationship between mere mortals and the Divine. The sages ruled in
favor of Rav, but decided to combine both opinions in what became the
approved formula. The opening of every blessing stresses the nearness of
God to each worshiper by addressing God as “You.” However, as soon as
we refer to God as the more distant and unapproachable Melech ha-olam
(King of the Universe), we become more formal and respectful. The
remainder of the every blessing switches into the third person, as in
“Who sanctified us by His commandments” and “Who creates the fruit
of the vine.”23

AMEN

Amen is an ancient response affirming that what another has said is
true. According to the Talmud (Shab. 119b), “amen” is an acronym for
the Hebrew phrase El Melech ne’eman (God, the faithful King).

Since most congregants were unfamiliar with the text of the prayers
during Temple and Talmudic times, responding “amen” was the primary
way for them to participate in the service. Moreover, the format of public
worship at the time generally consisted of a prayer leader who spoke
the words while the others merely offered the response. The Rabbis
deemed that saying “amen” was equivalent or even superior to the bless-
ing that it was affirming (Ber. 53b).
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A person should not say “amen” after a blessing that he or she has per-
sonally recited (Ber. 45b). This prohibition may have been a reaction to
the Christian custom of concluding every prayer with “amen.”

Numerous rules prescribe how “amen” should be recited. It must be
said with a strong clear voice, but not louder than the blessing itself
(Ber. 45a), and only after the preceding blessing has been completed. It
is forbidden to respond “amen” to a blessing that is unnecessary and thus
takes the Name of God in vain, but it may be said when hearing a blessing
recited by a non-Jew. A person should not say “amen” without actually
hearing the blessing, lest it be an “orphaned amen” without a “parent”
blessing (Ber. 47a). However, it is permitted to join the congregation in
saying “amen” if one knows the blessing to which they are responding.
“The amen uttered in response should be neither hurried [i.e., the ‘A’
should not be slurred] nor curtailed [i.e., the ‘N’ should be clearly pro-
nounced],” lest a person’s days be “snatched away.” Although the consen-
sus is that one who “draws out the response of amen longer than necessary
is in error,” a rabbinic majority believed that by doing this, “His days and
years will be prolonged” (Ber. 47a).

Synagogue Prayers

The Talmud refers (directly or indirectly) to numerous prayers in the
modern synagogue service. Several of these are described in the following
sections.

KADDISH

The Kaddish, which now closes every public service as well as the indi-
vidual sections within it, was originally not even part of the synagogue
ritual. Instead, it was the formal dismissal recited by the preacher/teacher
at the conclusion of a Torah discourse. Addressed to the assembly in the
Aramaic vernacular, the Kaddish proclaimed God’s greatness and
holiness, expressing hope for the speedy establishment of the Divine
kingdom on earth. The congregation enthusiastically replied with the
words, Y’hei Shmei rabba mevorach, l’olam u-l’olmei almaya (May the great
Name of God be praised forever and unto all eternity). This response is
the fundamental core of the Kaddish, and the Talmud states that one
who says it “with all his might [absolute devotion] is certain to have all
[Heavenly] decrees against him annulled” and “the gates of Paradise
opened for him” (Shab. 119a–b).
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One Rabbi stated that if one answers this phrase in a dream, he is assured
of a share in the World to Come (Ber. 57a). According to the Talmud,
“Whenever the Israelites go into the synagogues and schoolhouses and
respond, ‘May His great Name be Praised,’ God shakes His head and says,
‘Happy is the King who is thus praised in this house!’ ” (Ber. 3a).

SHEMA

Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad (Hear, O Israel: the Lord
[is] our God, the Lord [is] One; Deut. 6:4) is the basic declaration of faith
of the Jewish people in the unity and oneness of God and their accep-
tance of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven. A midrash traces the origin
of this verse to the last moments in the life of Jacob. The Patriarch was
concerned that his children and grandchildren, living in Egypt, would
depart from the traditions of Abraham and serve the local gods. However,
they put his mind at ease by assuring him: “Hear, O Israel [i.e., Jacob]: We
accept the one God as our God” (Deut. R. 2:35).

The word “Shema” also refers to the prayer composed of three biblical
passages—Deuteronomy 6:5–9 and 11:13–21, and Numbers 15:37–41.
The Talmud recounts that, during Second Temple times, these three
paragraphs were recited with the Ten Commandments in a service held
by the kohanim after they had performed the initial morning sacrifice
(Tam. 5:1; Ber. 11b). On hearing the first line of the Shema, the people
assembled in the Temple courtyard responded, “Baruch Shem k’vod mal-
chuto l’olam va-ed [Praised is the Name of His glorious kingdom forever
and ever]” (Taan. 16b).

After the first verse of the Shema is recited in the synagogue, it has
been customary from rabbinic times to recite the Temple response
(“Praised is the Name”) silently. The Rabbis offered two reasons for this
practice. When Jacob (Israel) lay on his deathbed, his 12 sons declared
their loyalty to God by reciting the Shema. Jacob responded, “Praised is
the Name,” but he was so weak that his words could barely be heard
(Pes. 56a). The other explanation is that Moses heard this phrase recited
by the ministering angels and brought it down to earth to teach to the
Israelites (Deut. R. 2:36). The sages compared this to a man who stole a
valuable ornament from the palace of the king and gave it to his wife,
on the condition that she wear it only at home and never in public. As
sinful humans, we dare not say aloud an angelic formula.24

The first paragraph of the Shema (Ve-ahavta; “You shall love [the Lord
your God]”) stresses the requirement to observe the commandments,
not because of fear of punishment nor as an attempt to gain Divine favor,
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but rather out of the pure love that represents the highest level in which a
human being can relate with God.25 The Mishnah explains that a person
should serve God with passionate love (“with all your heart”), even if this
means giving up your life (“with all your soul”) and wealth (“with all your
resources”) (Ber. 9:5).26 The Rabbis interpreted the phrase “with all your
heart” to mean that Jews must obey God’s will “with your two impulses,”
the evil as well as the good.27

The second paragraph of the Shema emphasizes the study of Torah and
the observance of the mitzvot, indicating some of the rewards for following
Torah teachings and the punishments for disobedience. The third para-
graph of the Shema is primarily concerned with the commandment of put-
ting tzitzit (fringes) on the corner of one’s garments. It mentions the Exodus
from Egypt and, according to the Talmud, fulfills the daily duty to read a
Torah passage referring to this seminal event in Jewish history (Ber. 12b;
Men. 43b). Considering these three selections to represent the entire
Torah, the Rabbis taught that reciting them twice daily during prayer
services fulfilled the command to study Torah “day and night” (Men. 99b).

According to the Talmud, the 248 positive commandments equal the
number of organs in the human body, symbolizing that it is essential to
dedicate one’s entire body to the service of God and fulfilling the mitzvot.
Because the total number of words of the three paragraphs of the Shema
(together with “Praised is the Name”) is 245, in public worship it is cus-
tomary for the prayer leader to repeat the last two words of the Shema
(Adonai Elohaichem; “The Lord, your God”) and the first word of the fol-
lowing blessing (emet; “true”) (Ber. 2:2).

In rabbinic times, the affirmation of God’s unity was a revolutionary
challenge, boldly denying the dynasties of male and female pagan gods.
In Babylonia, it denied the concept of Zoroastrian dualism—two deities,
one of whom created light and the other darkness, representing opposing
forces in eternal conflict. To unequivocally negate this concept, the
Rabbis composed the first blessing before the Shema, which describes
God as “Who forms light and creates darkness, makes peace and creates
all.” The proclamation of the absolute and indivisible Oneness of God
was also a rabbinic challenge to the Christian concept of the Trinity.28

The Shema should be recited with full concentration on the meaning of
the words. To prevent distractions, it is customary to follow the practice of
Judah ha-Nasi and place the right hand over the eyes while saying the first
verse (Ber. 13b). According to tradition, “One who prolongs the word
echad will have his days and years prolonged” (Ber. 13b). The Rabbis
decreed that the Shema should be recited loud enough to be heard,
since it is written “Hear, O Israel” (Ber. 15a). Any language can be
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used—because it is crucial that the worshiper understand what he or she
is affirming—as long as one enunciates the words clearly (Sot. 32b).
The Talmud relates a debate concerning how the Shema should be read
(Ber. 1:3). Taking the words, “when you lie down and when you rise up”
literally, Beit Shammai ruled that the evening Shema should be recited
while reclining whereas in the morning it should be said standing upright.
Beit Hillel argued persuasively that the verse merely referred to the times
of the readings, and that no special posture was required.

The Shema is traditionally recited while seated. According to a mid-
rash, when God visited Abraham as he was recovering from his circumci-
sion, He did not permit the Patriarch to rise from his seat (Gen. R. 48).
Abraham complained that it was improper for him to remain seated in
the presence of the Lord, but God replied: “Just as you are now sitting
and I am standing above you, so shall it be when your children will enter
their synagogues and read the Shema in My honor—they will be sitting
while I reside there.29

The entire Talmud begins with a debate as to the proper times for
reciting the Shema. The Rabbis eventually ruled that the evening Shema
can be recited from nightfall until dawn, though ideally it should be said
before midnight (Ber. 1:1–2). The morning Shema can be recited from
the first traces of the dawn until the end of the third hour after sunrise
(i.e., one-fourth of the day). According to R. Meir, the morning Shema
is read “from the time that one can distinguish between a wolf and a
dog.” R. Akiva says, “Between a regular donkey and a wild donkey,” while
others say, “From the time that you can recognize your friend at a distance
of four cubits [six feet]” (Ber. 9b).

The Talmud mandates: “The morning [Shema] is preceded by two
blessings and followed by one. The evening [Shema] is preceded by two
blessings and followed by two” (Ber. 1:4). The reason for this decree was
the rabbinic requirement that blessings be said both before and after the
ritual recitation of any biblical passage (Torah, haftarah, megillot for festi-
vals), and the Shema is essentially a collection of three such scriptural sec-
tions. The Rabbis fixed the opening and closing formulas for these
blessings, but they allowed prayer leaders substantial latitude in develop-
ing the intermediate words.

AMIDAH

The Amidah is the paradigmatic prayer, containing the primary
elements of praise, petition, and thanksgiving. Referred to in the Talmud
simply as Ha-Tefillah (“The” prayer), it consists of 19 blessings, though it
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originally had one less and thus is often known as the Shemoneh Esrei
(18). As implied by its name, the Amidah is recited while standing with
the feet together (Ber. 10b). It should be recited with quiet devotion
and without any interruption, loud enough to hear it oneself but not so
that it is audible to others and disturbs their concentration.

The Rabbis offered multiple mutually contradictory suggestions as to
the authorship and period of origin of this ancient prayer, including the
Patriarchs (Ber. 26b), Moses (JT Ber. 7), the 120 elders (Meg. 18a), the
Men of the Great Assembly (Ber. 33a), and the early sages (Sifrei
Devarim, 343). The Amidah was put into its final form after the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple and the cessation of the daily Temple offer-
ings, when the Rabbis decreed that its recitation every morning and
afternoon allowed Jews to fulfill the commandment of “serving the Lord”
(Ber. 26b).

When reciting the Amidah, the Rabbis decreed that there are four
times when one bows when saying the word “Blessed” and then returns
to the upright position at the mention of the Divine Name (Ber. 12a).
“When R. Sheshet bowed down, he used to bend like a reed [sharply, in
a single swift motion], but when he straightened up he used to raise him-
self like a snake [slowly and with effort, his head first and then his body]”
This was designed to show that, while eager to bow down before God, he
was in no hurry to resume the upright position. The Talmud adds that
whoever does not bow during this blessing will be punished by having
his spine twisted like a curled serpent (BK 16a).

At the end of the silent recitation of the formal Amidah, it has become
customary for individuals to add personal prayers. The Talmud specifi-
cally mentions the supplications generally added by 11 prominent sages
(Ber. 16b–17a).30 Yose of Tyre cited R. Yochanan’s opinion (Ber. 9b)
that before reciting the Amidah, one should say, “O Lord, open my lips,
and let my mouth declare Your praise” (Ps. 51:17); after the prayer, one
should say, “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
be acceptable to You, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer” (Ps. 19:15)—
both of which remain the current practice.

The Amidah ends with a recitation of Oseh shalom (He who makes
peace [in His high heavens]). Before beginning this verse, the worshiper
takes three steps back (starting with the left foot) and then bows to the
left, right, and center, as though leaving one’s teacher (Yoma 53b).
According to the Talmud, this is consistent with the overall structure of
the Amidah as reflecting the actions of “a servant making requests of a
master” (Ber. 34a).
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An abbreviated version of the Amidah can be used when there is not
enough time to recite the full text. Known as Havinenu (Grant us under-
standing), the initial word of the middle section, it consists of the first and
last three paragraphs plus a brief restatement of the main ideas of the
other paragraphs (Ber. 29a). In a Talmudic discussion, R. Joshua main-
tained that only this short version of the Amidah was required, while
R. Akiva held that it should be used only by one who did not know the
entire prayer (Ber. 4:3–4). R. Eliezer disagreed, arguing that reciting a
fixed text of the Amidah is not equivalent to the sincere supplication
before God that is the fundamental concept of the prayer.31

ASHREI

The Ashrei (Happy are they) consists of Psalm 145 with two introduc-
tory verses (Ps. 84:5; 144:15) and one concluding verse (Ps. 115:18). The
Talmud states that anyone who recites this prayer three times a day is
assured a share in the World to Come (Ber. 4b). Like other especially
important material, Psalm 145 was written in alphabetical acrostic style
so that it was easier to memorize.32 However, the Ashrei has no verse that
begins with the letter nun. According to the Talmud (Ber. 4b), this is
because that letter may suggest the Hebrew word naflah (fallen) and thus
imply a reference to a prophetic verse that speaks of the destruction of
Israel (Amos 5:2).

TORAH SERVICE

According to the Talmud, Moses instituted the custom of publicly
reading portions of the Torah on Sabbaths, festivals, and Rosh Hodesh
(New Moon, a semi-festival in ancient times) (JT Meg. 4:1). After the
return from Babylonian exile, Ezra the Scribe introduced the practice of
also publicly reading the Torah on the market days of Monday and Thurs-
day (BK 82a).

The Rabbis suggested that Ezra may have merely formalized a preexist-
ing practice (BK 82a). The Israelites in the wilderness were described as
becoming weary because they “walked for three days . . . and did not find
water” (Exod. 15:22). Deeming water to be a symbol of Torah, the Rabbis
maintained that just as water provides life-sustaining refreshment to the
body, so Torah is indispensable sustenance for the soul. Reading the
Torah on Monday and Thursday, in addition to the Sabbath, ensured that
there would never be a three-day period without one.33
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Initially, the biblical passages read were chosen by the head of the con-
gregation or the Torah reader, as either suitable for the occasion or appro-
priate for the planned sermon. Thus, there was no systematic order for the
substance and length of the public Torah readings until the Rabbis estab-
lished the practice of consecutive readings.

In the Land of Israel, the text was divided into 155 portions, which
were read on each Sabbath in the synagogue so as to cover the entire
Torah in three years (Meg. 29b). In contrast, the large and influential
community of Jews in Babylonia developed the custom of completing
the entire Torah in a single year, and this rule eventually became the gen-
erally accepted practice throughout the world.

The most ceremonial ritual of the synagogue service, especially on the
Sabbath and festivals, is the removal of the Torah from the ark and the
return of the scroll after the reading has been completed. Just as one is
commanded to rise before elders (Lev. 19:32), which the Rabbis extended
to Torah scholars, how much more so should one rise before “a Scroll of
the Law” (Kid. 33b) when it is taken out of the ark and remain standing
until it is laid down on the reading stand. The Torah is carried in a proces-
sion around the synagogue before and after the reading to emulate the
pious men of Jerusalem who “followed it as a mark of respect” (Sof. 14:14).

When carried, the Torah scroll is always covered with a mantle34 so
that the parchment is never touched with bare hands. “One who holds a
Scroll of the Law naked [i.e., without its covering] will be buried naked.”
The Rabbis explained that this means “naked without good deeds [i.e., as
though he had never performed a good deed or fulfilled a commandment]”
(Shab. 14a; Meg. 32a).

It is traditional to use a different scroll for every extra Torah reading
that is required on special occasions. Occasionally, readings are made
from three separate scrolls, as when the Sabbath of Chanukah coincides
with the New Moon of the month of Tevet (Meg. 29b). Employing a sep-
arate scroll for each special reading, rather than using a single scroll and
simply rolling it to the next passage to be read, is based on the Talmudic
principle of k’vod ha-tzibbur (regard for the honor of the congregation)
(Yoma 70a).35

Aliyot

The honor of reciting the blessings over the Torah is called an aliyah
(plural, aliyot), which means “going up.” The number of aliyot varies
widely (Meg. 4:1-2), with the minimum of three people called to the
Torah onMonday and Thursday mornings, on Sabbath afternoons, during
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the Mincha service on Yom Kippur, on the festivals of Chanukah and
Purim, and on all fast days. This could reflect the three classes of Jews
(kohanim, Levites, Israelites) that must be represented; the threefold
division of the Bible (Torah, Prophets,Writings); and the threefold Priestly
Blessing, the first part of which contains three Hebrew words (Meg. 21b).
Each aliyah must consist of a minimum of three verses (Meg. 4:4), and a
public Torah reading must have a minimum of 10 verses (Meg. 21b)—
a practice traditionally related to the number of commandments in the
Decalogue.

There are seven aliyot on Sabbath morning, though some congrega-
tions take advantage of a provision in Jewish law that permits dividing
the Torah portion into more (but not less) than the required number
(Meg. 23a).

There are two traditions concerning the proper way to approach the
bimah when called for an aliyah. One custom is to ascend on the right
and descend from the left, in accordance with the practice of approaching
the Altar in the Temple (Zev. 63a–b). In addition, the entrance to the
Temple Mount was from the right (Mid. 2:2). The other tradition is to
ascend to the bimah by the shortest route and descend by the longest, thus
demonstrating that one is eager to be called for an aliyah and reluctant to
leave.

The precise system for allocating aliyot was developed “for the sake of
preserving peace in the congregation” (Git. 5:8). The privilege of the first
aliyah is given to a kohen (a member of the priestly caste and descendant
of Aaron), while the second person to be called to the Torah is a Levite
(a descendant of the family that also played a major role in the Temple
service). The remaining aliyot are distributed among the rest of the con-
gregation, who are classified as “Israelites.”36 An especially important
honor is the final aliyah for each of the five books of the Torah, based on
the midrashic phrase, “The last [one] is most beloved” (Gen. R. 78:8).37

Torah Blessings

According to Jewish law, the recitation of a blessing is required before
performing most positive commandments, which includes Torah study
(Meg. 21b). Initially, only two Torah blessings were recited—one by the
first person before he began to read and the second by the last person after
he had completed his reading (Meg. 21a). Those in between read their
Torah portions without reciting any blessings at all. The current practice,
in which each person called to the reading of the Torah recites both
blessings (and the preliminary Barchu), is a later rabbinic innovation.
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The stated rationale for this change was “to avoid error on the part of
people entering and leaving the synagogue” (Meg. 21b). Otherwise, a per-
son who came in after the reading had begun, and saw a new person start-
ing to read the Torah without saying a blessing, might think that no
preliminary blessing is necessary.

The Talmud describes two different opinions regarding whether the
Torah scroll should be rolled closed while the Torah blessings are being
recited (Meg. 32a). According to R. Meir, a person called up for an aliyah
should open the scroll, look at the place where the reading is to begin, roll
the scroll closed, recite the first Torah blessing, and then unroll the scroll
for reading. His rationale was that if the scroll were left open, an unin-
formed person might mistakenly think that the blessings are being read
from the scroll itself. R. Judah disagreed, arguing that there was no need
to close the scroll because no one would be foolish enough to imagine
that the blessings were written in it.38

Reading the Torah

Originally, each person called to the Torah read his own portion
(Meg. 3:11). Indeed, the Tosefta states that if only one person was com-
petent to read from the Torah, he was to be given all the aliyot. As Torah
learning among the laypeople declined, there were many communities
where not all Jews knew how to read from the Torah scroll. As a result,
some individuals were prevented from ever having an aliyah. Rather than
publicly humiliate some members of the congregation by showing that
they were so unlearned that they required a substitute to read for them,
the Rabbis turned to an ancient precedent relating to some farmers bring-
ing their first fruits to the Temple in Jerusalem. As the Mishnah relates, at
first those farmers who knew the prayers would recite them, while those
who did not would simply repeat them after the kohen (Bik 3:7). How-
ever, when this led to some unlearned individuals not bringing their
offerings because they were ashamed by this public display of their igno-
rance, the decision was to have everyone repeat the words after the kohen.
Following this example, the Rabbis ruled that an official Torah reader
(baal korei; “master of the reading”) would read for everyone—scholar
and ignorant alike. The baal korei chants the Torah reading using a special
trope—a series of musical notations that was used as early as Talmudic
times, in keeping with the belief of R. Yochanan that the Bible should
be read and studied with a pleasant melody (Meg. 32a).

Although the law explicitly states that a woman may not write a Torah
scroll for public use, it clearly states that she may read the Torah at a public
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service: “All are qualified to be among the seven [who read the Torah before
the congregation on a Sabbath], even a minor and a woman” (Meg. 23a).
However, the text continues, “the Sages said that a woman should not read
the Torah because of k’vod ha-tzibbur [honor of the congregation].”39

Support for this opinion is a similar rabbinic ruling with respect to theGrace
after Meals (Ber. 20b). Although a woman is permitted to recite the Birkat
ha-Mazon on behalf of her husband in certain circumstances, it was consid-
ered demeaning since it would imply that he was incapable of doing so and
thus cast doubt on his education and piety. A spurious argument for prohib-
iting women from publicly reading the Torah is that they may bemenstruat-
ing and somehow render the scroll ritually impure and unfit for use by
touching it. However, the Talmud unequivocally states, “The words of the
Torah are not susceptible to ritual impurity” (Ber. 22a).40

Other Functionaries Related to the Torah Reading

The gabbaim (sing., gabbai) serve as an “honor guard” on either side of the
Torah scroll as it lies on the reading table. According to the Jerusalem
Talmud, just as the Torah was transmitted at Sinai through an intermediary
(Moses), so there must be at least three persons standing on the bimah—the
Torah reader (representing Moses, the “agent” through whom the Torah
was given), and the two synagogue officials (symbolizing God and Israel)
(Meg. 4:11).

Hagbah is the term for raising up the scroll, so that the congregation can
see the text and affirm, “This is the Torah [that Moses placed before the
children of Israel]” (Deut. 4:44). Gelilah refers to rolling up and tying the
Torah scroll and replacing its cover and ornaments. The Talmud does not
appear to separate these two functions, referring primarily to the latter
(Meg. 32a). At one time, the person who received the last aliyah may been
responsible for both holding the Torah and tying the binder around the
scroll, though this could be fraught with hazard and presumably led to the
decision to share the honor between two people. Although these activities
do not require the recitation of a blessing, hagbah and gelilah are considered
religiously significant roles. Some Rabbis viewed the honor of gelilah as hav-
ing the spiritual reward of all the aliyot combined, and thus this task was tra-
ditionally reserved for the most distinguished members of the congregation.

HAFTARAH

The haftarah is a selection from Prophets that is read after the Torah
reading on Sabbaths, major festivals, and fast days. The custom of adding
a prophetic section after the Torah reading probably dates back to the
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days before the Hasmonean revolt in the second century BCE, when
Antiochus Epiphanes issued a decree banning public reading of the
Torah. Since other public readings in the synagogue were still permitted,
the Rabbis added the reading of prophetic verses that related directly or
indirectly to the topic of the Torah reading scheduled for that week. Just
as it had been traditional to read a minimum of three Torah verses for
each of the seven aliyot at Sabbath morning services, the Rabbis ruled
that a minimum of 21 verses be divided among the seven called up to read
from the Prophets (Meg. 23b). As with the readings from the Torah, the
Talmud lists specific haftarot only for the festivals and special Sabbaths
(Meg. 31a–b). The prophetic readings for ordinary Sabbaths (just as the
Torah readings) were not predetermined until after the Talmudic period.

Maftir

The person who reads the haftarah is known as the maftir (lit., “one
who concludes”), since this individual also is called up for the last part
of the Torah portion. On the Sabbath, the maftir is not included in the
minimum obligatory number of seven persons who must be called up for
aliyot. The rabbinic explanation for having the person who is to chant
the haftarah being first called to the Torah for an aliyah is “out of respect
for the Torah,” for otherwise it would appear that the Books of the Proph-
ets were considered equal to the Law of Moses (Meg. 23a).

PSALM OF THE DAY

Each morning in the Temple, the Levites chanted a psalm appropriate
to that day of the week. As a memorial to the destroyed Temple, the
Rabbis added these psalms to the daily morning service in the synagogue,
and the Talmud explains how each psalm was related to its respective day
(RH 31a).

Personal Prayers

BEDTIME PRAYERS

Before going to bed, the traditional Jew recites a prayer unit that is
built around the Shema and was considered as protection against the
demonic dangers of the night (Ber. 5a). For busy scholars, the Talmud
prescribed adding a verse of supplication (Ber. 4b–5a), such as, “Into Your
hand I commit my spirit. You have redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God”
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(Ps. 31:6). However, this brief formula was not considered sufficient for
normal use, and the Rabbis developed a more elaborate set of psalms
and prayers that, with some additions, has become the standard ritual
(Ber. 60b).

BLESSINGS BEFORE EATING

Based on the biblical verse, “The earth and all it contains is the Lord’s”
(Ps. 24:1), the Rabbis taught, “To enjoy [the pleasures of] this world with-
out reciting a blessing is like stealing from God” (Ber. 35b). Thus, the
blessings before eating and drinking are the equivalent of asking for
(and receiving) official authorization to partake of Divine property. For
the Rabbis, this approach resolved the apparent conflict in the verse,
“The heavens belong to the Lord, but the earth He gave over to man”
(Ps. 115:16). Before one says a blessing, the bounty of the earth is the
Lord’s; however, after reciting the appropriate blessing, human beings
are free to enjoy everything that the earth produces (Ber. 35a–b).

The blessing before eating bread baked from the flour of wheat, barley,
oats, rye, and spelt—the five grains mentioned or alluded to in the Torah
as indigenous to the Land of Israel—concludes ha-motzi lechemmin ha-aretz
(Who brings forth bread from the earth). According to the Talmud, recit-
ing the single blessing for bread at the beginning of a meal “suffices for all
kinds of food [eaten during the meal],” except for wine and fresh fruit,
which require separate blessings (Ber. 41b).

GRACE AFTER MEALS (BIRKAT HA-MAZON)

The commandment to thank God after a meal is based on the verse,
“You shall eat and be satisfied, and bless the Lord your God” (Deut. 8:10).
The full Birkat ha-Mazon, consisting of four blessings, is recited only after
a meal at which one has eaten bread of an amount at least equivalent to
the size of an olive (ke-zayit), approximately one ounce by volume.
According to the Talmud, the four blessings arose from different sources
(Ber. 48b). The first (praising God for providing food for all creatures) is
attributed to Moses upon receiving manna from Heaven; the second
(expressing thanks for the good land [of Israel]) was composed by Joshua
when he conquered the land of Canaan; and the third (a plea for Divine
mercy, the rebuilding of Jerusalem, and the restoration of the ancient
Temple and Davidic kingdom) was written by David and Solomon
because of their respective roles in making Jerusalem the capital of the
Israelite state and building the Temple. The core of the fourth blessing
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(ha-Tov v’ha-Meitiv; “Who is good andWho does good”) was added by the
Rabbis after the unsuccessful Bar Kochba rebellion in the second century
CE, in gratitude both for the corpses at Betar not decaying and spreading
disease and for the Romans finally granting the Jews permission to bury
them.

The Grace after Meals may be recited in any language (Sot. 33a), but
must be said at the table from which one has eaten. Whenever three or
more have eaten bread together, one of them must summon the others
to say Birkat ha-Mazon according to a Talmudic formula known as zimmun
(invitation) (Ber. 49b).

TEFILLAT HA-DERECH

The recitation of Tefillat ha-Derech (Prayer for a Journey, or Wayfarer’s
Prayer) at the start of each day’s travels is based on the Talmudic dictum
that a person who “passes through a place infested with beasts or bands
of robbers” must say a short prayer to complete the journey safely (Ber.
29b). It is always said in the first person plural since it applies not only to
the Jewish traveler who recites it, but to all those who are making the trip.
(For the custom of shaliach l’dvar mitzvah to protect travelers, see p. 65.)

THANKSGIVING BLESSING (BIRKAT HA-GOMEL)

Birkat ha-Gomel (He who bestows [good]) is a thanksgiving blessing
recited by a person who has been saved from a life-threatening situation.
According to the Talmud, it must be said by anyone who has completed a
sea voyage or a hazardous land journey, recovered from a serious illness, or
been released from prison or captivity (Ber. 54b).

NOTES

1. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 339–40.
2. Ibid., 116–19; 530–41.
3. Cohen, 240–41.
4. Abraham “[rose up early in the morning and] hurried to the place where he

had stood before the Lord” (Gen. 19:27), and “standing” always means “praying”;
Isaac went out “to meditate in the field toward evening” (Gen. 24:63); and Jacob
prayed before he went to sleep on his stone pillow and dreamed of angels ascending
and descending the ladder connecting the earth to heaven (Gen. 28:11).

5. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 26–27.
6. Ibid., 28.
7. This refers to Babylonia, a low-lying country that would be swamped by

an excess of rain.
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8. Martin, 17.
9. The Hebrew word tzibbur is an acronym for tzadikim, beinonim, and

risha’im—righteous, average, and wicked—indicating that all three are compo-
nents of the congregation of Israel.

10. By detaining them, since the congregation would not resume the service
until R. Akiva had finished his Tefillah.

11. The rabbis generally discouraged bowing at the beginning and end of
each prayer, considering it an excessive display of piety (Ber. 34a).

12. Barchu, repetition of the Amidah with Kedushah, Torah and haftarah read-
ings, Priestly Blessing, and Kaddish.

13. Comforting the mourners, the recital of the Sheva Berachot at wedding
ceremonies, and the special invitation (zimmun) including the word Eloheinu
preceding the Birkat ha-Mazon (Grace after Meals).

14. Therefore, several different counting customs developed to determine
whether a minyan is present. Some use verses from Psalms that consist of 10
Hebrew words (5:8, 28:9, 145:15). A different approach is to say “not one, not
two,” thus pretending that one is not actually counting.

15. Donin, To be a Jew, 180.
16. As part of the ceremony to determine the suspected woman’s guilt or

innocence, the Torah records that “the priest shall set the woman before the
Lord, and uncover the woman’s hair” (Num. 5:18).

17. Because the explicit purpose of the tzitzit is “that you may see them [and
recall all the commandments of the Lord and obey them, so that you do not go
astray after your own heart and eyes]” (Num. 15:39), the tallit is worn only during
the day.

18. Another explanation is that garments with four corners on which fringes
were hung were originally considered to be male attire, and the Bible forbids a
woman from wearing a man’s clothing (and vice versa; Deut. 22:5).

19. Exod. 13:1–10, 11–16; Deut. 6:4–9, 11:13–21.
20. The word berachot (singular, beracha) comes from a verb meaning to

“bow” or bend the “knee” (berech), thus indicating an act of submission to God.
21. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 91.
22. The lamp, rooster, and donkey would have alerted them to R. Akiva’s

presence.
23. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 66.
24. The sole exception is on Yom Kippur, when Israel elevates itself to the

pure and sin-free level of angels.
25. Donin, To Pray as a Jew, 150.
26. ArtScroll Siddur, 92.
27. This paragraph also contains the commandments to teach Torah to the

children; learn Torah on every possible occasion; put tefillin on one’s arms and
head; and place mezuzot on the doorposts of the house.

28. Millgram, Jewish Worship, 444–46.
29. Based on the verse, “God stands in the assembly of God [interpreted as

pious scholars]” (Ps. 82:1).”
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30. The most famous of these concluding prayers, by Mar bar Ravina,
remains in the modern prayer book (see the section Addressing Prayers to God,
p. 236). That of Rav has become the opening of the prayer for the new month
(see Birkat ha-Hodesh, p. 206).

31. Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer, 87.
32. ArtScroll Siddur, 67.
33. Donin, To Pray as a Jew, 233.
34. In the Middle Eastern and Sephardic traditions, the scroll is surrounded

by a cylindrical or octagonal case. Known as a tik, this originated in tenth-
century Iraq and is usually elaborately decorated and inscribed. It opens like a
book to reveal the scroll, which is not removed and is read in an upright position.

35. For similar reasons, the Torah scroll is always prepared in advance, rolled
to the proper place before the service begins.

36. This practice is not followed in egalitarian congregations.
37. This relates to the verse (Gen. 33:2) in which Jacob, fearing a conflict

with his brother Esau, placed his adored Rachel and her son Joseph in the safest
position at the rear.

38. Ashkenazic Jews generally follow the ruling of R. Meir and close the
scroll while the Torah blessings are recited (or cover it with the mantle or a spe-
cial cloth). Sephardic Jews usually neither roll the Torah scroll closed nor cover
it when reciting the blessings (Kolatch, This Is the Torah, 188–89).

39. If a woman were to read from the Torah, it would give the impression
that there was no male qualified to do so.

40. Therefore, a menstruating woman is permitted to hold or kiss a Torah,
just as she may touch and kiss a mezuzah, which encases a parchment scroll of
passages from the Torah.
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CHAPTER 13

Food and Drink

OVERVIEW

The Rabbis realized that a good diet was essential and offered many sug-
gestions as to proper eating habits as well as to specific foods that were
beneficial to health or adversely affected it.

The Talmud cautions that one should eat and drink while sitting, for
doing so while standing “weakens the body of a man . . . Eat a third [of
the capacity of your stomach], drink a third, and leave a third for when
you get angry [lest your passion cause you to burst], and then you will have
had your fill. . . .Do not eat too much of a food you enjoy, and do not delay
when you need to relieve yourself [i.e., go to the bathroom]” (Git. 70a).
“He who eats a tenth of an ephah1 [in 24 hours] is healthy and blessed. He
who consumes a greater quantity is a glutton, and he who consumes less
suffers from bad digestion” (Er. 83b).

Eating fancy food is a wasteful expense, for “the palate consumes the
gold” (Lev. R. 18). “A man can live without spices, but not without
wheat” (Mid. Ps. 2:16). “One who eats fatty meats [squanders his money
on costly dishes] must hide from his creditors in the attic, but one who
eats vegetables may sit in the town square [a public area] afraid of no
one, since he is not in debt” (Pes. 114a). A rabbinic tale relates that when
two men entered a shop, “One ate coarse bread and vegetables, while
the other consumed fine bread, fat meat, an oily sauce, and old wine.
The one who ate fine food came out feeling sick, while the one who had



coarse food showed no ill effects. Similarly, have you ever seen a donkey
or a camel in convulsions [because of stomach upset]?” (Eccles. R. 1:18).

“Chew well with your teeth, and you will find it [the food] in your steps
[i.e., you will have more energy].”2 Eating a good meal was considered
valuable for one’s mental outlook. R. Abdimi said, “Before a man eats
and drinks he has difficulty making up his mind; but afterwards he is deci-
sive and no longer confused” (BB 12b). However, the Rabbis warned that
“a full stomach is a bad thing,” based on the verse: “When they were
sated, they grew haughty and forgot Me” (Hos. 13:6). The Rabbis also
taught, “Until age 40, [solid] food is more beneficial; thereafter, liquids
are better for you” (Shab. 152a).

One who is traveling should eat less than at home and “no more than
one eats in years of famine.” A reason given in Babylonia for this advice
was “to prevent digestive troubles,” while the sages in the Land of Israel
made this recommendation “to make his provisions last [throughout the
entire journey]” (Taan. 10b). The Rabbis also advocated resting after eat-
ing and drinking. Among the “five who are nearer to death than to life”
are those who eat or drink and then “rise immediately” (Taan. 10b). Dis-
playing an understanding of the dangers of spoilage, the Rabbis observed:
“One who eats peeled garlic, a peeled onion, or a shelled egg, or drinks
diluted liquids, [any of which were] exposed over night, forfeits his life
and his blood is upon his own head” (Nid. 17a).

“Each person is the best judge of his own appetite. When you are still
hungry, eat; if you are still thirsty, drink” (Ber. 62b). Despite this state-
ment, most laborers ate their morning meal at work and their evening
meal when they returned home. Breakfast was recognized as the most
important meal of the day, and the Rabbis cited its 13 values:

It protects from heat, cold, winds, and evil spirits; helps make the
simple wise; causes one to triumph in a lawsuit [i.e., the contented-
ness that a good breakfast engenders allows the litigant to plead his
case to best advantage]; helps one learn and teach Torah; makes
his words heeded [because he has the energy to explain them prop-
erly]; and allows one to remember what he has studied. One who
eats a good breakfast does not perspire excessively [causing a bad
body odor], has affection for his wife and does not lust after other
women, and [a good breakfast] kills intestinal worms. Some say, it
also expels jealousy and induces love. (BM 107b)

Moreover, the Talmud recommended that a person “have an early break-
fast in the summer because of the heat, and in the winter [to provide
warmth during] the cold,” in accordance with the proverb that “60 men
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may pursue one who has an early morning meal but will not overtake
him” (BK 92b).

The Rabbis listed the appropriate breakfast time for those engaged in
specific occupations. Dividing the day into 12 hours (6 a.m. to 6 p.m.), the
Rabbis said: “The first hour [of the day] is the mealtime for gladiators,
the second for robbers [thieves remain awake all night and sleep during
the first hour of the day]; the third for heirs [property owners who do not
have to work for a living and thus could eat earlier than others]; the fourth
for laborers [in the field], the fifth for all [other] people.” According to
R. Pappa, “The fourth [hour] is the mealtime for people generally, the fifth
for [agricultural] laborers, and the sixth for Torah scholars.” Having break-
fast after that time “is like throwing a stone into a barrel [i.e., of no ben-
efit]” (Shab. 10a).

In addition to grains, the diet during rabbinic time generally consisted
of vegetables, legumes (especially lentils), fruits, and nuts (especially
almonds, walnuts, and pistachios). Olives were a major source of oil and
also preserved. Eggs and fish were occasionally consumed; meat was con-
sidered a luxury and infrequently eaten by the poor. Herbs and spices
(used as flavoring, for medicinal purposes, and as incense) included cori-
ander, cumin, pepper and ginger (imported from Arabia and India), fenu-
greek, dill, sesame seeds, and fennel.3 Certain foods and combinations
were forbidden (see Dietary Laws, below). According to Rav, “A meal
without salt is no meal”; Hiyya bar Abba believed, “A meal without soup
is no meal” (Ber. 44a).

Displaying an understanding of human anatomy in discussing the cus-
tom of reclining at the Passover seder, the Talmud recommends that a per-
son not lie on the right side or back lest “he may put [his food] into the
windpipe before the esophagus and thus endanger himself ” (Pes. 108a).
Similarly, “One should not converse at meals lest the windpipe acts before
the esophagus and his life be endangered” (Taan. 5b). R. Akiva warned,
“He who eats foods that do not agree with him violates three command-
ments: he has despised himself, despised the foods, and recited a blessing
improperly” (ARN 26).

The Wisdom of Ben Sira offers advice for proper eating habits: “If you
are sitting at a grand table, do not lick your lips and exclaim, ‘What a
spread!’ . . .Do not reach for everything you see or jostle your fellow guest
at the dish; judge his feelings by your own and always behave consider-
ately . . . If you are dining in a large group, do not reach out your hand
before the others. A man of good upbringing is content with little, and
he is [consequently] not short of breath when he goes to bed. The mod-
erate eater enjoys healthy sleep; he rises early, feeling refreshed.
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But sleeplessness, indigestion, and colic are the lot of the glutton”
(31: 12–15, 18–20).4

DIETARY LAWS (KASHRUT)

From a Hebrew root meaning “fit” or “proper,” kashrut is the collective
term for the Jewish regulations and customs that specify what types of
food are permitted for consumption and how they are to be prepared.
The Torah specifies that to be kosher quadripeds must both chew the
cud (ruminant) and have completely cloven (divided) hooves,5 and that
fish have fins and scales (Lev. 11:1–13). For birds, however, the situation
is less clear. Although 20 nonkosher species are named (Lev. 11:13–19;
Deut. 14:11–18), thus implying that all others are kosher, over time the
precise identities of some of the biblically prohibited birds became
unclear. The Talmud posits the general rule that all birds of prey and
scavengers that eat carrion are prohibited (Hul. 59a).

Shechitah

The Talmud prescribes detailed regulations for the ritual slaughtering
of animals (shechitah). In addition, it requires a detailed examination
(bedikah) of the carcass. Any defect of the major organs renders the ani-
mal “treif ” and forbidden for consumption. Initially, the word referred to
the flesh of an animal torn by a wild beast or bird. It later was applied to
the flesh of any injured or diseased animal that would not have lived for
more than a year (Hul. 3:1). Eventually, treif became the generic term
for any unkosher product that was not ritually fit for Jewish consumption.

Jewish law prohibits eating the flesh of any animal that has died with-
out kosher slaughter. Termed nevelah, this includes not only an animal
that died naturally, but also one killed by hunting or not correctly slaugh-
tered. Although some authorities prohibited selling this animal to non-
Jews, R. Meir stated that the owner of the carcass had the right to benefit
from it by selling it to a gentile, even though it could not be eaten by a
Jew (Pes. 21b).

Mixing Milk and Meat

The prohibition against mixing milk and meat derives from the verse,
“You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk” (Exod. 23:19; 34:26;
Deut. 14:21). The Rabbis interpreted its threefold repetition as defining
three separate prohibitions: cooking meat and milk together; eating
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such a mixture; and deriving any benefit from it (such as savoring the
aroma or feeding it to a pet) (Hul. 115b). In order to create a “fence
around the Torah,” the Rabbis decreed that the separation of meat from
milk must be as complete as possible. Thus, it is necessary to use sepa-
rate utensils (pots, pans, dishes, and flatware) for dairy foods and meat.6

Rationales for the Dietary Laws

Many attempts have been made to explain the dietary laws. The Bible
simply defines them as hukim, Divine statutes that by definition are not
explained in the text. Nevertheless, the underlying rationale for the laws
of kashrut is stated in the verse, “You shall sanctify yourselves and be holy,
for I [your God] am holy” (Lev. 11:44). According to the Rabbis, rather
than saying, “I do not like the flesh of swine,” one should say, “I like it,
but must abstain seeing that the Torah has forbidden it” (Sifra 11:22).

The dietary laws preserved the distinction between Jews and other
neighboring peoples. For the early Rabbis, the secret of Jewish survival
was separatism—being a holy people required being a people apart. As
expressed in the earlier apocryphal Book of Jubilees (22:16): “Separate
yourself from the nations, do not eat with them, do not act according to
their deeds, and do not associate with them, because their work is
uncleanliness, all their ways are contamination, detestation and abomi-
nation. They slaughter their sacrifices to the dead and pray to demons.”

Yet the dietary laws also added an important positive element to
Jewish life by sanctifying the act of eating and introducing a more
humane way of slaughtering.

SPECIFIC FOODS AND DRINKS

Bread

For the Rabbis, bread was an essential element of every meal. They
introduced a special blessing (ha-Motzi) to be recited before eating bread
from one of the five species of cereals grown in the Land of Israel (wheat,
barley, spelt, oats, rye) (Ber. 37a). During Talmudic times, it became cus-
tomary for the head of the household to recite the blessing and then break
off pieces of bread and pass them around to those at the table (Ber. 46a).
After eating bread at least the size of an olive, a full Birkat ha-Mazon
(Grace after Meals) must be said.

According to the Talmud, the fare of a poor man is “bread with salt”
(Ber. 2b). This is also all that is required for one who studies Torah:
“A morsel of bread with salt you shall eat, and water by measure you shall
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drink, and upon the ground you shall sleep, and a life of privation you
shall live, and in the Torah you shall labor” (Avot 6:4). According to
one Rabbi, bread should be made of fine wheat flour, since “barley flour
is harmful in creating tapeworms” (Ber. 36a). However, another main-
tains, “One who can eat [less expensive] barley bread and eats wheat
bread instead, violates the prohibition on wasting food” (Shab. 140b).
As an indication of the high regard the Rabbis had for bread, the Talmud
notes: “Raw meat should not be placed on bread; a full cup [of wine]
should not be passed along over bread [lest some spill on it], bread should
not be thrown [across the table], and a dish should not be propped up
[on it]” (Ber. 50b).

Egg

Based on the Talmudic dictum, “That which emerges from the clean
[animal] is clean” (Bech. 1:2; 5b), it is an established principle that the
eggs of clean birds are permitted for food. Because the hard shell of
the egg is formed even before it has been laid, the egg is regarded as “com-
pleted on its issue”—an entity independent from the fowl that laid it and
thus not subject to the prohibition against eating a part of a living animal
or the law forbidding eating meat (extended by the Rabbis to fowl) with
milk (Betz. 6b). However, because “that which emerges from the unclean
[animal] is unclean,” the eggs of forbidden birds are prohibited.

Even the eggs of permitted birds are forbidden if they have been fertil-
ized, which generally results in a dark spot in certain parts of the albumen.
Although the Rabbis disagreed as to the significance of blood spots in vari-
ous locations (Hul. 64b), the general rule is that any spot of blood in the
egg renders it unfit for consumption. The sole exception is an egg that
comes from a chicken in an area where there is no rooster. Because it could
not have been fertilized, the egg may be eaten if the spot is removed.

According to the Rabbis, “An egg is superior [in food value] to the
same quantity of any other kind of food . . .A lightly roasted egg is supe-
rior to six measures of fine flour . . . and a boiled egg is better than the
same quantity of any other kind of food except meat” (Ber. 44b).

The egg was also an important standard of measurement, from which
were calculated such larger volumes as the log (6 eggs), kab (24 eggs),
and se’ah (144 eggs). The Talmud stressed that this referred to a hen’s
egg rather than to one of the Bar Yokani, a gigantic member of the ostrich
family (Yoma 80a). According to legend, a huge egg once fell from this
fabulous bird in midflight, “And its contents swamped 16 cities and
destroyed 300 cedar trees” (Bech. 57b).7
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Fish

Unlike meat, there is no requirement for fish to be slaughtered ritually
(shechitah) and their blood is not prohibited. However, the Rabbis prohib-
ited eating fish and meat together because they were convinced that this
mixture was dangerous for one’s health (Pes. 76b). The Talmud states,
“One who regularly eats small fish will not suffer with his bowels. More-
over, small fish stimulate propagation [sexual activity] and strengthen
the entire body” (Ber. 40a).

As a symbol of fertility because of the large numbers of eggs they lay,
fish were eaten by women desiring to conceive a child. Fish were thought
to bring luck, based on the fact that Pisces (the zodiac sign for fish) usually
falls during Adar, the month of Purim, when “our joy greatly increases”
(Taan 29a).

Fruits

The biblical description of Israel as “a land flowing with milk and honey”
(Exod. 13:5) refers to a thick syrup made from dates (or figs or grapes). Only
during the Talmudic period did honey come to refer specifically to bee’s
honey. Although the honey from a bee should be forbidden since the bee
is considered an unclean insect, the Rabbis permitted its use on the grounds
that honey is not produced by the bee but rather comes from the nectar of a
flower and is merely stored in the insect’s body (Bech. 7b). According to the
Talmud, “Dates warm [the body], satisfy, act as a laxative, provide energy
[strengthen the body], and [although sweet] do not lend to finickiness [make
one dependent on fancy foods] . . .They remove three things: bad thought
[worry], intestinal sickness, and hemorrhoids” (Ket. 10b).

The apple is noted in the Bible for its sweet fragrance, taste, and shape-
liness. Noting that the apple tree blossoms before it shoots forth its leaves,
the Rabbis (Shab. 88a) made an analogy to the Israelites, who gave prec-
edence to “we will do” over “we will understand” (Exod. 24:7). (See also
haroset, p. 222.)

The fruit of the carob tree was usually eaten only by the poor. How-
ever, the Talmud relates that it was so nutritious that Hanina ben Dosa
lived “from one Sabbath eve to another” on carobs alone (Taan. 24b).
Similarly, for 12 years, carobs sustained Shimon bar Yochai and his son
while they hid in a cave from the Romans (Shab. 33b).

Garlic

The Rabbis taught that garlic “satiates [satisfies the appetite], keeps
the body warm, brightens the face, increases semen [potency], and kills
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intestinal worms. Some say it fosters love and removes jealousy [by pro-
ducing a feeling of well-being]” (BK 82a). Considering it an aphro-
disiac, the Jerusalem Talmud recommends that garlic be eaten on
Friday evenings since “it promotes love and arouses desire” (JT Meg.
4:1, 75a).

Meat

The Talmud states that those who “engage in Torah study may eat the
flesh of beast and fowl,” while an “am ha-aretz” [common person] may not
consume meat on a regular basis (Pes. 49b). The exception was the Sabbath
and festivals, when eating meat was considered obligatory since “there is no
joy without meat and wine.” Judah ben Bathyra disagreed, arguing that eat-
ing meat was required only “when the Temple was in existence”; following
its destruction, one can rejoice merely with wine, based on the verse from
Psalms (104:5), “Wine . . . cheers the heart of men” (Pes. 109a).

The Rabbis considered poultry superior to meat, and meat better than
fish (Num. R. 21:25). “The best of cattle is the ox; the best of birds is the
fowl [chicken]” (BM 86b). However, those recovering from illnesses were
to avoid “beef, fat meat, roast meat, poultry, and roasted egg” since they
“bring a man’s sickness on again in a severe form” (Ber. 57b).

The Talmud admits that human beings were initially designed to
consume a vegetarian diet. “Adam was not permitted to eat flesh . . .Only
at the time of the sons of Noah [after the flood] was meat permitted”
(Sanh. 59b). The Rabbis maintained, “A person should not eat meat
unless he has a special craving for it,” and only if he can afford it.

Milk

The Rabbis permitted consumption of the milk of clean animals (cows,
sheep, goats), even though it comes “from the living” (Bech. 6b). How-
ever, the Talmud prohibited Jews from consuming “milk which a heathen
milked without an Israelite watching him,” because of the fear that the
former may have inadvertently mixed it with milk from an unclean ani-
mal (Av. Zar. 2:6; 35b). Similarly, the Talmud banned eating cheese
made by gentiles, because the rennet used to curdle the milk might have
come from the stomach of a nonkosher animal, a kosher animal not
slaughtered according to the requirements of the dietary laws, or one sac-
rificed as part of an idolatrous rite (Av. Zar. 2:5; 34b–35a).

The Rabbis believed that drinking milk was valuable for having bright
white teeth (Gen. R. 49:12).
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Oil

Olive oil was one of the seven species of agricultural produce that
symbolized the fertility of the Land of Israel (Deut. 8:8). The Rabbis fre-
quently compared Israel to an olive tree (see p. 18, 151). According to
R. Isaac, “Just as the olive tree bears fruit only after many years, so Israel
will flourish at the end of time.’ ” The Midrash (Song. R. 1:21) adds, “Just
as a drop of oil spills out when a drop of water falls into a full cup of oil, so
when a word of Torah enters the heart a word of scoffing leaves it. As oil
brings light to the world, so Israel brings light to the world: ‘And nations
shall walk at your light, and kings at the brightness of your rising’ ”
(Isa. 60:3).

Although its fruit comes in various sizes, the olive was a common stan-
dard of measurement. Indeed, the phrase “ke-zayit”([as large] as an olive)
is often used in the Talmud to indicate the minimum amount required
to fulfill a ritual obligation.

Salt

The Torah required seasoning every grain offering with salt (Lev. 2:13),
but the Talmud extended this requirement to all sacrifices (Men. 20a).
With the destruction of the Temple and its sacrificial rituals, the family
dining table came to symbolize the Holy Altar. Therefore, the command-
ment to bring salt with every offering is recalled by sprinkling it over the
challah at Sabbath and festival meals.

Salt was deemed essential to life and eaten with every meal. “Salt lends
a sweet taste to meat” (Ber. 5a). “After every food eat salt, and after every
beverage drink water, and you will come to no harm. [However,] if one
eats any kind of food without taking salt after it, or drinks any beverage
without taking water after it, during the day he will be troubled with
bad breath and during the night with croup” (Ber. 40a). According to
the Jerusalem Talmud, “Salt is cheap and pepper dear; the world can exist
without pepper but not without salt” (JT Hor. 48c). However, salt (and
leaven) were among three things for which “a little is good but a large
amount is harmful” (Ber. 34a), and salt was one of eight things that
“decrease seminal fluid” (Git. 70a).

Vegetables

Vegetables constituted a substantial part of the diet during the Talmudic
period. The statement, “No scholar should dwell in a townwhere vegetables
are not available” (Er. 55b), indicates that they were considered an
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important and wholesome food. However, the Rabbis cautioned, “Woe to
the house [i.e., stomach] through which vegetables are always passing!”
implying that excessive amounts of vegetables are potentially dangerous.
Deemed harmful when uncooked, “All raw vegetables make the complex-
ion pale” (Ber. 44b). Support for the need to cook vegetables is found in
an earlier statement, “The broth of beet is beneficial for the heart and good
for the eyes, and needless to say for the bowels,” but one Rabbi stressed that
this was true “only if it is left on the stove until it goes tuk, tuk [i.e., the
sound made when it has been brought to a boil]” (Ber. 39b). Raw vegetables
eaten early in the morning were said to cause bad breath (Ber. 44b).

R. Hisda offered several observations about vegetables. “When a scholar
buys vegetables, let him buy long ones, for one bunch is like another
[in thickness], and so the length comes of itself [i.e., the additional length
is extra value, since presumably the price was not increased].” He did not
eat vegetables when poor or rich. “When poor, because they whet one’s
appetite [and I did not have enough bread to satisfy it].” When rich, he
thought, “Let the place where the vegetables can enter [i.e., my mouth] be
rather filled with meat and fish [which are more nutritious]!” (Shab. 140b).

The Rabbis recommended certain vegetables more than others. Eating
lentils once every 30 days prevented croup, but eating them every day
caused bad breath (Ber. 40a). “Horse-beans are bad for the teeth but good
for the bowels,” and thus must be well cooked and swallowed rather than
chewed. “Cabbage is nourishing and beets are good for healing” (Ber.
44b). R. Hisda stated, “A dish of beets is beneficial for the heart and good
for the eyes and even more so for the bowels,” though Abaye said this
applied to those that had been thoroughly cooked (Er. 29a).

Radish was termed a “life-giving drug” (Er. 56a), but “R. Hanina ate half
an onion and half of its poisonous fluid and became so ill that he was on the
point of dying. His colleagues, however, begged for heavenly mercy, and he
recovered because his contemporaries needed him” (Er. 29b).

The Rabbis offered tips on how to counteract the dangers related to
eating certain vegetables. “[To overcome the harmful effects of] lettuce,
eat radishes; for radishes, eat leeks; for leeks, drink hot water.” Indeed,
drinking hot water was considered a panacea for treating the harmful
effects of all vegetables (Pes. 116a).

Water

The Rabbis recommended drinking large quantities of water with
meals to prevent sickness. How much should one drink? “A cup of water
to a loaf of bread” (Ber. 40a). “Eating without drinking is harmful and a
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source of intestinal ailments [indigestion]. If one eats without [afterward]
walking [at least] four cubits, his food rots [inside him] and leads to bad
breath. If one eats when needing to relieve himself, it is like an oven that
is heated over its ashes [new fuel being added without the old ashes being
cleaned out], and this is the beginning of a [disagreeable] perspiration
odor” (Shab. 41a). Drinking a pitcher of water after a breakfast of bread
dipped in salt would prevent the “83 different kinds of illnesses connected
with abnormalities of the gallbladder” (BK 92b).

Wine

The Talmud extols the virtues of wine and considers it the best medi-
cine: “Only where there is no wine are drugs required [to cure disease]”
(BB 58b). Rava claimed, “Wine and spices have helped to make me wise”
(Hor. 13b). “A person in whose house wine is not poured like water has
not attained the state of blessedness” (Er. 65a).

Nevertheless, the Rabbis warned that overindulgence in wine could lead
to severe consequences. The Talmud suggests that the tree from which
Adam and Eve ate in the Garden of Eden was the vine, “for nothing else
but wine brings [so much] woe to man” (Sanh. 70a–b). Other Talmudic
verses warn of the danger of too much wine: “Do not become intoxicated
and you will not sin” (Ber. 29b); “wine reddens the faces of the wicked in
this world and makes them white [with shame] in the next . . . [and] wine
leads to bloodshed” (Sanh. 70a). Wine loosens the lips, so that “when wine
enters [the body], the secrets comes out” (Sanh. 38a). A judge who “drank a
quarter of a log [about 2.5 ounces] of wine must not give a legal decision”;
R. Nathan believed this was too lenient a ruling, admitting that after drink-
ing that much wine “my mind is not clear” (Er. 64a).

Noting that the biblical section on the Nazirite immediately follows
one concerning the sotah, a woman suspected of adultery, the Rabbis also
link wine with sexual immorality: “Wine leads both man and woman to
unchastity” (Num. R. 10:4). “One cup [of wine] is good for a woman;
two will result in her being disgraced; after three she verbally solicits
[her husband for marital relations, acting like a prostitute]; [but if she
has] four, she solicits even a donkey in the street and cares not [i.e., she
loses all self respect and sense of shame]” (Ket. 65a).

In a cynical vein, R. Hanin observed, “Wine was created for the sole
purpose of comforting mourners and rewarding the wicked [for the little
good they may have done in the world]” (Er. 65a). R. Helbo even blamed
wine as the cause for the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, arguing that they were
so preoccupied with this and other pleasures of the flesh that they
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neglected learning and lost faith, which ultimately led to their exile and
disappearance (Er. 65a).

Jews were forbidden to drink wine prepared by gentiles lest some of it
may have been used as a libation in a pagan ceremony connected with
idol worship (Av. Zar. 55b–60a). In rabbinic times, this decree remained
in effect to prevent Jews from fraternizing with gentiles in social situa-
tions, which could lead to assimilation or intermarriage. An exception
is wine that is mevushal (boiled), since idolaters used only raw wine in
their sacrificial system (Av. Zar. 29b).

In a classic legend, when Noah prepared to plant a vineyard after
emerging from the ark following the Flood (Gen. 9:20), Satan volun-
teered to assist him. He slew a sheep, a lion, a pig, and a monkey under
the vine, allowing their blood to drench the soil. That is why “before a
man drinks wine he is simple like a sheep and quiet like a lamb in front
of its shearers. When he is drunk in moderation, he is strong like a lion
and declares that none is his equal in the world. When he has drunk more
than enough, he becomes like a pig wallowing in filth. When he is intoxi-
cated, he becomes like a dancing monkey, uttering obscenities before all
and ignorant of what he is doing” (Tanh. Noah 13).

The Talmud contains such aphorisms relating to wine as: “Wine drunk
during a meal will not intoxicate, but wine consumed after a meal will”
(JT Pes. 10:6), and “A mile walk or a little sleep counteracts the effects
of wine” (Sanh. 22b). One Rabbi disagreed with the latter statement,
arguing that it applies only to a person who had consumed a small amount
of wine; after drinking a larger amount, “A walk would only cause him
more fatigue, and sleep would produce more intoxication” (Er. 64b).

A midrash indicates the difficulty of curing a person addicted to wine.
An elderly drunkard would sell his household goods to buy wine. One
time when he was drunk senseless, his sons, thinking that a severe fright
might cure him of his addiction, took him to the cemetery and left him
there. A caravan passed by laden with leather bottles containing wine.
Suddenly they heard a loud noise arising from the city and decided to
investigate, after first unloading their goods. The old drunkard awoke,
saw a leather bottle at his head, and promptly drained it all before again
falling asleep. When his sons came for him, they found the bottle at his
mouth and exclaimed, “If God sees fit to provide him with drink even
in the cemetery, what can we be expected to do?” (Lev. R. 12:1).

NOTES

1. Ancient Hebrew dry measure, 10 times larger than an omer.
2. As in the rabbinic proverb, “The stomach carries the feet” (Gen. R. 70:8).
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3. Roden, 22–24.
4. Ben Sira adds, “If you cannot avoid overeating at a feast, leave the table

and find relief by vomiting.”
5. The camel, hyrax, and pig are specifically forbidden.
6. In Yiddish, these are known respectively as milchig and fleishig.
7. Cutler, 120.
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CHAPTER 14

Health

OVERVIEW

In Jewish thought, the concept of “health” entails physical, emotional, and
spiritual well-being—health of both body and soul. Each person is respon-
sible for taking those steps necessary to preserve health and for seeking
qualified medical care when needed. Because the body is viewed as a vessel
for the soul and the instrument through which one worships God and
carries out the Divine will, taking proper care of the body is a mitzvah,
for only a healthy body is capable of sustaining a holy soul. As the caretaker
of a body on loan from God, it is incumbent on each person to keep the
Divine vessel clean (Lev. R. 34:3). Indeed, the Talmud states that a Jew
may not live in a town without a bathhouse (BK 46a).

Are physicians permitted to heal? Agreeing with the frequent biblical
description of sickness as Divine punishment for sin, the Talmud says:
“If a man sees that painful sufferings visit him, let him examine his con-
duct. If he examines and finds nothing [objectionable], let him attribute
it to neglect of Torah study.” If he still finds nothing, the conclusion must
be that these are “chastenings of love” (Ber. 5a).

Medical care could thus be interpreted as a human attempt to intervene
in Divine actions, a rejection of God’s prerogative. One Talmudic-era
tract states that physicians are counted among the seven professions1

whose members have no share in eternal bliss, because they are accompli-
ces of patients who should leave their destiny to the decree of the Lord
(ARN 36).



For the majority of Talmudic Rabbis, however, seeing a doctor when
sick was self-evident: “If you are in pain, go to a physician!” (BK 46b).
The Rabbis suggested various proof texts permitting the physician to
attempt to heal. The most quoted citation (Ber. 60a) refers to the situa-
tion in which one person strikes and injures another, with the batterer
required to ensure that the victim is “thoroughly healed” (Exod. 21:19).
The Talmud concludes that human beings and God are partners, not
antagonists, in aiding the sick, each playing an important role in the pro-
cess of health care.2

The aggada relates that once R. Yishmael and R. Akiva were walking
on the streets of Jerusalem with another man. When they met a sick per-
son who asked how he could be healed, the Rabbis recommended he take
a certain medicine until he felt better. Their companion asked, “Who
made this man sick?” to which the Rabbis replied, “The Holy One,
blessed be He.” “Why then,” asked the man, “do you presume to interfere
in an area that is not yours [i.e., God afflicted him and you dare to heal]?”
The Rabbis asked the man his occupation and, upon learning that he was
a “tiller of the soil,” they asked, “Who created the field and the vineyard?”
When the man replied, “The Holy One, blessed be He,” they challenged
the farmer: “How do you dare move into an area that is not yours? He
[God] created these and you eat their fruit!” The farmer was incensed:
“Don’t you see the sickle in my hand? If I did not go out and plow the
field, cover it, fertilize it, and weed it, nothing would grow!” The Rabbis
retorted, “You are a fool. Just as a tree does not grow if it is not fertilized
and cared for—and even if already grown it dies if not watered—so the
body is like a tree, with medicine the fertilizer and the doctor the farmer”
(Mid. Sam. 4:1).

The Talmud observes, “No Jew may live in a town without a physi-
cian” (JT Kid. 66d). However, it also notes that one should “not dwell
in a town where the leader of the community is a physician” (Pes. 113a),
either because as a doctor he would be too busy to give proper attention
to communal matters or because his civic activities would preclude him
from devoting enough time to care for his patients. In addition, the
Rabbis counseled that a physician “coming from afar has a blind eye,”
meaning that he is little concerned about the fate of his patient, whom
he does not understand as a well as a local doctor does (BK 85a). Never-
theless, the Talmud maintains, “Every sickness has its remedy, provided
the physician makes the proper diagnosis and then prescribes the correct
medicines” (Tanh. Yitro 8).

According to Ben Sira, “Honor the doctor for his services, for the Lord
created him. His skill comes from the Most High, and he is rewarded by
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kings. The doctor’s knowledge gives him high standing and wins him the
admiration of the great. The Lord has created medicines from the earth,
and a sensible man will not disparage them . . . The Lord has imparted
knowledge to men, so that by their use of His marvels God may win
praise; by using them the doctor relieves pain and from them the pharma-
cist concocts his mixture. There is no end to the works of the Lord, who
spreads health over the whole world” (38:1–8).

Should a doctor be paid for providing medical services? “A physician
who heals for nothing is worth nothing” (BK 85a). For a Talmudic illus-
tration of an alternative approach, see the story of Abba the surgeon
(bloodletter; p. 277).

In a bizarre text, the Mishnah states that “the best of doctors go to hell”
(Kid. 4:14, 82a). Rashi argued that the statement refers to the physician
who arrogantly believes that the recovery of a patient was due to his
own skill, with God playing no role in the process. Some have suggested
that “hell” is the fate of those physicians who are convinced they know
everything and never seek the advice of their colleagues.

The Talmud attacked faith healing or magical incantations, labeling
those who relied on them as idolaters (Sanh. 11:1, 90a). Although it is
forbidden to magically try to cure oneself by reciting Torah verses to drive
away evil spirits, it is permitted to do so as prayers for continued health
and to prevent illness (Shev. 15b).

The Rabbis suggested a variety of home remedies.3 For example, “Six
things heal a sick person of his disease with a permanent cure: cabbage,
beetroot, water distilled from dry moss, the stomach and womb of an ani-
mal, and the large lobe of the liver. Some add small fish, which also make
fruitful and invigorate a man’s whole body” (Ber. 57b). “Bread with salt
[the ordinary meal of the poor] and a jug of water will prevent all illness”
(BK 92b). In contrast, “Ten things bring a man’s sickness on again in a
severe form: eating beef, fat meat, roast meat, poultry and roasted egg;
shaving; eating cress, milk or cheese; and bathing. Some add nuts and
cucumbers” (Ber. 57b).

Anxiety [fear], travel, and sin drain a man’s strength; eating, drinking,
or have marital intercourse standing weaken a man’s body (Git. 70a).
Conversely, “Three things restore a person’s good spirits: beautiful
sounds, sights, and smells” (Ber. 57b).

Ginger and cinnamon were used as remedies for toothache (Shab. 65a),
and a clove of garlic soaked in olive oil and sprinkled with salt was
considered an effective treatment for scurvy (Yoma 84a). “One who
regularly takes black cumin will not suffer from heartburn.” A person
who “takes mustard seed regularly once in 30 days keeps sickness away
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from his house.” However, the Rabbis cautioned against taking it every
day, “because it weakens the heart” (Ber. 40a). A recommendation for
avoiding stomach trouble was “dippings” of bread or other food in wine
or vinegar, taken regularly both summer and winter (Git. 70a). Demon-
strating an understanding of addiction, Rav warned his son Hiyya,
“Do not take drugs [even as a medicine, as they are habit forming]”
(Pes. 113a).

The Talmud offered six signs as indications that the health of a sick
person was improving—“sneezing, perspiration, open bowels, seminal
emission, sleep, and dreaming” (Ber. 57b). According to the Rabbis,
“Three things benefit the body without being absorbed by it—washing,
anointing with oil, and exercise” (Ber. 57b). Concerning washing, “If
one bathes in hot water and does not have a cold shower, he is like iron
put into fire but not into cold water [i.e., just as the iron would not be
fully tempered, so the body will not derive its full benefit]” (Shab. 41a).

Ben Sira stressed the relationship between the emotions and health:
“Do not give yourself over to sorrow or distress yourself deliberately.
A merry heart keeps a man alive, and joy lengthens his span of days
[30:21–22] . . . Envy and anger shorten a man’s life, and anxiety brings
premature old age. A man with a gay heart has a good appetite and rel-
ishes the food he eats [30:24–25].” Rav’s statement, “A sigh breaks half
a man’s body” (Ber. 58b), emphasized the danger of sadness and melan-
choly to a person’s physical health.

The Rabbis considered the prevention of illness to be an important
element in keeping healthy: “Pay heed to the physician while you are still
healthy” (JT Taan. 3:6), and “People die prematurely because of self-
neglect” (ARN 9). As the Jerusalem Talmud emphasized, “For each
person who dies a natural death, 99 die due to their own negligence”
(JT Shab. 14:14).

As a public health measure, the Midrash warns, “One should never
expectorate where people pass” (Derch Eretz Rabbah 10). Appreciating
the danger of contagion during an epidemic, the Rabbis stressed the need
to avoid crowds and to isolate and quarantine those who had been
afflicted (BK 60b): “When infectious diseases are rampant, remain at
home and do not venture out onto the street” (Mid. Ruth 1). Sanitation
was considered both a virtue and a way to prevent disease: “Gnats, flies,
and fleas are the curse of the earth” (Gen. R. 20). One recommended
way to prevent contagious diseases was to rinse one’s cup before and after
drinking from it (Tem. 27b). One Rabbi, said to be knowledgeable in
medicine, drank only boiled water (JT Ter. 8:5). A clean environment
also was deemed essential for health and well-being (see below).
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As a general rule, the Rabbis advised: “Do not sit too much, for pro-
longed sitting aggravates hemorrhoids; do not stand for a long time,
because it can be harmful to the heart; do not walk too much, because it
can be harmful to the eyes.” They recommended: “Spend one third of
your time doing each. Standing is better than sitting when one has noth-
ing to lean against [i.e., a seat without back support]” (Ket. 111a).

The Talmud relates examples of Rabbis bringing about a cure by taking
the hand of a sick person. When Hiyya bar Abba fell ill, R. Yochanan
went in and asked the ailing sage, “Are your sufferings welcome to you?”
From his sickbed, Hiyya bar Abba replied, “Neither they nor their reward
[i.e., the implication that if one lovingly submits to his sufferings, he will
receive a great reward in the World to Come].” Then R. Yochanan cured
his colleague by the touch of his hand.When R. Yochanan later became ill,
R. Hanina performed a similar service. The Talmud asks why, if he could
cure Hiyya bar Abba, R. Yochanan could not heal himself ? The answer:
“The prisoner cannot free himself from jail [i.e., the patient cannot cure
himself]” (Ber. 5b).

According to the Rabbis, study of Torah is the best medicine. Joshua
ben Levi used various biblical verses to prove that this activity is the per-
fect cure for headache, sore throat, abdominal pain, bone pain, and even
generalized pain throughout the body. Judah ben Hiyya remarked that the
Divine medication is far different from that dispensed by mortals: “When
a human being administers a medicine to his friend, it may be beneficial
to one limb [organ] but harmful to another. Not so God, who gave the
Torah to Israel as a life-giving remedy for the entire body” (Er. 54a).

SLEEP

Although considering it as “one-sixtieth part of death” (Ber. 57b), the
Rabbis appreciated the healthful benefits of sufficient sleep. R. Judah
observed, “Night was created for nothing but sleep” (Er. 62b), and sleep
at dawn was described as “like [making] a steel edge to iron” (Ber. 62b).
However, “late morning sleep” was one of the activities that “remove a
man from the world [i.e., has deleterious physical effects and causes pre-
mature death]” (Avot 3:14). Rav said, “It is forbidden for a man to sleep
by day [when it is one’s duty to study Torah] more than the sleep of a
horse. How much is that? Sixty breaths” (Suk. 26b).

Time devoted to sleep was not available for learning: “The daughters
of R. Hisda once asked their father [who spent his nights in prayer and
study], ‘Would not the Master like to sleep a little?’ He replied, ‘Soon will
come days that are long and short’ [i.e., the days in the grave are long in
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quantity but short in quality, since there one cannot continue his studies
or perform any other mitzvot]” (Er. 65a).

Putting a hand on one’s forehead was recommended as “a step to sleep”
(Pes. 112a), which also could be induced by eating too much food (Yoma
1:4, 18a). Sleep was deemed one of the six “good signs” for a sick person
(Ber. 57b), “like food and medicine to the sick” (PdRE 12). According
to the Rabbis, a person could not survive without sleep for three consecu-
tive days; one vowing not to sleep for three days was reprimanded and
required to go to sleep immediately (JT Ned. 37b).

REGULAR BOWEL MOVEMENTS

The Rabbis were strong advocates for regular bowel movements as ben-
eficial to health. Warning that “keeping back the feces brings on dropsy
and keeping back urine brings on jaundice” (Ber. 25a), and convinced
that “confining one’s feces” is a transgression against the biblical com-
mand not to make your “souls detestable” (Mak. 16b), the Talmud says:
“Whoever prolongs his stay in the privy lengthens his days and years”
(Ber. 55a). Cognizant of the dangers of constipation, the Rabbis observed
that “straining oneself unduly in a privy” was one of the 10 causes of hem-
orrhoids (Ber. 55a). The Talmud even discussed (and disputed) the
proper blessings to be said upon entering and leaving the privy (Ber. 60b).

BLOODLETTING

The Talmud states that a buildup of blood within the body leads to the
development of skin disease (Bech. 44b). The Rabbis prescribed specific
intervals for bloodletting based on age and even recommended the optimal
days of the week for the procedure (Shab. 129b). Bloodletting apparently
sapped one’s strength and required appropriate follow-up care: “He who
is bled should eat something before going out [lest he expose himself to a
host of dangers]; if he meets a corpse, his face will turn green; if he meets
a murderer, he will die; and if he meets a swine, it causes a skin disease [like
the biblical tzara’at]” (Shab. 129a–b). Meat and wine were the recom-
mended foods after one was bled (Shab. 129a; Ber. 42b); one should avoid
fish, fowl, salted meat, milk, cheese, eggs, and cress (Ned. 54b). “One who
is bled should wait awhile before getting up” (Shab. 129b), not sit in a wind
(Shab. 129a), and avoid immediate sexual intercourse, lest “he have feeble
children” or even “forfeit his life” (Nid. 17a).

The Rabbis also prescribed prayers to be recited before and after blood-
letting (Ber. 60a).
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AGING

“You shall rise before the aged and show deference to the old”
(Lev. 19:32) commands that one show respect for the elderly, who in
ancient times were honored for their wisdom and life experiences. The
Midrash relates the tale of a king who, when standing up to honor an
elderly commoner, would say: “God has chosen to reward him [with long
life]; how can I not do the same?” (Lev. R. 25).4

Should a Jew stand for aged non-Jews? One Rabbi answered in the
affirmative, saying, “Howmany troubles have passed over these!” Another
“would not rise up, yet he showed them respect [in speech]. Abaye used
to give his hand to the aged. Rava sent his servant [to help them up].
R. Nachman sent his guardsmen,” believing that he himself should not
neglect his study of Torah (Kid. 33a). R. Mana would rise before an igno-
rant old man, convinced that unless he had performed some worthy deeds
he would not have been rewarded with long life (JT Bik. 3).

The Talmud states, “As for Torah scholars, the older they grow the
more wisdom they acquire. But as the ignorant grow older they become
more foolish” (Shab. 152a). An elderly woman is more highly valued than
an older man. One explanation: “An old man in the house is a burden, an
old woman a treasure [i.e., she is never too old to be useful]” (Ar. 19a).

According to a midrash, following the Exodus from Egypt, “Moses and
Aaron walked in front with Nadab and Abihu [two of Aaron’s sons] behind
them, and all Israel following in the rear. ThenNadab said toAbihu, ‘When
will these old men die, so that you and I can become the leaders of our
generation?’ But God said to them: ‘We shall see who will bury whom.’
[Nadab andAbihu died within weeks, after offering ‘strange fire’ to the Lord;
Lev. 10:1–3].” R. Pappa deemed this an illustration of the popular saying,
“Many an old camel is laden with the hides of younger ones [i.e., many older
men surprise the young by outlasting or outperforming them]” (Sanh. 52a).

Shimon b. Eleazar said, “If the young tell you to build and the old to
destroy, heed the advice of the elders and do not listen to the young.
For the building of youth is destruction, while [even] the destruction by
the elders is building [constructive].” As an example of this principle that
wisdom comes with age, the Talmud offers the bitter experience of Reho-
boam (1 Kings 12), who refused the advice of his elderly counselors to
ease the burdens of the people, lest it appear to weaken his authority.
Instead, he listened to his rash young friends, who urged Rehoboam to
strengthen his rule by rejecting popular demands. As a result of listening
to the young men, his kingdom was divided (Ned. 40a).

The Rabbis noted a popular saying, “When we were young we were
treated as men; now that we have grown old, we are looked upon as
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babies” (BK 92b). When asked by Judah ha-Nasi why he no longer came
to visit on the festivals, Shimon ben Halafta was forced to admit that he
no longer functioned as well as in the past: “The rocks have grown tall
[I used to climb them easily when I was young], [what was] near has
become distant [it is difficult to travel so far now that I am old], two have
turned into three [I now need a cane in addition to two legs], and the
peacemaker of the home has ceased”5 (Shab. 152a). Trying to look young
is doomed to failure, for “when old men dye their beards, they grow white
again” (Naz. 39a). Four things were said to “cause a man to age prema-
turely: a fright, anger, a shrewish wife, and war” (Tanh. Hayei Sarah).
As the Talmud observed, “Youth is a crown of [fragrant] roses, old age a
crown of [foul-smelling] nettles” (Shab. 152a).

The Rabbis offered various recipes for living to a ripe old age. R. Zeira
said, “In all my days, I have never showed anger [impatience] in my house,
walked in front of one greater than I [in Torah knowledge], nor thought
about Torah matters in filthy alleys,6 walked four cubits without musing
over Torah matters or without wearing tefillin, fell asleep in the study hall,
neither a full night’s sleep or even a nap, rejoiced at the disgrace [stum-
bling] of my fellows, or called my fellow by a [disparaging] nickname”
(Taan. 20b). Eleazer ben Shammua ascribed his longevity to having
“never used the synagogue as a short cut [for the sake of my convenience],
nor stepped over the heads of the holy people [i.e., came late to the acad-
emy and disrupted the concentration of attentive students by stepping
between them], nor raised my hands [to give the Priestly Blessing] without
[first reciting] a blessing” (Sot. 39a).

R. Hanina attributed his long and healthy life to the warm baths
and oil treatments that he received as a child (Hul. 24b). According to
Nehunia ben Hakanah, his secret for achieving advanced years was:
“In all my days, I never derived honor from the shame of my fellow, I
never went to bed with my fellow’s curse on me [i.e., he always pacified
anyone he had offended that day before retiring for the night], and I have
been generous with my money . . .Never in my life have I accepted gifts,
nor have I insisted on retribution [against anyone who wronged me]”
(Meg. 28a).

In a bittersweet aphorism, the Talmud observes: “The one thing that
leaves and does not return is one’s youth” (Shab. 152a).

ENVIRONMENT

The Rabbis were sensitive to some environmental concerns. A midrash
relates that God led Adam around the Garden of Eden and pointed out
the beauty and excellence of all His works: “For your sake I created it.
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See to it that you do not spoil and destroy My world, for if you do, there
will be no one to repair it after you” (Eccles. R. 7:13). The Jerusalem
Talmud states that “it is forbidden to live in a town that does not
have a green garden.” According to the Babylonian Talmud, “[Animal]
carcasses, cemeteries, and tanneries must be kept at a distance at
least 50 cubits [about 75 feet] from a town [because of their bad smell].
A tannery may only be set up on the east side of a town [because the
prevailing wind comes from the west, and the gentle east wind will
not carry a bad odor to the town]” (BB 2:9, 25a). Similarly, “a fixed
threshing floor must be kept at least 50 cubits from a town [because of
the chaff that flies about]” (BB 2:8, 24b). To preserve open space, trees
must not be planted closer than 25 cubits from a town. (Carob and
sycamore trees, which are very leafy, must be at least 50 cubits away.)
The Rabbis understood the principle of eminent domain, ruling that if
there were trees within this distance before the town was built, they
could be cut down, though the owner must receive compensation for
them (BB 24b).

Regarding the problem of proper disposal of waste material, “The pious
men of former generations used to hide their thorns and broken glass in
the midst of their fields at a depth of three handbreadths [about 11 inches]
below the surface, so that even a plough could not be hindered by them.
R Shesheth [who was blind] used to throw them into the fire. Rava threw
them into the Tigris” (BK 30a).

The Rabbis understood the desirability of separating businesses from
residential neighborhoods: “If a person wants to open a shop in a court-
yard, his neighbor may stop him on the grounds that he will be kept
awake by the noise of people going in and out” (BB 20b).

Among the “ten special regulations that were applied to Jerusalem”
were several related to environmental issues:

No garbage dumps were to be made there because of the creeping
creatures [which breed in garbage dumps and, when they die,
become a source of defilement of the sacred offerings brought to
Jerusalem]; no kilns be kept there because of the smoke [which
would blacken the city walls and buildings and mar the beauty of
Jerusalem]; neither gardens nor orchards be cultivated there
[excepting the Garden of Roses,7 which existed from the days of
the first prophets] because of the bad odor [from manure and rotting
flowers and fruit]; no chickens be raised there because of the conse-
crated [meat for sacrifices]; and no corpses be kept there overnight
[this is known by the oral tradition]. (BK 82b)
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Bal Tashchit

The Israelites were prohibited from destroying fruit trees during amilitary
campaign so as not to cause distress and suffering to the inhabitants of a
besieged city (Deut. 20:19–20). Recognizing that fruit trees are vital to
humankind, the Rabbis developed the general principle of bal tashchit—
prohibiting the wanton destruction of anything valuable to human exis-
tence, including vessels, clothing, springs, and food. For example, while it
is the practice to rend one’s garments (keri’ah) on hearing of the death of a
near relative, tearing too much or too many garments violates the principle
of bal tashchit (BK 91b). Also deemed wasteful was the ancient practice of
placing valuables in the coffin of the deceased (Sem. 9:23). Killing animals
(Hul. 7b) and causing the oil in a lamp to burn too quickly (Shab. 67b)
are also examples of bal tashchit, though this principle does not apply if some-
thing is destroyed for constructive purposes. Therefore, even a fruit-bearing
tree can be cut down if it is causing damage to other neighboring trees, or if
the value of its wood for fuel is greater that that of the fruit it produces
(BK 91a–b). Nevertheless, even if a fruit tree is useful for building purposes,
it is better to obtain wood from some other tree. A midrash notes that the
reasonGod commanded the Tabernacle in the wilderness be built from aca-
cia trees was to teach the Israelites that their own houses also should be built
with wood that is not from a fruit-bearing tree (Exod. R. 35:2).8

NOTES

1. The others are scribes, elementary teachers, judges in their native cities,
diviners, ministers of the court, and butchers. They are occupations that lend
themselves to error and abuse and, in the case of judges in their native cities,
to the danger of being partial to relatives and friends.

2. Nevertheless, the Talmud praises King Hezekiah for having “hid away the
Book of Cures,” a book containing remedies for various illnesses, so that people
might pray to God for healing (Ber. 10b).

3. For recommended treatments for a host of conditions, such as diarrhea and
constipation, tapeworms, asthma, catarrh, and angina, see Gittin 69b.

4. The aged are also described as “beloved by God” (Exod. R. 5:12).
5. A reference to the male organ and consequent cessation of marital rela-

tions in old age (Rashi).
6. It is forbidden to think about words of Torah in the proximity of feces or

urine (Ber. 24b).
7. This provided the Jordan amber, an extract of roses that was an ingredient

in the incense used in the Temple service (see Ker. 6a).
8. Jacobs, What Does Judaism Say About, 121.
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CHAPTER 15

Superstitions
and Magic

SUPERSTITIONS

The Talmud condemns many superstitions as “the ways of the Amorites,”
and describes a host of these forbidden practices.1 Examples include: tying
a pad on one’s hip or a red thread on one’s finger; striking one’s hips, clap-
ping hands, and dancing in front of a flame; stopping up the window with
thorns and tying nails to the legs of a woman in childbirth (to keep harmful
demons away); and reversing one’s shirt or sitting on a broom so that one
may dream. In the early rabbinic period, some practices were condemned
only if the motivation was based on superstition. Therefore, if “acknowl-
edged to be a cure,” it was permitted on the Sabbath to “go out with a
locust’s egg [carried for earache] and with a fox’s tooth [for sleep disorders],
or a nail from [the gallows of] one who was hanged”2 (Shab. 6:10, 67a).

Superstitions abound about what improves or diminishes the memory
of scholars:

Five things make one forget one’s studies: eating something nibbled
by a mouse or a cat; eating the heart of an animal; regular consump-
tion of olives; drinking the remains of water in which someone had
bathed; and putting one foot over the other when washing them.
Others say, using your clothes as a pillow under your head. Five
things restore one’s learning [i.e., strengthen one’s memory]: eating
wheat bread, especially if baked on coals; eating a lightly roasted
egg without salt; regular consumption of olive oil; frequent
indulgence in wine and aromatic spices; and drinking the water that



has remained in the kneading trough [after making dough]. Some
add, dipping one’s finger in salt and eating it . . .Ten things are harm-
ful to learning: Passing under the halter of a camel [the rope used to
lead it], and even more so passing beneath the camel itself; passing
between two camels or two women; being one of two men between
whom a woman passes; passing by [and smelling] the foul odor of a
carcass; passing under a bridge under which water has not flowed
for 40 days; eating insufficiently baked bread; eating meat from the
grease spoon [used to stir the pot]; drinking water from a stream that
runs through a graveyard; and staring at the face of a corpse. Some
add, reading the inscriptions on tombstones. (Hor. 13b)

The Talmud relates a series of superstitious omens that predict the
future:

One who wants to know whether he will live through the year or
not shall, during the ten days between the New Year and the Day
of Atonement, kindle a lamp in a house that has no draft. If the
light continues to burn [assuming enough oil], he will [assuredly]
live through the year. If one wants to undertake a business venture
and wishes to know whether it will succeed or not, let him raise a
rooster; if it grows plump and fine, he will succeed [in his business].
If one who is about to set out on a journey wants to know whether
he will return home [safely] or not, let him stand in a dark house;
if he sees the reflection of his shadow, he knows that he will return
home [safely, since a shadow symbolizes heavenly protection]. But
this sign is not infallible. Perhaps [by not seeing his shadow] his
courage will fail him and therefore he will meet with misfortune.

The Rabbis offered various ways to influence or even circumvent one’s
fate. In addition to the classic “repentance, prayer, and charity,” changing
one’s name or place of residence was a way of averting the severity of the
Divine decree on Rosh Hashanah (RH 16b). In addition, “A person who
falls ill should not tell anyone on the first day, lest he have bad luck; but
after that he may let others know” (Ber. 55b). There were several steps
one could take to avoid poverty. “Hanging a basket containing food leads
to poverty, but this applies only to bread; it is permitted to suspend a bas-
ket if it contains meat and fish, since this is the usual way [of keeping
them] . . .Crumbs of bread left around a house lead to poverty, because
on the eves of the Sabbath and Wednesday [i.e., Friday and Tuesday
nights] demons lurk upon them” (Pes. 111b).

R. Pappa was fascinated with the supernatural and occult: “One should
not remove his shoes when entering a house in which there is a cat,
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because the cat may kill a snake and eat it, leaving little bones [on the
floor] that can stick into his foot and not come out, thus endangering
him” (Pes. 112b). He also observed, “A certain man made derogatory
remarks about Mar Samuel, and a log fell from the roof and broke his
skull” (Ber. 19a).

DEMONS

A belief in demons and other evil spirits pervaded all sections of soci-
ety during the rabbinic period. Demons were able to subvert a person’s
will and moral judgment, leading him to transgression. “No person com-
mits a sin unless a spirit of folly [madness] enters into him” (Sot. 3a). Sim-
ilarly, “Three things cause a person to sin against his conscience and the
will of his Creator: idolaters [who pressure Jews to transgress the Torah],
evil spirits [which cause someone to become mentally deranged], and
oppressive poverty” (Er. 41b).

Although capable of causing chaos, evil spirits were not visible to
human beings. According to the Rabbis, “If the eye had the power to see
them, no creature could endure the demons. . . .They are more numerous
than we are3 and surround us like the ridge round a field. . . . Every one
has 1,000 on his left hand and 10,000 on his right hand. . . .The crush at
the Kallah lectures [assemblies of Talmudic students in Babylonia during
the months of Elul and Adar] comes from them.4 . . . Fatigue in the knees
comes from them. The wearing out of the clothes of the scholars is due
to their rubbing against them. The bruising of the feet comes from them.”
(Ber. 6a). Yet a person should not obsess about these creatures: “When a
person takes special care to protect himself from demons, they go out of
their way to vex him. When one in not very concerned about demons,
they do not bother him.” Nevertheless, the Talmud concedes, “One
should be cautious” (Pes. 110b).

The Rabbis discussed the characteristics of demonic spirits: “In three
respects they are like ministering angels, and in three they are like human
beings. Like ministering angels, they have wings, fly from one end of the
world to the other, and know the future. Like human beings, they eat and
drink, propagate, and die” (Hag. 16a). Another source suggests that they
can change their appearance and, even though invisible, are able to see
(ARN 37).

Demons and other evil spirits could be found anywhere, but were most
frequently encountered in places that were dark, decrepit, or unclean, and
around water. The Rabbis taught, “One may not greet his fellow at night
for fear that he may be a demon” (Sanh. 44a; Meg. 3a). Avoiding sunlight,
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evil spirits preferred to lurk in the shadows during the day (Pes. 111b) and
roam at night. The Rabbis warned against walking alone in the dark of night
because of the danger of evil spirits. As protection, they suggested: “A torch
is as good as two [persons] and moonlight as good as three . . . To one [per-
son] an evil spirit may appear and cause injury; to two it may show itself,
but without harming them; to three it will not appear at all” (Ber. 43b).
Ruined buildings were favorite haunts of evil spirits, and the Talmud
warned against entering them “because of the danger of demons” (Ber. 3b).

Another favorite place where demons were often found was the
latrine, leading the Rabbis to declare:

Whoever behaves modestly in a privy is delivered from three things:
snakes, scorpions, and evil spirits. There was a certain privy in Tiberias
that when two would enter it together, even in the daytime, they
would be harmed. R. Ammi and R. Assi used to enter it separately,
and they suffered no harm . . . The mother of Abaye trained a lamb
to follow him into the privy [so that he would not be alone there].
Should she rather have trained a goat [for this purpose]? [No], an evil
spirit might be changed into a goat[-like demon]. Before Rava became
head of the Academy, his wife used to rattle a nut in a brass dish [to
frighten away evil spirits]. After he became head, she made a window
for him [between the house and where he defecated, through which
she could] put her hand on his head [as protection while he relieved
himself]. (Ber. 62a)5

Water was said to attract evil spirits. For example, harmful spirits are
found in wells (JT Yev. 15d) and exposed liquids could be dangerous:
“Water that has been left uncovered [over night] should not be poured out
in a public road, or used for sprinkling the floor of a house, or for kneading
mortar; nor should one give it to his animal or to the animal of a neighbor
to drink, or use it to wash one’s face, hands, or feet.” (Av. Zar. 30b). In addi-
tion, “If food and drink [are kept] under the bed, even if they are covered in
iron vessels, an evil spirit rests upon them.” The Rabbis taught, “A man
must not drink water either on Wednesday or Saturday night; if he does
drink, his blood is on his own head, because of the danger. What is the dan-
ger? An evil spirit” (Pes. 112a). The reason for this bizarre claim is made
clear on the next page: “Because [on those nights] Agrath the daughter of
Mahalath [the queen of the demons] goes forth with 180,000 destroying
angels, each of which has permission to wreak destruction independently”
(Pes. 112b).

The Rabbis debated the origin of evil spirits. Among the theories
advanced were that demons and destructive spirits were: (a) part of the
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Divine plan for Creation, among the “ten things created on Sabbath eve at
twilight” (Avot 2:8); (b) souls of evil men, who were punished by having
their souls transformed into malevolent spirits (Sanh. 109a); the offspring
of intercourse between spirits and Adam and Eve (Gen. R. 20:11); or the
culmination of a bizarre evolutionary sequence (BK 16a).6

The Talmud indicates that certain people were especially susceptible
to being attacked by demons. According to R. Judah, “Three [types of
people] require guarding [i.e., protection from evil spirits]: a sick person
[invalid], a bridegroom,7 and a bride.” Other Rabbis added, “a woman
who has [recently] given birth . . . a mourner . . . and disciples of the sages
at night” (Ber. 54b). A special threat to the newborn was Lilith, the evil
spirit who in legend was the first wife of Adam. A variety of charms and
amulets were placed above the bed of the mother and on the doorposts
of the room to guard against this feared creature.

In addition to protective amulets against evil spirits, various incanta-
tions were developed to thwart their nefarious designs. For example, the
Talmud recommends the following to exorcise a demon: “Cursed, broken,
and banned be you, son of clay, son of defilement, son of filth” (Shab. 67a).
The recital of biblical verses was also effective. Popular texts included the
Shema (Ber. 5a) and Psalm 91, which a midrash claimed was recited by
Moses when he ascended Mount Sinai “because he was afraid of the harm-
ful spirits” (Num. R. 12:3).

When a demon was playing havoc with the students in Abaye’s acad-
emy, attacking them even when they were walking in a group during
the day, no one could remove him. Learning that Aha bar Jacob was com-
ing to visit Pumbedita, Abaye made certain that “no man afford him hos-
pitality,” for without a place to lodge Aha would be compelled to spend
the night in the academy, where he might expel the demon (“perhaps a
miracle will happen [in his merit]”). During the night, the demon
appeared to Aha “in the guise of a seven-headed dragon. Every time he
[the Rabbi] fell on his knees [in prayer], one head fell off.” However, the
next day Aha rebuked Abaye: “Had not a miracle occurred, you would
have endangered my life” (Kid. 29b).

Even desecration of the Sabbath was permitted to protect against evil
spirits: “One who extinguishes a lamp because he is afraid of gentiles, rob-
bers, or evil spirits . . . is not culpable [for violating a Sabbath law]” (Shab.
2:5, 29b). Similarly, a person was not guilty of desecrating the
Sabbath if he “has been forcibly driven beyond the distance permitted
to walk on the Sabbath by gentiles [who can walk as far as they wish] or
by an evil spirit [as long as he walks only four cubits on his own volition]”
(Er. 4:1, 41b).
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Of course, the ultimate and most reliable defense against demons and
other evil spirits was Divine protection: “Were it not for the Divine
shadow, which protects the human being, the harmful spirits would slay
him” (Mid. Ps. 104:29: 224a). The more mitzvot a person performs, the
greater the degree of Divine protection: “If a man performs a religious
precept, one [protective] angel is assigned to him; if he performs two pre-
cepts, two angels are assigned to him; if he performs all the precepts,
many angels are assigned to him . . .Who are these angels? They are his
guardians against the harmful spirits” (Tanh. Mishpatim 19).

DIVINATION AND OMENS

The Bible unequivocally prohibited various pagan practices for
predicting the future and determining what actions to take or avoid
(Deut. 18:10). The Talmud often relates divination to heathen nations:
“Ten measures of sorcery [witchcraft] descended to the world: nine were
taken by Egypt” (Kid. 49b). Urging Jews to eschew these pagan practices,
the Talmud assures, “A person who refrains from practicing divination is
rewarded with a place in Heaven [in proximity to God] which not even
the ministering angels are able to enter” (Ned. 32a). Moreover, relying
on information from such sources may prove dangerous. Based on astrol-
ogy, Potiphar’s wife lusted for Joseph because she foresaw that she was
to have a “son” by him, but did not know whether the child would be
born to her or her daughter (Gen. R. 85:2). When Joseph refused her
advances, she falsely accused him of rape, and he languished in prison—
and eventually married her daughter (Gen. 41:45).

Supernatural powers were attributed to many of the Rabbis in
Talmudic and midrashic tales. “Rava created a man [golem, see below] . . .
R. Hanina and R. Oshaia spent every Sabbath eve studying Sefer Yetzirah
[the Book of Creation] and created a three-year-old calf and ate it”
(Sanh. 65b).

Although the sages attacked the esoteric arts and attempted to suppress
them, they did not succeed in this quest. Some even succumbed to their
allure. For example, when elected head of the Babylonian Talmudic acad-
emy at Sura, R. Joseph would not accept the post “because the astrologers
had told him that he would be head for only two years” (Ber. 64a). Accus-
ing these pagan practices as having jeopardized the very survival of the
Jewish community, the Rabbis declared, “Immorality and witchcraft
destroyed everything” (Sot. 9:13, 48a). “When those who employed spells
to protect against God’s judgment multiplied, the Divine wrath came to
the world and the Shechinah departed from Israel” (Tosefta Sot. 14:3).
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EVIL EYE

In many folk traditions, the Evil Eye is believed to injure or cast a spell.
Deeming the Evil Eye the cause of all sickness, Rav “went to a cemetery,
performed certain charms, and then said, ‘99 [have died] through an evil
eye, and one through natural causes’ ” (BM 107b). The Evil Eye, along with
the Evil Inclination and hatred of other people, “remove a person from the
world” (Avot 2:16). According to Pirkei Avot (5:22), “Those who have an
Evil Eye, an arrogant spirit, and a greedy soul are among the disciples of
the wicked Balaam,” while those who have “a good eye, a humble spirit,
and a meek soul are the disciples of our forefather Abraham.” The latter
“enjoy [the fruits of their good deeds] in this world and inherit the World
to Come,” whereas those possessing the Evil Eye “inherit Gehinna [Hell]
and descend into the well of destruction.”

At times, pious individuals could employ the magical power of the eye
for good. The Talmud relates that, when confronting an evil man,
Shimon bar Yochai “cast his eyes upon him and he became a heap of
bones” (Shab. 34a). Some of the Rabbis deemed Jews to be immune from
the harmful effects of the Evil Eye: “Just as the fish in the sea are covered
by water and the Evil Eye has no power over them, so the Evil Eye has no
power over the seed of Joseph” (Ber. 20a).

The Talmud indicates that the Rabbis were particularly adept at har-
nessing the power of the Evil Eye: “Wherever the Rabbis direct their eyes
there is either death or poverty/calamity” (Hag. 5b). “Once R. Judah saw
twomen throwing bread at one another and exclaimed, ‘It seems that there
is plenty in the world!’ He gave an angry look [Evil Eye] and there was
a famine” (Taan. 24b). Shimon bar Yochai and his son hid for 12 years in a
cave to save their lives from the Roman authorities. When the emperor
died and his decree against them was annulled, they emerged from the
cave. Seeing a man plowing and sowing, they exclaimed, “They forsake
eternal life and [instead] engage in life that is transitory.” Wherever they
cast their eyes the land was immediately consumed by fire.8

Many practices have evolved for preventing or counteracting the Evil
Eye. Believing that the most frequent cause of the Evil Eye was jealousy,
the Rabbis offered several practical measures to avoid engendering envy
in others. They warned against excessive praise, especially of children,
and ostentatious displays of riches. R. Hisda noted, “If the firstborn child
is a daughter, it is a good sign for sons that are born subsequently. Some
explain that this is because she rears her brothers; but others say it is
because the Evil Eye has no influence over them [i.e., the birth of a male
child first may cause the envy of other mothers]” (BB 141a). Because sons
were so highly valued, the birth of a male child first might cause the envy
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of other women who either were childless or had only daughters (result-
ing in the danger of the Evil Eye).

To temper celebrations, blood relatives traditionally are not called con-
secutively to the Torah, and double weddings are not permitted. According
to a midrash, when the sons of Jacob went down to Egypt to buy corn
during a famine, the Patriarch warned them, “You are mighty men and
handsome; do not all of you enter through one gate or stand in one place,
so that the Evil Eye may not have any power over you” (Gen. R. 91:6).
As the Talmud observed, “Blessing comes only on those things that
are hidden from sight” (Taan. 8b). In one classic tale, R. Ashi shocked the
guests at his son’s wedding when he deliberately smashed expensive glass-
ware to reduce the excessive gaiety of those rabbis in attendance
(Ber. 31a). This action, possibly related to an ancient belief that it is wise
to temper joy to prevent disaster, may have been the source of the custom
of breaking a glass at a wedding ceremony—themeaning of which was later
said to be a somber remembrance of the destruction of Jerusalem and
the Temple.

From earliest times, people in all cultures have been convinced that
specific amulets, charms, and talismans possessed magical powers to guard
them from evil forces determined to hurt them. These protective devices
were most effective when worn close to the body, either as an article of
clothing or as an ornament.

The Talmud describes two types of protective amulets—a parchment
inscribed with biblical or other quotations, and one made out of the roots
of a certain plant (Shab. 61b). Most were designed to protect the wearer
against a specific danger (the Evil Eye, miscarriage) or to promote good
health or fertility. Depending on the specific purpose, amulets could be
inscribed with various biblical verses, prayers (especially the Priestly
Blessing), and combinations of the letters of the multiple names of God.

The efficacy of an amulet was thought to depend not only on the
inscription but also on the piety of the person who wrote it. According
to the Talmud, an effective amulet—one that had cured a sick person
on three different occasions or had cured three sick people—could even
be carried into the public domain on the Sabbath (Shab. 61a).

GOLEM

A golem is a legendary creature that is fashioned by human hands in a
magical, artificial way to serve its creator. In describing the first 12 hours
of Adam’s existence, the Talmud calls him a golem, a “shapeless mass”
fashioned into a body that did not yet possess a soul (Sanh. 38b). It also
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observes, “If the righteous desired it, they could [by living a life of abso-
lute purity] be creators. . . . Rava created a man and sent him to R. Zera,
who spoke to him and, receiving no answer, said to the man: ‘You are a
creature of the magicians. Return to your dust.’ ” (Sanh. 65b).

NOTES

1. Chapters 6 and 7 of the Tosefta on Shabbat.
2. Used to heal swelling of a wound.
3. “The whole world is full of evil spirits and harmful demons” (Tanh.

Mishpatim 19).
4. Even though the halls in the synagogues and study halls were not really

overcrowded, evil spirits made it appear that way. By making those who attended
feel uncomfortable, the evil spirits succeeded in causing some students to stay
away.

5. In his more elevated position, Rava was more subject to attack by evil spirits.
6. “The male after seven years turns into a bat, the bat after seven years turns

into a vampire; the vampire after seven years turns into a nettle; the nettle after
seven years turns into a thorn; the thorn after seven years turns into a demon.”

7. Among Ashkenazim, to protect against evil spirits, it is customary for the
bride to be led in seven circuits around the groom, based on the biblical verse,
“A woman encompasses a man” (Jer. 31:21). In medieval times, this practice
was thought to produce a magic circle of protection for the groom to ward off evil
spirits.

8. The story ends with a bat kol (heavenly voice) calling out, “Have you
emerged to destroy My world? Return to your cave!” This story is a protest
against super piety and an assertion that practical work is necessary for the world.
Thus their return to the cave is depicted as a punishment, rather than a reward
for a meritorious deed.
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CHAPTER 16

Animals

CRUELTY TO ANIMALS

The prohibition against cruelty to animals (tza’ar ba’alei hayim; lit., “pain
of living things”) is a fundamental Jewish value, based on the concept
that human beings are responsible for all God’s creatures. The Rabbis
interpreted the verse, “I will also provide grass in your fields for your
cattle, and [then] you shall eat your fill” (Deut.11:15), as meaning that a
person is “forbidden to eat before feeding his animal because the animal
is mentioned first” (Ber. 40a). Similarly, “A man is not permitted to buy
a domestic animal, a wild beast, or a bird unless he can properly provide
for them” (JT Yev. 15:3, 14d; JT Ket. 4:8, 29a).

The value of compassion for animals is demonstrated in the following
story:

When Judah ha-Nasi was studying Torah, a calf being taken to the
slaughterhouse broke away, hid his head under the sage’s clothes,
and bellowed in terror. “What can I do for you?” he shrugged, “For
this you were created.” Then they declared in Heaven, “Since he
showed no compassion, let us bring suffering upon him.”1 And
how did the sage’s sufferings depart? One day, his maidservant was
cleaning the house and was about to sweep away some young
weasels she found lying on the floor. “Leave them alone,” he said
to her, for it is written: “And His tender mercies are over all His
works” (Ps. 145:9). Then it was decreed in Heaven, “Since he has



shown compassion [to one of God’s creatures], let us be merciful to
him.” (BM 85a)

Proper treatment of animals was viewed as an indication of a person’s
character. The Midrash explains how the experiences of Moses tending
the flocks of his father-in-law, Jethro, led to his being Divinely chosen to
become the leader of the Israelites. To allow all of his animals to have
their fill, Moses first let the young animals feed on the tender grass. Then
he allowed all but the strongest animals to eat the grass of average quality,
before permitting the fittest animals to feed on the toughest grass. God
declared, “Let one who knows how to shepherd the flock, each according
to its strength, come and lead My people.” One day, a lamb ran away and
Moses chased it until the animal found a pool of water. As Moses watched
the lamb drink, he said: “I did not know you ran away because you were
thirsty. You must also be tired.” So Moses hoisted the lamb onto his
shoulder and carried it back. God said, “Because you showed mercy to
the flock of a human being, you shall be the shepherd of My flock, Israel”
(Exod. R. 2:2).

One manifestation of rabbinic concern for preventing unnecessary suf-
fering to animals is the technique of shechitah (Jewish ritual slaughtering).
According to the Talmud, it must be performed by a skilled professional,
with one continuous cut of a knife that is exceedingly sharp and without
the slightest notch (Hul. 9a).2

ANIMAL BEHAVIOR

According to the Talmud, some animal behavior could serve as a
model for proper human conduct. R. Yochanan observed, “If the Torah
had not been given [to guide us], we could have learned modesty from
the cat [which covers its excrement], honesty from the ant [which does
not take the food of another], chastity from the dove [which is faithful
to its mate], and good manners from the rooster [who first courts and then
mates]” (Er. 100b). The ant was considered a paragon of practicality and
industriousness: “The ant has three stories in her house; she does not store
her food in the top story because of drippings from the roof [when it
rains], nor in the bottom story because of the moisture of the soil, but only
in the middle story . . .Though she lives only six months, like all boneless
insects, and though her food consists of only one and a half grains of
wheat, throughout the summer she goes about gathering all the wheat,
barley, and lentils she can find . . . [Why?] Because she says, ‘Perhaps
God will grant me [more] life and then I will have food prepared.’ ”
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As an indication of the honesty of members of the ant species, Shimon
ben Halafta said, “Once an ant dropped one grain of wheat. All the others
ants passing by sniffed at it, yet none took it. It remained there until the
ant to whom it belonged came and took it” (Sifre Deut. 5:2).

SPECIFIC ANIMALS

Chicken

The Talmud considered the hen as the “best of birds,” and its egg was
used as a basic unit of volume for halachic purposes (BM 86b). “It was the
custom when a bride and groom were being escorted [to the marriage cer-
emony] that a rooster [symbol of procreation] and a hen were carried before
them, as if to say, ‘Be fruitful and multiply like chickens’ ” (Git. 57a). In
answer to the perennial question—“Which came first, the chicken or
the egg?”—the Talmud appears to side with the former: “All [the works
of] Creation were brought into being with their full stature, their full
capacities, and their full beauty” (RH 11a).3

Dog

Although the Bible considered the dog a potentially dangerous animal
that was often trained to be vicious and might attack passersby (Ps. 22:17),
a number of rabbinic stories tell of dogs who saved their masters from
violence and death. One tells of a snake that injected venom into milk
being prepared by a group of shepherds. The shepherd’s dog saw this hap-
pen and tried to warn them by barking. When they paid no attention to
the barking, the dog drank the milk and died (PdRK 10:1). In another
story, R. Abbahu’s friend seated him next to a dog as a show of honor,
because the dog had saved his wife from rape by biting the assailant’s
testicles (PdRK 11:1).

However, this same ferocity made the Rabbis wary of dogs. “Anyone
who raises a vicious dog in his house keeps loving kindness away from
his house,” since this makes poor people afraid to enter the house to ask
for charity (Shab. 63a). A pregnant woman once went to a house to use
the oven to bake. The dog barked and frightened her, causing the fetus to
be torn loose. The householder said to her, “Don’t be afraid. His sharp
teeth and claws have been removed.” She bitterly replied, “Take your
comfort and throw it to the thorns. [It is too late, for] I have already mis-
carried” (Shab. 63b).

The Talmud ruled, “One should not rear a dog unless it is kept on a
chain.” R. Eleazer opposed raising any dogs in the Land of Israel,
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declaring that “breeding dogs is like breeding swine” (BK 83a). Never-
theless, this practice was permitted in a frontier town as long as the owner
agreed to “keep it chained during the daytime and let it loose at night.”
One early sage even stated that a person should not live in a town “in
which no horses neigh or dogs bark” (Pes. 113a).

The Rabbis gave five criteria that indicated a dog was rabid: “Its mouth is
open, its saliva dripping, its ears flap, its tail is hanging between its thighs,
and it walks on the edge of the road.” Others added, “It also barks without
its voice being heard.” Proposed causes for rabies were “witches having their
fun with it [the dog]” and “an evil spirit resting upon it” (Yoma 83b).

Dove

In rabbinic literature, Israel is often likened to a dove, the gentlest of
birds, which is unable to fight with either its claws or beak. A tireless flyer,
the powerless and persecuted dove was an apt simile for the Jewish peo-
ple, who have steadfastly persevered despite continuous suffering. Unlike
other birds, which rest on the top of a tree or a rock when they grow weary
from flying, the dove merely folds one of her wings and flies with the
other. The aggada (Gen. R. 39) interprets this behavior as meaning that
the nations of the world need both wings (land and culture) to maintain
their existence, whereas Israel (in the Diaspora) can fly and soar to great
heights even on one wing (i.e., its culture, which is Torah). In another
passage, the Rabbis note that just as the dove does not struggle when
slaughtered, so the Israelites do not resist when they are killed for kiddush
ha-Shem (Sanctification of the Divine Name) (Mid. Ps. 159a).4

According to the Talmud, “A man should always strive to be of
the persecuted rather than of the persecutors. There is none among the
birds more persecuted than doves and pigeons, and yet the Torah made
them [alone among birds] eligible for the Altar [as sacrifices to God]”
(BK 93a).

Goats and Sheep

When R. Zeira saw R. Judah in a cheerful mood, he asked, “Why do
goats [always] walk at the front of the flock, followed by the sheep?” The
latter replied, “This follows the order [established by] the Creation of
the world, where first there was darkness and then there was light [i.e.,
goats are dark, sheep are white].” R. Zeira continued, “Why do sheep have
thick tails, which cover their hind quarters, whereas goats have thin
tails?” R. Judah answered, “Those who cover us with wool are themselves
[fully] covered, while those who do not cover us are not.”5 R. Zeira
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persisted, “Why does a camel have a short tail?” R. Judah responded,
“Because it eats thorns [in which a long tail would become entangled as
it stood and ate].” “Why does an ox have a long tail?” “Because it lives
in swamplands and must chase away gnats [which are common there,
with its tail]” (Shab. 77b).

Horse

In Babylonia, Rav cautioned his pupil, “Do not dwell in a town in
which no horses neigh and no dogs bark,” for dogs raise the alarm and
the robbers are pursued on horseback (Pes. 113a). The horse sleeps very
briefly (only “sixty respirations” at night; Suk. 26b) and thus can serve
as a model for the diligent scholar who should spend all his time studying
Torah. “Six things were said of a horse: it loves promiscuity, it loves bat-
tle, it has a proud spirit, it needs little sleep, it eats much, and it excretes
little. Some say it also seeks to slay its master in battle” (Pes. 113b).

Lion

Termed “the king of wild animals” in the Talmud (Hag. 13b), the lion
(with the bear) is mentioned in the Bible several times as the most powerful
predator and a general symbol of strength (Prov. 28:15; Joel 1:6; Nah 2:13).
According to Pirkei Avot, the qualities required to perform God’s will
included the bravery of a lion combined with the strength of a leopard,
the ability to soar like an eagle, and the swiftness of a deer (5:23).

The emperor proposed to R. Tanhum, “Let us unite and become one
people.” The sage replied, “Very well, but we who are circumcised cannot
possibly become like you [i.e., circumcision cannot be completely
effaced]. Therefore, you circumcise yourselves and become like us.” The
emperor replied: “You have argued well; but [among our people] anyone
who gets the better of the king [in debate] must be thrown into the viva-
rium [an enclosure where lions or other wild beasts were kept].” So they
threw R. Tanhum in, but he was not eaten. Then a heretic remarked to
the emperor, “The reason the beasts did not eat him is because they were
not hungry.” So they threw the heretic in to the beasts and they ate him
(Sanh. 39a).

Mouse

The Rabbis believed that mice were “half flesh and half earth” (i.e.,
capable of spontaneous generation) (Hul. 9:6, 126b). A miserly person was
called “a mouse lying on his money” (Sanh. 29b), a reference to these
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creatures often dragging glittering objects, such as coins and rings, into their
holes. People who ate food that had been nibbled bymice (or a mouse itself)
would lose their memory and forget their learning (Hor. 13a).

What if a mouse fell into a large volume of liquid? If “a mouse fell into a
cask of beer,” the beer was prohibited. Although according to one opinion
this was because it (the mouse) “imparts a worsened flavor,” the general
consensus was that this case “was an anomaly since it is something repug-
nant and people recoil from it.” If a mouse fell into vinegar, so that the
rodent would not affect its sharp and pungent taste, the vinegar would still
be prohibited because the mouse “may have been dissolved into pieces,”
and it was feared that one might swallow some of this forbidden animal
(Av. Zar. 68b–69a). According to the Talmud, “Originally the terumah
[sacred food] was stored near the Scroll of the Law” (Shab. 14a) since both
were holy. However, this practice was discontinued because the food
attracted mice and injured (imposed uncleanness on) the sacred books.6

Pig

The pig is one of the unclean animals prohibited as food; although it has
a cloven foot, it does not chew its cud (Lev. 11:7; Deut. 14:8). R. Pappa
noted, “The mouth of a swine is as dirty as dung itself” (Ber. 25a). A rab-
binic substitute was the “shibuta” (Hul. 109b), a fish whose brain reportedly
had a taste similar to swine’s flesh.

The pig was so despised by Jews that the Talmud often refused to
mention it by name, referring to it only as “davar acheir” (another thing;
Ber. 43b; Shab. 129a). The fact that swine eat anything and receive much
food gave rise to the Talmudic expression, “None is richer than a pig”
(Shab. 155b). Nevertheless, the pig suffers from numerous illnesses:
“Ten measures of sores [diseases] descended to the world; nine were taken
by swine” (Kid. 49b).

Rabbinic law distinguished between items prohibited for food (treif)
and those from which no benefit can be enjoyed (such as chametz on Pass-
over). Although it is forbidden to eat the flesh of swine, it is permitted to
wear pigskin shoes (even in synagogue), carry a pigskin wallet, and even
bind religious books in pigskin.7

Scorpion

Deeming it a dangerous creature, the Talmud notes that if a scorpion is
wound around a man’s foot, he is permitted to stop his prayer because
the scorpion will sting (Ber. 33a). Indeed, these animals are so dangerous
that if a man falls into a pit full of scorpions (and serpents), this can be
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used as legal evidence of his death to enable his wife to marry again
(Yev. 121a). One of the minor miracles mentioned as occurring during
the Second Temple period was that “no serpent or scorpion inflicted
injury in Jerusalem” (Avot 5:7).

Snake (Serpent)

Since the beginning of biblical history, the snake has been considered
the eternal enemy of human beings. According to legend, God originally
made the serpent king of the beasts, standing erect and endowed with
some ability to speak. However, the snake’s intense jealousy toward
human beings led to its downfall (Gen. R. 20:5). After enticing Eve into
disobeying the Divine prohibition against eating from the Tree of Knowl-
edge of Good and Evil, the snake received the severe punishment of hav-
ing to crawl on its belly and eat the earth.

On the Sabbath, it was permitted to slay “the [poisonous] snake of Israel”
(Shab. 121b), and the Jerusalem Talmud maintained that “even with the
best of snakes, crush its head” (JT Kid 4:11, 66c). Appreciating that poison-
ous snakes generally do not attack human beings without provocation, the
Rabbis ruled that a person should not interrupt the recitation of theAmidah
“even if a snake is wound around his heel” (Ber. 5:1, 30b).

Mythical Creatures

Leviathan

Derived from a Hebrew root meaning “to coil or twist,” Leviathan was
a gigantic sea serpent. According to the Talmud, Leviathan was originally
created in male and female forms. “[But] had they mated with one
another they would have destroyed the whole world [with their numerous
progeny]. What [then] did God do? He castrated the male and killed the
female, preserving it in salt for the righteous in the World to Come”
(BB 74b). According to tradition, Leviathan and Behemoth (see below)
will fight to their deaths at the end of days, and the righteous will feast
on their flesh (Lev. R.13:3). The skin of Leviathan will be used to “make
a tabernacle for the righteous,” and God will spread the rest of sea mon-
ster “upon the walls of Jerusalem, and its splendor will shine from one
end of the world to the other” (BB 75a).

Behemoth

According to tradition, this king of the land beasts also was destined to
feed the righteous at the messianic banquet after fighting the sea monster
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Leviathan to the death. Each day, this legendary monster was reputed to
consume the grass of a thousand hills (BB 74b).

NOTES

1. According to one version, Judah suffered from a toothache for 13 years.
2. This severs all of the great blood vessels of the neck so that the animal

instantly loses all sensation. Because an animal may not be eaten unless it has
been properly slaughtered, the technical requirements must be strictly observed.

3. Toperoff, 47.
4. Ibid., 55.
5. Goats do not merit the covering of a tail, since their shearings do not serve

the higher purpose of clothing human beings.
6. Toperoff, 170–71.
7. Ibid., 195.
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CHAPTER 17

Miscellaneous

ADVICE

Ben Sira (37:10–13) offers recommendations regarding those persons to
whom one should and should not turn for advice in various situations:

Do not consult a person who is suspicious of you or reveal your
intentions to those who envy you. Never consult a woman about
her rival or a coward about war, a merchant about a bargain or a
buyer about a sale, a skinflint about gratitude or a hard-hearted
man about a kind action, an idler about work of any sort, a casual
laborer about finishing a job, or a lazy servant about an exacting
task—do not turn to them for any advice.

Rely rather on a God-fearing man whom you know to be a keeper
of the commandments, whose interests are like your own, who will
sympathize if you have a setback. But also trust your own judgment,
for it is your most reliable counselor. A man’s own mind sometimes
has a way of telling him more than seven watchmen posted high on
a tower. But above all pray to the Most High to keep you on the
straight road of truth.

BEARD

The Talmud termed the beard “the glory of the face” (Shab. 152a), a
sign of maturity and piety. Young priests in the Temple had to wait until
their beards were “fully grown” to “act as representatives of the community



and to descend before the ark [lead the congregation in prayer] and to
pronounce the Priestly Blessing” (Hul. 24b). In general, however, clipping
the beard was tolerated, and only shaving with a razor was prohibited. One
person was permitted “to cut his hair in the gentile fashion as he had
frequent dealings with the government” (BK 83a).

According to a proverb, which is ridiculed as nonsense by the Rabbis,
“A thin-bearded man is very wise; a thick-bearded one is a fool . . . he
whose beard is parted [divided] will be defeated by none [i.e., he is
extremely cunning, with the parting of his beard being due to incessant
stroking while plotting his schemes]” (Sanh. 100b).

CUSTOM

Custom (minhag) refers to local communal practice and tradition that,
over time, may become binding with the force of halacha. “If you want to
know the law, go forth and see how the people are accustomed to act”
(Ber. 45a). Similarly, in a discussion of which of two blessings should be
recited when one drinks water, one Rabbi urged, “Go out [into the streets]
and see what the people are doing” (Er. 14b). The Talmud frequently
observes, “Everything depends on local custom” (Suk. 38a, BM 83a,
BM 103b), and warns against “acting differently [from local custom]
because of the quarrels [that would ensue]” (Pes. 50b).1 Tanhum b. Hanilai
offered two illustrations of this principle. “When Moses ascended on high
[to receive the Torah], he neither ate bread nor drank water [for 40 days
and nights, like the angels; Exod. 34:28]. In contrast, when the ministering
angels descended below [to visit Abraham and announce the birth
of Isaac], they did [or at least appeared to] eat and drink like mortals
[Gen. 18:8]” (BM 86b).

“A person should not stay awake among people who are sleeping, or
sleep among people who are awake; nor weep among people who are
laughing, or laugh among people who are weeping; nor sit when others
stand, or stand when others sit; nor read Torah when others are studying
Mishnah, or Mishnah when others are reading Torah. In short, a person
should not depart from the customs of those around him” (Derech Eretz
Zuta 5:5).

Long-standing customs are resistant to change. The Rabbis noted
that even after a perpetual fixed calendar had been firmly established
and thus there was no longer any need to rely on messengers to report
when a New Moon appeared, Diaspora Jews continued to observe two
days of festivals while those in the Land of Israel observed only one
(Betz 4b).
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DREAMS

The Rabbis expressed a spectrum of views about dreams, though most
believed that they were significant. Dreams were described as “a variety
of prophecy” (Gen. R. 17:5),2 a way in which God communicated with
human beings: “Although I have hidden my face from them [Israel], I shall
speak to them through dreams” (Hag. 5b). Dreams also could be used by
the dead to convey a message to the living: “Rava once prayed to God to
send rain. His father appeared to him in a dream, saying: ‘Is there anyone
who troubles Heaven so much? Change your place [of sleeping, because
you are in danger].’ Rava obeyed and next morning he discovered that
his bed had been slashed with knives” (Taan. 24b).

Other Rabbis believed that dreams were only somewhat revealing: “Just
as one cannot have wheat without straw, so there cannot be a dream
without some nonsense. While part of a dream may be fulfilled, the whole
of it is never fulfilled” (Ber. 55a). According to R. Yochanan, “Three
kinds of dreams are fulfilled: an early morning dream, a dream that a friend
has about one, and a dream that is interpreted in the midst of a dream.”
Others added, “a dream that is repeated” (Ber. 55b). One Rabbi noted
that there were 24 interpreters of dreams in Jerusalem: “I once had a
dream and went to consult them, but they all gave different interpreta-
tions. Nevertheless, all [the interpretations] were fulfilled” (Ber. 55b).
A more cynical view of dream interpretation was the comment about
Bar Hedya, a practitioner of this profession: “To one who paid him, he
used to give a favorable interpretation; and to one who did not pay him,
he gave an unfavorable interpretation [of the same dream]” (Ber. 56a).

Others rejected the veracity of dreams outright. R. Meir remarked,
“Dreams neither help, nor harm [i.e., they have no significance]” (Hor. 13b).
R. Jonathan claimed that dreams derive from within, not from a pro-
phetic source: “A man is shown in a dream only what is suggested by his
own thoughts” (Ber. 55b). As proof for this concept, Rava noted, “A man
is never shown in a dream a golden date palm or an elephant going
through the eye of a needle [because he never thinks of such things]”
(Ber. 55b). He also believed that internal temperament affects the content
of dreams, suggesting that a good dream is caused by happiness, particularly
that which follows the fulfillment of a commandment (Shab. 30b). Accord-
ing to R. Hisda, “A bad dream is better than a good dream,” because the
anxiety it produces serves as a reprimand that spurs one to repentance.
In contrast, “The pleasure of a [good] dream is enough even if not fulfilled”
(Ber. 55a).

Based on scriptural verses, the Talmud gives specific details of dream
interpretation, listing the significance of animals, foods, kings, and prophets
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appearing in them (Ber. 56b–57b). It also describes several techniques for
counteracting the effects of bad dreams (Ber. 55b; Shab. 11a).

EUPHEMISMS

Euphemisms are neutral words that are substituted for ones that are
coarse, unseemly, blasphemous, or taboo. The Rabbis taught, “Wherever
an indelicate expression is written in the text, we substitute for it a more
polite and delicate reading” (Meg. 25b). Examples cited in this section
include “lie with” instead of “ravish”; and “deposit . . . water of his feet”
instead of “excrement . . . urine.” The School of R. Yishmael stressed,
“One should always carry on a discussion using decent language”
(Pes. 3a). The Midrash points out that the Bible, which generally uses as
few words as possible, occasionally employs two when one would suffice
in an effort to comport with Israel as a holy people. For example, when
listing the kosher and nonkosher animals in Leviticus 11, the text always
substitutes the phrase “lo tehorah” (not clean) for the single word “tamei”
(defiled, ritually impure) (Lev. R. 26:1–2).

At times, the name of an entire tractate or section of the Talmud was
changed to avoid the use of an indelicate word. The sixth order of the
Mishnah, which contains 12 tractates and deals with ritual impurity, is
called by the Hebrew name “Tohorot,” meaning “cleanliness.” The
tractate devoted exclusively to the laws of mourning was initially known
as “Eivel Rabbati” (lit., “major [tractate] on mourning”), but later was
euphemistically referred to as Semachot (rejoicings). The Aramaic term
Bei’ah is sometimes substituted for Beitzah (egg), since the plural form of
the latter, Beitzim (eggs), also refers to testicles.

FREE WILL

Free will is the theological doctrine that each individual has the ability
to make choices that are not predetermined, and that every person is
morally responsible for these choices. The biblical concept of reward
and punishment, based on whether one observed the commandments, is
founded on this principle. The idea of free will must be reconciled with
the concept of determinism, which posits that all events and personal
choices and actions are pre-ordained by Divine decree or are the neces-
sary and inevitable results of previous causes. The relative importance of
free will and Divine Providence was a critical issue in the debate among
the three major Jewish groups during the late Second Temple period.
The Sadducees totally rejected the notion of Divine interference in
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human affairs and deemed free will to be absolute, while the Essenes
maintained a belief in complete predestination. The Pharisees, whose
teachings formed the basis of rabbinic Judaism, took the middle ground,
accepting a belief in the foreknowledge of God but emphasizing that each
individual possesses free will, which they viewed as indispensable for
religious and moral life and as compatible with Divine omniscience.

“The angel appointed to oversee conception takes a drop [of semen]
and places it before God and asks, ‘What shall be the fate of this drop?
Shall it produce a man who is strong or weak, wise or foolish, rich or poor?’
But the angel does not ask whether the child is destined to be wicked or
righteous” (Nid. 16b). This is consistent with the popular rabbinic
saying, “Everything is in the hands of Heaven, except the fear of Heaven”
(Ber. 33b). Although God predetermines one’s fate and a person’s qual-
ities are fixed by nature, his moral character depends on his own choice.
As Pirkei Avot observes, “Everything is foreseen [by God], yet freedom of
choice is given” (3:19). A similar rabbinic message is, “Everything is fore-
seen and everything is laid bare, yet everything is in accordance with the
will of man” (ARN 39). “If one comes to defile himself, he is given an
opening [permitted, but not actively helped; but] if one comes to purify
himself, he is helped [to do it by God]” (Shab. 104a). Thus, “one is
allowed to follow the road he wishes to pursue” (Mak. 10b).

Nevertheless, some of the Rabbis believed in Divine determinism.
Eleazar Hakapar stressed, “Everything that happens is according to the
plan” of God, who is “Fashioner, Creator, Discerner, Judge, Witness, and
Plaintiff . . . in Whom there is no iniquity, no forgetfulness, no favoritism,
and no acceptance of bribery.” He warned, “Let not your evil inclination
promise you that the grave will be an escape [place of refuge] for you—for
against your will were you created, . . . born, . . . will live, . . .will die, and
against your will you are destined to give an accounting [of your life] before
God” (Avot 4:29). R. Hanina said, “Noman injures his finger here on earth
unless it was decreed for him in heaven” (Hul. 7b). Elsewhere, however,
the sage declares that fevers and chills were exceptions (BM 107b), and
that 99 out of 100 people died through their own fault in not avoiding colds
(JT Shab. 14:3).

The Midrash maintains:

Six parts of the body serve a person; three are under his control and
three are not. The eye, the ear, and the nose are not under a person’s
control: he sees what he does not want to see, hears what he does
not want to hear, and smells what he does not want to smell.
The mouth, the hand, and the foot are under a person’s control. If
he wants, he can use his mouth to study Torah; but if he desires,
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he can use it to speak gossip and blasphemy. If he wants, he can use
his hand to distribute to charity, but if he wishes, he can use it to rob
or murder. If he wants, he can use his feet to walk to synagogues or
houses of study; but instead, he can choose to walk to theaters or
circuses [houses of bawdy entertainment]. (Gen R. 67:3)

The Rabbis ask why God created all of humanity from a single man. One
answer relates directly to the existence of free will and the rejection of pure
determinism—so that the righteous could not claim a heredity that would
prevent them from sinning, nor the wickedmaintain that they had inherited
an evil disposition and thus it was useless for them to repent (Sanh. 38a).

FRIENDS

The Rabbis cherished friendship: “Acquire for yourself a friend”
(Avot 1:6), and “either companionship [friends] or death” (Taan. 23a).
Based on the principle, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18),
R. Eliezer said, “Let the honor of your friends be as dear to you as your
own” (Avot 2:15). “There are two kinds of friends: one who reproves you,
and the other who praises you. Love him who reproves you, and hate him
who praises you. The former leads you into the future life [World to Come],
while the latter only removes you from this world” (ARN. 29). “Who is the
bravest hero? One who turns his enemy into a friend” (ARN 23).

The Rabbis extolled the biblical friendship of David and Jonathan as
the ideal, but warned that because such friendships are rare, one should
be cautious about selecting friends: “There are many people who eat and
drink together, yet they pierce each other with the daggers of their
tongues!” (Yoma 9b).

“If someone is able to pray for his friend and does not, he is called a
sinner.” Rava added that if his friend is a Torah scholar, “he must pray
for him to the point of making himself sick” (Ber. 12b). R. Alexandri
related the following tale concerning friendship:

Two donkey drivers who hated each other were walking on a road
when the donkey of one lay down under its burden. His companion
saw it but at first just continued on his way. But remembering the
biblical verse, “If you see your enemy’s donkey lying down under
its burden and would refrain from raising it, you nevertheless are
required to raise it with him” (Exod. 23:5), he returned and lent a
hand. As they talked to each other about how best to accomplish
their mutual task, peace arose between them. The driver of the
overloaded donkey said, “Did I not suppose that he hated me? But
look how compassionate he has been.” [Finishing their task,] the
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two entered an inn and ate and drank together, and they soon
became fast friends. (Tanh. Mispatim 1)

Having appropriate friends is critical: “Keep far away from an evil
neighbor, and do not become friendly with the wicked” (Avot 1:7), for
they can exert a profound negative influence and lead you astray.

The Wisdom of Ben Sira (6:7–15; 9:10) summarizes the rabbinic view
of friendship:

When you make a friend, begin by testing him, and be in no hurry to
trust him. Some friends are loyal when it suits them, but desert you
in time of trouble. Some friends turn into enemies and shame you
by making the quarrel public. Another sits at your table but is
nowhere to be found in time of trouble; when you are prosperous,
he will be your second self and make free with your servants, but if
you come down in the world, he will turn against you and you will
not see him again. Hold your enemies at a distance, and keep a wary
eye on your friends. A faithful friend is a secure shelter; whoever
finds one has found a treasure. A faithful friend is beyond price; his
worth is more than money can buy. . . .Do not desert an old friend;
a new one is not worth as much. A new friend is like new wine;
you do not enjoy drinking it until it has matured.

GEMATRIA

Gematria is an interpretive device whereby words are understood
through the numerical value of their letters. The Rabbis of the second
century, following the Greek system, gave each of the 22 letters of the
Hebrew alphabet a numerical value. The letters aleph to tet represent
the digits 1 to 9; yud to tzadi from 10 to 90; kupf to tav from 100 to 400.
Eliezer ben Yose made gematria the 29th of his 32 hermeneutical rules
for interpreting the Torah. For example, the Talmud derives that there
are 903 types of death from the phrase la-mavet totza’ot (lit., “avenues of
death”; Ps. 68:21), because the gematria of totza’ot is 903 (Ber. 8a). An
example of the relatively infrequent use of gematria in halacha is the
mishnah, “ANazarite vow of unspecified duration [remains in force] 30 days”
(Naz. 5a). According to R. Mattena, this ruling is derived from the word
y’hiyeh (“he shall be [holy]”; Num. 6:5), whose numerical value is 30.

A more sophisticated form of gematria is the determination of the
hidden meaning of a word by taking the numerical equivalent of each
letter separately to signify something specific. An example is the Hebrew
name “Yitzhak” (Isaac). The yud has a numerical value of 10, which refers
to the 10 trials with which Abraham (Isaac’s father) was tested. The tzadi
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has a numerical value of 90, the age of Sarah when she gave birth to Isaac.
The het is equal to 8, referring to the eighth day on which Isaac was
circumcised. Finally, the kupf has a numerical value of 100, the age of
Abraham when his son Isaac was born (Num. R. 18:21).3

MARTYRDOM

Martyrdom is the ultimate expression of kiddush ha-Shem, giving up one’s
life rather than desecrate the Name of God. Numerous accounts of Jewish
martyrdom are related in the Talmud. Themost famous is the “tenmartyrs,”
renowned sages who were executed by the Romans following the unsuccess-
ful Bar Kochba revolt (132–135) for defying Emperor Hadrian’s prohibition,
under penalty of death, against the observance and study of Jewish law.

R. Akiva was taken out for execution at the time for reciting the morn-
ing Shema. They tore his flesh with iron combs, but he continued his rec-
itation. As R. Akiva explained to his disciples, he had always wondered
how to fulfill the commandment “to love the Lord your God with all your
soul” [Deut. 6:5], which he interpreted as “even if He takes your soul.”
“Now that the opportunity of fulfilling it has come, should I not do so?”
Consequently, “He prolonged the word echad [One] until he died.
A heavenly voice [bat kol] proclaimed, ‘Happy are you, Akiva, that your
soul has departed with the word echad [proclaiming the unity of God] . . .
for you are destined for life in the World to Come’ ” (Ber. 61b). (For the
martyrdom of Hananiah ben Teradion, see Euthanasia, p. 188).

Martyrdom is preferred only if the choice is between death and commit-
ting idolatry, unlawful sexual intercourse, or murder (Sanh. 74a–b). In
addition, one must sacrifice one’s life rather than be forced to publicly
violate any religious law, if a reasonable onlooker would deem such an
action as meaning that one was renouncing Judaism. However, the Rabbis
stressed that Jews may violate religious laws in private to save their lives.
The Talmud distinguishes between a Jew being compelled to light a fire in
a church (permitted, since the motivation was merely to provide warmth,
rather than force him to be associated with idolatrous worship) and one
ordered to cut grass to feed cattle on the Sabbath (forbidden, because the
intention was to force the Jew to violate his religion) (Sanh. 74b). In all
other situations, the general rule of pikuach nefesh (saving a life) applies.

RAIN

For an agrarian society like ancient Israel, nothing was more important
than rain. Sufficient rainfall was perceived as demonstrating God’s favor,
whereas insufficient rainfall was considered Divine punishment for
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the sins of the people (as in the second portion of the Shema; Deut.
11:13–17). The opening mishnah in Tractate Ta’anit mentions the
“power of rain,” indicating that rain comes down only at the Divine
command. This is indicated by the insertion of the phrase, “He makes
the wind blow and the rain fall,” in the second blessing of the Amidah
from Shemini Atzeret until Passover. R. Yochanan said, “God keeps three
keys under His control and does not entrust them to the hand of any
messenger—the key of rain,4 the key of childbirth,5 and the key of the
revival of the dead”6 (Taan. 2a).

R. Abahu considered the day when rain falls to be greater than the day of
the revival of the dead, for the latter is only for the righteous whereas rain
benefits both the righteous and the wicked. R. Judah said that the day when
rain falls is as great as the day when the Torah was given, based on the verse,
“My teaching [Torah] shall drop like rain” (Deut. 32:2) (Taan. 7a). The
underlying meaning is that rain is just as critical to the physical
well-being of a Jew as the Torah is to his spiritual existence. For Chama
b. Hanina, the day when rains falls “is as great as the day when heaven
and earth were created”; R. Oshiah deemed it “so great that even salvation
sprouts from it” (Taan. 7b). According to R. Yochanan, “The day on which
it rains is as great as the day of the Gathering of the Exiles [of Israel . . .
because on that day even warring armies stop fighting” (Taan. 8b).

The Rabbis cited numerous reasons why rain is withheld. One
declared, “Rain is withheld only when the enemies of Israel [a euphemism
for Israel itself] deserve to the destroyed.” Other reasons include the peo-
ple neglecting Torah studies, failing to bring tithes and heave offerings,
and engaging in the sins of robbery, slander, and insolence (Taan. 7b).
R. Yochanan said, “Rain is held back because of people who pledge
charity publicly and then fail to pay” (Taan. 8b).

According to R. Ammi, “Rain falls only for the sake of people who are
honest in their business dealings” (Taan. 8a). R. Yochanan added, “Rain
may fall even for the sake of a single individual, but general prosperity is
granted only for the sake of the many” (Taan. 9a).

Prayer for Rain

In Temple times, the Kohen Gadol recited a prayer for rain on Yom
Kippur (Yoma 53b). The Rabbis ordered special prayers and fasting to
plead with God to send rain during times of drought (Taan. 1:4; 3:9).

A famous Talmudic story is told about a renowned miracle worker
named Honi the Circle-Drawer, describing how his prayers for rain were
answered (Taan. 19a). When the people asked him to pray for rain, Honi
prayed but no rain fell. He then drew a circle on the ground and stood
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within it, refusing to move until God showed mercy to His children and
sent rain. When a few drops fell, Honi complained that this was not
enough, whereupon there was a torrential downpour. Once again Honi
complained that he had prayed for a rain of blessing and bounty, and rain
then fell in the normal way. Shimon ben Shetach then sent a message to
Honi: “Had it been anyone else but you, I would have had him excom-
municated for practicing witchcraft. But what can I do to you after you
implore God and He accedes to your request?” (Taan. 23a).

Not only sages could pray successfully for rain. During a drought,
R. Abbahu heard a voice in a dream declare, “Let Pentakaka [a person
who commits five sins a day] pray and the rain will fall and the drought will
end.” So Pentakaka prayed and the rains came. Amazed, R. Abbahu
summoned the man before him: “What kind of work do you do?” “I commit
five sins a day,” Pentakaka answered. “I hire prostitutes; I am an attendant
at the theater; I take the prostitutes’ clothes to the bathhouse; I dance
and perform before them; and I beat the drum.” “Andwhat good deeds have
you performed?” asked R. Abbahu. The man explained: “Once when I was
cleaning the theater, a woman came and stood behind the post and wept.
When I asked her what was wrong, she answered, ‘My husband is in prison.
I came here to hire myself out as a prostitute to get enough money to set
him free.’ Hearing that, I sold everything I had, including my bed and
bedding. I gave her the money and told her to go redeem her husband and
keep herself free of sin.” R. Abbahu said, “You deserve to have your prayers
for rain answered!” (JT Taan. 1:4).

The sages decreed that the Prayer for Rain should be recited during
Sukkot, the pilgrimage festival that falls closest to the rainy season in
Israel. However, because of the obligation to dwell in the sukkah, rainfall
would make it uncomfortable or impossible to fulfill this mitzvah. This
desire for good weather while in the sukkah led the Rabbis to postpone
recitation of the Prayer for Rain until Shemini Atzeret.

RIGHTEOUS (TZADIKIM)

“The soul [life] of a single righteous person is equal in value to the
whole world” (Sanh. 103b). For the sake of a single righteous man “the
world would have been created” and “the world endures” (Yoma 38b).

According to ancient tradition, in every generation there are 36 right-
eous people, unknown to the world and even to themselves, for whose sake
the world is sustained (Suk. 45b). They often are called the “lamed-vavniks,”
since the numerical values of the Hebrew letters lamed and vav are 30
and 6, respectively.
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The Talmud observes, “A righteous man once lived with two wicked
persons and did not acquire their bad habits, [whereas] a wicked man
lived with two righteous persons and did not emulate their good deeds.
The former was Obadiah, who lived with Ahab and Jezebel; the latter
was Esau, who lived with Abraham and Jacob” (Sanh. 39b).

God is especially attentive to the righteous, as seen in R. Eleazar’s explan-
ation of an apparent contradiction between two biblical verses—“The Lord
is good to all” (Ps. 145:9), and “The Lord is good to those who wait for Him”
(Lam. 3:25). The sage compared this to a man who owns an orchard. “When
he irrigates it, he waters all the trees, but when he prunes, he does so only to
the best of them” (Sanh. 39b). Similarly, the world was given to all, but only
the righteous receive God’s special attention.

Eleazar b. Zadok said:

To what are the righteous compared in this world? To a tree standing
in a place of purity, some of whose branches extend over an impure
area. If you trim off these branches, the tree is completely surrounded
by purity. Thus God brings suffering upon the righteous in this world
[thereby cleansing them of the few sins they committed] so that they
may inherit the World to Come . . .And to what are the wicked
compared in this world? To a tree standing in a place of uncleanness,
but with branches extending over an area of purity. If you trim these
branches, the tree is completely surrounded by uncleanness. Thus
God makes the wicked prosper in this world [as a reward for the few
good deeds they performed], in order to [eventually] destroy them
and consign them to the lowermost rung [of Gehenna]. (Kid. 40b)

The righteous succeed one another: “When R. Akiva died, Rabbi
[Judah ha-Nasi] was born; when Rabbi died, R. Judah was born; when R.
Judah died, Rava was born; when Rava died, R. Ashi was born [i.e., in
all these cases, the death of one sage and the birth of another occurred
on the exact same day]. This teaches that a righteous man does not depart
from the world until another like him is born, as it is written (Eccles 1:5),
‘The sun rises and the sun goes down’ ” (Kid. 72b).

Based on a biblical verse (Eccles. 12:5), R. Isaac observed: “Every right-
eous person is given an abode in heaven according to the honor he
deserves. This may be compared to a king who enters a town together with
his servants. They all enter through the same gate [i.e., all people die in the
same way], but when they spend the night each is given accommodations
according to his status” (Shab. 152).

“In the Messianic Age, God will bring the Evil Inclination and slay it in
the presence of the righteous and the wicked. To the righteous, it will
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appear like a high mountain; to the wicked, like a single hair. Both
will weep [at the sight of it]. The righteous will say, ‘How were we able to
conquer so lofty a mountain!’ The wicked will say, ‘How were we unable
to conquer a single thread of hair like this!’ ” (Suk. 52a).

SATAN

Rather than a demonic being who is the personification of evil and the
enemy of God, the biblical word “satan” is merely a common noun
meaning “adversary,” “accuser,” or “hinderer.” In a Talmudic legend, it is
Satan who challenges God to put Abraham to the test of the Akedah
(binding of Isaac) to prove the Patriarch’s allegiance (Sanh. 89b).
Nevertheless, Satan remains clearly subordinate to God and unable to
act without Divine permission. Only in the Talmud and Midrash does
Satan increasingly emerge as a distinct entity (often called “Samael”)
and the personification of wickedness: “Satan, the evil prompter [yetzer
ha-ra, the inclination toward evil], and the Angel of Death are all one”
(BB 16a). Thus he seduces men to do evil, accuses them before God, and
inflicts the punishment of death. According to the Jerusalem Talmud,
“Satan accuses only in times of danger” (JT Shab. 5b): “At the time of
childbirth, the Angel of Death [Satan] becomes the accuser of the mother.
In three circumstances of danger Satan is found as the accuser: when a
person stays in an unsafe house that might collapse, when he walks along
a road alone, and when he takes a voyage on the ocean” (Exod. R. 21:7).

According to the Midrash, Satan was responsible for all of the sins in
the Bible, including the disobedience of Adam and Eve in the Garden
of Eden and the worship of the Golden Calf (by telling the people that
Moses would not return from Mount Sinai and even “showing them a
vision of his bier”) (Shab. 89a). Explaining the genesis of the sin of David
with Bathsheba, the Talmud relates that when she was cleaning her hair
behind a screen, Satan came to David “appearing in the shape of a bird.
He [David] shot an arrow at him, which broke the screen, thus she stood
revealed, and he saw her” (Sanh. 107a).

According to the Rabbis, the purpose of sounding the shofar on Rosh
Hashanah is “to confuse the Accuser [Satan],” so as to prevent him from
bringing before God any charges against the Jews on the Day of Judgment
(RH 16b).7 However, the Talmud notes, “Satan has no permission to act
as accuser on the Day of Atonement”; the numerical equivalent of the
Hebrew “ha-Satan” equals 364, meaning that on all these days Satan
“has permission to act as the accuser,” but is not allowed to do so on
Yom Kippur (Yoma 20a).
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YETZER HA-RA AND YETZER HA-TOV

Literally the “inclination [or impulse] toward evil and the inclination
toward good,” respectively, these Hebrew terms reflect the rabbinic
concept that within each person there are opposing natures continually
in conflict. The yetzer ha-ra rarely conducts a frontal attack on one’s
spirituality. Rather, the individual is lured into an apparently innocent
and trivial action, and the yetzer ha-ra imperceptibly drives him into
progressively greater transgressions; finally, it tells him “to serve idols”
and he obeys (Shab. 105b).

According to the Rabbis, the biblical basis for human beings having
these two inclinations is the unusual appearance of two consecutive yuds
in the word “vayitzer” (He formed) relating to God fashioning Adam
“from the dust of the earth” (Gen. 2:7), rather than the single yud in stan-
dard Hebrew grammar. They deduced that the extra yud was inserted to
indicate that each human being possesses both of these inclinations
(Ber. 61a). The consensus was that the inclination toward evil is present
at birth, whereas the inclination toward good manifests only at age 13,
when the moral conscience develops and each person becomes respon-
sible for his (or her) actions.

“The inclination toward evil entices a man [leading him to bad conduct]
in this world and testifies against him in the World to Come” (Suk 52b).
The Midrash offers an example: “A man often wants to do a charitable
act, but the evil impulse within him says, ‘Why practice charity and reduce
your possessions? Rather than give to strangers, give to your children’ ”
(Exod. R. 36:3). The Talmud even terms the inclination toward evil “a
strange god that resides in the body of man” (Shab. 105b). “If the Evil
Inclination says, ‘Sin and God will forgive you,’ do not believe him”
(Hag. 16a). Everyone is subject to its dangers: “The greater the man, the
greater his Evil Inclination” (Suk. 52a). Ever present throughout one’s life,
the inclination toward evil “may cause a man to fall at 70 or even at 80”
(Gen. R. 54:1). The inclination toward evil continues to grow stronger
unless controlled at an early stage. R. Assi stated, “The inclination toward
evil is at first like a spider web, but ultimately [if one continues to yield to
temptation] becomes like [strong] cart ropes” (Suk. 52a). Rava observed,
“At first the Evil Inclination is like a passerby, then he is called a guest,
and finally he becomes master of the house” (Suk. 52b). TheMidrash adds,
“Whenever the Evil Impulse sees a man who swaggers [so that women will
notice him], shows off his clothes, and smooths his hair-locks, he says to
himself, ‘This man belongs to me’ ” (Gen. R. 22:6). Nevertheless, “There
were three over whom the Evil Inclination had no dominion: Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob . . . some also include David” (BB 17a).
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The relative powers of the two inclinations control a person’s charac-
ter. The righteous are swayed by their good inclination and the wicked
by their inclination toward evil; “average” people are equally influenced
by both (Ber. 61b). “Who is mighty? He who subdues his evil impulse”
(Avot 4:1).

Nevertheless, the inclination toward evil can be a powerful positive
force if channeled correctly. As the Midrash observed, “Were it not for
the yetzer ha-ra [used here as the sexual urge], no man would build a
house, marry a wife, or father children” (Gen. R. 9:7). Moreover, only
the existence of the yetzer ha-ra gives humans the opportunity to become
moral beings, for without an inclination toward evil the concept of
“goodness” would have no meaning. As Resh Lakish observed, “Come,
let us show gratitude to our forefathers [who worshiped the Golden Calf],
for had they not sinned [i.e., been under the influence of the inclination
toward evil], we would not have come into the world”8 (Av. Zar. 5a).

The “perfect remedy” for the Evil Inclination is Torah study. The
Rabbis offered the analogy of “a man who struck his son a strong blow
and then put a bandage on his wound, saying to him: ‘My son! As long as
this bandage is on your wound you can eat and drink at will, and bathe in
hot or cold water, without fear. But if you remove it, it will break out into
sores.’ Even so did God speak to Israel: ‘My children! I created the Evil
Desire, but I [also] created the Torah as its antidote. If you occupy
yourselves with the Torah, you will not be delivered into his power; but if
not, you shall be delivered into his hand, as it is written: “Sin crouches at
the door” ’ [but you can rule over it; Gen. 4:7]” (Kid. 30b). Elsewhere, the
Talmud adds “acts of kindness” as a way of overcoming the Evil
Inclination (Av. Zar. 5b). For example, if the pack animals of both a friend
and an enemy require unloading, “one’s [first] obligation is towards his
enemy, in order to subdue his Evil Inclination” (BM 32b). In the bedtime
prayers, the Jew recites: “And may the good inclination and not the evil
inclination have sway over me” (Ber. 60b).

The great Rabbis were not immune from struggling with sexual passions.
R. Meir and R. Akiva used to sneer at those who committed immoral acts,
convinced that they could easily subdue their evil desires if they wished. One
day, Satan (the personification of the yetzer ha-ra) appeared to each of them
in the guise of a woman. R. Meir saw her standing on the opposite bank of
the river and began crossing a bridge to reach her. For R. Akiva, the woman
was sitting on top of a palm tree, and the sage started climbing up. When
each had gone midway, Satan said to them: “Had they not proclaimed in
Heaven, ‘Take heed of R. Meir/R. Akiva and his learning,’ your life would
be worth to me no more than two small coins [i.e., I would have destroyed
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you as a worthless thing],” indicating that these prominent Rabbis should
not scoff at those who succumb to the wiles of the yetzer ha-ra (Kid. 81a).

The Talmud relates an episode concerning R. Amram and the yetzer
ha-ra:

Several [redeemed] captive women were brought to Nehardea [at
night] and taken to the house of R. Amram the pious. [They were
lodged in an upper chamber] and the ladder to the attic was
removed. As one of the women walked by, a light fell on the sky light
[separating the two stories] and her beauty [could be viewed by R.
Amram below. Seeing her], R. Amram seized the ladder, which ten
men could not lift, set it up unaided, and began to climb up. When
he had gone half way up the ladder, he forced himself to stand still
and cried out, “A fire is burning at R. Amram’s house!” His disciples
came running and [seeing him halfway up the ladder] reproved him:
“You made us put you to shame [by revealing your burning passion].”
The Sage replied, “Better that you shame Amram in this world than
that you be ashamed of him in the next.” (Kid. 81a)

Even if one has been weak and succumbed to the yetzer ha-ra, there is
immense reward for true repentance: “Whoever conquers his Evil Inclina-
tion and confesses [the sin he committed] on its account, Scripture
considers it as if he has honored God in both worlds [this world and the
World to Come]” (Sanh. 43b).

NOTES

1. This section (Pes. 50–55) provides a series of examples in which various
communities adopted different customs as to what activities were or were not
permitted.

2. Or “a sixtieth part of prophecy” (Ber. 57b).
3. Frankel and Teusch, 182–83.
4. “God will open His good treasury in heaven and give your land rain at

precisely the right time” (Deut. 28:12).
5. “God remembered Rachel. He heard her prayer and opened her womb”

(Gen. 30:22).
6. “Then you will know that I amGod, when I open your graves” (Ezek. 37:13).
7. In line with this tradition, a verse from Psalms read before blowing the

shofar (Min ha-meitzar; “From the depths”) is composed of an alphabetical acros-
tic that reads kera satan (destroy Satan).

8. They would have been like angels and thus would not have fathered
children (Rashi).
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Glossary

Aggada. Nonlegal rabbinic writings in the Talmud and Midrash that include
statements of major moral and ethical principles (often elucidated by the use of
parables and anecdotes), stories about biblical heroes and the great Rabbis, and
Jewish folklore. Unlike halacha, aggada is not legally binding. It serves to explain
and clarify Jewish laws and customs and accentuate the ethical ideas of the Torah.

Am ha’aretz. Literally “people of the land,” a Hebrew phrase used in the Bible to
refer to the Jewish masses. In Talmudic times, this term was applied to the common
people who did not observe rabbinic ordinances. Eventually, it became a derogatory
term to denote an ignoramus, one lacking knowledge of Jewish tradition and
laws; a vulgar, boorish, ill-mannered person; or a country bumpkin.

Amidah (standing [prayer]). Known popularly as the Shemoneh Esrei (18 [bless-
ings], though there actually are 19) and referred to in the Talmud as simply
Ha-Tefillah (The Prayer), the Amidah has been the core of the prayer service
since the destruction of the Second Temple.

Amora (explainer). Name for a teacher of Jewish law in the Land of Israel and
Babylonia after the redaction of mishnah by Judah ha-Nasi (c. 200 CE). The dis-
cussions of the amora’im (200–500 CE), who interpreted the Mishnah and
applied it to case law, form the Gemara, which together with the Mishnah
constitute the Babylonian Talmud and the Palestinian Talmud.

Apocrypha. Literally meaning “hidden books,” the collective name for Jewish
books written in the Hellenistic and Roman periods that were included in the
Septuagint but not accepted into the normative Hebrew canon. Largely
comprised of historical and ethical works, they include 1–2 Esdras (Ezra),



Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom of Ben Sira, Judith, Tobit, Baruch, the Letter of
Jeremiah, 1–4 Maccabees, and the Psalms of Solomon.

Aramaic. Ancient Semitic tongue that was the official language of the Persian
Empire and became the vernacular of the Israelites who were exiled to Babylonia
after the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. During the Second Temple period,
Aramaic replaced Hebrew as the medium of everyday speech. Aramaic is the
primary language of both the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds (except for
the Mishnah, which is in Hebrew), the Midrash, and an authorized translation
of the Bible known as Targum Onkelos.

Av beit din. Literally “father of the law court,” this Hebrew title is conferred on
the head of a Jewish religious court. During the Second Temple period, it referred
to the vice president of the Supreme Court (Sanhedrin) in Jerusalem.

Avot de-Rabbi Natan (ARN). Minor tractate of the Talmud, a commentary on
the Mishnah tractate Avot that also contains substantial midrashic material.

Baraita. An Aramaic word meaning “outside,” a baraita is a piece of legal,
historic, or aggadic tradition that was not included in the Mishnah of Judah
ha-Nasi. Baraitot are attributed to rabbinic teachers who lived in the Land of
Israel at or before the time of the Mishnah. The amora’im in the Babylonian
Talmud employed baraitot for supplementary, comparative, corroborative, or
critical purposes, or for solving newly raised problems.

Bat kol. Literally “daughter of the voice,” this Hebrew expression is commonly
used in the Talmud to denote a heavenly voice or the voice of God, which is heard
by individuals or groups of people. Distinct from a prophetic communication, it
often functions in the context of giving approval to a halachic decision.

BCE (acronym for “Before the Common Era”). This neutral term is used by
Jews and biblical scholars to denote the period traditionally labeled “BC” (before
[the birth of] Christ) by Christians.

Beit din. Literally “house of judgment,” the rabbinic term for a Jewish court of
law. Classically composed of three rabbis who arbitrated disputes among Jews
on a variety of issues in civil law, today it primarily focuses on religious matters,
such as the granting of a get (divorce) or decisions regarding conversion.

Beit Hillel. With Beit Shammai, two schools of Pharisaic rabbinic sages during
the late first century BCE and early first century CE. In general, the Talmudic
Rabbis decided the halacha in accordance with the opinions of Hillel and his
school, which were more lenient and easier for the people to understand.

Beit Shammai. See Beit Hillel.

Ben Sira, Wisdom of. See Wisdom of Ben Sira.

CE (acronym for “Common Era”). This neutral term is used by Jews and scholars
to denote the period traditionally labeled “AD” (anno Domini; in the year of the
Lord [i.e., Jesus]) by Christians.

Chametz. Hebrew term for leavened products, which are explicitly prohibited
on Passover (Exod. 12:19–20; 13:3).
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Derech eretz. Literally “way of the land,” this Hebrew term is used to describe
proper behavior that is in keeping with accepted social and moral standards. In
rabbinic literature, it refers to both appropriate conduct and a worldly occupation.

Derech Eretz Rabbah. Minor tractate added to the Talmud that deals with
proper manners and behavior, including laws related to forbidden marriages
and a list of activities that pose a danger to life.

Derech Eretz Zuta. Minor tractate added to the Talmud that is addressed to
scholars and is a collection of maxims urging modesty and self-examination. It
recommends a life of patience, temperance, gentleness, forgiveness, and respect
for the elderly.

Ecclesiasticus. See Wisdom of Ben Sira.

Exilarch. Political head of the Jewish community in Babylonia from the first to
the thirteenth centuries.

Gehenna. Greek form of the Aramaic “Gehinnom” (the Valley of [the sons of]
Hinnom), the ravine in the southern part of ancient Jerusalem (Josh. 15:8, 18:16).
The traditional rabbinic view ofGehenna was a purgatory, where even the worst of
sinners would spend only a year. There was some scholarly support for a doctrine of
eternal punishment, but modern Jewish thought has essentially abandoned this
notion and virtually eliminated the entire concept ofGehenna as a place of torture
for one’s sins.

Gehinnom. See Gehenna.

Gemara. An Aramaic word that literally meaning “study,” it refers to the vast
rabbinic legal and ethical commentary on the Mishnah that was compiled over
the span of three centuries. Together, the Mishnah and Gemara comprise the
Talmud.

Gematria. Interpretive device whereby words are understood through the
numerical value of their letters.

Gemilut chasadim. Literally “the giving of loving-kindness,” a core social value
that the Rabbis considered a quintessential and distinctive attribute of the Jew.
The Talmud specifies six traditional kinds of gemilut chasadim—clothing the
naked, visiting the sick, comforting mourners, extending hospitality to strangers,
providing for a bride, and accompanying the dead to the grave.

Get. Talmudic term for a formal divorce document that is signed by the husband
and then delivered to his wife.

Great Assembly. Group of 120 sages who led the Jewish people at the begin-
ning of the Second Temple era. They included the last three prophets (Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi), Mordecai (of the Purim story), Ezra, and Nehemiah.
The Men of the Great Assembly fixed the biblical canon, determining which
books would be included in the Bible, and laid the foundations of the liturgy
(including the Amidah) and the formalization of prayer. They are also said to
have decided upon the division of the Oral Law into the fields of midrash, hala-
cha, and aggada.
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Haggadah. Literally meaning “telling” (of the Exodus), this book contains the
prayers and blessings, stories, legends, commentaries, psalms, and songs that are
traditionally recited at the Passover seder.

Halacha. Literally meaning “walking,” this all-inclusive term refers to the body
of law (rules, prohibitions, requirements) that govern every aspect of Jewish life
and constitutes the essence of Jewish religious and civil practice. It reflects
commandments in the Torah as they were interpreted by the Rabbis during the
Talmudic period and further developed in responsa by the geonim and their
rabbinic successors. Halacha is distinct from aggada, the nonlegal aspects of the
Talmud and Midrash.

Huppah. Hebrew word referring either to the wedding canopy or to the marriage
ceremony itself.

Jerusalem Talmud. Much smaller than the more authoritative Babylonian
Talmud, this commentary on the Mishnah was actually produced in the Galilee
and completed in the early fifth century by Palestinian amora’im.

Kashrut (dietary laws). From a Hebrew root meaning “fit” or “proper,” the
collective term for the Jewish regulations and customs that specify what types
of food are permitted for consumption and how they are to be prepared.

Ketubah. Literally meaning “written document,” it is the Jewish marriage
contract. Written in Aramaic, it stipulates the obligations of the husband toward
his wife, including his duty to “maintain, honor, and support her as it is fitting for
a Jewish husband to do.” The ketubah sets forth in detail the financial obligations
that a husband undertakes toward his wife as to her inheritance should he die, or
as to her alimony should he divorce her. If either of these events occurred, the
woman would have money and resources of her own and not become destitute
without any financial support.

Kohen (kohanim). Member of the hereditary priestly caste established when the
Tabernacle was built. The priests were the descendants of Aaron and exclusively
male. They were to be shown honor and deference because they were conse-
crated to God and offered the sacrifices to the Lord (Lev. 21:8).

Levites (levi’im). Descendants of the tribe of Levi (third son of Jacob and
Leah), who were consecrated by Moses to serve in the Tabernacle and Temple
as gatekeepers, musicians, teachers, and assistants to the priests (kohanim). In
honor of their ancient service, in traditional synagogues a Levite (levi) is the
second person called for an aliyah to the Torah.

Mamzer. Contrary to popular misconception, a mamzer (often mistranslated as
“bastard”) is not someone born out of wedlock. Instead, a mamzer is the child
of a sexual relationship between a man and woman whose marriage could never
be valid under Jewish law.

Mechilta. Halachic Midrash on the Book of Exodus.

Midrash. Deriving from a Hebrew root meaning “to search out,” the word can
refer either to the process of interpreting the Bible or to the genre of rabbinic
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literature that has collected these interpretations. The Midrash often fills in the
gaps of the terse biblical narrative, which provides little information as to the
thoughts and feelings of the characters or the motivations behind their actions.

Midrashic literature. There are three basic types of midrash: exegetical, homiletic,
and narrative. An exegetical midrash contains short comments on each chapter,
every verse, and even individual words of an entire book of the Bible (e.g., Genesis
Rabbah, Exodus Rabbah, and Lamentations Rabbah; Mechilta, Sifra, Sifrei).
A homileticmidrash (e.g., Leviticus Rabbah and Deuteronomy Rabbah; Tanchuma;
Pesikta de-Rav Kahana) is more discursive and is structured around sermons
expounding on verses from the weekly Torah portion or the readings for special
Sabbaths and festivals. Each chapter or section of thesemidrashim constitutes a col-
lection of homilies and sayings on one specific topic that seem to combine into one
long homily. A narrativemidrash (e.g., Pirkei de-Rebbe Eliezer) does not attempt to
explicate the Bible in a direct or orderly manner, but instead is a collection of sto-
ries and legends about individual Rabbis or biblical characters. Midrash can also
be divided into the more common midrash aggada, which contains stories and
legends that are concerned with ethical teachings or other topical issues of nonlegal
parts of the Bible, and midrash halacha, which expounds upon the legal aspects and
implications of the biblical text. Probably the best-known collection of midrashic
literature is the Passover Haggadah. Although it contains prayers, instructions for
the Passover rituals, and biblical verses, most of the seder before the festive meal
is pure midrash. Although classic midrashic literature ceased by the end of the
twelfth century, there has been a resurgence of this genre in recent times.

Midrash Rabbah. Literally “The Great Midrash,” a 10-part collection of aggadic
midrashim on the Five Books of Moses and the five megillot (Song of Songs, Ruth,
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther). Despite the similarity in their names, this
set does not represent a cohesive work since the individual books were written
by different authors, in different locales, and in different historical eras (from
the fifth to the twelfth centuries).

Minor tractates (of the Talmud). Essays from the tannaitic period or later works
dealing with topics for which there is no formal tractate in the Mishnah. The
minor tractates, which are usually printed at the end of Nezikin (the fourth order
of the Mishnah), include the following (briefly described in separate sections):
Avot de-Rabbi Natan; Soferim (Scribes); Semachot (or Evel Rabbati); Kallah;
Kallah Rabbati; Derech Eretz Rabbah; Derech Eretz Zuta; Perek ha-Shalom;
Sefer Torah; Mezuzah; Tefillin; Tzitzit; Avadim; Gerim; and Kutim.

Minyan. Literally “number,” the term for the quorum necessary for
congregational worship and certain other religious ceremonies. Traditionally
composed of 10 adult males (13 years of age or older), a minyan is required for
major sections of the public synagogue service.

Mishnah. Literally meaning “repetition” or “teaching” in Hebrew, the earliest
major rabbinic book and the basis for the Talmud. It was compiled in the early
third century by Judah ha-Nasi (Judah the Prince, known simply as “Rabbi”),
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who sifted through, evaluated, and edited the vast number of legal opinions con-
stituting the Oral Law that had been expressed over the centuries in the acad-
emies of learning, primarily in the Land of Israel. The Mishnah is divided into
six “orders”—Zera’im (seeds), Mo’ed (festivals), Nashim (women), Nezikin
(damages), Kodashim (holy things), and Tohorot (purities)—each of which are
further divided into massechot (tractates).

Mitzvah (pl., mitzvot). Derived from a Hebrew root meaning “to command,” the
term is applied to a religious obligation. In common usage, mitzvah has also come to
mean a “good deed.” The 613 mitzvot (see taryag mitzvot) in the Torah are tradi-
tionally divided into 248 positive requirements and 365 negative prohibitions. There
also are seven rabbinic mitzvot that were not based on any biblical verses in the
Torah. The mitzvot provide the foundation for Jewish law and guidelines for Jewish
behavior.

Noahide Laws. The rabbis derived seven basic laws that were binding on all
human beings and constituted the fundamental precepts required for the estab-
lishment of a civilized society. They include (1) the establishment of courts of
justice and the prohibition of (2) idolatry, (3) blasphemy, (4) murder, (5) incest
and adultery, (6) robbery, and (7) eating flesh cut from a live animal. Although
Israelites in the Land were obliged to carry out all 613 commandments in the
Torah (see taryag mitzvot), observance of the seven Noahide laws was all that
was required of non-Jews who lived among the Israelites or attached themselves
to the Jewish community. In this way, non-Jews could assure themselves of a
place in the World to Come.

Oral Law. The body of rabbinic discussions, expositions, and commentaries on
the Torah that deal with all aspects of existence from the most trivial to the
sublime. According to tradition, it was part of the Revelation given to Moses
and subsequently transmitted faithfully by the leaders of each generation to their
successors—from Moses to Joshua, and then to the elders, the prophets, the men
of the Great Assembly, the leaders of the Pharisees, and eventually to the earliest
Rabbis (Avot 1:1). The Oral Law consists of two major divisions: halacha and
aggada. For centuries, the study of the Oral Law was essentially a matter of
memorizing and recapitulation, unlike the Written Law, which could be read.
Eventually, the Oral Law was written down with the aid of established
hermeneutical techniques, rabbinic legislation, and rational principles. It was
codified in the Mishnah, and subsequent rabbinic discussions in the academies
were recorded in the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds.

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana (PdRK). Collection of midrashic homilies on the
Scriptural readings in synagogues for special Sabbaths and holidays. Sometimes
called simply “Pesikta” (Aramaic for “section”), it was written in the fifth century
in the Land of Israel.

Pesikta Rabbati. Medieval Midrash on the Scriptural readings in synagogues for
special Sabbaths and holidays.

324 Glossary



Pharisees. One of the three major sects in Israel before the destruction of the
Second Temple in 70 CE, its teachings formed the basis of rabbinic Judaism.
Representing primarily the middle and lower classes, the Pharisees viewed as
authoritative what they regarded as the ancient tradition of Israel—nonbiblical
laws and customs handed down through the generations (see Oral Law) that
supplemented the written Torah.

Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers). The ninth tractate of Nezikin (damages) in
the Mishnah. It has no halachic content, but rather consists of the moral and
practical teachings of some 60 sages whose lives spanned nearly five centuries.

Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer (PdRE). Aggadic midrash on the biblical narrative
(eighth century). The first chapters detail the life of Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the
Talmudic sage for whom the work is named.

Sadducees. One of the three major sects of Judaism in the late Second Temple
period. They were a predominantly aristocratic group, many of whom were
priests officiating in the Temple. Moderate Hellenizers, their primary loyalty
was to the religion of Israel but their culture and practice were greatly
influenced by the Greco-Roman environment in which they lived.

Sanhedrin. Supreme judicial, religious, and political body in the Land of Israel
during the Roman and Byzantine periods. This assembly of 71 sages met in the
Chamber of Hewn Stones in the Temple in Jerusalem. The final authority on
Jewish law, the Sanhedrin was led by a president called the nasi (prince) and a
vice president known as the av beit din (father of the court). The Sanhedrin
proclaimed the New Moon, declared leap years, decided questions of Jewish
religious law, and dealt with serious civil and criminal cases (until 30 CE it had
the authority to inflict capital punishment). The Sanhedrin reached the peak of
its power in the late Second Temple period. After the destruction of the Temple
and the fall of Jerusalem, the Sanhedrin reorganized in Yavneh and then moved
to different cities in the Galilee, eventually ending up in Tiberias. It existed until
the abolishment of the rabbinic patriarchate in about 425 CE.

Savora’im. Literally “reasoners” and the disciples of the last amora’im, the savora’im
probably completed the final editing of the Babylonian Talmud in the mid-sixth
century (after the work of Rav Ashi and Ravina). They were the major scholars until
the rise of the geonim in the eighth century.

Septuagint. Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, dating from the fourth or
third century BCE, the Septuagint had its origin in Alexandria, Egypt. This
Greek translation was widely used among Hellenized Jews across the
Greek-speaking world, who had lost their ability to read the Bible in Hebrew.

Shechinah. Translated as “Divine Presence,” one of the rabbinic names for God.

Tanach. Hebrew term for the Bible, the acronym Ta-Na-Kh (or Tanach) is
derived from the initial letters of the names of its three major divisions—Torah,
Nevi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings).
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Tanhuma. Aggadic midrash on each parashah of the Torah. It is attributed to
Tanhuma bar Abba, fourth-century Palestinian amora and prolific aggadist,
because of his repeated appearances throughout the text. Each section is
introduced by the phrase, “Our teacher taught,” followed by a legal question
leading to a long and complex answer, which ends with a proof text that is the
beginning of the biblical verse according to the triennial Palestinian cycle.

Tanna. Literally “repeater” in Aramaic, the initial teachers of the Mishnah in
the first and second centuries CE. Because of the prohibition against writing
down the Oral Law, the tanna’im acted as “living books” in transmitting the
teachings of the Mishnah to their disciples. The classical period of the tanna’im
began with the death of Hillel and Shammai and ended with the generation after
Judah ha-Nasi, the editor of the Mishnah. The tanna’im were followed by the
amora’im, whose discussions of the Mishnah are contained within the Gemara.

Tosefta. In Hebrew tosafah, a collection of beraitot arranged according to the
order of theMishnah. About four times larger than theMishnah itself, the Tosefta
(meaning “supplement”) is an independent work that contains versions of halachot
that supplement but sometimes contradict theMishnah, and at other times appear
to be completely unrelated to it so as to operate as an independent work.

Tractate (masechet). Individual volumes into which each order of the Mishnah
is divided. Generally arranged according to their length, in the Babylonian
Talmud there are a total of 63 tractates—11 in Zera’im (seeds), 12 in Mo’ed
(festivals), 7 in Nashim (women), 10 in Nezikin, 11 in Kodashin (holy things),
and 12 in Tohorot (purity).

Wisdom of Ben Sira. Book of the Apocrypha dating back to the second century
BCE. Written in Hebrew by Ben Sira of Jerusalem and translated into Greek by
his grandson, it is a collection of ethical teachings, moral maxims, and various
pieces of advice to love wisdom and pursue moderation (resembling the Book
of Proverbs) that are applicable to a broad spectrum of practical situations. It also
contains some liturgical poems and psalms.
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Talmudic
Abbreviations

Abbreviation Name Major Topics

Ar. Arachin Valuation of Temple offerings and soil
Av. Zar. Avodah Zarah Keeping away from idolatry and idolaters
Avot Ethics and derech eretz (“Sayings of the

Fathers”)
BB Bava Batra Partnership sales, promissory notes, and

inheritance
Bek. Bechorot Firstborn child and animal, defective animals
Beit. Beitzah General festival laws
Ber. Berachot Prayers, benedictions
Bik. Bikurim Offering of the first fruits at the Temple
BK Bava Kama Direct and indirect damages in civil law
BM Bava Metzia Losses, loans, work, and wage contracts
Dem. Demai Produce not definitely tithed
Eduy. Eduyot Collection of testimonies on various subjects
Er. Eruvin Laws establishing permissible limits (of carrying)

on the Sabbath
Git. Gittin Divorce; writing and sending the get
Hag. Hagigah Laws for the three Pilgrimage Festivals (Passover,

Sukkot, Shavuot)
Hal. Hallah Dough offerings to the Kohanim
Hor. Horayot Erroneous rulings of the courts and their

rectification
Hul. Hullin Ritual slaughter and dietary laws



Abbreviation Name Major Topics

Ker. Keritot Sins requiring extirpation and sacrifices for them
Ket. Ketubot Marriage contracts and special agreements
Kid. Kiddushin Act of marriage, laws of genealogy
Kil. Kilayim Seeds, trees, and animals
Mak. Makot Punishment by flagellation
Meg. Megillah Laws of Purim
Men. Menachot Meal offerings, tzitzit, tefillin
Mik. Mikva’ot Laws of the mikveh for ritual purification
MK Mo’ed Katan Laws of the intermediate festival days
Naz. Nazir Nazirite laws
Ned. Nedarim Laws governing vows
Nid. Niddah Menstruation and religious impurity in women
Pe’ah Laws of gleanings and charity
Pes. Pesachim Laws of chametz, matzah, and the Passover

sacrifice
RH Rosh Hashanah Fixing the months and years, blowing

the shofar
Sanh. Sanhedrin Laws regarding courts, criminal law, and

principles of faith
Shab. Shabbat Sabbath laws
Shek. Shekalim Shekel dues for the Temple and Temple

ceremonies
Shev. Shevuot Oaths
Sot. Sotah Laws concerning the suspected adulteress, war,

and murder in which the perpetrator is
unknown

Suk. Sukkah Building of a sukkah, the four species, and the
festival in the Temple

Taan. Ta’anit Regular fast days
Tam. Tamid Daily offerings in the Temple
Ter. Terumot Gifts to the Kohanim
Yev. Yevamot Levirate marriage, prohibited marriages,

testimony on the death of the husband
Yoma Laws of Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement)
Zev. Zevachim Laws of sacrifice

Other Abbreviations

ARN Avot d’Rabbi Nathan
Deut. R. Deuteronomy Rabbah
Eccles. R. Ecclesiastes Rabbah
Exod. R. Exodus Rabbah
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Gen. R. Genesis Rabbah
JT Jerusalem Talmud
Lev. R. Leviticus Rabbah
Mech. Mechilta
Num. R. Numbers Rabbah
PdRE Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer
PdRK Pesikta de-Rav Kahana
Pes. Rab. Pesikta Rabbati
Tanh. Tanhuma
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