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Digest

The goal of this Capstone Project was to explore texts related to Jewish education.
Erica Seager Asch and 1 studied texts in chevrura and regularly met with Rabbi Dr. Mark
Washofsky to discuss what we had leamed. We began by covering all of Rambam’s
Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Talmud Torah. We also read and discussed commentaries,
especially the Kesef Mishnah, and then explored related Talmudic texts. some of which
became the background we used for our papers and our journal reflections.

Together, we covered three large units in the course of this project: women and
Talmud Torah. study and action. and payment of rabbis. Throughout our studies. Erica
and | each kept individual journals which outline the material we covered and contain
personal reactions to the texts. That journal can be found in the final section of this
Capstone project.

In addition. we each wrote threc papers on separate topics. My first paper begins
with the notion of a tripartite division of one’s studies, as suggested in Kiddushin 30a.
and then explores how Rambam and Rabbi Chayim Hirschenson build on this idea. Both
scholars broaden the definition of what constitutes learning. The second paper explores
the Talmudic passages about Rabbi Chivya who spread Torah and Mishnah by teaching
texts to young children. From his story, we gain a glimpse of a rabbi who was not an
etitist member of the yeshiva. but rather chose 10 spread Torah to others. The final paper
explores the tension between study and action and concludes that it may not be possible
to answer the question of which takes precedence: rather study and action must go hand

in hand.
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Introduction

This Capstone Project explores the question of what it means to be an educated
Jew. We started by studying Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Talmud Torah. In the
course of this study. we looked at Rambam’s primary sources such at the Tanach and the
Talmud. In addition 1o looking at commentaries to the Mishneh Torah. we examined a
wide range of more contemporary material. including responsa.

There were several topics that we studied in depth. These included: the education
of women. the relative value of study and action. and the notion of salaries for teachers.
In addition to these broad topics. we have each picked three areas of special interest to us
and have wriiten papers about them. This allowed for more in-depth. individual learning.
A description of each paper can be found in our individual digests.

In addition to the papers. we have each kept an individual journal throughout this
process. The journal includes an outline of the texts we have studied as well as our own
reactions, questions. and observations. The journal was a vehicle for us to reflect on the
texts and how they may apply to our own lives and rabbinates,

The written work that we have each completed represents just one part of a larger
project of vear long study. An invaluable part of our learning was our meetings with our
advisor. Dr. Mark Washofsky. We reviewed the material we studied and also retlected
on how these texts related to our own lives. This helped to frame our own thinking.

Another vital part of this project was our own process. Jews have studied in
chevrutu for centuries. and we found in this method of study that our own individual

study was enriched by one another. Working together, we each learned and




accomplished more than we could by working alone. Our ditferent strengths
complemented one another. In addition, by having the opportunity to tatk through the
texts. we clarified our own thinking. Chevruta study was a powerful part of the learning
experience,

This Capstone Project gave us the opportunity to strengthen our ability to read
texts. to personally reflect on the material we studied. and to integrate different aspects of
our learning. For us. these are vital sKills to possess as we enter the rabbinate. We know
that what we have learned during this project will continue to serve us in our future work

as rabbis.

- Erica Seager Asch and l.aura Baum
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Paper 1
Dividing One’s Study Time:
What Constitutes Learning?

Without a doubt. Jewish learning is an important value. Yet, throughout many
generations. Jewish communities have struggled with deciding what should be the
content of one’s studies. Such curricular choices reflect values as well as educational
philosophies. Often. in the course of deciding what to teach. tensions develop regarding
how to balance Torah learning. other Jewish learning. and secular learning. Over time.
communities have had to consider whether they derive their philosophies from Jewish
texts themselves. or from the surrounding cultures among which Jewish people live.
Even when decisions are made and an ideal curricular model determined. there can be
difficulties executing such ideas given constraints on resources. An important resource is
time. and a key consideration of educators is not only the content of study areas. but how
one proportions his time while engaging in particular areas of learning.

The Tulmud proposes an answer to this question and suggests a tripartite division
of study. Maimonides (1135-1204) further explores this way of allotting time in his
Mishneh Torah, Sefer Maddah, Hilchot Talmud Torah, hilchor 1:11-12. Afier exploring
Maimonides” ideas. we will turn to those of Rabbi Chayim Hirschenson (1857-1933) who
cites Maimonides and then postutates his own ideas about studying. In tracing the
concept of dividing one’s study time into thirds. we will see that Maimonides and
Hirschenson both use this as a platform to promulgate their own ideas about what

constitutes learning.




Talmud
In Kiddushin 30a, the idea of dividing one’s study time into thirds is based on a
comment on Deuteronomy 6:7. Deuteronomy 6:6-7 says:
TI32 OFRYIAIITOY 0P MH N W gD 0T ¥
PP JIUH T AN2N TIP3 INavz 03 37T
However. the Talmud notes: DNYIYY NON DIMINN MPR ON. In other words, by
swapping two letters. the Deuteronomy verse would not read “to teach or sharpen.” but
rather to ‘divide into three” for onc’s children the words which God commanded. The

Talmud explains that the idea is to divide one’s studies into Scripture. Mishnah, and
Talmud. Rashi does not take the haluchic midrash that replaces DNNYY with
OnwoYn for granted. Rather. he attempts to derive an explanation for why this word
was changed. Rashi concludes that because the text uses DN when it actually
intended ONIW. the extra nun must carry significance. Thus. because DNIYN carries the
connotation of the number two. the addition of a nun brings the total to three. In the
Toruh Temimah. Rabbi Baruch Epstein (1860-1942) does not find Rashi’s explanation
satisfactory. Rather than espousing a mathematical explanation like Rashi. the Torah
Temimah follows the p ‘shat meaning. Explaining that the verb DYy implies
sharpening. Epstein associates sharp learning with learning Written Law, Oral Law, and
Gemara (logical capacities).

The question then arises as to how to divide one’s time into thirds. In this
Kiddushin text. R. Safra says in the name of R. Yehoshua b. Chanania that once the word
DNYYYN replaces DNNYNY, its meaning is to allot one’s study time by dividing one’s

years into thirds. However, the Talmud then recognizes that this is a difficult task. since




a person does not know how long he will live. Therefore. there is a suggestion that one
should divide his days. rather than his years. Commenting on this, Rashi explains that
this means a person should divide his week into three parts. Here. it is important to note

that Rashi does not see the Talmud Gemuara as a fixed text; his comment on XI2) M in

Berachor 5a makes this clear. There Rashi explains that Gemara entails understanding
the reasons and logic behind mishnayot. Thus. Gemara becomes the source for
authoritative decision making.

While Rashi suggests dividing one’s week. the Tosdfot consider that a person still
may not devote equal time to each subject: for example. if a person were to die on a
Tuesday he would not have divided his study time proportionately. The 7ousafot draw
attention to Rav Amram who. unlike Rashi. does see Gemaru as a book. In the siddur of
Rav Amram Gaon he provides readings from each of his three sources: Mikra (Birkat
Kohanim). Mishnah (Pe ah), and selections from the Talmud. Next. the Tosafot mention
Rabbeinu Tam’s idea which is based on the root 2-1-2. which he concludes contains
Mikra, Mishnah, and Gemara (logical reasoning). Thus. Rabbeinu Tam determines that
people should study only the Babylonian Ta/mud because that text includes all of the
components that a person needs to study.
Maimonides

In contrast to Rabeinu Tam who thinks the Babyionian Talmud consists of all
significant study material. Maimonides follows Rashi’s understanding of Gemara as
something different than a book. Rambam seeks to include other topics. specifically
esoteric studies, in his curricular recommendations. In Aalucha 1:11 of his hilchot

Talmud Torah, Maimonides provides further detail on the concept expressed in




Kiddushin 30a. Maimonides understands the first two divisions simply as Written Law
and Oral Law. Significantly. he expounds a larger description for the third category:
Gemara.! Before even specitying the word “Gemara.” Rambam explains that the final
third of one’s study time should be spent understanding the ends of a concept from its
beginnings. bringing owt one idea from other. making comparisons. and understanding
the hermeneutical principles by which the Torah is expounded.® All of this learning is
necessary unti! the learner has mastered the essence of the principles and can deduce that
which is prohibited and that which is permitted according to the concepts that he has
learned from the tradition.’

In his next halacha. Rambam provides a detailed example. He suggests that if an
artisan were to work three hours per dayv and study nine hours per day. that person should
spend three hours on Written Law. three on Oral Law. and the other three understanding
how to deduce one rule from another. Rambam even explains the content of the Written
Law. indicating that M22 27 are included. which likely refers to the Prophets and
Writings. D'WT. i.c. the official rabbinic understandings. fall within the purview ot Oral
Law.

Next. Rambam expounds on (Gemara. saying that ©T119, i.e. esoteric learning. is
included. Here, Rambam points out that this division is specitic to how one should learn
carly in his studies. However. once a person has grown in wisdom and does not need to

learn the Written Law nor to always be absorbed in the Oral Law. he need only read at

! Earlier printed versions contain the word Tulmud. rather than Gemara here. In all likelihood. Jews self-
censored their texts for fear of the reactions from non-Jews.

? This may refer to the thirteen hermeneutical principles, or more broadly to the various ways one can
interpret Torah.

* The expression *from the tradition’ could refer to the Mishnah text. or more broadly to ideas that one's
teacher has promulgated. '




appointed times the Written Torah and the words of the tradition so as not to forget the
rules of the Torah. At this point. a person can spend time every day turning toward the
Gemara, according 1o the breadth of his mind and his ability to concentrate. The Lechem
Mishnah comments here. noting that Rambam derived this idea in order to give support
to that which people were already doing: i1.e. most people were not dividing their study
time in thirds. but rather were concentrating on Talmud. Essentially, Rambam does not
base this rule about there being a difference carly in one’s studies on anything in the
sources. Even though there are many places in rabbinic literature that explain why
studying Talmud is favored. the Kiddushin 30a text does not ofter reasoning.

Elsewhere. Rabbeinu Tam does justifv the emphasis on Talmud study by drawing
proof from a text in Sarhedrin. Likewise. in the Huaggahot Maimonivot. Rabbi Meir of
Rothenberg emphasizes the high status of Talmud. He notes that in masechet Sofrim.
chapter 14. it says that the world cannot exist without pepper. salts. and spices. Thus.
Rabbi Meir compares this to there being a three step graduated progression in learning
and writes that people are happy when they work with Ta/mud all the time. Yet. before
that. they have to learn Mikra and then Mishnah. Just as the world needs three specitic
elements. one cannot skip the first two stages of learning and go directly to the third.
Rabbi Meir also draws on Baba Merzia 33a which suggests a graduated progression.
There it says that those who busy themselves with the Mikra derive some benefit. but not
much. In contrast. those who busy themselves with the Mishnah derive benefit and
rewards. Finally. with respect to studying Talmud. there is no greater attainment than

this. It is entirely possible that Rambam reached the conclusion he did regarding the high
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status of Talmud from this text in Bubu Metzia. even though he does not explicitly
mention it.

To fully understand what Rambam means by the term ©T79, readers should turn
to Chagigah 14b. That Tulmudic passage includes a story of four men who enter the
©719: ben Azzai. ben Zoma. Acher.” and R. Akiva. The outcome of their visit is that
ben Azzai dies. ben Zoma becomes insane, and Acher becomes a heretic. Thus. the sole

survivor is R. Akiva. While there are contlicting ideas about to what ©T119 refers. from
this story we understand it to refer to esoteric learning (AN©J) as opposed to exoteric
learning ("23). Certainly. one way of understanding esoteric learning is that it refers to
the mystical tradition. including PYNI2 NWYN. i.e. metaphysics/natural sciences, and
N300 NWYN. i.e. visions of God or God's chariot. Involving speculative learning.

these aspects of the mystical tradition are strictly beyvond the purview of the Torah. but
many have argued they should still be studied. For Rambam. the ©77 likely refers to
rationalist philosophy. which is similar to kabbalah in that it seeks to unlock the secrets
of the universe. Rambam includes such speculative study as important in one’s learning.”
At the beginning of Sefer HaMaddah Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah in the Mishneh Torah.
Maimonides lists the relevant mitzvor: to know that God exists. not to think that there are
other gods, to unify God. to love God. to fear God. to honor God’s name. not to desecrate
God’s name. not to destroy things with God’s name written upon them. to listen to a

prophet who speaks in God’s name. and not to test God.

* Literally, this word means *other." It refers to Elisha b. Abuyah, after he committed his apostasy.
3 See Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah 4:13. Discussed below in paper.
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Clearly. Rambam is interested in science. not mysticism. and he recognizes that
such studying takes a great deal of time; a person has to be prepared and ready to enter
the highest level of learning. Readers of Rambam’s Guide of the Perplexed note that
there Rambam makes explicit that such studying is not for the masses: yet, one needs to
study enough to have a grounding in the natural sciences before approaching Oral and
Written Torah. In Rambam’s view. the study of metaphysics leads to as much awareness
of God as a person can ever achieve (Lamm 78). Rambam naturalizes Greek Wisdom
and concludes that Talmud is everything a person needs in order to understand truth, the
physical universe, and the metaphysical universe. Perhaps most significantly. Rambam
has opened readers” eves to Gemara being a broader category than the Babyionian
Talmud. In Rambam’s understanding. Gemara is anything that a person can legitimately
learn in order to understand God and the universe. Lamm (81) points out how surprising
it is that such a haluchic authority as Maimonides would. in his halachic code. reach the
conclusion that attaining worldly knowledge fulfills the commandment of Torah study.

Beyond expounding the components of the tripartite division of one’s studies. a
significant point that Rambam makes is that the division only applies when a person is
mastering the basics. which essentially entails memorizing. Overall. Rambam makes the
point that he favors active learning over memorizing, even though the former demands
more time and intelligence. While Rambam emphasizes the importance of engaging with
the material, Rabbi Chayim Hirschenson takes this notion even a step farther.
Hirschenson

Before exploring Hirschenson’s ideas, it is necessary to examine his background.

Atthough Hirschenson was a well-known author and thinker in his lifetime. he has been
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mostly forgotten today (Shapiro 4). This Zionist theoretician and legal scholar was an
Orthodox rabbi in Hoboken, New Jersey for the final fifty years of his life. Prolific, he
wrote more than ten works on legal. theological. and historical issues (Ackerman 261).
Prior to that. he lived in his birthplace of Jerusalem. where he was put into cherem by the
traditional Orthodox (Shapiro 4). His halachic philosophy is inclusive. and he argues
that Torah and “life™ are compatible. in other words. that halacha and modemity can
coexist (Ackerman 267. 8: Shapiro 4). Hirschenson advocated for an open-minded
approach to Jewish sources (Shapiro 5).

The particular text we will explore comes from Mufki baKodesh. a six volume
collection of responsa and letters published between 1909 and 1928, In this text.
Hirshenson caretully explores whether leniency or stringency is the best way to make
halachic decisions. This is particularly a concern because Hirschenson's community was
undergoing a period of increasing secularization. and Orthodox scholars debated the best
response (Ackerman 261). Throughout his works. Hirschenson not only makes lenient
rules. but also justifies why he takes such an approach. For example. one justification he
provides comes from Avodah Zarah 7a. where it says that R. Joshua b. Karha commented
that one should be stringent with respect to laws of Torah. but one should be lenient with
respect to rabbinic rulings (Ackerman 264). Hirschenson’s goal was not simply to
lighten the burden on Jews for its own sake. but rather to make the halachic system more
inclusive in the otherwise increasingly nonobservant community (Shapiro 3).
Hirschenson insists that responsa should not only be the culmination of studying texts,

but should also incorporate an appreciation of the intluence that one’s decisions would
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have on the ritual performance ot Jews (Ackerman 266-7). In essence, he feared that
otherwise the system would be delegitimized by its dwindling numbers (Shapiro 5).

In addition to discussing halacha. in Malki BaKodesh (part 2. pp. 166-7)
Hirschenson discusses what constitutes learning. He describes a category of people who
are extraordinary in their hearts. who have qualities of integrity. and who love their
people and love all who contribute to the honor of their people. Among them are those
who are saviors ot Zien and those who span trom the shepherds to the leaders of people.
Yelt. despite their extraordinary qualities. the great light of the sciences has blinded them:
thus. they cannot see correctly. and they err in their thoughts and actions regarding some
of the essential principles of the Torah. While they transgress both light and heavy
offenses ;hat stand high in the religion of Israel. Hirschenson praises their pure hearts and
clean hands. In other words. Hirschenson values good intentions rather than proper
resulis.

Concerning study and thought. Hirschenson notes that what Rabad (Rabbi
Abraham ben David of Posqueires. ¢. 1125-1198) wrote is known. Specifically.
Hirschenson is referring to the works which Rabad authored at the end of his life: the
MawN. Rabad authored NNWN on the hiwluchor of Altasi. on the Sefer hu-Maor of
Zerahiah b. Isaac ha-levi. and on the Mishneh Torah of Maimonides. Twersky describes
that “these glosses are both criticism and commentary. dissent and elaboration. structure
and supplement; they are not exclusively polemical. although the polemical emphasis
varies in intensity and acuity from one to the other.” In his discussion about seeking the
truth. Hirschenson turns specifically to Rabad’s MW on Rambam's Hilchot T'Shuvah

3:7. There. Rambam describes five people who are called heretics, He species that they




are people who (1) say there is not a God and that there has never been a leader, (2) say
there are two or more leaders. (3) say there is one Sovereign, but [1e has a body or
physical form. (4) say that God is not the first and that He did not shape everything. (5)
worship stars or constellations besides Him in order that there will be an intermediary
between the person and God.

Hirschenson points out Rabad’s response to Rambam’s third category. namely
those who believe that God is corporeal. Specitically. Rabad writes: “Why would he
[Rambam] call him [a person who believes in a corporeal God] a heretic? Many people
are greater and better than he [Rambam]: these people follow their thoughts according to
that which they see in the Scripture.” Rabad then adds that many people reach ideas.
such as belief in a corporeal God. not only from Scripture but also because they are
misled by the confusing words of aggadot. Here. Rabad announces that a person who
errs in his doctrines because of “aggadot that confuse minds™ should not onty not be
called a heretic. but also should be called "great and good.™ Even while Rabad does not
believe in a corporeal God. he understands that good-hearted people can reach such
conclusions from reading Bible and aggador. The greatness and preciousness of souls of
such people still have not departed them. In other words. Rabad thinks that Rambam has
gone too far. and Rabad recognizes that people can reach incorrect conclusions
innocently. Even the greatest sage errs at times. but just because a person errs should not
classify him as a heretic.

Hirschenson then points out that Joseph Caro expresses astonishment at the
language of Rabad who called such people ~great and good.™ Hirschenson disagrees with

Caro. and writes that if one supposed that every person who errs in his studies is a heretic
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or apikoros. that would mean there is no place in life for any sage or researcher. Truth
only comes afier researching and seeking. At the beginning of the researching and
studying. everyone is misled and errs until they reach clarity.

Further, Hirschenson points out that even Rambam. who was sincere in his
research and deep in studying philosophy. sometimes erred before he reached the truth.
Only afterwards did he arrive at the truth. for that is the way of seeking. This is the
intention ol Rabad’s biting comment “more great and good than he.” which is to say that
Rambam at the beginning of his research made some mistakes because of Greek
philosophy. which is lower in status than reaching incorrect conclusions based on one’s
reading of Scripture and aggador. Lssentially. Rabad does not want to be too critical of
people who may make mistakes along the way in their studies.

After overviewing Rabad’s response to Rambam. Hirschenson discusses the
tripartite division of one’s study time based on Kiddushin 30a and then quotes Rambam’'s
halacha 1:11 from Hilchot Talmud Torah, Here, Hirschenson takes a specific approach
in asserting that the important aspect of learning is not necessarily the arrival at a
particular truth: rather most significant is the journey of learning itself. Without a doubit.
Hirschenson understands that one can fulfill the mitzvah ol Talmud Torah all of the time
that a learner delves into texts. making judgments and finding similarities. One can also
fulfill this mitzvah even without reaching correct conclusions by simply engaging in the
process of researching and studying. Here, Hirschenson says this is the intention of the
saying that even though the halucha is according to Beit Hillel. “these and those are the
words of the living God™ (Eruvin 13b). In that text. R. Abba. in the name of Shmuel.

tells of a three year dispute between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel. Each group argues
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that the halacha is in agreement with its views. Ultimately. a bat ko/ makes the statement
that both are the words of the living God. but that the halucha tollows Beit Hillel. The
Talmud further explains that Beit Hillel attains this privilege, because they are humble
and mention the ideas of Beir Shammui before their own. After providing an example
related to a specific case. the Tulmud then notes that those who humble themselves are
raised up by God. whereas God humbles those who raise themselves up. Thus, this
Tulmudic passage is appropriate evidence for the existence of competing viewpoints that
should be studied. and it also brings into the discussion the concept of humility. a value
which may be more important than reaching a particular answer.

Further. Hirschenson uses the quotation from Eruvin 13b to emphasize that even
if one has not vet arrived at the absolute truth or the correct understanding of the halacha
(as in the case of Beit Shammuai), he has nevertheless fulfilled the mirzvah of Talmud
Torah. If a person were to think that one does not fulfill the mitzvah of Talmud Torah
unless he amrives at the correct understanding of the halacha. the person making that
claim would be robbing the mitzvah of Talmud Torah from many of the great sages of
Israel. In fact, a significant part of their Torah learning is not accepted as the correct
understanding of the Torah.

Further. Hirschenson explains that his ideas apply both to small matters. like the
controversies of Abaye and Rava, and to larger matters. like D229 NV (Sukkah 28a).
This idea is found in the Tal/mud where it says that Hillel had eighty students. the smallest
of whom was Yochanan ben Zakkai. The Ta/mud then provides great detail regarding the
content of ben Zakkai's studies: Scripture. Mishnuh, Gemara, Halacha, Aggada. precise

aspects of the Torah. precise aspects of the Scribes. light and stringent ideas, gezerof
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shavah. calendar, gematria. discussions of the Ministering Angels. discussions of
demons, the speech of palm trees, parables of the fuller. parables of foxes, and finally
great matters and small matters.

At the end of Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah (4:13). Rambam expounds on the idea of

big and small matters. Referring to the four sages who entered the ©779, Rambam

points out that even these great ones of [srael did not have the strength to know all of
these matters. Thus. Rambam concludes that it is not fitting to enter the ©T19 (i.e.
esoteric studies) until one has filled himself with “bread and meat.” which he describes as
the knowledge of that which is prohibited and permitted. as well as other commandments,
Here. he explains that the sages called these “small matters;” in fact, he quotes that the

sages said “NA290 NWYN are big matters and the disputes of Abave and Rava are small

matters.” Yet. Rambam asserts that it is appropriate to study these small matters first
because this is more settling for 2 man’s mind in the beginning of learning. Moreover.
the small matters are the great good which God influenced to settle this word. in order to
inherit life in the World to Come. It is possible for everyone to know these. including
children and adults. men and women, those who are broad-minded, and those who are
narrow-minded. Essentially. even while the vast majority is not ready for speculative
esoteric studies, there is a common ground which is accessible to all and an important
first step for the select group who will proceed further.

After mentioning the large and small matters. Hirschenson argues that it is not
through knowledge alone that one fulfills the mitzvah of Talmud Torah. but rather
through studying and searching. I[n particular, Hirschenson points out that the mirzvah of

Tulmud Torah is about studying rather than about knowing, since the mitzvah is not
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called "knowing Torah.” but rather “studying Torah.” Seeking to explain his reasoning,
Hirschenson adds that knowledge does not derive from choice, and commandments must
be based on something that one chooses. In contrast. studying. which is about searching.
depends on choosing and desiring; thus. it is a commandment. As a realistic thinker,
Hirschenson points out thal before a person arrives at the truth, he may think about many
ideas which are untrue. It would be unfair to say that a person who does not come to
understand something completely has not fulfilled a mitzvah. Hirschenson argues in the
words of the Ta/mud that “these and those are the words of the living God™ and that thus
a person still tulfills the mitzvah of Talmud Toruh. Most essential is one’s pure
heartedness and the desire to arrive at the truth (Malki BaKodesh, part 2, pp. 166-7).

Having traced the notion of the tripartite division of one’s study time from the
Talmud through thinkers from the 12" and 20™ centuries, we have seen the great attention
paid to how one’s study time should be divided. Beyond that. readers see how one idea
in the Tulmud can become a springboard for further thought. Maimonides uses
Kiddushin 30a to expound on his understanding of the term Gemara. broadening it as
much as possible to include the aspects of studying that are important to him. Rabbi
Hirschens‘on engages in this topic in the course of discussing the mitzvah of Talmud
Torah: he emphasizes the importance not of arriving at a particular answer, but rather of
searching and studying.

As modern Jews, such ideas of curriculum design have tremendous educational
implications. From the Ta/mud we develop an appreciation for dividing our time among
various Jewish sources (Scripture, Mishnah, and Talmud). Given limited amounts of

time. educational programs from supplementary Sunday schools to rabbinical schools
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often struggle with finding the balance among these categories and others. Moreover,
Rambam encourages teachers and students to understand Gemara broadly, so that it
includes whatever categories people need in order to best understand the world around
them. Another important lesson from Rambam is that there is more to learning than
memorization and that students excel in their studies at different rates, Hirschenson adds
to the discussion a broader definition of learning. He makes it clear that learning is not
about reaching a particular answer or destination. but rather about the processes of
studying and searching. By responding to Rabad and Rambam. Hirschenson takes on a
viewpoint in which he recognizes that even the greatest scholars have been misled at
some point in their studies. Hirschenson makes the compelling point that the mirzvah of
Torah study connects to one’s desire to arrive at the truth. Thus. we embrace the
opportunity to remind ourselves and others that there are times in our learning that there
will be more questions than answers. and that this awareness is a vital step in educating

oursejves.
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Paper 2
Teaching Torah by Spreading Torah

Rabbinic literature contains a great amount of detail about learning within the
yeshiva community. There is often an elitist attitude taken by the rabbis who have
reached a high level of learning. Yet. some texts emphasize the importance not only of
keeping knowledge within the yeshiva world. but also spreading it to others. A text
which exemplifies the importance of being one who spreads Torah. even to young
children. includes stories about Rabbi Chiyya. By looking at the Talmudic passages
where Rabbi Chivya’s strategies for tcaching are explained and then exploring
commentaries on those passages. one can ascertain a viewpoint of the rabbis which
suggests they appreciate the value of teaching young children and maintaining the
integrity of that teaching and learning process.
Baba Metzia 85b

The main text under discussion is Buba Metzia 85b. The Gemara includes a
series of storics in praise of Rabbi Chivya. [n the first of those three stories. Resh Lakish
is busy marking the caves of the rabbis. Noting this. Rashi comments that this was so
that the kohanim would not cross near the graves and become rituallv impure. Rashi adds
that while it is problematic for a kohen to contract impurity from any corpse. all the more
so the mishap should not be caused by a righteous person. The Gemara continues by
noting that when Resh Lakish approaches the cave of Rabbi Chiyya. the cave becomes
hidden from him. Upset. Resh Lakish exclaims: “Master of the Universe. did I not debate
about Torah as he did?” In other words. Resh Lakish is worried that he cannot find the

grave because he may be considered inferior to Rabbi Chiyva. In response. a bat kol




comes out and says “you have disputed Torah (i.e. done pilpul) as well as Rabbi Chiyya.
but you have not spread Torah as well as Rabbi Chiyya.™

The second story in praise of Rabbi Chivya demonstrates Rabbi Chiyya's specific
contributions to the spread of Torah. When Rabbi Chanina and Rabbi Chiyya would
quarrel. Rabbi Chanina would say to Rabbi Chiyva. “Are you quarreling with me? Even
if, God forbid, the Torah were forgotten in Israel. | would be able to bring it back with
my argumentation (i.e. pilpul).” In response. Rabbi Chiyya retorts with the same
guestion: “Are vou guarreling with me?” Rabbi Chiyya then explains that he works so
that the Torahi will not be forgotten in Israel in the first place. and then describes his
method. He goes and sows flax and then weaves nets. After that. Rabbi Chiyya hunts
deer. and then feeds orphans the meat. From the deer skins. Rabbi Chiyya prepares
scrolls, on which he writes the five books of the Torah. Rabbi Chiyya describes going to
new towns. and Rashi clarifies that these are towns which have no teachers. There. Rabbi
Chiyya can teach each of five children a different book of the 7orah. Further. Rabbi
Chiyya teaches the six orders of the Mishnah to six children. Finally. Rabbi Chiyya tells
the children “until I return, teach Torah and Mishnah to each other.™ In detailing all of
his steps. Rabbi Chivya has explained how he works for the Torah. so that it will not be
forgotten in Israel.

The third significant part of this story is that the Gemara continues by saying that
these actions of Rabbi Chiyya are what contributed to Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi
proclaiming “how great are the deeds of Chiyya!™ Rabbi Yishmael. the son of Rabbi
Yose questions Rabbi, asking “even greater than Master [i.e. you Rabbi]?"" Rabbi

concedes that Rabbi Chiyya's deeds are indeed greater than his own. Finally, Rabbi
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Yishmael asks it Rabbi Chiyya's deeds are greater than his father’s [i.e. Rabbi Yose's],
and Rabbi says “God forbid! Nothing like this should be said in Israel!™

Having established how highly Rabbi Chiyya was regarded for his actions with
respect to teaching. we can consider what he did and what implications that may have for
teaching today. A key point from the story is that learning to teach is as important as
learning to learn. Rabbi Chiyya was clearly a bright man who could have lived his life in
the yeshiva learning for his own sake. Yet. he takes the time and great energy to teach
others. Instead of living his life as an elitist. he becomes one who spreads 7orah. Often.
the higher a person’s learning is. the fewer people it reaches: yvet this story reminds
readers of the importance of sharing one’s knowledge with others. In addition. in this
text we see that there is a rare recognition by the rabbis that there is an important need for
teachers of children. This is in line with the statement in Shubbat 199b that “Resh Lakish
said in the name of Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi. *the world endures only for the sake of the
breath of children in the house of study.”™ Maimonides quotes this sayving in his Mishneh
Torah. Hilchot Talmud Torah 2:1. where he discusses the obligation of cities to appoint
teachers. If cities fail to do this. the city is excommunicated. Thus. there is recognition
of the need to teach chiidren.

The significant feature here is not only that Rabbi Chiyya teaches, but also how
he teaches. He makes the task manageable for the students. by requiring each of them to
become expert in one specific book of the Torah or order of the Mishnah. rather than
making their task too great. In addition. he empowers them to teach others. exemplifying
Rambam’s highest level of tzedakah in his scheme of eight rungs: strengthening the name

of another Jew by giving him something. or partnering with him. or finding him a job so
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that his own hand is strengthened and he no longer needs to rely on others (Mishneh
Torah, Hilchot Matanot Aniyim 10:7.). Rabbi Chiyya has given these students tools to
continue learning and teaching. In addition. Rabbi Chiyya is willing to teach children in
cities without teachers. This is a population that could easily be ignored. but Rabbi
Chiyya makes great efforts to reach out to them. perhaps exemplifying the rabbinic belief
that scholars can come from even the humblest beginnings. just as Rabbis Akiva and
Hiilel did.

Ketubot 1036

Having looked at these three stories about Rabbi Chiyya on Baba Metzia 85b. it is
worth turning to Kerubot 103b which recounts the same story about how Rabbi Chiyva
works to make sure Torah is not forgotten in Israel by teaching Torah and Mishnah to
children. The story in the Kerwbot passage is particularly striking since it is in the context
of a story about who will be appointed Nasi and Rosh Yeshiva after the death of Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi.

The initial discussion centers around the fact that Gamliel will be the next Nasi.
since he is the first born son and he has the quality of fearing sin. even though he is not as
intelligent as his brother Shimon. After having discussed who will become the next Nasi
the conversation turns to who will be the next Rosh Yeshiva. A statement is made.
presumably by Rabbi. that Chanina bar Chama will sit at the head (of the Yeshiva).
However, Rabbi Chanina does not accept the offer, because Rabbi Efes is older than he
by two and a half years. Instead. out of respect. Rabbi Chanina sits outside of the Beit
Midrash, and Levi sits with him. When Rabbi Efes dies. Rabbi Chanina sits at the head

of the Yeshiva, and Levi no longer has a companion with whom to sit outside. Thus. Levi
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goes to Babylonia. There is discussion in the Gemara about what happens to Levi when
he goes to Babylonia: the content of that discussion includes debates about whether
Rabbi Lfes or Rabbi Chanina had died. This is signiticant because there are similar
disputes in the next story about the relative timing of the deaths of Rabbi Chiyya and
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi.

The Gemara now turns to Rabbi Chivyva. questioning if he could have been
appointed Rosh Yeshiva. The Gemara concludes that Rabbi Chiyya's death preceded
that of Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi. Yet. the Gemara then asks “did Rabbi Chiyya not say °!
saw the grave of Rabbi. and | shed tears upon it?"” Answering this. the Gemara
commands “reverse.” meaning to switch the names so that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi said ~I
saw the grave of Rabbi Chiyya. and I shed tears upon it.”™ Then. the Gemara offers
another piece of evidence about who died first. asking. “Did Rabbi Chiyya not say on
the day that Rabbi died. holiness was abolished™™? Further complicating matters. the
Gemara says the characters in this story can be reversed as well,

Here. the text includes a baraita. When Rabbi becomes ill. Rabbi Chiyya enters
and finds him crying. When Rabbi Chiyya asks Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi why he is
crying. Rabbi answers with a huraitu that includes various circumstances of death and
whether cach case is a good or bad sign. For example. dying laughing is a good sign. but
dying crying is a bad sign. After listing various scenarios of death. Rabbi Yehudah
HaNasi answers Rabbi Chivva’s question more directly. Rabbi explains I am crying
because of the Torah and the mitzvor.” Apparently. he is upset that he will not be able to

study and perform mitzvot anymore. Thus. this haruita would suggest that Rabbi




Yehudah HaNasi died first. The Gemara says these stories can be reversed as well. but
ends on the idea that they should not be reversed.

Following the debate about who died first. the Gemara includes a story praising
Rabbi Chiyya. likely for the purpose of showing that Rabbi Chiyya was indeed a possible
candidate for Rosh Yeshiva. The Gemara concludes that Rabbi Chivya busies himself
with the mitzvor. and Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi does not want to prevent Chiyya from
performing mitzvot. Here. the Gemara includes the story that is in Baba Metzia 85b
beginning with Rabbi Chanina asking Rabbi Chiyya if he is quarreling with him.
continuing with the discussion of the preparation of the scrolls. and including the part
where Rabbi proclaims “how great are the deeds of Chivva!™ lere it is worth noting that
although the two texts have minor differences. the only significant difference is that in
Baba Metzia first Rabbi Yishmael asks Rabbi if Chiyya's deeds are greater than Rabbi’s,
whereas in Ketuhot Rabbi Shimon asks that question. In both stories. Rabbi Yishmael
asks the second question.

After praising Rabbi Chiyya. the Kerubor story continues with Rabbi saying that
he needs his young son. Rabbi Shimon enters his father’s room. and Rabbi Yehudah
HaNasi transmits to him the orders of his wisdom. Then. Rabbi says that he needs his
older son. After Rabban Gamliel enters, Rabbi transmits to him the orders of being the
Nusi. The father says to him. “my son. behave at a high level in your presidency and
throw fear upon vour students.”

From this version in Ketubot. two other key issues emerge. One is that Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi decides that Rabbi Chiyya is not a candidate for the Rosh Yeshiva

position because he does not want 1o prevent the younger rabbi from doing mitzvor. This
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is an even stronger recognition that it is essential for rabbis not only to function in the
world of the yeshiva, but also to function in the real world. There is no elitism here, and
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi is essentially being non-selfish. He recognizes that Rabbi
Chiyya does incredible work for the community. and he does not want to prevent that.
Further. Rabbi's comment about being upset that he is dying because that means he can
no longer study Torah and perform mitzvot sheds light on how connected he sees these
two areas as being. He recognizes the connection betwcer; study and action. and would
not want anyone to study at the expense of not fulfilling other obligations. The second
feature of this story is that it emphasizes responsibility being passed down from one
generation to the next. There is great consciousness about which of Rabbi’s sons is most
suitable for his position. and the story ends with explicit transmission of responsibility
from Rabbi to his sons.
Commentaries

Having looked at the story about Rabbi Chiyya as it appears in two Talmudic
passages. we now turn to commentaries. In his comment on Baba Metzia 85b, the
Maharsha (Samuel Eliezer ben Judah Ha-Levi Edels. 1555-1631) discusses the
conversation between Rabbi Chivya and Rabbi Chanina and their different approaches to
dealing with the possibility of Torah being forgotten in Israel. The Maharsha expounds
on this, suggesting that Rabbi Chiyya is essentially saying to Rabbi Chanina: "my method
is preferable to yours.” Explaining this. Rabbi Chiyya could say that if. God forbid. the
Torah had already been forgotten in Israel, then Rabbi Chanina’s ideas would be
satisfactory for bringing the Torah back through pilpul. However, Rabbi Chiyya explains

that he works so that the Torah will not be forgotten in the first place. The crux of this
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argument is that Rabbi Chanina’s ideas are less than ideal because they only function in
potentiality, whereas Rabbi Chiyya’s ideas function in actuality. For that reason, Rabbi
Chiyya sees his own plan as more praiseworthy.

Next. the Maharsha quotes the section of the Baba Meizia passage which tells of
Rabbi Chiyya planting fax and ultimately making the scrolls with which to teach
children. The important point here is that each of these acts is for the Torah: from the
beginning. the process is for the sake of Heaven and for no other purpose. The purity of
the intention is vital. For example. the Maharsha notes that if Rabbi Chiyya were to buy
cattle for their skins. then there would be outside participation from the seller who might
use the money for other purposes. To avoid such a situation. Rabbi Chiyya uses all of his
own materials. which he has grown for this purpose. and he also maintains the integrity
of his actions by using the leftover meat to feed orphans. Every aspect of the process is
for the sake of teaching and learning. which the Maharsha understands to be the highest
degree of Torah. In fact. as a result of such actions. the 7orah will not be forgotten in
Israel. To further emphasize this point. the Maharsha includes Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's
statement “how great are the deeds of Rabbi Chiyya.” with Rabbi adding that they are
greater and better than Rabbi Chanina because Rabbi Chiyya's are actual actions. rather
than merely existing in potentiality.

In his commentary on the Torah. Emet L 'Yaakov. Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzy
(1891-1986) includes the story about Rabbi Chiyya teaching Torah in his exposition of
Exodus 26:15 which says that " You shall make the planks for the Tabernacle of acacia
wood, upright.”

DTy DPY MY 1PYNY DYWTTIN Y
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Kamenetzky begins his discussion by quoting Rashi’s comment on the word D Tny.

Rashi’s central idea is that Jacob planted cedars in Egypt; when he died he commanded
his sons to take them up with them when they leave Egypt. Further. Jacob said that in the
future God would command them to make the tabernacle in the desert from the acacia
wood. Kamenetzky adds that Jacob could have commanded them to take the acacia
wood in case they were not abie to find it in the desert. Yet. that is not the whole story.
The reasons that they did not take the wood from the arca where they were living. but
rather from the wood which Abraham had planted in Beer Sheva, were psychological.
Kamenetzy points out that God had said to the people: do not fear going down toward
Egypt.” This proves that Jacob must have been scared. test his sons would settle in
Egypt. Jacob wanted to prevent this. and recognized it would be insufticient to give them
an oral sign. saying: "God will surely take notice of you and bring vou up from this land™
(Gen. 50:24). Thus. they needed something of substance to stand facing them, which
would remind them always of the promised redemption. Kamenetzy continues the
discussion of the descriptor DY113V in reference to the trees. suggesting that it means that
they are everlasting.

Thus. Kamenetzky has reached the conclusion that Abraham planted cedars in
Beer Sheva which Jacob cut down for the mishkan. even though it would have been
possible for the Israclites to find cedar trees without using the trees which Abraham had
planted. Here, Kamenetzky brings evidence from Bava Metzia 85b, and recounts the
story of Rabbi Chiyya telling Rabbi Chanina that he works so that the Torah will not be

lost in Israel. The connection is that Rabbi Chiyya could have easily used materials that
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he found clsewhere. but instead decided to be involved in the entire process. perhaps for
psychological reasons as well.

Most significantly. Kamenetzy quotes the Gaon of Vilna (the Gra.1720-1797)
here. While the Maharsha argued that Rabbi Chiyya’s actions were solely for the
purpose of Heaven. the Gaon of Vilna takes this idea further and argues the additional
significance of Rabbi Chivya performing the actions single-handedly. The Gra explains
that this is because Rabbi Chiyya insisted that every aspect. from the beginning to the
end. be done with holiness and purity. He wanted nothing invalid mixing in. evento a
small degree. Therefore. Rabbi Chiyya did everything himself. and this was the only way
in which he could be certain that he had indeed succeeded. For Rabbi Chivva. success
would entail teaching the Toruh to children so that it would be established in them and
would remain within them forever. The Gra connects this to Abraham. saying that
Abraham did not want the trees he was using tor the mishkan to be general trees from the
market. Rather. he needed them to be the trees which he had planted and with which he
had busied himself for the sake of Heaven. Therefore. in Beer Sheva. Abraham planted a
tamarisk tree. and proclaimed it a holy place for his ancestors. an appropriate place for
planting trees for the tabemacle.

Kamenetzy concludes this discussion by saying that it was the intention of the
Gemara that the command to Moses was in fact to use the cedar trees. which have in
them the power to stand forever. These are not just any cedar trees that have grown. but
rather were planted by Abraham for the purposes of mitzvah and chesed. Thus. one can
infer that Kamenetzy connects the mitzvor that Rabbi Chiyya does to acts of chesed that

are long-cnduring. Indeed. Rabbi Chiyva does not just teach children. but essentially
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creates an institution. which can be compared to building the mishkan. There is an
understanding that one must undertake certain essential steps to teach Torah, and that
materials and intentionality play important roles. Another message from Kamenetzy's
discussion is that no task is too ordinary for extraordinary people. Just as the patriarch
Abraham planted trees. so too did a man suited to be Rosh Yeshiva plant flax and make
scrolls from deer skins. Beyond that. they took something ordinary and made them for a
higher and holier purpose. i.e. tor the sake ot heaven. While the Maharsha emphasized
the purity of intention and the distinction between doing something in actuality versus
doing something that has potential. the Gaon of Vilna and Kamenetzy go further in
showing the importance of such a special person being involved in every aspect trom the
beginning to maintain the integrity of the process
Connections on the Talmnud page

Having looked at the story about Rabbi Chiyya in two Talmudic passages and
then exploring two commentaries, we now consider connections to other stories on Babu
Metzia 85b. Preceding the Rabbi Chiyya story is a narrative in which Rav Chama asks
what is meant by the verse “wisdom rests quictly in the mind of a prudent man. but
among dullards it makes itself known™ (Prov. 14:33). According to the Gemara’s
explanation. the first part of the verse reters to a talmid chacham who is the son of a
tulmid chucham. while the second part of the verse refers to a talmid chacham who is the
son of an am ha'aretz. In other words. the child of a scholar does not flaunt his
knowledge. but rather merely takes his learning for granted. Yet. the child of an
uneducated person chooses to make his achievements known. Ullah compares this to a

sela coin in a jar which makes the noise kish. kish when the jar is shaken. In contrast,




Rashi points out that if the bottle were tull. a noise would not be heard. This connects to
the stories about Rabbi Chiyya in that they show the importance of educating even those
who are not children of scholars. Everyone deserves to learn. and those who are not from
families where that is emphasized may appreciate their newfound knowledge more than
others.

Next. the Gemara asks what is meant by the verse “small and great alike are
there. and the slave is free of his master™ (Job 3:19). The text asks the rhetorical
question: did we not already know that the small and great will be found in the World to
Come? Rather. the verse should be understood to mean that whoever humbles himself
for the sake of the 7orah in this world will be made great in the World to Come: whoever
places himself as a servant to the Torah in this world will become free in the World to
Come. Thus. the Gemara adds the notion of this being about the World to Come and
chooses to emphasize both humility before the Torah and making oneself a servant to the
Torah. This connects to the praiseworthiness of Rabbi Chiyya’s humility and hard-work
in teaching Toral to children. He is willing to make himselt a servant of the Torah and
become a spreader of 7orah rather than someone who sits in the yeshiva all day.
Additional rabbinic ideas on this subject

Some of the themes from the Buba Metzia passages are articulated elsewhere in
rabbinic literature. The idea of expanding learning to others who would not ordinarily be
in the yeshiva world is found in a discussion on Berachot 27b and 28a. There is a dispute
'aboul whether the evening Tefilluh is optional. Rabban Gamliel has said that it is
mandatory, while Rabbi Yehoshua says it is optional. When they are in the Beit

HaMidrash with a large group present, Rabbi Yehoshua does not admit his stance in front
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of Rabban Gamliel. even though Rabban Gamliel had been told by a disciple that Rabbi
Yehoshua views the Tefillah as optional. Rabban Gamliel continues by publicly
humiliating Rabbi Yehoshua. which he had done at least two times before (Rosh
Hashanah 25a. Bechorot 36a). The group decides to depose Rabban Gamliel and
appoints Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah in his place. Next. the text includes a baraita in
which the doorkeeper is removed and permission is given for the disciples to enter. This
is because Rabban Gamliel had previously issued a proclamation saying that those whose
insides are not the same as their outsides cannot enter the Beir Midrash. Now. many
more students attend. apparently with the goal of enabling them to become more morally
fit. There is a democratization of learning and an appreciation that it should be as
accessible as possible to others,

Another important point that emerges is that there is indeed a distinction between
finding teachers for children and finding teachers for adults. The emphasis in Rabbi
Chiyya's story is on children, not just on any am ha ‘aretz. In Rambam’s Mishneh Torah,
Hilchot Talmud Torah 2:6. he explains that one can move a child to a difterent teacher if
the other teacher is better. but only under certain circumstances. [f the teacher is in the
same city as the child. and there is no river interrupting. the switch to that teacher is
acceptable. However, in other circumstances, a child cannot be expected to go to the new
teacher. unless there is a strong structure over the river. The reality is that adults were
peripatetic learners who had the ability to go find the best teacher. However, in the case
of children, the circumstances are different. and one needs to consider not only the

mitzvah of Talmud Torah, but also the safety of the child.
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In conclusion. the Talmudic story about Rabbi Chiyya traveling to different towns
to teach Torah and Mishnah to eleven children who then teach other children retlects a
part of the rabbinic world that was not clitist and that valued scholars’ complete
involvement in the education of youth. The implications from the story for modemnity are
also tremendous. as we retlect on how we teach and establish institutions of learning for
our children. If we strive to do as well as Rabbi Chiyya. then we must have complete
involvement. pure intentions. a manageable task. and a desire to reach out to those who
might otherwise not become educated. We see the importance of becoming a marbiiz
Torah - one who spreads the Torah to others: indeed. this can be of greater value than

sitting in an institution of higher learning all the time.




Paper 3
A Chicken and Egg Question:
What comes first? Study or Action?

in Judaism. there are 613 mitzvor. or obligations. Among those are many that
specify particular actions that a person must undertake. A significant responsibility of
Jews is the mirzvah 1o study and learn. Naturally. study is also an important component
of the action-based mitzvot. since one must study in order to know how to act in
particular cases. Thus. the rabbis struggled with whether study or action is primary.
debating this issue in their texts without ever reaching a definitive answer.
Mishnah Avot 1:17

One relevant text is found in Mishnah Avor 1:17. There it says that Shimon.
Rabban Gamliel's son.’ said. all my days [ grew up among the sages. and [ have only
found that what is good for a person is silence. Study (¥27190) is not the most important
principle. but rather action. All who increase their words bring sin.™ The implication is
that when a person stops studying enough to be quiet. he can follow through on actions.
Merely sitting in the yeshiva talking about subjects broadly is not as effective as taking
time to act. It is worth noting that while this text makes explicit that action is preferable
to study. we will see that the Talmud includes more debate about this subject.

Bertanura takes an interesting approach on this issue. Connecting the two parts of
Rabbi Shimon's comments. he argues that if a person were to study without acting on
what he had learned. it would be better for that person to keep quiet. While Rabbi
Shimon could be understood to simply suggest that silence is best. Bertanura points out

that because the context is Torah study. a person should participate actively in their

® This is the Shimon ben Gamliel who lived before the destruction of the Temple.
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studies. with an awareness that there will be debates. Thus. silence does not mean sitting
without saying anything, but rather means that a person can keep quiet even after being
insulted. A person should not respond to an insult in kind. but also should not stop
learning. Being a quiet student is insufticient: active students are preferred. Bertanura
concludes with the idea that “study is not the most important principle. but action™ and
notes that the purpose of all the learning is to put one’s knowledge into practice. Thus,
silence is preferable in the beginning because it allows a person to study. and it is also the
proper response of a person who would not put his study into action.

Kiddushin 40b

Kiddushin 40b recounts an incident in which the sages and Rabbi Tarfon gather in
the attic of Nitzah's house in Lod.” ere. the Gemara raises the question as to whether
study or action is greater. i.c. of higher value. Rabbi Tarfon’s answer is that action is
great. but Rabbi Akiva’s answer is that studying is great. The rest of the people agree
that study is great. because study leads to action.

The Talmud then includes a baraita which supports the notion of studying being
greater than action, The baraita discusses the mitzvah of challuh. This obligation only
applied to the Israelites while they were living in Ererz Yisrael. and yvet the Israelites
learned these Aalachot while living outside the land. Thus, we must study ¢ven when we
are not obligated to act at that particular moment. suggesting that study is greater than
action.

Of note in this Talmudic text is the lack of detail about why Rabbis Akiva and

Tarfon took their respective positions. which makes it difficult to side with either of

7 In this same house, there was a majority vole at another time declaring that there are three transgressions
that one must never commit, even at the cost of one’s life: idolatry, incest/adultery. and murder (Sanhedrin
74a).
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them. Thus. we turn to Rashi for some clarification. He comments on the idea of
studying being greater by noting that study includes both learning and doing. Of note,
while Rashi explains the reasoning for the ultimate decision of the Talmud, he does not
explain the positions of Rabbi Tarfon or Rabbi Akiva.

Baba Batra 130b-131a

On Baba Batra 130b. there is a related discussion about study and action. The
rabbis include a baraira which says a person should not learn hitlacha on the basis of
merely limud or ma 'aseh. Here, ma aseh refers to a decision of a rabbi made in a case
about which people are aware. Thus. a person should learn what to do neither from what
a rabbi teaches in a classroom. nor from what a rabbi has done in a particular case. While
this may seem to eliminate all learning from rabbis. the text clarifies that a person can
only learn hulucha when the teacher indicates that it is halacha | 'ma aseh. i.e. he
specifies the theory of a law and how to act in concrete cases. Just because a teacher
explains something does not mean that he would apply it to an actual case. In other
words. until a theory is bounded in actual experience. and until experience is explained
by theory, a person is not justified in appiying the lessons he has learned.

Essentially. then. this text argues that theory (learning) and experience (doing) are
two sides of the same coin. Both reasoning and right actions are essential, and there
needs to be an effort to consider both. Study may be praised. yet from this text we see
that it is also important to recognize that one should not praise pure study too much.
Study must lead to action. Likewise. pure action should not be praised too much: action

must be informed by study.
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The baraita continues by saying that if the student asks about a tradition and his
teacher explains that it is halacha 'ma ‘aseh. the student should follow the rabbi’s
direction. However. the student should only apply the law in that particular case and
should not make any analogies to other circumstances. The Talmud raises an objection
against this idea. arguing a person should be able to make comparisons to other
situations. After all. the entire Torah is a limited text and thus people must rely on
analogy in determining halachot. Here, Rav Ashi responds by saving that the baraitu
was intended to indicate only that a person should not draw analogies on questions of’
ritual related to traifor’. It was taught that people should not equate injury or disease of a
particular body part to injury or disease of a different body part. Yel. on every other
topic. the suggestion is that the student is permitted to draw analogies from what the rabbi
said. This would suggest that a person’s own learning and mental capacities play an
important role. Blind action. or simply doing what one’s teacher has said. is not the ideal.

The Gemaru continues with Rav Assi asking Rabbi Yochanan if when he says the
halacha is a certain way, the students can act on it and apply the Aalacha to other
situations. Rabbi Yochanan responds by saying not to do anything until he explicitly
indicates that others can do it. There is then a conversation between Babylonian
amoraim. Rava tells his students that they must not merely imitate his actions, nor reject
his actions without understanding the reasons behind them. If the students<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>