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Teaching Moed Katan Chapter 3

All of us at some point in our lives experience the death of a loved one and the
process of mourning. In the third chapter of Moed Katan, the rabbis of the Talmud
discuss many of the Jewish mourning and burial practices and their origins. As part of
the text immersion project, | have created five lesson plans to teach a selection of these
texts. The lessons are designed for an adult audience.

It is expected that in the actual discussions, learners will mention their prior
experiences with death and mourning. They may not have observed all of the practices
included in these lesson plans or consciously chose not to practice them. Although this
class is designed to expose the learners to these practices, the teacher will need to be
sensitive to the prior experiences of the learners and not expect that all liberal Jews
follow the burial and mourning practices outlined in Moed Katan. | have included
sample answers for most of the discussion questions, which are based on the texts
included in these lessons. It is expected that learners will approach these texts from
their own life experience and understanding of Judaism, which sometimes may differ

from the perspectives of the rabbis of the Talmud.



Session #1

The purpose of this lesson is to introduce the learners to Rabbinic Literature and to the laws

of mourning.

Objectives (At the end of this lesson, students will be able to):

Explain the relationship between the Torah and Rabbinic Literature.
Analyze the similarities and differences between different rabbis’ opinions about
whom one is obligated to mourn for.

Identify the members of one’s family that one is obligated to mourn for.

Learning Experiences:

Introductions

Ask each student to share their name and something interesting about themselves
and why they chose to come to this class.

Ask students to share what they are already know about Jewish burial and mourning
practices and what questions they have and what are they hoping to get out of the
class.

Introduce topics that are to be discussed during the 5 sessions: the relatives one is
obligated to mourn for, the time periods for mourning (shiva, shioshim, shana),
mourning restrictions (shaving, bathing, work...), mourning rituals (kriah) what to do

in a shiva home/greeting a mourner, is there a limit to mourning?

introduction to Talmud

Explain that many of the texts we will be studying come from the Babylonian
Talmud. Explain the relationship between the Bible, the Mishna and Gemara. Show
a page of each and explain each section. Show a page from Vilna, Steinsaltz and
Artscroll.

Explain that often the rabbis are very concerned with details and categories. We

will see this throughout the texts we will study.




Introduce the tractate Moed Katan and explain the relationship between the name

of the tractate and the laws of mourning.

Text Study

We will begin learning about mourning practices by looking at whom we are
obligated to mourn for. First we will look at a Biblical passage and then see what
the rabbis do with this passage. A little background information for the text we are
about to read: During Temple times, one needed to be ritually pure before entering
the Temple. One of the ways people became impure was through coming into
contact with a dead body. A non-priest came into contact with a dead body when
walking by a grave or attending a funeral. Then they would have to go through a
ritual to purify themselves. Since priests were responsible for working in the
Temple, usually they were not permitted to bring impurity upon themselves by
being in contact with a dead body.

Direct students to open their Plaut Torah Commentary to page 819 and ask

someone to read Leviticus 21:1-4.

o Whom must a priest bury? Father, mother, son, daughter, brother, sister

o Why might the text be distinguishing between a married and an un-married
sister? Once a sister is married, she is no longer considered a close relative. She
is now under the auspices of her husband.

o Who seems to be missing from this list? Wife
*  Why do you think the Bible doesn’t include this relative?

o Since priests were allowed to participate in the burial for these relatives, even
though would become ritually impure, what does this say about the obligation
to bury a relative?

Direct students to look at the Talmud text sheet. Explain that we will now explore

how the rabbis interpreted the Leviticus text. Ask a volunteer to read the first

paragraph.

o How is this text different than what we read in Leviticus? Leviticus text referred
only to priests, the rabbis extrapolate the obligation for mourning for non-priests

o How is the rabbis’ list different from the list in Leviticus? /t includes the wife. It
distinguishes between paternal and maternal siblings. It is interesting to note

that the rabbis assume that Leviticus distinguishes between paternal and



o]

maternal relatives of the priests (the 1° statement of the rabbis). However, they
expand the list and broaden the rules for non-priests (the 2" statement of the
rabbis).

Why do you think the rabbis’ adapted the list from Leviticus? The rabbis are
more concerned about familial relationships. The rabbis understand that
Leviticus is very concerned with maintain priests’ purity so that they can serve in
the Temple but the rabbis are writing in a time when the Temple does not exist
and there is no way to maintain ritual purity because the red heifer does not
exist.

Who might you add to this list?

Direct students to read the 2" paragraph. Read the 1% sentence.

o]

o]

What are the rabbis doing? Expanding the list for whom one is to mourn.

Who might be considered a secondary relative? Rashi: Grandfather, grandson,

nephew from brother or sister.

s Read next sentence. Explain that Rabbi Shimon son of Elezar limits to
grandfather and grandson.

= Read 3" sentence. Who might these relatives be? /n-laws

= Ask students to share if they ever mourned for their secondary relatives.

Direct students to read the 3" paragraph

o]

What seems to be the difference between the rabbis quoted above? Between
whether the non-mourner is with the mourner in their home or is not.

What might be a reason Rav and Rav Huna obligate a person to mourn while
they are in the presence of a relative that is mourning?

Ask students to describe times they were with a mourner in their home. How
did it feel to be with the mourner even though you were not mourning? Did
you take on any mourning practices? If so, what led you to do this?

Ask students to describe times they were not in the presence of a relative who
was mourning. How did they feel not being with the relative? Did you take on

any mourning practices? If so, what led you to do this?

Direct students to read the 4™ paragraph.



o What seems to be bothering Rav Huna? That the son of Mar Ukva was going to

mourn for his brother-in-law and Rav Huna does not include “brother-in-law” in

the category for whom one is obligated to mourn.

o How does Rav Huna’s opinion in this paragraph compare to the opinions of the

sages quoted above? (make a chart on the board of all the opinions)

Activity

Rabbis 1, which is their interpretation of the Leviticus text — spouse,
parents, paternal brother, paternal sister, son, daughter

Rabbis 2 — plus maternal brother, maternal sister (whether married or not)
Rabbi Akiva — plus one’s secondary relatives

Rabbi Shimon son of Elazar — limits secondary relatives to son’s son and
father's father

Sages — limits secondary relatives to mourning along with anyone one is
obligated to mourn for.

Rav and Rav Huna — only mourn for secondary relatives when in the
presence of their immediate relatives

Rav Huna — limits mourning for wife’s relatives to mother-in-law and father-
in-law

e Ask students for possible rationales for the various opinions.

e What are the advantages and disadvantages of each opinion?

e  Which opinion would you follow?

Distribute paper and writing utensils. Ask students to map out their primary and

secondary relatives. Students should identify which relatives they would be

obligated to mourn for according to all of the opinions. Naturally, the students wili

have relatives on the map who are deceased. They may indicate on the map if/how

they mourned for that individual. When they are finished, students will share who

they included on their maps and how their map is similar or different from the

opinions of the rabbis studied in the texts.



Moed Katan 20b

The Rabbis taught: All those relatives
about whom it is stated in the passage
regarding priests - that a priest must
become impure for them — a mourner
is obligated to mourn for them. These
are they: his wife, his father, his
mother, his [paternal] brother, his
[paternal virgin sister], his son and his
daughter. The rabbis added to them:
his maternal brother and maternal
virgin sister, and his married sister,
either paternal or maternal.

Just as he mourns for these relatives,
so does he mourn for their secondary
relatives; these are the words of Rabbi
Akiva. Rabbi Shimon the son of Elazar
says, “He only mourns for his son’s son
and his father’s father.” But the sages
say, “He mourns along with any
relative for whom he would himself
mourn.”

It seems that the view of the sages is
the same as Rabbi Akiva’s? The
difference between them is whether
or not he is with him [the immediate
relative who is mourning] at home.
As Rav said to Chiya, his son, and so
Rav Huna said to Rabbah, his son, “You
must observe mourning in her
presence, but you do not need to
observe mourning when not in her
presence.”

The son of Mar Ukva’s father-in-law
died. He thought to sit shivah for him
for seven days and to observe
shloshim for thirty days. Rav Huna
went into visit him and he found him
observing the mourning rituals. He
said to him: “You want to eat a
mourner’s meal?” They did not say
[that one mourns for one’s wife’s
relatives] out of respect for one’s wife,
rather for his father-in-law or his
mother-in-law.

Obligation to Mourn

NWI92 TINRT 9D 17127 1N
DaR - 177 RAVM OV ,D°172
JNWR 77 19K, 100Y Darnn
12 ,300RY 11K IR, AR
PR 17777V 197017 .02
NN ,IARA 721N IR
JARA 172 PARN P2 AR

D - DRV PARNNWw DWW
27 ,a00°W 271w By PaRMn
12 AR 927 .R2PY N
XX 22RNN PR IR VYN
AR AN PV 12 72 0V
DARNAW 92 :2°INIR 0°HOM
Y Parnn - YoV

XX - XAP R1N 11°°7 2200
THRT X7 9D P22 1AV 12
AR 191,772 X0 27 50
7172 7277 X7 20

X723 ,XNM7AR 2171 - 719K2
M2 1770 K? - 75X

L7100 92 7702 200w XAPW N
Tvaw YV 2N 120

0 X117 27 DY 0w
XNMITIX 9 MK LTMOUN
71209 1R X2 ?92°1% NY2
ANIM AN XOXR IR



Session #2

The purpose of this lesson is to introduce learners to the customs associated with
learning of the death of a relative and the soon-to-be mourner’s responsibilities. Also,
the learner will be exposed to prohibitions of mourning and the custom of keriah.

Objectives (At the end of this lesson, students will be able to):

Explain the origin of the custom of keriah.
Compare and contrast the prohibitions of mourning.

Create a new ritual to respond to hearing about a relative’s death.

Learning Experiences:

Introduction

Ask students to share times when they have heard about a death in the family. How
did the members of the family initially respond? What actions were undertaken?
Indicate that this lesson will begin with a text discussing one’s responsibilities when

there is a deceased relative.

Text Study

Read the first text.

o When someone dies, what is the living relatives’ obligation? Make burial

preparations

=  What might be some challenges in fulfilling this obligation? Not all of the
relatives are around — might have to delay the funeral, don’t know the
deceased wishes, Shabbat or Jewish Festivals

What do the rabbis seem to be worried about? What are the tensions the rabbis

seem to be dealing with? The responsibility of the deceased relative’ to bury and

taking care of themselves, keeping a separation between the deceased and the

living, priority of preparing the deceased for burial vs. observing mitzvoth,

separating weekdays from Shabbat.

How do the rabbis navigate these challenges and tensions? Give multiple options

depending on the circumstances, release the living relative from positive




commandments in order to enable them to make burial arrangements, since
burial is not practiced on Shabbat — the living relative is obligated in positive
commandments

o Has anyone experienced a relative dying in their home? Please describe the
experience and what you did when the relative died.

o What are the advantages and disadvantages of the rabbis exempting the living
relative from positive commandments, except on Shabbat? Allows the living
relative to arrange for burial, allows the living relative not to think about
theology and God’s role in the death, on the other hand — if the living relative has
made all the arrangements and has to wait for the burial, they may need
something to do to occupy themselves. It may also be difficult for the living
relative to fulfill the positive commandments on Shabbat while they still may be in
shock after learning about the death.

e Explain that the 1* period of mourning is called aninut and it refers to the period
from the death until the funeral. At this time the living relative is not considered a
mourner and does not take on the mourning prohibitions. Their number 1
responsibility is to arrange for the burial of the deceased. Therefore they are
released from observing the positive mitzvoth. However, on Shabbat, they are

obligated to observe the positive mitzvoth since burial cannot take place.

e Read the 2™ text.
o What do these verses teach us about burial? That one is obligated to bury the
deceased on the same day. Although these verses are only referring to someone
who is put to death by a court sentence, this requirement is extended to all

deceased. Therefore, in Judaism, the goal is to bury the deceased as soon as

possible.

e Read the 3" text.

o How do Reuben and Jacob respond when they “learn” about Joseph’s death?

Tear their clothing

10
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How is tearing a suitable response to hearing about the death of a loved one? It
is a physical act, destroying something tangible reflects the pain that one feels at
this moment

What are some other physical ways that people respond when they hear about
the death of a loved one? Crying, screaming, writing in a journal, fall on the
floor

Explain that Reuben and Jacob’s response to Joseph's death is the origin of
keriah — tearing one’s clothing upon hearing of a death of a relative and that you

will explore this custom further in a little bit.

Read the 4™ text.

0]

Explain that a baraita is a source from the same time period as the Mishna but it
was not codified into the Mishna. Often they are quoted by the rabbis in order
to support another opinion or to raise an objection.

How would you categorize the list of activities one is not to do during the period
of mourning? Private sphere vs. public sphere, attending to one’s body,
attending to one’s mind, personal needs vs. communal needs

Which of these prohibitions surprise you and why? Which do not surprise you
and why?

When you have previously mourned, which of these prohibitions did you
observe? Which did you not? How come?

Why might the rabbis have made an exception for teachers who are needed by
the community to lecture?

Are there any prohibitions that you would take away? Any that you would add?

Please explain.

Read the 5 text.

o What seem to be the differences between how one mourns for a parent versus

a different relative? Why might the rabbis make a distinction between parents
and other relatives? At the time of the Talmud, parents played an integral part
in one’s life, they also gave birth to the child, they often supported the child even

after marriage. Perhaps the rabbis also considered the strong emotional tie that

11



exists often between parents and children. In addition, people have only one

father and mother, whereas it is possible to have multiple siblings, children,

spouses.

e Read the 6 text.

o According to Shmuel, when does one rent their garments regarding a death? At

the time of intense grief

Activity

When might that be? Upon hearing the news of the death - immediately
When do we tear a “garment” today? At the funeral - tear a ribbon

What might account for the difference between Shmuel’s opinion and what
we do today? Many adults do not feel comfortable walking around in torn
garments, people are not aware of the tradition. It is important to
acknowledge that some Jews still follow this custom and tear their own
clothes upon hearing of the death of a relative. However, most liberal Jews
tear a ribbon at the funeral.

How is the story of Rav’s death a challenge to Shmuel? He rent 12
garments, meaning that he rent his garments 12 days in a row (one on each
day), how could each one be at the time of intense grief?

How might this story help us today? Even though it is shocking to hear about
the death of a relative, often the funeral is a time when people feel intense
grief. Since Shmuel rent his garments at other times, perhaps we can follow

a similar custom.

e Today, most non-Orthodox Jews do not practice tearing our clothes when we hear

about the death of our relative for the first time. It does not seem to be a custom

liberal Jews are comfortable with, although this custom is practiced by some Jews.

In small groups, students will discuss other physical responses people can perform

when hearing about the death of their loved one. Groups should share their

created rituals with each other and discuss how they can be carried out.

12



Moed Katan 23b

One, whose deceased lies before him,
should eat in another house. If he
does not have another house - he
should eat at a friend’s house. If he
does not have a friend’s house — he
should make for himself a separation
of ten tefachim (~40 inches) high. If
he has nothing with which to make
the separation — he turns his face
away and eats. And he does not eat
while reclining, and he does not eat
meat, and he does not drink wine,
and he does not recite a blessing
before the meal, and he does not
recite the blessing after the meal and
others do not recite the blessing on
his behalf and he is not included in
the special invitation to begin the
blessing after the meal (zimun). And
he is exempt from the recitation of
the Shema and from prayer and from
putting on tefillin and from all the
commandments stated in the Torah.
But on Shabbat, he may recline while
eating, he may eat meat, he may drink
wine, he may say the blessing before
a meal, he may say the blessing after
the meal, and others may recite the
blessing on his behalf, he may be
included in the special invitation to
begin the blessing after the meal
(zimun), he is obligated in the
recitation of the Shema, prayer,
tefillin and all of the commandments
stated in the Torah.
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Deuteronomy 21:22 - 23

If a man is guilty of a capital offense and
is put to death, and you impale him on
a stake, you must not let his corpse
remain on the stake overnight, but
must bury him the same day.

Genesis 37:29 - 34

When Reuben returned to the pit and
saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he
rent his clothes. Returning to his
brothers, he said, “The boy is gone!
Now, what am | to do?” Then they took
Joseph’s tunic, slaughtered goat, and
dipped the tunic in the blood. They had
the ornamented tunic taken to their
father, and they said, “We found this.
Please examine it; is it your son’s tunic
or not?” He recognized it and said, “My
son’s tunic! A savage beast devoured
him! Joseph was torn by a beast!”
Jacob rent his clothes, put sackcloth on
his loins and observed mourning for his
son many days.

Moed Katan 21a

The Rabbis taught in a baraita: These
are the things forbidden to a mourner:
work, bathing, anointing, sexual
relations, wearing shoes. And it is
forbidden to study the Torah, the
Prophets, the Writings, the Mishnah,
Midrash, halachot, Talmud and
Aggadah. But if the public needs him to
lecture, he should not refrain from
doing so. It happened that the son of R.
Yose died in Tzippori and he entered
the house of study and lectured for the
entire day.

Timing of Burial
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Moed Katan 22a-b

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother), if one expedites
taking the bier to the burial site - this is
praiseworthy; for one’s father or mother
— this is improper. But if it was Friday or
the eve of a festival — this is praiseworthy,
since he is only doing this for the honor of
his father and mother.

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) - if he wishes he
restricts his business activity, and if he
wishes he does not restrict; for his father
or mother - he must restrict.

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) - if he wishes he
bares his shoulder, and if he wishes he
does not bare; for one’s father and
mother - he must bare....

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) - one may cut his
hair after thirty days; but for one’s father
or mother - until his friends reproach him.

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) — one may enter
a house of celebration after thirty days;
for one’s father and mother — until after
12 months.

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) — one rends his
garment a handbreath; for one’s father
and mother — until he exposes his heart.
R. Abahu said: what is the scriptural
proof? “And David took hold of his
garment and rent them” (Il Samuel 1:11).
And “taking hold” is not less than a
handbreath.

For all deceased relatives (other than
one’s father or mother) — even if one is
wearing ten shirts, he rends the outer
one; for one’s father and mother —one
rends all of them, but his kerchief is not
necessary, both a man and a woman. R.
Shimon sob of Elazar says: a woman rends
the inner garment and turns it to her
back, and then she rends the outer one.

Other Relatives vs. Parents
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Moed Katan 24a

Shmuel said: any rent that is not
made at the time of intense grief is
not a proper rent....

Any rent that is not made at the
time of intense grief is not a rent?
But when they said to Shmuel, “Rav
died,” he rent over him twelve
garments and said, “Away has gone
the man of whom | was afraid!”
They told R. Yohanan that R.
Chaninah died, he rent over him
thirteen robes of fine silk and said,
“Away has gone the man of whom |
was afraid!”

Rending over the death of rabbis is
different, for since their teachings
are constantly mentioned, it is

always like the time of intense grief.
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Session #3

The goal of this lesson is to introduce the learner to the sources for observing shivah and
shloshim. The sources will also discuss the role of a visitor to the shivah house and the response
when someone sees an acquaintance who was a mourner after the period of shloshim.

Objectives (At the end of this lesson, students will be able to):

e Name the 3 time periods of mourning and explain how they are different (aside
from the length).

e Provide at least 2 examples of how the rabbis studied in the text navigate the
tensions surrounding mourning.

e Create a document that will educate others about how one should and should not

interact with mourners.

Learning Experiences:
Introduction
e Ask students what they know about the time periods of mourning. Explain that

today they will explore the origins of these customs.

Text Study
e Read the 1" text.

o How do the rabbis derive the length of the mourning period known as shivah?
They found a verse from Amos that refers to Festivals and mourning, therefore
they deduce that since Festivals (i.e. Sukkot and Pesach) last for 7 days, so too
does mourning.

o Do you find this proof convincing? Why or why not?

o How many of you have observed, in the past, 7 full days of initial mourning?
How did it feel to hold minyan/have people over/observe the mourning rituals
for 7 full days?

o If you did not observe 7 full days, how many did you observe? How did you
arrive at this number? How was that experience for you?

o What are the benefits and challenges of observing 7 full days of shivah?

e Read the 2™ text.

17



o}

o}

What tensions do the rabbis seem to address? Observing mourning for one’s
relative vs. the need to support oneself and one’s family, observing mourning for
one’s relative vs. comforting other mourners

What seems to be the minimum requirement for observing shivah? Three days,
since one is allowed to return to work, although only in the home. Point out that
this why many Reform rabbis encourage mourners to observe at least three days
of shivah.

If you needed to convince someone to observe shivah, what might you say?

Read the 3™ text.

o}

What is Rabbi Yochanan’s advice about visiting a shivah house? Do not start
the conversation with the mourner; let him or her begin the conversation.

How is Rabbi Yochanan’s advice beneficial? /It helps people not to say
something insensitive to the mourner, can alleviate anxiety on the part of the
visitor so that they don’t have to think of something to say

How does Rabbi Yochanan’s advice help the mourner? [t can prevent the
mourner from having to make “small talk”, it allows the mourner to direct the
conversation or to avoid a conversation

Has anyone experienced an “inappropriate” conversation with the mourner at a
shivah house? Please share. Emphasize the importance of Rabbi Yochanan’s

advice.

Read the 4™ text.

o]

How is this piece of Rabbi Yochanan’s advice different from the previous one?
Before he spoke about what to do at the beginning of the visit, now he is
referring to the end of the conversation

What might be Rabbi Yochanan’s rationale for this piece of advice? The role of
the visitor is to comfort the mourner, once the mourner is comforted, the visitor
has fulfilled their obligation. The visitors may tire out the mourner, this is a way
for the mourner to prevent this from happening. This also relieves the visitor
from feeling like he or she has to entertain the mourner.

How else might the mourner indicate that the visitor is permitted/should leave?

Has anyone ever experienced a visitor who has “overstayed their welcome” in a

shivah home? How did you handle the situation?
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Read the 5" text.

o}

o]

How do the rabbis explain the length of the mourning period known as
shloshim? 1)Through a gezeirah shavah- if the same word or phrase appears in 2
places in the Torah, and a certain law is explicitly stated in one of these places,
we may infer on the basis of “verbal analogy” that the same law must apply in
the other case as well. Since nazirut lasts for 30 days, so must the prohibition of
not cutting hair for a mourner. 2) Gematria — playing with the numerical value
of the verse.

Are either of these proofs convincing?

* |Interestingly, there might be an easier proof for the rabbis for shloshim.
The Torah records that a 30 day mourning period was observed after the
death of Aaron and Moses. However, maybe since these were
extraordinary members of the community, the rabbis did not want to use
them as proof texts, just as they don’t like to use David and Job as examples

of certain mourning rituals, since they are “different.”

Read the 6™ text.

o

]

What is the difference between offering condolences and greeting someone?
Condolences — expressing your sympathies; greeting — asking how someone is
doing, small-talk

What might the rabbis be worried about? That people do not know when to stop
offering condolences or when not to greet mourners, mourners having to
socialize with people when they are not ready.

What is bothering Rabbi Meir? People will offer condolences after the mourner is
already finished the appropriate period of mourning and that they are not
thinking of the mourner but about themselves.

Are the opinions of the Baraita and Rabbi Meir applicable to today? Is the time
period for condolences seem appropriate for how people mourn today? Do
they need to be extended? Shortened?

What kind of advice would you add to Rabbi Meir’s?

Read the 7" text.

o]

What does it mean the Festivals to cancel shivah or shloshim? Means that the

mourning period ends and the mourning prohibitions end as well.

19



Activity

o}

What does it mean for the restrictions to be cancelled but for the days not to
be cancelled? You are still in the period of shloshim but are not obligated to
observe the mourning prohibitions.

How is Rav Sheshet’s opinion different from Rav and Rav Huna? According to
Rav and Rav Huna, the mourning restrictions are cancelled by the Festival.
According to Rav Sheshet, the mourning prohibitions are only cancelled if the
mourner took advantage of the upcoming Festival and shaved on the eve of the
Festival. If he shaves on the eve of the Festival, then he does not observe the
mourning prohibitions after the festival. Shloshim ends for him.

How might this opinion of the Gemara impact a mourner? They may be forced
to stop mourning too soon after the death of their relative, the mourner may

need an out and might be relieved to celebrate the Festival instead of mourning.

In small groups, students will create a document (to be distributed to the

community) that will educate the congregation about what one should and should

not do when encountering mourners during the period of shivah, shloshim and

shanah (for parents), using the texts studied in the sessions so far, experiences of

the group and what would seem appropriate.
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Moed Katan 20a

R. Chiya bar Abba, R. Ami and R. Yitzhak
Napcha were sitting on the porch of R.
Yitzhak the son of Elazar and the
following matter came up between
them: What is the scriptural source of
the mourning period of shivah? For
scripture says: And | will turn your
festivals to mourning (Amos 5:10). Just
as festivals are seven days, so mourning
is seven days.

Moed Katan 21b

The rabbis taught in a Baraita: A
mourner during the first three days is
forbidden to work, even if he is
supported by tzedakah. From then on -
a mourner may work discreetly in his
home. And a woman after the third day
spins with her spindle within her home.
The rabbis taught in another baraita: A
mourner during the first three days may
not go to another house of mourning.
From then on - he may go but should
not sit together with the consolers but
rather with those who are being
consoled.

Moed Katan 28b

Rabbi Yochanan said, “Those who are
counseling the mourner are not
permitted to say a word until the
mourner opens his mouth, as it is stated
in Job 3:1, ‘After that (Job’s friends sat
with him on the ground for seven days
and no one spoke to him) Job opened
his mouth.” And subsequently, ‘Eliphaz
the Yemenite then spoke up.”

Moed Katan 27b

Rabbi Yohanan said: a mourner, once
he nods his head [indicating that he has
been comforted], the comforters are no
longer permitted to sit beside him.
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Moed Katan 19b
From where do we derive the thirty-day
period of mourning? It is derived from
“growth, growth from the case of a
nazir” (Numbers 6:5). 1t is written here
(Lev. 10:6), [when Moses forbade Aaron
and his sons to engage in mourning]
“Do not let the hair of your head
grow...” and it is written there [in
regard to nazir] “the growth of hair on
his head shall grow.” Just as there [in
the case of the nazir] it is 30 days, so
too here [in regard to the prohibition of
shaving] it is thirty days. And from
where do we derive that it is 30 days for
a nazir? Rav Matanah said, “The
standard period for a nazir is 30 days.”
What is the reason for this? The verse
says, “it [his hair] shall be holy”. “It
shall be” has the numerical value of 30.

Moed Katan 21b
They contrasted this with the following
baraita: one who meets his friend who
is mourning, during the thirty days
offers him condolences but does not
greet him. After the thirty days he
greets him and does not offer him
condolences.

They contrasted this with the following
baraita: one who meets his friend who
is in mourning during the twelve
months offers him condolences but
does not greet him. After twelve
months, he greets him but does not
offer him condolences. But he may
indirectly speak consolingly to him
about his loss. R. Meir said: One who
meets his friend who is mourning after
twelve months and offers him
condolences to what can he be
compared? To a person whose foot
broke and healed; a doctor then met
him and said to him: come to me for
treatment, | will break it again and cure
it, so you should know how fine my
remedies are.

22

Shioshim

¥y 7770 - 21910 OV 2w
XIP*1) X277 2°02 TN VI
2°n21 175N PR 02wRA (P
yI9 773 (1 12722) and
DOWHW 1907 10 WRY WY
anm .ooWwow IR X -

ano 71NN 27 AR - 2771
XYY RN QY DWW M7
wIp (1 72702) RXIP RRX -
1NN RO TN LA
N

After Shloshim

J2AR 17720 DR RYINT AR
MY 7377 - OY DWHY N
MRD L, IMTPWR PRIV IR 1NN
IRY NP PRI - O DWW
JOPWIN MY 12T

_DaR 17721 DR KX AN
YAY 7277 - W WY D°Iw N2
XY 1WA DRI 1R PN
WA PRW - W WY DI
9277 PAR ,TAINAN MY 727D 1K)
RZWAT TR 220 IR TR 7 MY
WY 23w IR AR 172N DX
R A1 7N MY 12T L, WIN
00 1930 7AW DTR? - AT
J7ER 79D 117 MK KON IRYN
YINW 273 ,TIRDINY IO IRY
R XOWP K7 - .97 W 1IN0
07 IRWA - KT L,IHRY PR -



Moed Katan 19a

Mishnah: One who buries his dead
relatives three days before the
festival, the restrictions of shivah
are canceled for him. If the burial
was eight days before the festival,
the restrictions of shloshim are
canceled for him. For the sages said:
Shabbat is included in shivah and
does not cut them short but the
festivals cut them short and are not
included. Gemara: Rav Said: The
restrictions of shloshim are canceled
but the days themselves are not
canceled. And so said R. Huna: The
restrictions of shloshim are
canceled, but the days themselves
are not canceled. Rav Sheshet said:
even the days themselves are
canceled. In what sense are the
days canceled? In that if he did not
shave on the eve of the festival, he
is forbidden to shave after the
festival.
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Session #4

The purpose of this lesson is to explore the role honor plays in death and mourning. Also,
the learners will explore the communal obligation bury the deceased.

Objectives (At the end of this lesson, students will be able to):

¢ Identify the concerns of the rabbis in the texts studied.

e Create ways to de-emphasize the distinctions between the deceased.

e Develop an outline for educating others about their responsibility to the deceased
and to mourners.

Learning Experiences

Iintroduction

e Ask students what they know about the kind of casket one is to be buried in.

Explain that today they will be studying the source for the tradition of being buried

in a simple casket. This kind of sensitivity also extends to other mourning and burial

customs.

Text Study

e Read the 1% text, “Importance of Honor”. After each paragraph, pause to discuss
the following questions.

o What do the rabbis seem to be concerned about? The honor of the living and
the dead, the poor, the ones afflicted with poverty and disease, embarrassing
others because of certain conditions

o How do they seem to resolve their issue? Using the lowest common
denominator in all of the situations

o How are the customs of the text similar and/or different to what we do today?
Similar — some people follow some of the customs outlined in this text such as
being buried in simple burial shrouds like Rabban Gamliel, not exposing the
deceased during the funeral, burying their relatives in simple caskets (~a simple
bier vs. a dargash, which is a fancy bier). Different — we do not immerse the
utensils on behalf of women and men as prescribed, some people choose not to

follow the customs outlined in the text and bury their relatives in dress clothes,
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have open casket funerals, select fancy caskets or caskets made out of other
materials besides wood.

o What do you think of the rabbis’ solution? What are some other ways we could
lessen the distinction between the deceased?

o How do we distinguish today between different kinds of people? What might
we do to limit the distinctions we make between the deceased?

o How can this text also help us as we think about the other kind of ceremonies
that take place in the synagogue, i.e. bar and bat mitzvah parties? Just as the
Rabbis limited what should be done at the funeral/shivah, so too we can set up
guidelines for parties, in order to lessen the embarrassment some families might
feel. Also, this text teaches that death is an equalizer and it is not a time to be
thinking about physical pleasures. So too, a bar/bat mitzvah is a time to

celebrate reaching Jewish maturity and not to “one up” the other parties.

e Read the 2" text.

o What do the rabbis seem to be concerned about? Mourners being alone,
mourners needing to provide for themselves when they are in intense grief,
families/individuals not being able to prepare their deceased relatives for burial

o How do the rabbis address their concerns? Prohibit mourners from eating
alone, prohibit residents of the city from working until the deceased is buried to
ensure that the deceased is buried and that families/individuals receive help
from the community when preparing their relatives for burial.

o How do these texts play out in our community today? Usually a Jewish
community has a chevra kaddisha which prepares the body for burial. Members
of the synagogue community arrange for shiva minyans to take place at the

home of the deceased or their relatives’ and arrange for food to be provided.
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Activity

In small groups: Imagine that the synagogue would like to create different “burial
societies” within the congregation. Prepare an outline of what you would teach
these groups about their responsibilities to other members of the group. What else
do you need to know?

Plan a trip to a funeral home, with a guided tour of how the body is prepared for
burial.

Train the students to serve in a chevra kaddisha.
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Moed Katan 27a-b

The Rabbis taught in a Baraita:
Originally, they would deliver [food]
to a house of mourning: the wealthy
- in baskets of silver and gold; the
poor — in baskets of peeled willow
twigs, and the poor would feel
ashamed. [The Rabbis] instituted
that all should bring in baskets of
peeled willow twigs, out of concern
for the honor of the poor.

The Rabbis taught in a Baraita:
Originally, they would serve drinks in
a house of mourning: the wealthy —
in white glasses; and the poor — in
colored glasses, and the poor would
feel ashamed. [The Rabbis]
instituted that all should serve
[drinks] in colored glasses out of
concern for the honor of the poor.

Originally, they would [leave]
uncovered the faces of the wealthy
while they would cover the faces of
the poor, for their faces were
blackened by famine, and the poor
would feel ashamed. [The Rabbis]
instituted that they should cover the
faces of all, out of concern for the
honor of the poor.

Originally, they would take out [the
corpses of the deceased]: the
wealthy — on a dargash (fancy bier);
and the poor — on a bier, and the
poor would feel ashamed. [The
Rabbis] instituted that everyone
should be taken out on a bier out of
concern for the honor of the poor.
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Originally, they would place
incense under those who had died
with intestinal disorders and the
living who had intestinal disorders
would feel ashamed. [The Rabbis]
instituted that they should place
incense under everyone, out of
concern for the living with
intestinal disorders.

Originally, they would immerse
utensils on account of
menstruating women who had
died and living menstruating
women would feel ashamed. [The
Rabbis] instituted that they should
immerse on account of all women,
out of concern for the honor of the
living menstruants.

Originally, the would immerse
utensils on account of zavim (one
who had a seminal emission) who
had died and living zavim would
feel ashamed. [The Rabbis]
instituted that they should
immerse utensils on account of all,
out of concern for the honor of the
living zavim.

Originally, the expense of taking
out the deceased was even harder
on the relatives than the death, to
the point that the relatives would
leave the corpse and flee until
Rabban Gamliel came and treated
himself lightly by going out in plain
linen garments.  Following his
example, the people went out in
plain linen garments. Rav Pappa
said: Nowadays, it is the custom of
the people to [dress the corpse]
even in canvas worth a zuz.
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Moed Katan 27a

Rabbi Yehuda said in the name of
Rav: A mourner on his first day of
mourning is forbidden to eat of
his own bread. From that which
the Merciful One said to Ezekiel:
and the bread of [other] people
you shall not eat. Rabbah and
Rav Yosef exchanged their meals
with each other.

And Rav Yehudah said in the
name of Rav: If someone dies in
the city, all the residents of the
city are forbidden to engage in
work [until the funeral].

Rav Hamnuna arrived in
Darumasa and heard the sound of
a shofar indicating a death. He
saw that certain people engaged
in work. He said to them, “May
those people be
excommunicated! Is there not a
dead person in town?!?” They
replied, “There are different
societies in town.” He said to
them, “If so, the
excommunication is released for

”

you.
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Session #5

This is the concluding class of the series. Although the different mourning times were
discussed previously, in this session the learners will study about the time periods
from a different lens.

Objectives (At the end of this lesson, students will be able to):

Compare and contrast texts discussing mourning time periods.
Create a metaphor for the mourning process.

Explain the dangers of excessive mourning.

Learning Activities

introduction

Review the different mourning time periods previously studied and what the
rabbis said about them. Most of the texts discussed what the mourning could
not do during shivah, shloshim and shanah. Explain that today the learners
will explore texts discussing the different time periods but from a different

lens.

Text Study

Text #1

o What is the difference between the 1% opinion of the baraita and Rabbi

Yehuda? The rabbis begin the 4 week period right after the burial
(~shloshim). Rabbi Yehuda begins the 4 week period a week after the
burial (~shloshim +).

How does this text differ from the ones studied previously, relating to
mourning periods? Previously, texts were concerned about prohibitions
and when they ceased. Also spoke about what the comforter could/could
not say to the mourner. This text speaks more to the psychological
mourning process and the slow entrance of the mourner back into
“normal” life.

What are the advantages/disadvantages of these stages? May push the

person into the community too fast, it is a slow progression, not sitting in
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one’s regular place and not speaking signifies that something is different

and encourages other congregants to check in with the mourner

o This text uses stages that were appropriate in its own historical context.

What stages might we use today?

o Forthose who have mourned a relative, what were your stages?

Text #2

o How is this text different from the previous one? Different stages (1-3

days, 3-7 days, 7 days + vs. week 1, week 2, etc...), internal psychological

process vs. external psychological process

o What is the message of the last sentence of the text? The death of a

relative is always with us but the emotional/physical pain can lessen as

time goes on.

o What metaphor would you use to describe the grieving process?

Text #3

e}

What are the rabbis worried about? People will mourn for their
relatives too much, to the point where they may cause hardship on
themselves or their families, including their own death or the death of
another relative.

What role does Rav Huna’s story play in this text? It is brought as
support for Rav Yehudah’s statement in the name of Rav.

What are the dangers of grieving too much? Extreme emotional
distress, neglect to take care of yourself or of others, inability to
integrate back into “normal” life.

How is the quote from Jeremiah helpful/not helpful? If one believes
that God is responsible for the death of the relative, then it would be
affront to God to grieve too much since it would seem as if the

mourner is not accepting the divine decree.

Text #4
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Explain that the endings of the Books in the Bible and the Tractates in the
Talmud try to end on a positive note, nechemtah. Read through the text.
Why should we say “Go in peace” when leaving a dead person? This is
the phrase used in the Bible to say that someone has died, when King
David said this to Absalom — he died, so we should not say it to a living
person.

Why should we say “Go to peace” when leaving a living person? Saying
“go in peace” is a bad omen but “go to peace” is a good omen.

Use this opportunity to encourage the students to continue to study and

be students of Torah.
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Moed Katan 23a
The Rabbis taught in a Baraita: A
mourner, during the first week, does
not go out the door of his house. The
second week - he may go out but does
not sit in his regular place. The third
week - he may sit in his regular place
but does not talk. The fourth week -
the mourner is considered like every
other person. Rabbi Yehuda says, “Itis
not necessary to say that during the
first week the mourner does not leave
his house, since everyone enters the
mourner’s house to comfort him.
Rather, during the second week the
mourner does not go out the door of his
house. The third week - goes out but
does not sit in his regular place. The
fourth week - sits in his regular place
but does not talk. The fifth week —the
mourner is like every other person.”

Moed Katan 27b
Rabbi Levy said, “A mourner, the first
three days, shall see himself as if there
is a sword lying between his thighs.
From three days to seven days —as
though the sword is lying in front of him
in the corner. From then on —as if the
sword is passing in front of him in the
marketplace.

Moed Katan 27b
And Rav Yehudah said in the name of
Rav, “Anyone who grieves over their
deceased relatives too much will weep
for another deceased relative.” There
was a certain woman who lived in Rav
Huna’s neighborhood who had seven
sons. One of them died and she cried
excessively over him. Rav Huna sent to
her a message, “Don’t do this.” She did
not comply. He sent her another
message, “If you listen to me, fine; but
if not — do you want to prepare burial
shrouds for another one?” Another son
died...and they all died. In the end he
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said to her, “You are preparing burial
shrouds for yourself.” And then she
died. “Do not cry for a deceased, and
do not shake your head for him”
(Jeremiah 22:10). “Do not cry for a
deceased” - too much, “and do not
shake your head for him” — beyond the
measure. How so? Three days for
weeping, seven days for eulogizing,
thirty days for refraining from ironing
clothes and haircutting. From then on,
the Holy One says, “You are not more
compassionate on the deceased than |

”

am.

Moed Katan 29a
And Rabbi Levi son of Chayasa said,
“One who departs from a dead person
should not say to him, ‘Go to peace’ but
‘Go in peace.” One who departs from a
living person should not say, ‘Go in
peace’ but ‘Go to peace.” One who
departs from a dead person should not
say to him, “Go to peace” but “Go in
peace” for it is stated “You shall come
to your ancestors in peace” (Genesis
15:15). One who departs from a living
person should not say, “Go in peace”
but “Go to peace” for when David said
to Absalom, “Go in peace,” (Il Samuel
15:9) he went and was hanged, but
when Yitro said to Moses, “Go to
peace,” (Exodus 4”18), he went was
successful. And Rabbi Levi said,
“Whoever goes from the synagogue to
the study hall and from the study hall to
the synagogue will merit the face of the
Divine Presence. As it is stated, “They
go from multitude to multitude,
appearing before God in Zion” (Psalms
84:8). Rav Chisda son of Ashi said in the
name of Rav, “Torah scholars have no
rest even in the world to come.” As it
stated, “They go from multitude to
multitude, appearing before God in
Zion” (Psalms 84:8).
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Analysis of Bavli Gittin Chapter 5

The fifth chapter of Bavli Gittin contains several aggadic discussions
about the destruction of cities in Judah and the destruction of Jerusalem. The
destruction of Jerusalem is attributed to an incident which involved a man
named Kamza and a man named Bar Kamza. Often this story is used to teach the
importance of honoring people, not shaming people in public, and the
consequences of senseless hatred. However, when one delves into the story
within the context of the fifth chapter of Gittin, other themes emerge.

The Kamza/Bar Kamza narrative begins on Bavli Gittin 55b. An unnamed
individual decides to host a dinner party. He has a friend named Kamza, and an
enemy named Bar Kamza. The host asks one of his servants to invite his friend
Kamza to the dinner party. The servant accidently invites Bar Kamza and brings
him to the dinner party. When the host realizes that his enemy, instead of his
friend, is at the party, he decides to kick him out. Bar Kamza pleads with the
host to let him stay, because he does not want to be publicly humiliated by being
forced to leave the party. Bar Kamza makes repeated offers in an attempt to
persuade the host to let him stay: he offers to pay for his drinks, he offers to pay
for half of the dinner party, and he even offers to pay for the whole dinner party.
The host does not agree and physically removes Bar Kamza from the venue. Bar
Kamza becomes angry and notices that the rabbis in attendance at the party do

not intercede on his behalf. Therefore, he thinks, they must have approved of
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what happened. He decides to repay them by spreading slander against them in
the King’s palace.

Bar Kamza appears in front of Caesar and informs him that the Jews are
rebelling. In addition, Bar Kamza develops a way to test the rabbis’ allegiance to
the Roman Government: Caesar will send an animal to sacrifice in the Temple®.
As Bar Kamza delivers the animal, he makes a blemish in the animal’s upper lip
(or in the cataract of the eye), a place that is considered a blemish for Jews but
not for the Romans. The rabbis consider sacrificing this animal in order to
maintain peace with the Romans, but Rabbi Zechariah b. Avkulas objects
because he is concerned about creating a precedent for sacrificing blemished
animals in the Temple. Then, the rabbis consider killing Bar Kamza so that he
would not report back to the King. However, Rabbi Zechariah b. Avkulas objects
again because he is concerned that people will erroneously conclude that the
punishment for blemishing an animal set aside for sacrifices is death. The
narrative is interrupted by a statement of Rabbi Yochanan who blames the
destruction of the Temple, the burning of the Sanctuary of the Temple and the
exile of Jews from the Land of Israel upon the patience/humility of Rabbi

Zechariah b. Avkulas.

! It is interesting to note that this story involves the rabbis possibly sacrificing an animal in the
Temple. At the Temple, only priests were able to sacrifice animals. In this story, it is not clear if
the rabbis see themselves as the halakhic authority of the Temple or if they took upon
themselves the role of sacrificing animals. Perhaps this element of the story is an attempt by the
" rabbis to retroject their leadership to the Temple period.
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The narrative resumes with a description of how Nero destroyed
Jerusalem and later converted to Judaism out of fear of God’s vengeance. The
narrative continues with Vespasian’s siege of Jerusalem and how different
people handled the situation. The narrative continues with the famous story of
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zackai and his effort to continue Judaism through the
establishment of an Academy at Yavne. Next, the Gemara relates some of the
rabbis’ opinions about Vespasian and Titus, a description of Titus’ torturous
death and experience in the afterlife, and descriptions of how Onkelos b.
Kelonikos performed necromancy on Titus, Balaam and Jesus. Eventually the
narrative returns to the story of Kamza and Bar Kamza with a statement of Rabbi
Elazar, “Come and see how great is the power of shame! For God assisted Bar
Kamza and destroyed God’s Temple and God’s sanctuary” (Bavli Gittin, 57a).

Often the story of Kamza and Bar Kamza is utilized when teaching about
the power of shame. This seems to be the message the redactor of the Talmud
wants the reader to receive, since the statement of Rabbi Elazar is used to end
the narrative of the destruction of Jerusalem. This message is also reiterated in
Bavli Yoma 9b,

Why was the First Temple destroyed? Because of three things

that existed there: idolatry, inappropriate sexual relations and the

shedding of blood.... But during the Second Temple period, the

people were engaged in Torah study, in observing
commandments and performing acts of loving kindness; why was

it destroyed? Because baseless hatred existed there — to teach

you that baseless hatred corresponds to idolatry, inappropriate
sexual relations and the shedding of blood.
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It seems appropriate to extract a lesson on baseless hatred and shame from the
Kamza/Bar Kamza text, since it plays a central role in the narrative. We do not
know why the host dislikes Bar Kamza but he chooses to shame him in public,
even though he could financially benefit from letting Bar Kamza stay at his
dinner party. The rabbis at the party do not intervene when the host publicly
shames Bar Kamza without any apparent reason. Bar Kamza shames the rabbis
in public by informing on them to the King with a lie. Bar Kamza also creates a
situation of potential shame when he blemishes the animal that is to be
sacrificed. Rabbi Elazar’s statement is rooted in many examples in the narrative.
However, Rabbi Yochanan’s statement, that the patience/humility of Rabbi
Zechariah b. Avkulas caused the destruction of Jerusalem is often not
highlighted.

It is interesting that Rabbi Yochanan condemns Rabbi Zechariah b.
Avkulas’ actions. After all, the rabbi was trying to protect the integrity of the
sacrificial system and the life of Bar Kamza. According to Rabbi Yochanan,
protecting the sacrificial system and Bar Kamza’s life was not as important as
keeping peace with the Roman Government. Although Rabbi Zechariah b.
Avkulas was following the letter of the law, that seems to be not the best
response to the situation. Perhaps, Rabbi Yochanan is critiquing the actions of
Rabbi Zechariah b. Avkelus, because they do not seem to be aligned with the
theme of the mishnayot of Gittin chapter 5: the need for rabbinic leadership to

benefit society. Perhaps Rabbi Yochanan’s statement is meant to highlight the
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importance of rabbinic leadership, especially at a time of upheaval, to ensure the
survival of the community.

The first mishnah of Gittin chapter five continues the theme of tikkun
olam introduced in the previous chapter. In context this term refers to decrees
made by the rabbis for the benefit of society. The rest of the chapter includes
numerous examples of the sages adjusting and changing previous rabbinic laws
and even Toraitic laws. The rabbis felt that certain laws had the potential to
strangle society. Therefore, the rabbis enacted decrees that would benefit the
society and preserve it.

The first example in Mishnah Gittin 5 of rabbis adjusting laws is the
collection for damages from superior land (5:1). There is a disagreement
between the sages which part of this statement is a rabbinic decree since there
is a parallel to this statement in the Torah. Exodus 22:4 states that when a
person’s livestock grazes in another person’s field and leaves it bare, the owner

of livestock must pay for the impairment of the other person’s field. In Hebrew,

the phrase for impairment is ﬂﬂ']'\{) VY. Since 2V?) can also mean better,

the rabbis infer that this verse is the proof text that the damager must make
restitution from/for the best field. The question arises, whose best field is the
verse referring to? According to Rabbi Yishmael, the verse refers to the
damaged party’s property. Abaye points out that if one followed Rabbi
Yishmael's reading of the verse, then the statement by the Tanna is a rabbinic

decree because it forces the damager to pay from his own best property. This
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would benefit society because people would be motivated to be more careful
about damaging other people’s property since they would have to give up their
best property (Bavli Gittin 48b).

Rabbi Shimon is also of the opinion that the Tanna is evoking a rabbinic
decree for the benefit of society (lbid 49b). Rabbi Shimon is thinking of thieves
who steal and extortionists who take property from others by force. The rabbis
wanted to create a deterrent for thieves and extortionists similar to the one
created for damagers. They believed that if these people knew that they would
have to make restitution from their own best property, they would be less
inclined to steal and to extort. Rabbi Shimon continues that the decree for a
creditor to collect from average land is also for the benefit of society. The
decree was enacted to prevent creditors from loaning money under false
pretenses. Perhaps a lender would be quick to loan money because he wanted
to obtain the borrower’s best field. Instead the rabbis decreed that a creditor
can only collect debts from average land so that the lenders would not lend
money to individuals who were poor credit risks with the intention of collecting
the borrower’s best property. In both of these cases (collecting damages and
collecting debt) the rabbis seem to be looking out for the people, to ensure that
they are not taken advantage of, and their property, to ensure that people do
not damage others’ property.

Ulla offers a different explanation for the rabbinic decree which allows

creditors to collect debt from average land (lbid, 50a). According to
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Deuteronomy 24:11, when a creditor collects debts he is not allowed to enter
the borrower’s house. Rather, he waits outside while the borrower brings the
pledge out to him. Ulla reasons that the borrower will bring out his inferior
utensils as collateral for the loan. Consequently, when paying with land, the
borrower would also pay from his inferior property. The rabbis reasoned
however, that this type of repayment would deter lenders from giving loans,
since they could only collect from the borrower’s inferior land. Rather, the
rabbis did not want to “lock the door in the face of the borrowers” so they
allowed the lenders to collect more than the Torah guaranteed them. This
decree was for the benefit of society because it allowed money to flow between
the rich and the poor and to maintain order in the society.

in an effort to protect people’s property, the rabbis also considered
women as possible schemers. Mishnah Gittin 5:1 states that a woman may
collect the value of her ketubah upon divorce from inferior land. The rabbinic
decree limited what kind of property a woman may collect from, to prevent
women from marrying men with the intention of provoking their husbands into
divorcing them. Upon the divorce, the woman could collect the value of her
ketubah only from inferior land. The rabbis believed that this decree would
prevent women from marrying men under false pretenses. They also seemed to

think that this decree would uphold the institution of marriage. People would
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decide to marry each other for the sake of marriage, instead of the benefits
obtained upon divorce.”

The examples above illustrate the importance of amending laws enacted
by the Rabbis, and even the Torah, in order to maintain order in society and to
uphold Jewish values. leffrey Rubenstein writes that one of the important
messages of the 5™ chapter of Bavli Gittin is, “the necessity of strong rabbinic
leadership and of the sages’ responsibility to act as the spiritual, moral, social
and political leaders of the community” (Rubenstein, 39). The rabbis in the
examples above followed this principle, but the sages of the Kamza/Bar Kamza
narrative did not. Instead of protecting their community, they decided to follow
the letter of the law. They would not sacrifice a blemished animal to appease
the Roman government and they would not kill Bar Kamza to protect the
community. They failed to act as leaders. They also could have possibly
prevented the whole incident by intervening at the dinner party and not allowing
the host to humiliate Bar Kamza in public. Perhaps Rabbi Yochanan realized the
role he should play as a rabbi and communal leader and thus blamed Rabbi
Zechariah b. Avkelus for the destruction, because he did not allow the rabbis to
act.

On the other hand, patience and humility (both possible translations of

INNMNY) are usually seen as honorable traits by the rabbis. Why would

2 It is interesting to note that the rabbis ascribe to women enough business insight to create such

elaborate schemes.
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Rabbi Yochanan see them as destructive? Rubenstein argues that humility and
patience are praiseworthy when individuals act on their own behalf. However,
when they serve as communal leaders they need to act with confidence,
determination and courage (ibid). Instead of following the letter of the law, as
Rabbi Zechariah b. Avkelus suggested, the rabbis needed to act with courage.
They needed to protect their community and should have either sacrificed the
blemished animal or killed Bar Kamza. Rabbi Yochanan ben Zackai persevered in
the face of danger and managed to find a way to preserve Judaism and Jewish
leadership. Perhaps, had the rabbis responded differently to Bar Kamza, they
could have also saved Jerusalem.

The narrative of Kamza and Bar Kamza also reveals the rabbis’
understanding of destruction. Previously, the Biblical tradition usually associated
national disasters with the people’s transgressions. Prophets repeatedly
reprimanded the lIsraelites, on behalf of God, and warned them about the
impending doom if the people did not abandon their evil ways. On the one
hand, the rabbis seem to perpetuate this Biblical theology. They associate the
sin of shaming someone with the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem. On
the other hand, the rabbis are not speaking about a nation sinning, rather
individuals sinning. Rabbi Elazar’s statement condemns the host of the dinner
party (and possible the group of rabbis in attendance), while Rabbi Yochanan's
statement condemns Rabbi Zechariah b. Avkelus. Perhaps the rabbis want to

convey the message that even one person’s actions can have grave
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consequences. The rabbis also seem to be saying that in addition to sin,
punishment may come as a result of stupidity (Goldenberg, 521). Destruction of
Jerusalem is “a call to repentance to a demand for greater common sense and
political flexibility among Jewish leaders” (Ibid).

The story involving Kamza and Bar Kamza is an excellent teaching tool.
The story illustrates the power of shaming someone in public and the
ramifications of that act. The story also demonstrates different ways people
shame others. Seen in context of the fifth chapter of Bavli Gittin, the story also
teaches about rabbinic leadership. Numerous examples in the chapter illustrate
that there are times when rabbis need to amend or change laws to benefit
society. At times, this is the only way to maintain order and make sure that the
society is able to survive. The inability of the rabbis in the Kamza and Bar Kamza
narrative to act resulted in the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem. One
rabbi, Yochanan ben Zackai, was able to act, and found a way to continue the
Jewish community. However, had the rabbis intervened with Bar Kamza this

may not have been necessary.
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Analysis of Bavli Brachot Chapter 9

Mishnah Brachot Chapter 9 contains a varied list of blessings one is to
recite on different occasions. Several of the blessings are for occasions when a
person visits a place, such as a place where miracles were performed on behalf
of the Jewish people or where idolatry was uprooted. Several of the blessings
are for occasions when a person sees wonders, such as: shooting stars,
earthquakes, thunder, winds, lightning, mountains, hills, seas, rivers, deserts and
the Great Sea (the Mediterranean). Another blessing is for occasions when one
acquires new possessions, such as a building a new house or acquiring new
clothes. In addition, the Mishnah includes blessings upon hearing different kinds
of news: upon rainfall, upon good and bad tidings, on a calamity which has the
potential to be a favorable occurrence and on a favorable occurrence which has
the potential to be a calamity. This paper will explore the theology of these
blessings, some of the challenges the blessings raise, and possible solutions.

The sixth chapter of Bavli Brachot discusses the blessings one says before
eating different kinds of food. As the Gemara tries to find a prooftext for this
custom, it introduces a concept that one is forbidden to enjoy/benefit from
something in this world without reciting a blessing (Brachot 35a). This concept is
derived from Psalm 24:1, “The earth is God’s and all its fullness, the world and its
inhabitants.” The rabbis compare not saying a blessing before enjoying
something to stealing from God. Rav Yehudah says in the name of Rav,

“Whoever derives benefit from this world without reciting a blessing, it is as if he
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derived benefit from the consecrated property of Heaven” (Ibid).> Rabbi
Chanina bar Pappa offers a different metaphor, “Whoever derives benefit from
this world without reciting a blessing, it is as if he robs God and the Assembly of
Israel” (lbid, 36b). Rav Yehudah in the name of Rav and Rabbi Chanina bar
Pappa’s statements imply that reciting a blessing is comparable to asking God for
permission to use something that belongs to God. By not reciting a blessing, one
is stealing, because everything belongs to God. Rashi offers a different
explanation. The person who does not recite a blessing is robbing God of the
blessing due to God,that is, the honor and praise due to God for providing the
object from which the person is benefiting. Rashi also explains that one who
does not recite a blessing before enjoying something will eventually teach others
to do the same. Consequently, other people will transgress, resulting in the loss
of their crops (Ibid).

The theology presented by Rav Yehuda in the name of Rav and Rabbi
Chanina bar Pappa is one of acknowledgement and gratitude. By reciting
blessings before eating or enjoying something people acknowledge that what
they have is not really theirs. These objects or food belong to God. The
recitation of the blessing is an acknowledgment that without God we would not
be able to enjoy these things. Therefore we praise God for what we potentially

will have and ask permission to use the specified objects or food. Many

* The process of atoning for mistakenly using consecrated Temple property is discussed in
Leviticus 5:15-16.
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blessings in Brachot Chapter 9 however, do not refer to objects that one comes
into possession. Rather, the blessings refer to activities that use the senses of
seeing, feeling and hearing. What is the benefit on these occasions that one is
acknowledging by reciting a blessing?

At the beginning of the Gemara’s commentary on Mishnah Brachot
Chapter 9, the rabbis discuss whether one recites a blessing upon encountering a
place where a miracle was performed for an individual versus for the masses.
The Gemara resolves the difficulty by stating that for a place where a miracle
was performed for the masses, everyone is obligated to recite a blessing, but for
a place where a miracle was performed only for an individual, only that
individual is required to recite a blessing (Bavli Brachot 54a). The benefit one is
acknowledging upon seeing such a place is the benefit of life. The examples the
rabbis give of places where miracles were performed for the masses are all from
the Jewish Bible. Their understanding of history is of God intervening at various
points in time to save the Israelites. The crossing of the Sea of Reeds, the
crossing of the Canyons of Arnon, the stones of Beit-Horon, the stone that Og,
King of Bashan wanted to throw at the Israelites, the stone upon which Moses
sat when Amalek attacked, are all examples of God interceding on behalf of the
Israelite nation. As a result of our ancestors being saved from destruction, we
are alive and are able to experience the miracle of life. We are also able to

connect to our ancestors and celebrate the miracles that were performed for

them.
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Although all of these places are described in the Jewish Bible, and the
rabbis writing about them seem to be aware of their locations, it would seem
that the people living in the Talmudic period would not have access to these
locations. The majority of Jews in this time period were not living in or near the
Land of Israel, but rather in Babylonia. Perhaps that is why the Gemara on 54a
relates the incidents of several individuals for whom miracles were performed.
This adaptation allows individuals to praise God for the miracles they can relate
to and for the miracles that occur in their lifetime. Instead of focusing only on
miracles that were performed for their ancestors, people are able to
acknowledge and appreciate the miracles that have occurred to them when they
visit the specific locations.

Starting on 58b, the rabbis discuss the blessing one recites upon seeing
(and hearing) wonders in nature: shooting starts, earthquakes, thunder and
lightning. The blessing recorded by the Mishnah is, “Praised are you, Adonai our
God, Whose power and might fill the world.” The rabbis are writing about
wonders in nature in a non-scientific age. As they try to make sense of their
world, they record their understanding of nature, that God is responsible for it.
While discussing earthquakes, several opinions are given for their cause: Rav
Ketina explains that earthquakes are caused by God clapping, R. Nassan explains
that earthquakes are caused by God sighing, the rabbis and Rav Acha bar Yaakov
explain that earthquakes are caused by God moving God’s feet. The rabbis are

also familiar with examples from the Jewish Bible in which God uses natural
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wonders to cause death and destruction. The plagues that befell Egypt, the
earthquake that killed Korach and his followers, the sulfurous fire (~lightning)
that destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. Perhaps the benefit one is acknowledging
when reciting a blessing upon seeing natural wonders is gratitude for one’s life.
instead of natural wonders causing one’s death, one is able to see them and
acknowledge God’s grace.

At this point in the chapter, the rabbis seem to be introducing a second
theological message. Not only are we to recite blessings in gratitude for what we
have received but also to acknowledge God’s role in the universe and God'’s
power over nature. This theme continues in the discussion about saying a
blessing upon hearing good news or bad news. The blessing upon hearing good
news is, “Praised are you, Adonai our God, Who is good and Who does Good.” In
an agrarian society, hearing about rainfall is the ultimate good news. It ensures
that the farmer’s crops will grow properly and that the fields will receive the
proper sustenance. Reciting this blessing enables the farmer to acknowledge his
bounty and to also acknowledge God’s role in providing the rain.

It is usually comfortable for people to praise God when good things are
occurring in their lives, such as rainfall or the birth of a new baby. However, it is
not always easy to praise God when something terrible happens. Mishnah
Brachot 9:5 states, “One is obligated to praise God upon the bad, just as one
praises God upon the good.” Why do the rabbis obligate us to praise God when

something bad happens? Usually when bad things happen, people want to curse
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God. How could God allow such-and-such to happen? This emotional response
is present in the story of Job. As Job loses his possessions and family members,
his wife tells him that he should curse God so that God will strike him dead and
Job will be put out of his misery. In the story, although God allows death and
destruction to occur, it might appear as if Satan is the culprit because he
encourages God to test Job. The religions of antiquity often explain the presence
of evil through dualism: one god responsible for the good in the universe and
another responsible for the evil. Yet, Judaism is a monotheistic religion and had
to insist that there is only one God who is responsible for both. Therefore, the
rabbis insisted that people acknowledge God’s role in the bad, just as they
acknowledge God’s role in the good. Moreover, the rabbis want people to
acknowledge that God’s decrees are true and just. The recitation of the blessing
is a way for people to express their faith in God, even when their life might be
falling apart.

The blessing one recited upon hearing bad news, such as death of a
relative, is “Praised are you, Adonai our God, the true judge.” The phrasing of
the blessing correlates to the rabbis’ belief that God is responsible for all that
happens in life. At first glance, it does not seem to be what one would want to
say upon hearing about the death of a loved one.* Being part of a Jewish

movement which adapts blessings and rituals when they do not seem to be

* Today this blessing is often recited at the funeral, when mourners perform the custom of

tearing a ribbon.
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meaningful to people, | decided to ask Reform clergy if they have changed the
wording of the blessing above. | was under the impression that when a person
has suffered a loss, especially in the case of a child, it would be too hard to call
God a true judge. | received eleven responses from the HUCALUM listserve (an
e-mail list for graduates of Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion).
Out of the eleven respondents, only two offered a variant of the blessing above.
The other nine respondents stated that saying “Praised.... the true judge” was
actually comforting, although several choose not to translate it literally or
offered an interpretation.

Rabbi Adam Fisher commented that the word dayan can also be
translated as “ruler.” Saying, “Praised be the true ruler of the universe”
connects the blessing to the opening lines of the Kaddish. Death is then seen in
the context of God’s rule which means that as awful as it may seem, it ultimately
fits in God's benevolent plan.

Rabbi John Sherwood translates the blessing as, “We praise the Eternal,
who causes death, yet challenges us to life" or “Thank God it is over, for you, and
for him/her”.

Rabbi Andy Vogel commented that the blessing reminds us that there are
some things that are just beyond our control.

Rabbi David Ostrich translates dayan haemet as “Who judges us in truth.”
His interpretative translation speaks to the faith/hope that God will indeed judge

us fairly and he hopes to give a comforting message to the mourners.
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Rabbi Apothaker understands emet not as true in the philosophical sense
but as “stable” or “reliable” in the instrumental sense. He sees the blessing as a
statement not about the past, but rather about the future. The blessing is a way
to express hope that God will partner with humanity to re-stabilize the family in
the future.

Rabbi Shelley Kovar Becker uses this introduction to the blessing,

At this time of intense grief when our hearts are torn and we wear
the kriah ribbon as the outward sign our tradition tells us we must
bless God. It is difficult to bless God at this moment. We do so
because we mortals do not know our life spans, we do not know
God's plan and so we utter these words that God is a righteous
judge even when we want to rail against God. Because God has
given us this dear one to love and we praise God for the plan we
do not know and for the wonderful memories of the one now
gone from our midst.

Rabbi Amy Scheinerman calls upon us to reinterpret how we view
God and God’s role in the universe in order to find the words of the
blessing “Praise...the true judge” comforting.

If people believe that God rewards and punishes, or
micromanages the universe, then "Barukh dayan ha-emet" will be
understood as holding God responsible for the death. That paints
God as cruel (and possibly arbitrary), especially in the case of one
who died young or after great suffering. How do we respond to,
or worship, a God who either causes such suffering, or could
prevent it but chooses not to? For some, however, there is
comfort in the notion of God "in charge of the universe" and
especially for those harboring guilt that they somehow caused or
contributed to the death (usually by neglect); this can be
comforting because it tells them they don't have that much
power. The notion of the omnipotent, omniscient God controlling
the universe, however, begets more problems than it solves. if,
however, people believe that God is inherent in the creativity,
dynamism, and energy of the universe, but not a coercive power
that rewards and punishes, then "Barukh dayan ha-emet" comes
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to affirms life, which is precious but not infinite. It also is a
reminder that we, who are invested with God's tzelem, bear
responsibility for how we live our lives; sadly, sometimes our
choices lead to premature death.

Rabbi Larry Freedman explains why “Praised... the true Judge” is precisely
the proper blessing to say,

It's very difficult to accept death when the casket is just feet

away. It is hard to accept that someone we love is gone and it's

hard to accept that there is a God so mean. But dayan ha-emet is

in the spirit of tziduk ha-din, that is we accept God even when

angry and we are reminded that anger does not have to mean

rejection. Yes, some deaths are too early, some are too painful

but all die eventually. Everyone will suffer the same fate and that

is what we keep in mind when we say that little bracha. It is not

personal. It is not a mean God. It is not an attack on you or your

met. It's how it goes. People die but God is still there to bring

some comfort to mourners and accept the soul of the deceased.

God is the true judge in that our souls, all our souls, go before God

on some level. We all face that day and there, | hope, is comfort.

The circumstances may be ordinary or traumatic but all will face

that day.

Judaism provides a rubric for offering blessings for different occasions.
The blessings over food serve as a reminder that one person alone could not
have provided the food that he/she is about to eat or have eaten. The blessings
that are said upon seeing wonders of nature allow the observer to acknowledge
the beauty that he/she has witnessed and the greater power that is perhaps
responsible for it. Judaism also contains blessings upon the good and the bad
that occurs in one’s life. It would seem that when a tragedy occurs, the last thing
on one’s mind would be to praise God. In many liberal communities, rabbis
delay the mourner’s recitation of the blessing offered by the Talmud from the

moment of hearing about the death until the funeral. The Reform rabbis, whose
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responses are included in this paper, suggest that the blessing “Praised... the
true judge” offers the mourners an opportunity to express their feelings of
anguish and confusion. Many of the rabbis interpret this blessing as a way to say
that human beings cannot understand why death of a specific person has
occurred. Some people may hold God responsible and are able to express this
belief through calling God a true judge, even if they do not understand why God
has caused the death. Others may understand God as a force in the universe
and can call God a true judge with the understanding that but ultimately death is
a part of life. All will experience it someday and all one can do is to accept this

reality.
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