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This thesis is dedicated to my advisor and teacher Rabbi Mark Washofsky with
whom I am indebted. Yehoshua ben Peracheya teaches that we should each "find a
teacher, acquire a study companion and when [we] judge people give them the
benefit of the doubt." (Pirkei Avot 1:6) While working in chevruta with Rabbi
Washofsky on the translation of this text, I truly found myself a teacher and study
companion whom I admire. And he always gave me the benefit of the doubt even
when my reading of Rashi script was not so fluent. Without him [ would not have
been able to complete this project.



Digest

Abraham Kotler, a Lithuanian born author, immigrated to America in 1888.
Kotler first lived in the city of Sharon, Pennsylvania and later settled in Cleveland,
Ohio. There he earned a living holding numerous jobs over the course of his life. His
most concentrated efforts were devoted to working in a bookstore that became a
type of center for all interest in Hebrew books and a place for secular discussions
between wise students in the city.

Kotler was a pioneer of Hebrew parody and satire in America. In his work
Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha he ridicules immigrant life in America in the
form of gemara with commentary by “Rashi” and “Tosofot.” The text contains seven
separate chapters each on a different subject of immigrant life in America. The
seven chapters deal with topics ranging from how new immigrants are treated in
America, the importance of money in the New World, the willingness to give up
certain Jewish observances in America, the beginnings of assimilation and
celebrations of secular holidays in their new home, and how many Americans seem
to be egocentric individuals.

In all of these chapters, Kotler shows his command of the Hebrew language
and his ability to mimic the verse and style of Talmud exactly. While mocking the
Jewish American immigrant and the new environment in which he found himself,
Kotler is true to his background as a student of many different yeshivot in Europe.
He was a religious, well-educated Jew and used this education to his advantage in

his mockery of his new Jewish life in America.



Kotler lays out his text similar to a page of Talmud. In the center of the page
we find the main “Talmud” text, surrounded by a commentary also written by Kotler
in a similar manner to Rashi and Tosafot. As in most volumes of Talmud, his
commentary appears in a different script than the actual “Talmud” text, appearing in
the so-called “Rashi” script.

This thesis is an annotated translation of the original text into English.
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Introduction to the Language and Style of the Talmud

In this work, Kotler shows his command of the Hebrew language and his
incisive wit. While mocking the American immigrant, Reform Judaism, and other
contemporary institutions and personalities, Kotler exemplifies his knowledge of
Talmud and Bible. Kotler lays out his text similar to a page of Talmud. In the center
of the page we find the main “Talmud” text, with a commentary, also by Kotler,
around the text in the margins. As in volumes of the Talmud, this commentary
appears in the so-called Rashi script. Kotler’s ability to mimic the Talmud in style
and verse is powerful.

To fully understand the vast components of rabbinic literature we must
begin with a look at the history of the rabbinic period. The two most important
centers of Jewish life at the time were Palestine and Babylonia; rabbinic literature
developed almost exclusively in these centers.! In Palestine the destruction of the
Temple and overall defeat in 70 CE ended any political independence, the Temple as
the religious center, and any basis of priestly power. Jews began to develop a
reorganization of Jewish self-government gradually from Yabneh, the new center of
religious learning. Slowly new Jewish leadership arose in Palestine trying to guide
Judaism through a period without Temple and state. Times were changing and
Judaism had to be change as well. I task that was not done overnight and that was
not easy. It was not until the third century when Palestinian Judaism became a

more structural entity around the patriarchate and with the rise of the rabbinate.

1 Strack, H.L, and Gunter Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash. Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1992. 2
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This institution of the Jewish patriarchate, however, was abolished after Christianity
was established as the state religion in 380 CE.? Since the exile, Babylonia had
always been home to significant Jewish population. Jews attained self-government
shortly after 70 CE possibly in reaction to the events in Palestine at the same time.
Many Palestinian rabbis fled to Babylonia. Just as in Palestine, however, Jewish self-
government was also abolished in Babylonia in the second half of the fifth century.
Now both Jews in Palestine and Babylonia were left without strong leadership.
When the Arabs conquered Babylonia, for the first time, the two major Jewish
centers were under the same political administration. This brought a shift in the
Jewish population. Their geographic locations began to change.3 These political and
geographic changes also brought about many other changes. It was during this time
that the title rabbi began to mean something other than a polite way to great
someone with authority. Now a rabbi was one who had students and who was able
to teach and pass along the traditions of Judaism to their students. “The real break
in history of the Pharisaic-rabbinic movement [however] comes not at 70, with the
destruction of the Temple, but at 140, with the devastation of southern Palestine
and the reconstitution of the rabbinic movement and the patriarchal government in
the north.”* Overall, the loss of the Temple and of political independence made it
possible for the rise of rabbinic Judaism. It is rabbinic self-understanding itself,
though that has shaped rabbinic Judaism. There are no outside, non-Jewish sources

that describe this time period. We, then, depend on the rabbis’ own testimonies to

21bid. 3
3 Ibid. 4
41bid. 5
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draw a picture of what this time period held. It is certain that the rabbis did not rise
to power immediately; they ascended slowly to a position of recognized leadership
within Judaism.> It is difficult to classify the conventional periods of rabbinic
Judaism without using the rabbis’ perspective themselves. “The time of the
Tannaim extends from Hillel and Shammai at the beginning of our era to Rabbi an
his sons, to the early third century. The Amoraim up to around 500 follows them.
The time of the Saboraim found its continuation in the period of the Geonim until
the eleventh century.”® The rabbinic school system made the greatest contribution
to the spread of the rabbinic ideal, until it more or less dominated all of Judaism.”
The histories of the rabbinic academies of Babylonia are transmitted only in Geonic
sources from the ninth and tenth centuries. But can be dated back to the third
century.8 Babylonian rabbis probably taught small groups of students at their
residences or sometimes in their school houses; these groups would disband no
later than the Master’s death. The more successful teachers would have been able to
gather larger groups of students. “In addition to the academic side of rabbinic
education, another aspect of at least equal importance was the practice of
discipleship under scholar.” It is not until Islamic times where the academies of
Sura, Nehardea, and Pumbeditha arose as larger schools, which probably followed
[slamic examples.1? These academies in Babylonia did not differ much, however,

from their counterparts in Palestine. “There were probably no major differences in

5 Ibid. 6
6 Ibid. 7
7 Ibid. 8
8 1bid. 9
91bid. 13
10 [bid. 12
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teaching methods between Palestine and Babylonia. Even on this level of education,
memorization took absolute precedence; it was accomplished by means of continual
vocal recitation of the teaching material in a set manner of cantillation.”11 The
rabbis of this time period wanted to adapt their laws to their changing
surroundings. “Rabbinic literature arose mostly out of the attempt to adapt the
Torah as the Jewish rule of life to changing conditions. This updating of the Torah
occurs in the oral Torah whose development is particularly connected with biblical
exegesis.”12 Qverall the rabbinic movement can be understood as a combination of
the merger of study with the sense that the laws of Scripture should be expanded to
cover all of life.

Oral Torah is a basic concept in Judaism. God’s revelation at Mt. Sinai
included not only the written Torah recorded in the Hebrew Bible, but also an
equivalent complex of traditions. The term oral Torah could entail multiple
meanings. One being that it is a statement about the manner of transmission,
passing the tradition down from generation to generation now in written form but
only orally. Others believe that it is the oral Torah because it was forbidden to write
down certain rulings. “There were frequent assertions that the writing of the
halakhah or even the haggadah was completely forbidden.”13 There is, however, a
“widespread assumption that rabbinic material must de facto be assumed to have
undergone a long period of oral transmission before being written down.”’* Some

scholars believe that there was a ban on writing this material down where others

11]bid. 12
12 ]bid. 15
13 Ibid. 32
14 Ibid.
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believed the exact opposite because “there are also numerous rabbinic attestations
of written texts of both haggadic and halakhic character.”’> Therefore, the nature of
the transmission of rabbinic texts cannot be unequivocally determined. Since the
Hebrew verb Shanabh, to repeat, in its technical sense means to learn or to teach oral
tradition by repeated recitation some would think that the transmission of text from
generation to generation was done orally in a repeating fashion. The Aramaic
equivalent to this Hebrew word is teni or tena, and the derivative noun is mishnah
or matnita.l® Mishnah therefore means study as well as oral instruction. More
specifically it designates the entire religious law formulated until around 200, but
also the teaching of a teacher active in this period as well as an individual
proposition or collection of such propositions. The Mishnah, which I am talking
about here, in the sense of a form of Talmudic literature, “is the core document of
the Talmudic tradition.”17 It is the collection attributed to R. Yehudah haNasi.
Supposedly he classified most of the subjects of halakhah in the widest possible
sense into six categories, the “Six Orders of the Mishnah,” each dealing with a range
of related subjects.’® The orders were then divided into smaller books dealing with
more limited subjects. Each such book was called a masekhet or tractate,
apparently from the word masekha, the loom on which cloth is woven. The

tractates are divided into chapters and the chapters into smaller units known as

15 Ibid. 34

16 Ibid. 109

17 Holtz, Barry. Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts. New York: Summit
Books, 1984. 131

18 Steinsaltz, Adin. The Essential Talmud. New York: Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, 1976. 36
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mishnayot dealing with a specific halakhah or several related halakhot.1® R.Judah
tried, as much as possible, to create formulas reflecting the general consensus on
most issues.?0

“Where he believed that he was expressing the main intention

of the halakhah he did not denote the source, marking it as

stam mishnah, plain mishnah, without naming the author or

formulator...The Mishnah is a large body of material pertaining

to the opinions of the sages of the generation immediately

preceding R. Judah’s, but there is also a detailed record of the

disputes of his own generation, and his own view is sometimes

noted as an isolate opinion opposed to the general

consensus.”?1
After the death of R. Judah only minor modifications and additions were made to the
Mishnah, and his project remained basically unchanged. This traditional view of the
codification of the Mishnah is not unilaterally agreed upon. “Almost all descriptions
of the genesis of the Mishnah are based on Gaon Sherira’s letter of 987, in which he
answers the questions of the congregation of Kairouan.” Sherira was the head of the
yeshiva in Pumbeditha. During his time, congregations of Jews would write letters
and send them to places like Pumbeditha for an authoritative answer.22 In his
answer he tells, “prior to Rabbi there was no homogeneous formulation of the laws,
much less an ordered Mishnah. Concerned that the teachings might be lost, Rabbi
took up the redaction of the Mishnah.”23 Before this time a written version of the

Mishnah was not necessary because everyone agreed and taught the same,

differences of opinion only arose because both Hillel and Shamai had numerous

19 Ibid. 37

20 [bid. 38

21 [bid. 38

22 Strack, H.L, and Gunter Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992. 125

23 [bid 124
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students. This is not the only description, however, of the creation of a codified
Mishnah. Sadia differs from Sherira in the fact that he believed that the men of the
Great Synagogue already began to write down the Mishnah. Modern scholars have
not gone much further in deciphering the codification of the Mishnah either. In
general, however, its origins are seen in the exilic study of Scripture or in the men of
the Great Synagogue. All agree that Rabbi Yehudah haNasi, simply called Rabbi,
edited the Mishnah and used the Mishnah of R. Meir, who in turn is based on the
Mishanah of his teacher Akiva, as his main source.2* Numerous additions have been
made in the course of time; however, to arrive at the Mishnah we have today.
Mishnah in the present form, however, cannot possibly come from Rabbi himself.
Many additions were made in the course of time. There are passages where Rabbi
himself is named and his opinion is contrasted with that of others and also parts
mentioning teachers who lived after him. In some cases, the tana, repeater, might
have even just substituted the name Rabbi for the speakers “I” even if he was not
referring to R. Judah HaNasi himself. Therefore there is not a decisive objection to
the fact that R. Judah HaNasi was the redactor of the Mishnah as long as it is
understood that the text was still being added to and had a kind of flexibility. The
term redactor must also be understood broadly, and Rabbi could be seen as the
main figure under whose authority the Mishnah took shape. Overall there is no
exact proof that determines the role Rabbi had in the formation of the Mishnah.
There is also no decisive argument, though, against the tradition, which links the

redaction of the Mishnah with his name. We can look to the text itself to help

24 |bid. 125
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decipher which teachers had what opinions. “The attribution of a document to a
certain author can usually also be verified by comparing the document with the
author’s other opinions transmitted elsewhere.”25 The anonymous teachings in the
Mishnah, the parts which are seen as the redactor’s opinion, in many cases does not
correspond to the opinion of Rabbi as his opinion is stated elsewhere. Therefore, it
is very difficult to completely attribute the work only to him. The Mishnah, though,
is only “a collection of sources, a teaching manual, a law code of current halakhah”2é
therefore Rabbi might have included some statements, which he disagrees with in
order to have a more complete manual. The job of a redactor in this type of work is
to collect the sources and pick the most important ones to include. Therefore it is
not always the opinion of the redactor, which is represented in the text. The
collection of sources were arranged and classified into a system; the Mishnah only
organized halakhic decisions. Some scholars see the Mishnah only as “a teaching
manual designed above all on the basis of pedagogical criteria, which offers the most
material in the shortest possible form.”?” Therefore the opinion of the editor is not
necessary because in this case the editor would not commit himself to one specific
point of view. There is really no way to tell today, though, the exact manner in
which the Mishnah was redacted. The important thing is that the ancient traditions
found within this text are treated as laws, which must still be preserved and
transmitted. No matter the way the Mishnah was redacted, we do know that it has

been the source of much commentary.

25 |bid. 134
26 [bid. 135
27 Ibid. 136
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Once the Mishnah was written down and became the authoritative code of
Jewish law, it began to be studied and debated in various rabbinic academies. In
these academies, scholars would debate the meaning of the mishnaic teachings and
attempt to reunite any apparent contradictions in laws. The discussions of these
rabbis would eventually be recorded, forming the gemara, from the Hebrew root
gamar, meaning “to finish.” Many different types of text appear in the Talmud. The
Mishnah text itself is the base of the commentaries. Baraitot, baraita in its singular
form meaning outside in Aramaic also appear. Itis “a piece of traditions appearing
in the Talmuds but attributed to a rabbinic teacher who lived in the time of the
Mishnah or even earlier.”28 Although these teachings are not part of the Mishnah
itself, teachers still hold them as authoritative. All these materials combined
together form the Talmud.

Two separate bodies of material arose out of similar discussion being held in
two different areas. The Palestinian Talmud, known as the Jerusalem Talmud, in the
broadest sense is the commentary of the Palestinian Amoraim. It, however, does not
follow the Mishnah closely and offers much additional material, which is only
loosely connected with the Mishnah. According to tradition, Maimonides identifies
R. Yochanan as the author of the Palestinian Talmud. He believed that R. Yochanan
wrote this Talmud in the land of Israel approximately 300 years after the
destruction of the Temple, and about 100 years before Rab Ashi wrote the
Babylonian Talmud. Scholars, however, have scrutinized this statement by

Maimonides, because the Palestinian Talmud names numerous rabbis who lived

28 Holtz, Barry. Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts. New York: Summit
Books, 1984. 137
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until the late fourth century, as well as other events from that time period. The
latest rabbis mentioned in the Palestinian Talmud are fifth generation Amoraim.
But no precise date can be deduced from the information we have on when this
Talmud was truly redacted. “Most scholars, however, would accept a later date for
the last names teachers in the Palestinian Talmud, thereby inferring a date of
redaction in the first half of the fifth century.”2° The Palestinian Talmud represents
a hurried collection of material. There are contradictions within the text itself and
the order of the gemara in the text does not always match the Mishnah. A redactor,
then, could have just combined the materials he had into a work without putting
them into a systemized order. Not all scholars agree with this view. Some believe
that the teachers did not intent to comment on the whole Mishnah in the first place.
Overall there was some sort of redaction of the materials into what we have today
and although the exact steps of how or why this happened are not fully known, the
use of the Palestinian Talmud is still relevant.

The more popular and more widely studied Talmud today, however, is the
Babylonian Tamud. It is also a collection of commentaries on the Mishnah from a
different geographical location. Just as the Palestinian Talmud can be called a
commentary on the Mishnah, the Babylonian Talmud can be called this as well. “The
overall character of the Babylonian Talmud is encyclopaedic.”3% The editor
preserved everything that was taught in the rabbinic schools that was considered

worthwhile. The traditional history of the origin is essentially found in the text

29 Strack, H.L, and Gunter Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992. 171
30 [bid. 192
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itself. In Baba Batra 157b the text tells of two editions or versions by Rab Ashi. Also
in Baba Metzia 86a the text explains that Rabbi and R. Nathan are at the end of the
Mishnah and Rab Ashi and Rabina are the end of the teachings and authoritative
decisions of the halakhah. Gaon Sherira does not explicitly refer to Rab Ashi,
however, as the editor of the Babylonian Talmud. This traditional view is
problematic for several reasons. One being that “while Ashi contributed a lot of
material, he certainly does not stand out among other masters of his own and the
subsequent period to such an extent that he emerges as the redactor of the first
version of the Babylonian Talmud.”3! Some scholars believe that there was no
uniform redaction of the Babylonian Talmud at all. Others believe that it is nota
“work of one piece, but uses many sources and united layers from different eras and
generations, different authors, redactors, and schools.”3? Like the other texts, which
we have discussed, it is hard to determine the exact methods of compilation of the
Babylonian Talmud. The discussion in the gemara of this Talmud is much richer
than the Jerusalem one. Itis also easier to follow than the material found in the
Jerusalem one. “In a very approximate manner, the Babylonian Talmud can be
called the Babylonian commentary on the Mishnah. Yet it comprises gemara for
only thirty six and a half of the sixty three tractates of Mishnah.”33 Some believe that
the missing tractates were not relevant to life in Babylonia. For example the
agricultural laws had to do with the land of Israel, not Babylon. A main difference

between these two editions is that the Babylonian Talmud has much more editorial

31 [bid. 194
32 [bid. 194-195
33 [bid. 191
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material, known at stam material: materials that are not attributed to any one
specific sage. The Talmud seems to care more about the methods used to find the
conclusions, not the halakhic conclusions themselves.

Overall the Talmud has “functioned for much of its history principally as the
basis of Jewish law. More people have studied the Talmud to learn its legal content
than for any other reason.”3* This is because it treats matters of law more than any
other subject. Itis, however, not only a law book. “The Talmud contains much
narrative. Many famous legends about personalities in the Bible make their first
appearance in the Talmud.”3> Stories of the rabbis whose discussions are contained
in the Talmud are also found within its pages. Theses stories are typically found
immersed in the legal materials, but they do exist. Although the Talmud plays little
attention to God, God and God’s interactions with our world is also another topic
found amongst the laws. Finally, the Talmud contains an entire worldview depicting
how the Jews should live their lives. The “ancient rabbis knew perfectly well that
law can never provide a full sense of guidelines for living one’s life. One must also,
as later teachers put it, be a mensch.”3¢ It seems that since the Talmud itself can be
seen as more than just a law code, but as a book with stories and histories inside it
that it opens the door for projects such as Kotler’s.

The layout of the Babylonian Talmud in the printed editions is distinctive.
Each tractate opens with a Mishnah. The Gemara based upon that Mishnah then

follows this. Both a chapter number and the first word of its Mishnah refer to a

34 Holtz, Barry. Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts. New York: Summit
Books, 1984.170

35 [bid.

36 [bid. 171

An Annotated Translation of Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha 12



Chapter of Talmud. Abraham Kotler mimics this style in the headings of the pages of
his Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha. Kotler, however, numbers his pages
differently than the typical Talmud. All printed editions of the Babylonian Talmud
are paginated the same. The pages are folio pages, so that the front and backside
share the same number. They are differentiated from each other by labeling the
front side “a” and the back side “b.” Usually the front side will have the Hebrew
letter or letters which correspond to that page number, while the “b” side will have a
numeral. Kotler does not lay his pages out as folio pages and number them with
numerals. Surrounding the Talmud text are the two most famous of the medieval
commentaries. Kotler, too, includes his own commentary to his text.

There are a number of commentaries to the Babylonian Talmud, many which
are integral to the study of the content of the Talmud. The most famous
commentary is that of Rabbi Solomon Ben Isaac of Troyes, France. He is better
known by the name “Rashi,” formed from the initials of his name. Rashi lived from
1040 to 1105 and wrote a commentary on the entire Talmud, which was completed
by his disciples after his death. In the course of his life he also wrote commentary
on the entire Bible. “To this day no traditional Jew will study either of those sacred
texts without having Rashi at hand.”37 His Talmud commentary helps explain
difficult passages in the text. A special font, known as “Rashi script” is used to
distinguish his commentary from the body of the text and from other commentators.
Rashi’s commentary is typically found closes to the spine of the printed book. He

lived in the eleventh century and studied at both German and French academies. He

37 Ibid. 139
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was “active in many spheres, and wrote a number of wide-ranging works on
halakhic ruling...his greatest achievements were his great commentaries on the
Bible and his monumental work on the Babylonian Talmud, in which he introduces
exegetic methods that are valid to this day.”3® His commentary is written in plain,
clear Hebrew. “When his Hebrew failed him, Rashi avoided lengthy explanations
and simply used the appropriate foreign word.”3° It is plain and clear but

“at the same time it dwells on almost every sentence in the

Talmud, explaining difficult terminology and elucidating each

matter in context by adding the words needed to complete an

idea and background information whenever necessary...Rashi

succeeded in interpreting most of the Babylonian Talmud and,

incidentally, carried out the important task of determining the

basic text and establishing a definitive version for study

purposes which is accepted to the present day.”40
His commentaries on several sections of the Talmud were still incomplete upon his
death and were completed by his disciples. “Although he had no sons of his own, his
three sons-in-law, his grandsons, and his great-grandsons constituted one of the
most impressive dynasties in Jewish history, all taking part in the task of compiling
additions and appendices to the Talmudic exegetical work. These were known as
tosafot, additions, because the authors of the tosafot felt that they were merely
adding to an already completed work.”4 The modest work that started with notes
on Rashi’s commentary developed into a much more extensive work. Therefore the

“tosafot belong within the framework of Talmudic commentary and contain many

exegetic comments, quotations from the first commentators, discussions of various

38 Steinsaltz, Adin. The Essential Talmud. New York: Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, 1976. 68
39 Ibid.

40 bid.

41 [bid. 69
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phrases and versions, and so on...In their present form the tosafot are not single
works by separate authors but a collective project created by the scholars of France
and Germany during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.”*2 Kotler provides a
similar commentary to his “Talmud.” This commentary is also written in Rashi
script. In this commentary Kotler explains the Jokes of the “Talmud” text more
clearly and points out any nuances in the text that might not be easily identifiable.
Unlike as in a page of Talmud, this “Rashi commentary” is not always found at the
spine of the book. Similarly to Talmud, however, Kotler also includes other
commentaries similar to those known as the tosafot. The combination of his
commentaries and “Talmud” text, Kotler shares his opinion of the Jewish worldview
and predicament in the early 20t century in America. From his text we can not only
learn about the Talmud, but also learn about American history for Jewish
immigrants as well.

Kotler also uses many hermeneutical principles and Talmud saying which are
utilized in the actual Talmud. Please see the section on Talmud terms to learn more

about the specific principles and sayings he employs.

42 |bid. 69-70
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Introduction to Abraham Kotler and the Art of Jewish Parody

Abraham Kotler was born May 28, 1857 in Trashkun,*3 a place in Lithuania
near Kovno. In his youth he studied at many different Yeshivot. These studies
began a very devoted life to Judaism and Talmud study for Kotler. In 1882 he
entered military service and the picture at the beginning of his book is from this
military service. He immigrated to America in 1888. This was a time of mass
immigration of Jews to America. Overall, the decision to go to the United States was
not ideological but practical. There were many factors that led to this mass
migration. From one side, America became more attractive to foreign Jews, and
from the other, the cities in Eastern Europe where the Jews were living were no
longer providing great stability. Jews were politically oppressed and religious
disputes existed in many East European cities. Generally, Jews were legally
subordinate to Christians and witnessed antisemitism in many forms. Revolutions
arose all over Eastern Europe and these revolutions took over the government. So,
the rights the Jews were trying to achieve were pushed further away from them.
The decision to immigrate to America, however, was not an easy one because
religious Jewish life in America was very different than that of religious Jewish life in
Eastern Europe. Abraham Kotler, although he was a religious well-educated Jew,
made the decision to move to America anyways. This mass immigration brought

many Hebraists to America. “They had high hopes of establishing a new center of

43 Kressel, G. Cyclopedia of Modern Hebrew Literature Vol. II. Israel: Hashomer Hatzair,
1967.
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Hebrew culture in America and were responsible in no small measure for the
upsurge of Zionist sentiment”44 in America. Kotler was one of these Hebraists who
came to America with the hopes of continuing Hebrew literature. First living in the
city of Sharon, Pennsylvania and later he moved to Cleveland, Ohio where he settled.
There he earned a living busying himself with different things but particularly he
worked in a bookstore that became a type of center for all interest in Hebrew books
and a place for secular discussions between wise students in the city.

He was a pioneer of Hebrew parody and satire in America. In his work
Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha he ridicules immigrant life in America in the
form of gemara with commentary by “Rashi” and “Tosofot.” This parody sheds new
light on the children of the first generation of Hebrew speakers in America. Many
Jews in the 19t century came to America because they thought it would provide
them with opportunities. Not every Jew that came to America at this time, though,
thought this new land of opportunities was really a better place to live. Some
thought it was much harder to be Jewish in America than it was to be Jewish in their
East European homes. Kotler was one of these types of Jews. His parody was a
devastating attack on the state of American Jewish life, satirizing the dramatic
changes found among immigrant Jews. One thing he thought they did was quickly
abandon traditional practices. Kotler felt the surrounding chaos resulted from both
the low moral standards set by the Jewish leaders of the day and due to an
obsession people had with money in the United States. Kotler was especially

derisive of the religious innovations of Cincinnati's Reform Rabbi Wise. Even

44 Frank, Moses. Hebrew Literature in America. From Jacob Kabakoff Collection in the
American Jewish Archives. 488.
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naming one of the Rabbis in his Talmudic parody Rav Reformi. This Rabbi is
questioned by a Rav Orthodoxy about how the Jews in America quickly gave up their
personal practices of the mitzvot. This parody, however, teaches a great deal about
Jewish life in America at the turn of the twentieth century. It is not, however, the
only one of its kind.

Gerson Rosenzweig, a better-known parodist also wrote a Talmudic parody
on life in America. According to Cyclopedia of Modern Hebrew Literature, though,
Kotler’s parody came before Masechet America of Rosenzweig because he published
the first draft of his Talmudic parody in the Yiddish magazine, Folksfreund, edited by
Josef Selig Glick in 1891. In this magazine it was written in a similar form to what
we have today. It was reprinted separately in 1893. Kotler also made a return trip
to Warsaw and brought the parody with him and published the full edition there as
well in 1898. It was again reprinted in 1927 in Tel Aviv. In this printing he made a
few additions. It no longer was only a Talmud Parody entitle Masechet Derech Eretz
HaChadasha, but now it also contained a parody on the Passover hagadah titled
Machzor Katan, and a section titled Yalkut Chadash, which contains articles, songs,
and words of humor for Purim and all year. This thesis focuses only upon the
Tamlud parody part of his publication. This work contains several chapters of
“mishnah” and “gemara” on the subjects touching upon the Jewish experience in

America. Unlike the actual tractate Derech Eretz this one has “gemara” accompanied
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by parodies of the standard Talmudic peirushim. Unlike the actual tractate Derech
Eretz, “a collection of baraitot supplemented by sayings of early Amoraim.”4>

In this piece Kotlar mocks the situation of Eastern European Jewish
immigrants in the United States. The parody was specifically written for the
immigrants who came to America and were disappointed with the appearance of
nothingness that they found in their Jewish life. Although his parody was published
before Rosenzweig, there is no doubt that Rosenzweig was more advanced than
Kotler in both comprehension and style. Kotler’s parody sent a sharp arrow to the
children of the Jewish Yankees in the new land, and to the leaders of the Reform
movement. In this work, he tried to strengthen the language of his jokes using
actual biblical and Talmudic references, though he does not always succeed. He
wanted to make sure he was able to emphasize the way a greenhorn had to
acclimate to life in the large city.

A collection of letters sent from Kotler to Ephraim Deinard has been
preserved.*® Deinard was a well-known Hebrew writer and bibliographer who was
born in Kurland, Russia in 1846.47 Like Kotler, he immigrated to America in 1888
and did not break from his past. He tried very hard to make a “unique contribution
to the history of American Jewry.”48 One of the great tasks that Deinard set himself
and carried out successfully was “the building up of Hebrew collections in great

libraries as well as of interesting individual bibliophiles in acquiring rare Hebrew

45 Strack, Herman Leberecht. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash. New York: Meridian
Books, 1931. 230

46 Kabakoff, Jacob. Shochrim V'ne’emanim. Jerusalem: Reuben Mes, 1978. 117

47 Ephraim Deinard - Nearprint

48 Schapiro, Israel. Ephraim Deinard. American Jewish Historical Society. 1937. 149
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material.”4? From these letters we learn that Kotler felt very close to Deinard. Once
Deinard even recommended that Kotler write another parody about Christianity,
but Kotler responded that he was unable to fill this request because he did not have
the strength at that time. Both Kotler and Deinard were proponents of maintaining
and preserving the Hebrew language in America.

Kotler remained devoted to Judaism all his life and feared what the future of
Israel and other holy places would become. He spent his last days in an old people’s
house for Orthodox Jews in Cleveland and there he died on March 5, 1943. Kotler’s
work did have a small readership during its time, however today it is little-known.
But those who take the time to study this parody will find that it is no only
entertaining, but also provides remarkable information into the American Jewish
culture of Kotler’s time.

Abraham Kotler, of course, did not invent the concept of satirizing classical
Jewish texts. In the twelfth century, much earlier than Kotler, the golden age of
Jewish literature, parody is introduced.>® Abraham Ibn Ezra was one of the first to
write in a form, which closely allied parody. In the thirteenth century, Judah Haziri
was the first to change parody from a mere literary toy into an instrument of satire.
In this century parody as a form of Jewish literature began to grow and develop,
although it did not attain a distinct place in literature. Parody was first developed
into a distinct branch of literature in Italy in the fourteenth century. Itis in this time

period where the first Talmud parody arises. The first known Talmud parody is that

49 [bid. 152
50 Davidson, Israel. Parody in Jewish Literature. New York: The Columbia University
Press, 1907. 3
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of Kalonymos ben Kalonymous, entitled Masechet Purim. He helped make “parody
to be recognized as an art, worth cultivating for its own sake.”>! Masechet Purim is
not meant to distract from the Talmud, it “copies the original not only in style and
diction, but also in the manner of bringing together dissimilar subjects into one
discussion; and the skills with which the ancient texts are imitated tells how
thoroughly saturated the author was with Talmudic lore.”52 With this satire and
others by Kalonymos, “parody completed its first period of growth, and entered
upon a period of decay that lasted almost three centuries.”>3 After a period of
decline, parody was revived in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. The
parodies written from the twelfth century onward do not typically portray
contemporary life, “while the parodies of the nineteenth century are direct product
of the times, and reflect intellectual movements in general, and the progress of
Jewish thought in particular.”>*

Parodies in Jewish literature grew in the beginnings of the nineteenth
century and many were written dealing with multiple different types of groups, one
of these being about Jewish immigrants in America. All of these parodies were
“written by foreigners who were still strange to the new land of their adoption,
when they put their impressions on paper. Owing to this they not only reflect the
state of American Jewry, but they also reveal to us what America looked like to the

bewildered immigrant.”s5 It is this style, which Kotler chose to write. It is not

51 [bid. 19
52 [bid. 23
53 [bid. 29
54 [bid. 59
55 [bid. 98
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surprising that he used parody to convey his point because “parody is one of the
most delightful forms of satire, one of the most natural, perhaps the most satisfying,
and often most effective.”>¢ If the text “wounds the original, pointing out faults,
revealing hidden affectations, emphasizing weaknesses and diminishing strengths,
then it is satiric parody.”>” If we use Israel Davidson’s criteria for a good parody, it
seems that Kotler was successful in imitating the original. In the introduction to his
work Parody in Jewish literature, Davidson writes:

“Few parodies imitate each and every phrase of the original.

Most of them imitate only the general features and style. But it

is essential that all parodies should appear spontaneous. A

parody must catch the ring of the original. It must emphasize

its mannerisms and peculiarities, its catchwords and favorite

tricks of style, so as to strike the ear with the very echo of the

original. But imitations of mere externals are not enough. The

parody must enter into the spirit and reproduce the intellectual

and emotional characteristics of its model.”>8

Kotler’s success also comes from the history that is learned through his

parody. In each chapter he not only explains his depiction of Jewish Immigrant life
in America but also shares historical facts with the reader. His “Talmud” text works
as a biting social commentary, which aids us in understanding the cultural situation
in which he lived and worked. In chapter one he references the historical fact of
Christopher Columbus discovering America at the same time as showing how new

Jewish immigrants were treated as greenhorns, rookies to American life. He also

mocks the difficulties that come with being a greenhorn, those new immigrants who

6 Highet, Gilbert. The Anatomy of Satire. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1972. 67

57 Ibid. 68

58 Davidson, Israel. Parody in Jewish Literature. New York: The Columbia University
Press, 1907. xvi
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tried so desperately, but often unsuccessfully, to blend into their new surroundings.
He believes that Jews came to America when they had run out of money and if they
continue to be poor after living in America for a while, then he will be considered a
greenhorn forever according to Kotler. Money and the lack of it will be a repeated
idea throughout the text. In this chapter he also compares the presidents of
synagogues to policemen. Through this comparison he speaks ill of policemen, and
discusses the corrupt political systems inside a synagogue, in which anything can be
acquired through the proper bribe. Also in this chapter he pokes fun at monopolists
and anarchists. This could be because many new immigrants at this time brought
with them their European socialist ideals, and “for several years the social
democratic and anarchist outlooks existed uneasily side by side in the discussion
groups and lecture societies the immigrant radicals formed.”>® Kotler begins his
criticism of American items such as chewing tobacco in this chapter as well and
these too will be carried throughout the text.

In chapter two the historical reference is of Castle Garden, America’s first
official immigration center. He also continues his discussion about life as a Jewish
greenhorn in this chapter. He talks about who is allowed to enter America through
Castle Garden and how the workers of this establishment treated the new
immigrants, especially the poor ones. “Of the hundreds of published and

unpublished accounts Jewish immigrants have left us, the overwhelming bulk can

59 Howe, Irving. World of Our Fathers. New York: Touchtone Books, 1976. 104
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still communicate a shudder of dismay when they recall the journey by sea and the
disembarkation at Castle Garden.”®0

Chapter three begins with Kotler using the secular New Year’s Eve
celebrations in America as a stage to mimic the Jewish notion of fasting before a
Passover Seder in order to make the mitzvah of eating matzah more meaningful. In
this discussion easting candy on New Year’s Eve and chewing tobacco throughout
the year are interchangeable. Candy is used throughout the text as a mockery to
American society. He continues his discussion of the secular New Year’s
celebrations in chapter four as a way to ridicule the importance of Sunday in
America no matter if one observes the Jewish Shabbat or not. This is where we first
see the importance of Sunday to all people in America. It is here where Kotler pokes
fun at the Reformers in America. Even in his references to the New Year
celebrations, he has to point out that the workers stop on certain years because they
are worried that they could possibly lose money. Again mentioning the importance
of wealth in all areas of life in the new world. This is also continued into chapter five
where Kotler scorns the process of how leaders are appointed in America.

Chapter six touches upon how Americans care more about themselves and
are egocentric individuals. It also mocks the profession of being a tailor
distinguishing between life as a tailor in the old world verse how one must care so
much about money while tailoring in the new world. The mockery of tailors was
due to the fact that many Jews of the time were employed in the needle trades. An

1890 poll by the Baron de Hirsch fund found that sixty percent of Jews in New York

60 [bid. 39
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who responded to their inquiries were working in the garment industry.6? This
chapter continues comparing synagogue presidents to donkeys who mislead and
again touches upon the living conditions in America. It is not even safe to walk in
the street because houses, which are built poorly in America, might fall on you. This
could be because the living conditions were actually very bad for the new Jewish
immigrants. “A 1908 census of 250 typical East Side families showed that fewer
than a quarter of them slept two in a room; about 50 percent slept three or four n a
room; and nearly 25 percent, five or more in a room.”%2 [t is also in this chapter
where Kotler pokes fun at how new American Jews are moving away from
observance and hiding the Torah.

In Chapter seven Kotler mocks the idea that American Jews still do brit milah,
the ceremony of circumcision, but they no longer care what day it is performed.
Now they care more about having it be during a convenient time for the man of the
house and his work schedule over the religious obligation of when it should be done.
He also scorns the process of becoming a moyel saying that in America anyone is
able to perform this ceremony. These fraudulent moyels then will do anything to
make sure the circumcision is done at the most convenient time. In the best of
parodies, “all social, religious, and even many of the political questions of the day
engaged the attention [of the writer] and called forth either...ardent support

or...vigorous protest.”®3 Therefore, from this work we not only learn about how

61 [bid. 80

62 Ibid. 148

63 Davidson, Israel. Parody in Jewish Literature. New York: The Columbia University
Press, 1907. xxii
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Jewish life in America, in the new land, was different than Jewish life in the old

world, but also American history at the turn of the twentieth century.
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Technical Talmud Terms used in the Parody

XK noyasR - iba’it eima
“There are questions in which a point of difficulty, disagreement, incongruity
or contradiction is raised against a statement, construction or argument...
Where the same question is answered by the gemara in two different ways,
the second answer is introduced by iba’it eima (X%°X n°y2°X), meaning and if
you wish you may say...”64

9% 9»K - amar mar
"The master has stated," or simply "you have stated." It introduces the
quotation of one or more excerpts from a baraita, or occasionally from a
mishna, that was quoted in full during the previous Talmudic discussion. So
after amar rav is seen in the text it is telling us that the Talmud is now going
to proceed to comment on that excerpt or to discuss it in more detail.

NN - ati
Introduces a Gezera Sheva. “There is a peculiar kind of Gezera Sheva
sometimes resorted to, especially by Amoraim, which is quite different from
the rational character of the analogies generally used by the Tanaim. Its
peculiarity consists in this, that the argument from a parity expression is also
admitted in cases where the two laws or passages, compared with each
other, have nothing in common except a single, often very insignificant word

which has not the least natural bearing on the conclusion to be drawn there

64 Mielziner, Moses. Introduction to the Talmud. New York: Bloch Publishing
Company, 1968. 239
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from...This kind of Gezera Sheva is externally characterized by being usually
introduced by this peculiar formula ati (Xn°X) ‘that is derived from,” followed
by the two identical words on which the analogy in question is assumed to be
based.”65

x°in7 - hatanya
This technical term “is sometimes used not as a question of contradiction, but
as an argument in support of a statement.”66

52/v 1 - chutz/kol
“Paragraphs of the mishna containing a generalization or comprehensive
provision are introduced by kol (25) or hakol (957) ‘all’, ‘every’, ‘whatever’.
Mostly some exceptions from such a generalizing provision are added by the
word chutz (Y1) ‘except’.67

Xomn »en - chasorei mechsara
This technical term means that the above text, usually a tanaitic text,
probably the “Mishnah” here, is defective, missing a crucial clause. “The
Mishnah after having laid down a rule of law, occasionally adds the report of
a certain case in which a celebrated authority gave a decision in accordance
with the law. Sometimes, however, that decision is just contrary to the

preceding law. In this case, the gemara starts with a question and the

65 Ibid. 147 - 148
66 [bid. 221
67 Ibid. 194
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question is answered with chasorei mechsara (X70m°» *1017) meaning
something is missing here, and the Mishnah ought to read...”8

ayw - ta’am
“The mishnah in general, simply lays down the rule or law without stating its
reason. At times, however, the reason is added. The reason of a law is
termed ta’am (avw). Itis either based a) on a biblical passage (X7 - kara) and
its interpretation, and is then usually introduced by shene’emar ("n&1w); or
b) on common sense (X720 - savra); or c¢) on a general principle (975 -
c’lal).”e?

SR» - mai
“Such explanations are mostly introduced by the question: mai (°&»n) what
is...? Or, what means...? In answer to this query, the explanation is generally
given in the name of a certain Amora.””0

RPYY OR» - mai ta’ama
Investigating the reason or the underlying principle of a law...”Such an
investigation is generally introduced by the query mai tama (X»vv *®n)what is
the reason?”71

R»wn X% - mai mashma
This technical term is used when trying to determine what the author is
trying to say exactly. Itis usually found in a section beginning with “mai

ka’amar  ("nRp °Rn) what does he (the author of the Mishna) intend to say

68 [bid. 214
69 Ibid. 193
70 Ibid. 198
71 Ibid. 201
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here? The answer to this question is generally introduced by: hachi ka’amar
("nxp °571) thus he says or mai mashma (X»wn °&n), meaning what does he let
us hear?”72

7% yoon- masey leh
“A proposition is refuted indirectly by proving the truth of its contradictory.
The confirmation of one of two antagonistic opinions is thus the virtual
refutation of the other, and vice versa. Hence the Talmudic phrase maesey
leh (772 ¥°0n) means that the Mishnabh is in support of this opinion.”73

a»ym p - kal v’chomer
This technical term is a kind of syllogism, an inference a fortiori. “In the
Talmudic terminology the word kal (7 - light in weight) means that which,
from a legal point of view, is regarded as being less important, less
significant, and chamor (721 - heaviness) that which is comparatively of
great weight and importance. By the term kal v'’chomer (7 m %p) then is
meant as an inference from the less to the more important, and vice versa,
from the more to the less important.”74

Nin - tana
“Quotations from the mishna are introduced by ... tana (X1n) one has taught,

without adding any subject, mostly quotes a passage from the Tosefta.””>

72 [bid. 199
73 Ibid. 255
74 Ibid. 130
75 Ibid. 220
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3339 %10 - tanu rabanan
“Tanu rabanan (7127 11n) our rabbis taught, refers to a well known baraita.”7¢
°1n - tani

“Tani (°1n) it is a teaching, refers to a baraita in general.”””

76 Ibid. 220
77 Ibid. 221
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Names used in Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha

7pnx Tzechakiya. Laugher. From the Hebrew root prx tzachak meaning “laugh.”

Xn°on Chachima. Sage. From the Hebrew root 0on chacham, meaning “wise.”

X190 Safra. Scrivener. From the Hebrew root 790 safar relating to books and writing.
There is also an amora of the third and fourth generation by this name.

7w Shemeri. Rebellious. From the Hebrew word *2»n meri meaning “rebellion.”

7077 Darshan. Interpreter of text. From the Hebrew root w7 doresh meaning “to
seek.”

jov> Ka’asan. Angry. From the Hebrew root ov> ka’as meaning “angry.”

xnr Chama. From the Hebrew word nnn chamah meaning “sun,” “hot,” or “anger.” It
is typical to change letters at the end of the word, like a hey, into an aleph in
Aramaic. There is also a fifth generation amora by this name.

777 Yehuda. There is a third generation amora by the name Mar Yehudah as well.

(3p°y) ¥ Yanuka (Yanki). An Aramaic cognate of “Yankee.”

XP17° Yerukah. Greenhorn. From the Hebrew p17° yarok meaning “green.”

712 Bina. Wisdom. From the Hebrew word 712°2 binah meaning “wisdom.”

7ynw Shamaye. God hears. From the Hebrew words y»w shema meaning “hear,”
and 7> yah meaning “God.”

X7nn Metulah. Grubby. From the Hebrew word ¥7n» metulah meaning “grubby.” It
is typical to change letters at the end of the word, like an ayin, into an aleph
in Aramaic.

X271X Anarchi. An Aramaic cognate of “Anarchist.”
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"o%°¥R0 Sotziali. Socialist. An Aramaic cognate based on the word “Socialist.”

»X77 Hodaya. Acknowledge. From the Hebrew word 77177 hodah meaning
“acknowledge” or “admit.”

P1on Mefunak. Pampered. From the Hebrew root 715 fanak meaning “pamper.”

11 Chenvani. Storekeeper.

*R11°2 Bizna. Businessman. An Aramaic cognate of “business.” There is also a Rabbi
Bizna mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berachot 55b.

*®m 17 Rachumai. Beloved.

*?1 Yankee. Another Aramaic cognate of “Yankee.”

*021707& Orthodoxy. An Aramaic cognate of “Orthodoxy.”

7197 Reformi. An Aramaic cognate of “Reform.”

Y7 Yedei. Wiseguy. Derived from the root ¥7° yada meaning “knowledge.”

7710 Sechora. Merchandise. There is also an amora of the third and fourth
generation by this name.

X1 Oomna. Craftsman. From the Hebrew root X aman meaning “expert,” or
“craftsman.”

xo7v Tereifa. From the Yiddish word tereifa meaning “not kosher.”

xv’n Chayta. Tailor. From the Hebrew vr chayat meaning “tailor.”

onin Menachem. There is also an amora from Israel of the third generation with this
name.

X2X 72 717 Yermiah bar Abba. The name of a second-generation amora. There is
also an amora from the third generation with this name.

X771 Nehorei. Luminaria. The name of fourth genertion tanna from the second
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century. May have been a nickname for Rabbi Nechemiah or Rabbi Elazar
ben Arach, since their decisions “enlightened the eyes of [their] colleagues;”
or Rabbi Meir, since his name also means “light.”

Xn -2v Tevyomi. Good day, maybe referring to a holiday. There is also an amora
from Israel of the fourth generation with this name. There is also another

amora from Babylon of the fifth generation with this name.
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Annotated Translation of Masechet Derech Eretz HaChadasha

Chapter One:

Mishnah: When”8 do people begin to come to America? The elderly when they are
weakened (Rashi - when they are starving). The barons and nobles when they grow
bald. The synagogue managers when they leave in a hurry (Rashi - when the
tzedakah funds [that they supervise] are [found to be] stolen). The heads of the
community when they forge. The horse thieves when they are shot. The soldiers
when they swear the oath [of induction]. The grooms when they become frightened.
The brides when they become jealous...(according to Rashi) The older women when
their hair turns white. The virgins when they give birth. The bankers when they go
bankrupt. The hypocrites when they are humiliated. And everyone else when they

have gone broke.

When does the greenhorn become like all other human beings?’ When other

greenhorns arrive.

Gemara: Now since the one who discovered America was Columbus, what is the

reason that it is called America and not Columbus? R. Tzechakiya said because it has

78 Note the parallel to Berakhot 2a and Mishnah Berakhot 1:1. Both begin with the same
Hebrew word. These texts talk about the time when one may recite the Shema and they
open with the words, “when may one recite the Shema?” This exactly parallels Kotler’s text
because he too opens asking a question about when something occurs.

79 When does his status change and he is no longer a greenhorn?
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the downfall of children.8? What does “Columbus” mean? It is an acronym they have

no shame.8!

Where [in scripture] does he refer?82 He refers to the verse [“When you come into
the land of Canaan, which I give you for a possession,] and I put a leprous disease in
a house in the land of your possession.” (Leviticus 14:34) This land is the new land
for it is written [“For as the new heavens and the] new land [which I will make shall
remain before me, says the Lord; so shall your descendants and your name
remain.”] (Isaiah 66:22) There is no land that visitors are considered in it to be
diseases as in the “new land,” and it is written “If the disease shows greenish [or
reddish in the garment, whether in warp or in skin or in anything made of skin, it is
a leprous disease and shall be shown to the priest.”] (Leviticus 13:49) This supports
the view of R. Chachima, who said a visitor that came to the new land if he is a
greenhorn, he will eventually become red as blood, as it is written, “if the disease
shows greenish or reddish.” (Leviticus 13:49) And if she is a woman, she is not
obligated to kindle the lights of Shabbat as it is taught “we may not kindle them with

seaweed.”83

80 Probably means the word signifies the downfall of the young.

81 The word “Columbus” (v12m%5) can be broken into 4 separate words, which give it new
meaning. These 4 words are “k’lum busha yesh lachem” (237 w> nw12 0192).

82 Note the continuing parallel to Berakhot 2a, near beginning of gemara. This exact phrase
is found at the beginning of the gemara in Berakhot 2a. In both cases they are asking the
question, what text the sage basis his opinion.

83 Note parallel to Shabbat 20b and Mishnah Shabbat 2:1. In the Talmud and Mishnah texts
the word 77?17°2 means the seaweed, which we are not allowed to use to light Shabbat
candles. In our “Talmud” text, however, it is a word meaning greenhorn or new immigrant
to America.
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R. Safra said that the above text is defective. Here is how it should read: “a guest
who comes from Europe is called “green”... and until when do you call him green?
Until other guests came. Our rabbis taught in a baraita that a guest came to the new
land behold he is green. One cannot eat with him with one dish and one cannot lie
down with him in one bed because of that thing we cannot name... and because of
another reason... and they make fun of his words, and even if he is wise like

Solomon the king he need not be taken seriously.

You have stated that one cannot lie down with him in a bed because of the thing we
cannot name. What is this thing? The third plague of Egypt (Rashi - lice). And what

is the other reason? Plague number six (Rashi - boils).

One has taught: if he is poor, then even after many years in America he is considered

as if he is a greenhorn forever.

R. Darshan said even if a man’s livelihood is found from his friends, he would still
distance his friends from his house. If he allows many “friends” to stay in his house
he will one day find that they seduce his wife and trample upon him with an
arrogant foot, as it is written, “[Even my friend in whom I trusted,] even he who
shares my bread has lifted his heel (2pv) against me.” (Psalm 41:10) and it is written
there for “[So he left all that he had in Joseph'’s charge; and having him he had no
concern for anything] but the food which he ate. [Now Joseph was handsome and

good-looking].” (Gen. 39:6) and R. Safra said even if he is his brother [he should not
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let him stay in his house]. It is written here “has lifted his heel against me” (Psalm
41:10) and there it is written, “[Let every one beware of his neighbor, and put no
trust in any brother.] For every brother takes advantage (21p¥), [and every neighbor
goes about as a slanderer].” (Jeremiah 9:3)8 R. Shmiriya says whoever multiplies
the number of friends multiplies demons, because it is written, “[Wild beasts shall
meet with hyenas goat demons shall meet each other;] there too the lilith shall

repose [and find herself a resting place.]” (Isaiah 34:14)

R. Ka'asan says: everyone who has an evil wife in Europe, even if he is in the new
land there is no helping him® because it is written “if [ take wing with the dawn?¢ to
come to rest on the western horizon®8” even there Your hand will be guiding me,
[Your right hand will be holding me fast.]”88 (Psalm 139:9-10), and it is written,
“[The Lord, the God of heaven, who took me from my father's house and from my
native land, who promised me on oath, saying, 'l will assign this land to your
offspring' -- He will send His angel before you, and] you will get a wife for my son
from there” (Gen. 24:7). R. Chama said even in hell there is no rest for him, because
it is written “[If [ ascend to heaven, You are there;] if | descent to sheol, you are

there too (7377).” (Psalm 139:8) What does he let us hear? It says henach in both

8¢ The Hebrew root 2py is used in both Psalm 41:10 and Jeremiah 9:3. Therefore the point of
the midrash seems to be this word in both verses. Using an analogy of a gezeirah shavah,
they infer that if the word means someone in one case, then is could mean this same thing in
another case.

85 There is no remedy.

86 In the East, which is Europe.

87 America.

88 Meaning he cannot get away from his wife.
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cases,? it is written here “if I descend to sheol, you are there too (717)” (Psalm
139:8) and it is written there “(717) Ah you are fair my darling [Your eyes are like
doves behind your veil. Your hair is like a flock of goats Streaming down Mount
Gilead.]” (Song of Songs 4:1). R. Yehudah said that a man should not take®® two
women in the new land because danger of bigamy. What is this “bigamy”?°1 R.

Safteh said in it is the hole. (Rashi - this is what we call the man that has two wives.)

Mar Yanki said: a woman divorced in the civil courts, even is she is not divorced in
the rabbinic of Israel, behold she is divorced and the rabbis are unable to annul that
get ..Mar Yeruka asked of R. Binah why are the wives of the Yankees as green (Rashi
- pale), withered, and skinny as the grogeret of Rabbi Tzadok®? He said to him

because they eat and do not work. Why do their teeth fall out? Because they eat too

89 Here a gezeirah shavah, an analogy, using the word henach (7177) is used. Since it means
one thing in one place in scripture it must mean this same thing in another place in
scripture.

9 Marry

91 The “Talmud” does not know this foreign word and seeks to create an etymology for it.

92 Here the “Talmud” is using a story from Gittin 56a. The actual text of Gittin 56a, which is
being mimicked here is as follows: “Martha the daughter of Boethius was one of the richest
women in Jerusalem. She sent her man-servant out saying, Go and bring me some fine flour.
By the time he went it was sold out. He came and told her, There is no fine flour, but there is
white [flour]. She then said to him, Go and bring me some. By the time he went he found the
white flour sold out. He came and told her, There is no white flour but there is dark flour.
She said to him, Go and bring me some. By the time he went it was sold out. He returned and
said to her, There is no dark flour, but there is barley flour. She said, Go and bring me some.
By the time he went this was also sold out. She had taken off her shoes, but she said, I will go
out and see if I can find anything to eat. Some dung stuck to her foot and she died. Rabban
Johanan b. Zakkai applied to her the verse, The tender and delicate woman among you
which would not adventure to set the sole of her foot upon the ground. Some report that
she ate a fig left by R. Zadok, and became sick and died. For R. Zadok observed fasts for forty
years in order that Jerusalem might not be destroyed, [and he became so thin that] when he
ate anything the food could be seen [as it passed through his throat.] When he wanted to
restore himself, they used to bring him a fig, and he used to suck the juice and throw the
rest away. When Martha was about to die, she brought out all her gold and silver and threw
it in the street, saying, What is the good of this to me, thus giving effect to the verse, They
shall cast their silver in the streets.”
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much candy. And what is the reason they call the mounds on their backsides
“bustle?” He said to him because they cause laughter that is called hesel.?> And what
is the reason they call them lady? He said to him because all the silver and gold in
the world is not enough for them... R. Shamai said a man should not go walk alone at
night and there are also those who say during day it is forbidden because of demons
and if the demon harms him, what is the remedy. He should shout out to the city
guardians (Rashi - the money police officers who make repairs and order in the
city). Maybe they will hear him. Let him say, “you and I make three.” And if the city

guardians do not hear him, let him say thus: “You - [ will break your neck.”%*

R. Chachima said why is it written, “Who cries, ‘woa!’ Who, ‘alas!” Who has quarrels
who complains, who has wounds without cause, who has bleary eyes?” (Proverbs
23:29) this verse is about the policeman of the new land as it says oy vavoy to

peddle in the hour?® the policeman meets him when he is “bleary-eyed” from drink.

R. Chachima said why is it written, “[Your throat should murmur in aw,] where is
one who could count? Where is one who could weigh? Where is one who could
count all these towers?” (Isaiah 33:18) Where is one who could count? Where is

one who could weigh? Because [this refers to] the policemen who speak lying

93 In Genesis 31:7 the Hebrew word 2ni hetel is found. Using the Ashkenazi pronunciation
of this word, however, the word is hesel.

94 Note that he’s writing out the English. Note as well that “Rashi” has a different version:
the victim yells “God damn!” This phrase is not in the “Talmud,” which is possibly a parody
of scribal “improvements” that are added to a text to make it “better” or nicer.

95 When
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words in court in return for the money that is paid to them. They do no work; they

merely count the towers.%

R. Mitle said also the presidents of synagogues are in the category of policemen
(Rashi - if one comes poor on Rosh Hashanha and Yom Kippur to synagogue and are
not able to pay for his place he is removed by the president of the synagogue). R.
Chachima and R. Binah were sitting [and learning Torah] when there passed by a
tough guy, a member of a Syrian gang who was now a synagogue president. Some
say: he was now the chief of a gang. One of them [the rabbis] said to the other: “how
much money have the whores stuck in this guy’s pocket!” (Rashi - how much he has
made off the whores who work for him!) The other said: “how many whips and fire-

'H

brands have the soldiers of the king of Syria sunk into this guy’s back

R. Anarka said the new land was only created for monopolists alone because it is
written, “[Who was it that planned this For crown-wearing Tyre,] whose merchants
were nobles, whose traders the world honored?” (Isaish 23:8) (Rashi - all the
wealth of the new land and all its high positions are in the hands of monopolists.)
Mar the socialist asked R. Anarka: “These monopolists - from whom do they
descend?” He said to him “they descend from Haman,” as it is written concerning
him, “The money and the people are yours to do with as you see fit.” (Esther 3:11)

Mar Yeruka said why is it written, “For all tables are covered with vomit and filth, so

that no space is left.” (Isaiah 28:8) What tables are these? These are the children of

96 In Isaiah 33:18 towers are used to talk about one who cannot count.
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the Yankees®” who eat bitter traef (Rashi - tobacco leaves) and vomits from his
mouth like the rear end of a goose as it is written “covered with vomit” (Isaish 28:8)
Do not read “vomit;” read rather “chewing tobacco,” for nothing brings one to the
point of vomiting like chewing tobacco. R. Yehudai said I saw Mar Yanuka take and
swallow a hunk of chewing tobacco in his mouth and threw up gunk (Rashi - his

bad) as high as mount tabor.

R. Mefunak said all those who eat chew tobacco it is as though they eat cow turds,
because it is written “covered with vomit (X°p) and filth.” (Isaiah 28:8) And in the

language of Ashkenaz a cow is called kuh (X°p).

R. Chenvani said all those who eat chew tobacco and whose limbs become heavy
should eat honey because it is written “if you find honey eat only what you need lest

you be sated with it and vomit.” (Proverbs 25:16)

R. Biznai said one who is accustomed to chew tobacco his teeth become hard. Yet
there is a teaching in a baraita that says, “his teeth fall out.”8 There is no
contradiction between these sources: one refers to when he eats candy afterwards;
the other refers to when he doesn’t. And that which was said above that he should
eat honey [after chewing tobacco]. One could say that honey is different [than
candy]. And if you wish, you may say that one text refers to the teeth, the other to

the stomach. For the teeth it is bad, for the stomach it is good.

97 Americanized Jews
98 Contradicting R. Biznai
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R. Mitle said ten kavin’s?? of rudeness descended upon the world, nine were taken
by the wives of the Yankees and the rest of the world took the other one. Ten
kavin’s of arrogance descended upon the world, nine were taken by tailors and the
rest of the world took the other one. Ten kavin'’s of stupidity descend upon the
world, nine were taken by the Galicians and the rest of the world took the other one.
Ten kavin’s of chewing tobacco descend upon the world, and all of them were taken
by the infants. Ten kavin’s of pests and fleas descend upon the world, and all of
them were taken by the greenhorns. Ten kavin’s of drunkenness descend upon the
world, nine were taken by the Irish because it is written “I have plucked my myre
and spice, eaten my honey and honeycomb, drunk my wine and my milk. Eat lovers
and drink, drink deep of love.” (Song of Songs 5:1) and the rest of the world took
ther other one. Ten kavin’s of poverty descend upon the world, and all of them were
taken by Lithuanians. Ten kavin’s of antisemitism descend upon the world, and all
of them were taken by the Germans. Ten kavin's of lies descend upon the world,
nine were taken by journalists, and the rest of the world took the other one. Ten

kavin’s of patience descend upon the world, and all of them were taken by Israel.

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

99 Portions
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Chapter Two:

Mishnah: Everyone is permitted to come to the new land, except for1% the blind, the
sick, the old, and the poor, and if they came they are deported and returned to
Europe, if you gave all of them a guarantee they are permitted. (Rashi - this does not

refer to the poor).

Gemara: Except for the blind, and what is the reason for the bilnd? R. Gardonai said
because it is written “and they saw [what kind of country it is. Are the people who
dwell in it strong or weak, few or many?]” (Numbers 13:18) it comes to exclude the
blind because they are not able to see, and how does it refer to the new land? It
comes.101 It is written here “and they saw the land (y7&)” (Numbers 13:18) and it is
written there “For as the new heaven and the new land (y7X) [which [ will make
Shall endure by My will -- declares the Lord -- So shall your seed and your name
endure.]” (Isaiah 66:22) The sick, what is the reason for the sick? Because it is
written, “the land belongs to the strong, [the privileged occupy it.]” (Job 22:8) this
excludes the sick. The old, what is the reason for the old? As it is written, “and you
eat of the bread of the land, [you shall set some aside as a gift to the Lord.]”

(Numbers 15:19) this excludes the old because they have no teeth. There is a

100 Note the parallel to Chagiga Mishnah 1:1. In this Mishnah the same phrase is used, it
begins “everyone is obligated in seeing (the Temple), except for a deaf mute, an
incompetent, or a minor, women, unfreed slaves, a lame person, a blind person, or a sick
person, or an old person who cannot stand upon his feet.” It continues to explain these
cateogires of people just like Kotler’s gemara does as well.

101 This word introduces a gezeirah shavah, an analogy. In this case with the word eretz
(yox). If in one case the word is next to the word for new, then in this case it is also referring
to the new land.
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question - does the mishnah state an old poor person or an old person and a poor
person? R. Vavarei thinks that it makes sense that the mishnah says an old person
who is poor because we see these old rich ones that go down from the boat to the
new land. And the supervisors leave them be and do not say anything to them.
What is the reason? Because it is written “By the North wind the golden rays
emerge, [the splendor about God is awesome.]” (Job 37:22) These people are the
Syrians who live in the North of the world, as it is written, “[its rocks are a source of
sapphires,] it contains gold dust.” (Job 28:6) Who is the gold dust referring to? To
the one that is in the North gold will come to him. - And if you give all of them a
guarantee they are permitted. And the poor from where do they take a guarantee?

R. Rachumei said that they have rich relatives.

R. Govarnei said all these expanded bellies because of hunger exist in this new land

and even though they give a guarantee we do not let them enter.

Mar Yehudai said once in Castle Garden!%2 (Rashi - the house where people go when
they get off the boat) I saw this greenhorn standing in room on account that he was
poor the police wanted to send him back to Europe. They turned their face away
from him and he took something and hit the door and it broke. He jumped to the
other side and hid himself. When the policemen hear this they ran after him and

looked for him for three days and three nights. They did not find him. I applied to

102 Castle Garden was America’s first official immigration center. Around 12 million
immigrants were processed through Castle Garden between the years 1820 through 1892,
the year Ellis Island opened. For more information see http://www.castlegarden.org/.
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him the verse, “the land belongs to the strong” (Job 22:8). R. Chachima said why is
this place called Castle Garden? Itis called Castle Garden because of an acronym; in

anger take this rolled up object.103

R. Govarnei said a one-day-old baby is like a Yankee in all respects even if his
parents are greenhorns. - The following problem was proposed, one born between
the Statue of Liberty and Castle Garden, what is his status? Do we say that when he
passes the Statue of Liberty he is a Yankee or could it be that because he has still not
gone down from the boat%* to the new land he is like a greenhorn. R. Chachima
thinks that the baby is a greenhorn. There is a case of a poor greenhorn woman that
gave birth to a son in Castle Garden. R. Abronai thinks that he should be returned to

Europe. R. Govrania said the baby is a yankee because he needs his mother.10>

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

103 The word 1>7137°00> (Castle Garden) is an acronym for 17 7°73 910 ©¥22 (in anger take this
rolled up object).

104 Disembarked

105 We let her stay because a baby needs its mother.
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Chapter Three:

Mishnah: Everyone is obligated to eat candy on the new year1%, men, women, and
children.19” They do not eat mamaligal%8 (Rash - it is explained in the gamaral°®) on
the new year so that they will eat candy happily. (Rashi - it is so they can glorify the

mitzvah of eating candy).

Gemara: What (was the expression)!1? “everyone” intended to include? To include
dogs and cats? Men and women?!1l What need is there to state women? It is
obvious. They eat this on every day, it says that every day it is permitted. And today
it is an obligation, are they in fact obligated? And this mitzvah is limited to time112
and every mitzvah that is limited to time'3 women are exempt. But R. Yaruka said
here we have a reason because it is a sign of blessing, and women are in the
category of a blessing. I can also prove it because it is a blessing, for if you say it is
an obligation then women are obligated to chew tobacco, but its proper time is

always, Mar Yanki said, if your argument is because of this, there is no proof, with

106 Here they are referring to January 1st, not Rosh HaShanah.

107 Note the parallel to Pesachim 108 b. In the Pesachim text the rabbis are referring to
drinking the four cups of wine during a Seder. That text reads, “everyone is obligated to the
four cups, men, wome, and children.”

108 A kind of polenta

109 This is a statement that Rashi frequently makes in his commentary.

110 This is a typical expression in the Talmud, there are 38 references to it at least.

111 Note the parallel to Ketuvot 110b — 111a. The gemara on page 110b begins with the
same formula as Kotler’s text. It reads, “what (was the expression) ‘may compel all’
intended to include?”

112 Jt is a time bound mitzvah

113 Jt is a time bound mitzvah
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chew tobacco this is the reason that we are not obligated because it is repulsive.

(Rashi - it is because if women chew tobacco it will be repulsive to their husbands).

They do not eat mamaliga on the new year, what is this mamaliga?114 R. Valachi said
seed farmers, what are these seed farmers? R. Yanki said as a grain, what is this

grain? It is all grain - R. Romania says that it is mamaliga.

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

114 The “Talmud” does not know this foreign word and seeks to create an etymology for it.
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Chapter Four:

Mishnah: On the first of January there is a new year for the nations of the world. If
the new year would fall on Sunday then it would be postponed to Monday. You
sound and make noise on horns!1> at midnight and onwards and eat types of sweets.

(Rashi - this is candy, which will be explained in the gemara).

Gemara: Why do the nations of the world not number the year from Nisan?

Mar Yanki said it says [in scipture] “This month shall mark for you the beginning of
the months, it shall be the first of the month of the year for you.” (Exodus 12:2)116

For you and not for idol worshipers.

R. Orthodoxy asked of R. Reformi what is the reason that you all desecrate Shabbat
and you don’t do your work on Sunday? Based on the following verse this is
interpreted, “But you may eat whatever the land during its sabbath will produce --
you, your male and female slaves, the hired and bound laborers who live with you”
(Leviticus 25:6) He said to him about you scripture says, why do you oppress “[My
people's rulers are babies, It is governed by women.] My people! [Your leaders are

misleaders; they have confused the course of your paths.] (Isaiah 3:12)117

115 Note the parallel to Rosh Hashanah Mishnah 1:1 and 3:3 - 4. In both these passages the
use of trumpets being sounded in the Temple are discussed.

116 This verse is referring to the instructions for the korban pesach in Nisan.

117 This exchange is typical of Talmud. In as much as the text sites above on the word
lechem, here too it sites a case of a Reform Rabbi drashing the same word.
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If the new year should fall on Sunday it will be postponed until Monday. What is the
reason? R. Biyaznai said Shabbat is separate and holidays are separate and one does

not mix joys.

Our rabbis taught on the evening before the new year!18 the members of the new
land gather and they eat, and drink, and play games with dice until midnight. When
midnight arrives they sound horn and say sacred sacred,1® why do they sound
horns? R. Binah said to distinguish between this year and the next. Mar Yonka said
to cause the workers to stop their work - what is the difference between these two
opinions? R. Yedai said the election year. (Rashi - presidential election). In an
election year the workers stopping would not apply but distinguishing would apply.
(Rashi - the workers would stop working without the sounding of horns because
the employers are afraid that they do not know who will take over and cause them

to possibly lose money).

And where do we learn that they eat types of sweets? R. Chachima said it is written,
“Go eat choice foods and drink sweet drinks [and send portions to whoever has
nothing prepared, for the day is holy to our Lord. Do not be sad, for your rejoicing in
the Lord is the source of your strength.]” (Nehemia 8:10), R. Bina said from here we
learn that it is forbidden to eat chew tobacco on the new year, and everyone who

eats chew tobacco on the new year the writing says (Torah says) that upon him

118 Note the parallel to tractate Pesachim when the rabbis discuss the evening before
Passover. There are many references to the things one must do the night before Passover in
these pages of Talmud.

119 Note the parallel to Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 2:7
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“[Those who call evil good And good evil; Who present darkness as light And light as
darkness;] Who present bitter as sweet And sweet as bitter!” (Isaiah 5:20), but
brandy is permitted to drink, as it is written, “[So he said to them: Out of the eater

came something to eat,] Out of the strong came something sweet. [For three days

they could not answer the riddle.]” (Judges 14:14)

Mar Yaruka said I was standing in the presence of Mar Yanuka, on new year and I
saw him holding a cup of brandy in one hand, and candy in the other hand, because
it is “best that you grasp the one without letting go of the other. [For one who fears

God will do his duty by both.]” (Ecclesiastes 7:18)120

R. Sachora said man is obligated to eat candy on new year even though candy will
uproot his teeth, as it is written, “Go eat choice foods and drink sweet drinks.” and
don’t become sad (Nehemia 8:10). Which kind of eating brings grief? The same
kind as the one that destroys teeth - And R. Sachora said that R. Bizna said all the
stores close on the new year except for stores that sell candy dentists are seated in
those stores so that they are available to those who seek them. What is this word
dentist? They are pullers of teeth. In the language of Lithuanian!?! they call teeth

denti.

Ravi Oomna says the word dentist is an acronym for a justice being removed (or a

tooth being removed) and how do you know that it means uprooting? Because it is

120 This verse is also cited in midrash referencing holding many things at once.
121 Or maybe Latin.
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written, “but if they do not give heed I will tear out the nation.” (Jeremiah 12:17)

What is the meaning of candy? It is to buy enough. (Rashi - to buy a lot).

R. Sachora said come and see that this world is not like the world to come. In this
world one only finds candy in the stores; sometimes the candy is on sale and
sometimes it is high priced. So when they eat they are sad. (Rashi - teeth) Butin
the world to come man will go out to his field and candy will come down into his
mouth like a river, as it is written, “And in that day, The mountains shall drip with
wine, [The hills shall flow with milk, And all the watercourses of Judah shall flow
with water; A spring shall issue from the House of the LORD And shall water the

Wadi of the Acaci.]” (Joel 4:18)

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.
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Chapter Five:

Mishnah: We do not appoint the leader of the public office in the new land, only if
they know these 3 things, and these are them: strength of face,122 clean shaven,
shows contempt for rabbis, and one who has a blemish or defect (Rashi - bad
family),123 theses are the words of R. Tarfa, and the sages say whoever has not

escaped from prison is not able to appoint the leader.

Gemara: And one who has a blemish or defect, should we say our mishna is not in
agreement with the opinion of R. Shamya that says there is only a vote for the leader
of the public if he is clean shaven, shows contempt for rabbis, and one who has a
blemish or defect,24 what is our source? From Jephthah. It says in scripture
“Jephthah the Gileadite was an able warrior, who was the son of a prostitute.
Jephthah'’s father was Gilead.” (Judges 11:1) And they say of Jephthah come and be
for us a leader. And the sages say whoever has not escaped from prison is not able
to appoint the leader, as it is written, “even though he had gone from prison to the
throne or in his own kingdom had been born poor.” (Ecclesiastes 4:14) But he does
not count arrogance. A difficulty of R. Shamya is introduced, strength of face,'25 and

one who shows contempt for rabbis, you can say it agrees because they are one and

122 Arrogant

123 Note the parallel to Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 53:6. This text is talking about
appointing someone as well. It begins with the exact same words, “we do not appoint” and
mentions the importance of the chazzan (cantor) having a beard.

124 Note that in this case they left out one of the categories; one that is arrogant.

125 Arrogance
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the same?2¢ - and R. Shamya said why is it written, “when he stands he makes the
earth shake, when he glances he makes the nations tremble. [The age-old mountains
are shattered, The primeval hills sink low. His are the ancient routes.]” (Habakkuk
3:6)127, when he stands he makes the earth shake, the earth is the new land, because
it is written “[For as the new heaven and] the new land [Which I will make Shall
endure by My will -- declares the Lord -- So shall your seed and your name endure.]”
(Isaish 66:22) When God glances he makes the nations tremble, when God saw that
[srael is not exact with the mitzvot in the new land, they loosen them to be non-
Jews, in their opinion they are loosened but not dismissed, rather they are done
less.128 And at the time that God showed to Adam every [coming] generation with
its expositors, every generation with its sages, every generation with its leaders,12°
once God arrived to the point where He was showing Adam the leaders, He was
outraged and discouraged, as it says “the earth shudders at three things, at four
which it cannot bear. A slave who becomes king, a scoundrel sated with food.”
(Proverbs 30:21-22) That is what R. Bina used to say come and look, the later
generations are not like the earlier generations. The earlier generations only would

appoint the leader of the public like copycats of bugs dependent on the ones before

126 Being arrogant and showing contempt for rabbis are one at the same.

127 This verse is used to explain that it applies to Jews. God let the Jews be like the
foreigners when they were not strict with the laws.

128 Did God really permit us to violate mitzvot? We cannot take it literally but rather the
violation came to them as though it was permissible. Note the parallel to Baba Kama 38a.
This text is discussing how there is no liability when an ox that belongs to an Israelite gores
an ox that belongs to a Canaanite.

129 Note parallel to Avodah Zerah 5a. This is taken directly from the actual Talmud text. In
this text a story is told of God showing Adam all the generations to come.
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them.130 (Rashi - bad rumors about family) And the last generations appoint the
bugs to be the leader of the public and he has a box of leaders on his back. And the
sages say whoever has not escaped from prison what is the reason for the sages to
say this? Because it is written, “even though he had gone from prison to the throne
or in his own kingdom had been born poor.” (Ecclesiastes 4:14) It is taughtin a
bairaita why did Jephthah achieve greatness because he escaped as it is written, “So
Jephthah fled from his brothers and settled in the Tob country. Men of low
character gathered about Jephthah and went out raiding with him.” (Judges 11:3)
And it is written, “They said to Jephthah, ‘Come be our chief, so that we can fight the
Ammonites.”

(Judges 11:6). In a bairaita it teaches that Columbus did not discover the new land
rather Jephthah discovered it as it is written, “So Jephthah fled from his brothers
and settled in the Tob country. Men of low character gathered about Jephthah and
went out raiding with him.” (Judges 11:3) What is the good land that people run
away to? Empty people say that this land is the new land, and because they it was
forgotten Columbus came and discovered it calling it his name - Since the leader is a
treasurer, why call him the president? R. Yeidei said because he is an acronym for
this bull. And what is a trustee? A crazy ox. And what is a secretary? One who lies

as big as mountains (according to Rashi).

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

130 Note parallel to Yoma 22b - “unless he carries a basket of reptiles on his back, so that if
he became arrogant, one could tell him: Turn around!”
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Chapter Six:

Mishnah: The tailors and the prostitutes do not mix31 with each other.132 The
garden orack, or some kind of grain,'33 and the donkeys although they look similar

they cannot be mixed with each other.134

Gemara: The tailors and the prostitutes what is the reason? Because they are from
the same kind - same species, a tailor cannot exist without a prostitute. And also
although there is no proof but there is kind of an indication!35 of it where it is
written, “as the sun was going down a shout went through the army; [‘every man to
his own town! Every man to his own district.’]” (1 Kings 22:36) There is no such
thing as a tailor that does not have a shouting voice, and it is written after that, “[and
they flushed out the chariot at the pool of Samaria. Thus the dogs lapped up his
blood] and the whores bathed in it, [in accordance with the word that the Lord had

spoken.]” (1 kings 22:38).

R. Chayita said come and see what is different between the new land and the old
land. When we used to walk in a village in the old land we take a stick and bang on

the door or a window and would yell out who wants a tailor for a zuz for a day and

131 Jt is not illegal to mix them. They do not constitute kil’ayim one with the other.

132 Note the parallel to Mishnah Kil’ayim 1:3 - the pun begins right away because the words
in the actual Mishnah are 2>77n77 and o°17%7. Where in our “Mishnah” the words are Pv»
and o°n%r.

133 Note the parallel to Mishnah Kil’ayim 1:3 again.

134 They too do not constitute kil’ayim one with the other.

135 There is something close that the rabbis can use to prove their point.
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nobody paid attention to them. But in the new land any kind of work a small bell or
a small hairnet we don’t do it for less than a gold or silver shekel In the old land
people eat barley bread and they cannot get it, and in the new land they make bread

from the finest flour for the dogs and they don'’t eat it.

What are the garden orack, or some kind of grain, and so on? R. Chama said these
are the heads of the community in Syria who are as bitter for the Jews as wormwood
- and there are those who say the heavy tongued are intoxicated. And how do you
know that this word refers to the heavy tongues because it says in Job 6:3 “[It would

be heavier than the sand of the sea,] that is why I spoke recklessly.”

These donkeys - are the synagogue presidents in the new land, how does it tell us
this? It comes from the word toeh (7¥1n) using a gezera shava, an analogy. Itis
written, “[My people's rulers are babies, It is governed by women.] O my people!
Your leaders are misleaders (2°vnn); [They have confused the course of your paths].”
(Isaiah 3:12) And it is written there “When you encounter your enemies ox or
donkey wandering (7vn), you must take it back to him.” (Exodus 23:4) Just as itis
written here, donkey, then we know the one doing the misleading is a donkey.

R. Menachem said the leaders of the new land bring redemption to the land, as it is
written, “[Rejoice greatly, Fair Zion; Raise a shout, Fair Jerusalem!] Lo, your king is
coming to you. He is victorious, triumphant, Yet humble, riding on a donkey, On a

donkey foaled by a female donkey.” (Zecharia 9:9) Is this thing not a kind of

syllogism? If a poor person riding on a donkey brings redemption to the world then
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a donkey that rides on poor and rich alike so much the more so.

Mar Yaruka and Mar Yanki were sitting in the presence of R. Menachem and a troop
of soldiers passed before them. Mar Yankee opened up and said how wonderful are
the deeds of this nation they establish for themselves market places parks and
gardens houses and stores with electric lights. Mar Yaruka said all these things are
only for themselves so they can become rich.13¢ They don’t worry about saving life.
You know this from the fact that behold the houses of the new land are not able to
stand in a prevailing wind.137 The owners of the houses rent them out and they do
not say anything to the people they are renting the houses to. All of this supports
the opinion of R. Binah who said whoever dwells in the new country nothing is

going to help them.

Don’t walk in the middle of the road and one shouldn’t walk on the side of the road
either.138 What is the meaning for do not walk in the middle of the road? Because
the death angel. Don’t walk in the middle of the street because the death angel puts
his tools there (Rashi - middle of the street is dangerous because they lay the lines
for the street cars there). Don’t walk on the side because something will fall on you.

Mar said whoever knowingly walks under a shaky wall, in a hazardous place, he

136 Note parallel to Avodah Zerah 2a and 2b. In this text a story is elucidated relating to how
only the individual can benefit from a certain action.

137 This type of wind is the standard of making a sukkah. The sukkah must be able to stand
in this type of wind to be a sukkah.

138 Note parallel to Baba Kama 60b. This text reads, “when there is an epidemic in a town,
one should not walk in the middle of the road, as the Angel of Death walks in the middle of
the road...” This is almost an exact parallel that Kotler uses in his text.
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himself is guilty for his own death. This refers to every other country, that you are
guilty for walking in a dangerous place, but in the new land even a new house might
fall and kill you. What, then are you supposed to do? Fly? R. Menachem said that
Torah supports this, as it is written, “Let your dead revive! Let corpses arise! Awake
and shout for joy, you who dwell in the dust. For your dew is like the dew on fresh
growth; you make the land of the shades come to life.” (Isaiah 26:19) There is no
country that causes its people to become ghosts by things falling on you like in the

new land.

R. Menachem said there is not a really wealthy man in the new land only if he is
stealing people’s minds. He is a swindler. As itis written, “[As a case is full of birds,]
so their houses are full of guile; that is why they have grown so wealthy.” (Jeremiah
5:27) Mar Yenuka refutes this, because it is written, “Wealth and riches are in his
house, and his righteousness lasts forever.” (Psalm 112:3) He says to him there is
no contradiction. One is referring to the new land,!3° and the other is referring to all

the others that remain.140

R. Menachem no one gets rich in the new land unless they eat pig as it is written,
“[So I said to them,] 'whoever has gold, take it off141!' [They gave it to me and I
hurled it into the fire and out came this calf!]” (Exodus 32:24) In the English

language they call a chazir (x°117) pork.

139 The quote from Jeremiah is referring to the new land.

140 The quote from Psalms is referring to all the other lands that remain.

141 The Hebrew word for take it off, hitparku (7n5771) in this case means let them eat pork.
He uses the Hebrew word as a cognate of the English word pork.
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Mar Yeruka said you get it from there, but we say it from here, as it is written,
“houses full of all good things [that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that you did not
hew, vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant -- and you eat your fill.]”
(Deuteronomy 6:11)142 (Rashi - the good things are dried smoke pork) “And R.
Jeremiah son of Aba raised the following question: What was the law regarding
portions of meat of stabbed animals that were brought into the land of Israel by the
Israelites? Butthen, at what period could this question have arisen? Should you say
during the seven years of conquest? Behold! They were permitted to eat unclean
things, for it is written: And houses full of all good things, and R. Jeremiah b. Abba
stated ill the name of Rab that even bacon was permitted! Can there then be any
question regarding the flesh of a stabbed animal? The question could have arisen
only after this period. If you wish, however, I can say that the question refers to the
seven years? Period of conquest, and it would have arisen, [since it might be argued]
that when permission was granted it was only with regard to the spoil taken from
the idolaters but not their own [stabbed meat]! The question remains
unanswered.'*3 And after this it is written in Torah, “[and your herds and flocks
have multiplied,] and your silver and gold have increased, [and everything you own

has prospered.]” (Deuteronomy 8:13)144

Mar Yeruka said the sages of the new land sought to take the Torah of Moses and

142 When the Israelites conquered the land, they had to be permitted to eat the food that was
already there. The good things that filled the house is the food that they had to be permitted
to eat.

143 This is the exact text from Chullin 17a

144 Therefore using this text from Chullin 17a the “Talmud” is trying to say that you get rich
from eating pork.
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hide it away so that the world could survive, as it is written, “Do not wrong one
another4s, [but fear your God; for I the Lord am your God.]” (Leviticus 25:17) They
said is it possible that a land that exists only because of corrupt ethical behavior, and
Moses came down to command against it. But look he made a decree with the
public: if the majority of the public can survive the decreel#¢, so why would he not
hide the Torah. Because they found a remedy to this problem in the oppression of
converts (gerim), as it is written “...or among the strangers (gerim) residing in
Israel, who gives any of his offspring to Molech, shall be put to death; the people of
the land shall pelt him with stones.” (Leviticus 20:2)147 They said if we are not

culpable for his death so much the more so we are not culpable for his oppression.

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

145 Engage in corrupt ethical behavior

146 Note parallel to Baba Batra 60b - it is wrong to increase the burden because of a
command.

147 Note parallel to Baba Kama 59 where different types of oppression are compared
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Chapter Seven:

Mishnah: An infant is to be circumcised on the eighth, ninth, tenth, eleventh, and the
twelfth days, how can this be? One born on the first day is circumcised on the eights
day in the usual manner, if one is born on Shabbat he is circumcised on Sunday, the
ninth day, one born on Friday is circumcised on Sunday, the tenth day, One born on
Thursday is circumcised on Sunday, the twelfth day, one born on the Wednesday is

circumcised on Sunday, the twelfth day.148

Gemara: If one is born on Shabbat he is circumcised on Sunday, the ninth day. What
is the reason for this? Why do we not circumcise on Shabbat? R. Omna, the moyel,
said because it is not possible to collect a fee on Shabbat. And circumcision in the
new land has a money obligation but not a man obligation.1*® What is our source?
That without compensation it is forbidden, as it is written, “they must be
circumcised, home born, and purchased alike.” (Genesis 17:13). If you purchase it,
the circumcision, with money there will be a circumcision, if not they will not

circumcise.

148 Note the parallel to Shabbat 137a. Our “Mishnah” and the actual Mishnah text are very
similar. The actual Mishnah text reads, “an infant is to be circumcised on the eight, ninth,
tenth, eleventh, and twelfth (days). Neither earlier nor later. How can this be? In the usual
manner, it is on the eighth. If he is born at twilight, on the ninth. At twilight on Sabbath eve,
on the tenth. If a festival follows the Sabbath, on the eleventh. If the two days of the new
year follow the Sabbath, on the twelfth. An infant who is ill is not circumcised until he
recovers.” In our “Mishnah,” though, no matter what the infant is circumcised on Sunday.
149 Note parallel to the different types of obligations found in Talmud. This is a pun on the
word money. In our case this means that the mitzvah of circumcision cannot be done unless
you can collect money because it will not count if you do it and do not collect money.
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R. Nehurei asks from R. Chama son of Biznoai, this “it is impossible” who is the one
who prevents this? You might say the impossibility is prevented by the father of the
baby, or perhaps is prevented by the mohel who will not take money on Shabbat. R.
Chama son of Bizonai said it turns out that the father of the house hinders this; he
does not give (money) on Shabbat because it says, “do not place a stumbling block
before the blind.” (Leviticus 19:14)150 (Rashi - explains this as that gives a reward
to Shabbat) R. Chachima raises a strong objection, saying perhaps it is because of the
hindrance of the moyel and not because he does not take money but on the grounds
that objects that are forbidden to use on Shabbat.’>! He said to him do not think
that. We have a tradition that teaches that money on Shabbat is a kind of jewelry
and is not a burden. If so the father does “not place a stumbling block before the
blind.” (Leviticus 19:14) (Rashi - explains this as that gives a reward to Shabbat)
How does one find such an example? Rather R. Chachima said here we have a
reason that his work preoccupies him and he does not get paid until night. (Rashi -

he works until the night) And then the circumcision would not be in the morning.152

One who is born on Friday is circumcised on Sunday, the tenth day, and let him be
circumcised on the next Friday, on the eighth day. R. Tevyomi said our reason for all

of this is because of business in our work every day of the week!53 and not working

150 The father does not want the moyel to violate Shabbat.

151 Here the “Mishnah” is saying that money is tashchit. Like rings and other jewelry that
one can wear on Shabbat because it is on your person and you are not technically carrying
them.

152 Since the father would be away until nighttime, and there is no such thing as
circumcision at night, they would have to do it on Sunday instead of Shabbat.

153 Including Saturday, Shabbat
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on Sunday. Our rabbis taught at first they did not circumcise the baby on Sunday.
Rather when the diaspora population increased, so too swindlers increased. The
swindler are increasing because all the tailors and tanners (Rashi - explains this as
one who works with skin) and leather workers can become moyels. If you want to
become a moyel one can comes and take the title of moyel, and there is no objection
to it. One came to the editor of a newspaper and paid money to that editor, and they
would proclaim that this person and that person are now moyels, specialists, and
these advertisements would circulate from one end of the world to the other, and
these people began to circumcise babies on Sundays. And even if one is born on
Shabbat and even if he is healthy they say he is sick so they can circumcise him on
Sunday.1>* A case is told about one baby that was born on Shabbat in the city and
his father was insistent in his opinion that he could be circumcised on Shabbat.
What did the moyel do? He whispered to the midwife in her ear, be careful that you
do something wrong, make sure he comes out of the womb with scratches. She said
to him, they will call you a great doctor and you will get a lot of money for the
circumcision and she was afraid to hurt the baby lest the father figure it out. What
did she do? She closed off the anus with sheaths of grain and the baby started
screaming all day until the next day when the moyel came and opening up the anus

and the baby was healed.

Ends with the words you say in declaration of completion of learning a tractate of

Talmud.

154 They lie about the health of the baby so they have an excuse to why they are not doing
the circumcision on Shabbat.
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Conclusion

“Virtually since the time it was edited, the Talmud has been the

central object of study in the traditional Jewish curriculum.

And since the Middle Ages, it has also been the favorite subject

of parodies by Talmudists and other respective Jewish

scholars. It can therefore, be seen as a true mark of the coming

of Age of American Jewish literary culture when Jews in the

New World began to write their own parodies of the Talmud -

or, more accurately, parodic treatments of American Jewish life

as seen through Talmudic eyes.”155

Many, Jews and non-Jews, have objections to parodies of sacred texts but
these objections are unwarranted, for the intent of the author was never to
disparage or to ridicule the original. The parodists must have been scholars of the
original to be able to write such creative and authentic pieces of work. Parodies,
which are skillfully done, amuse and inform, criticize and reform. Their intense
scrutiny of people, institutions and things, created through use of sacred sources
such as the Talmud, assisted readers in realizing the shortcomings of their own
generation. Authors like Abraham Kotler turned their attention and creativity
toward the Talmud to discover in it yet another layer of meaning and purpose. With
reverence he was able to turn the text on its head and in a comedic way bring new
light to what was going on in the world around him.
There is no need to criticize Jewish humor, even that of sacred texts because

throughout Jewish history, humor has been a vital part of the survival of the Jewish

people. It has been used as a teaching tool of scholars. “Tears and laughter lie very

155 Chametzky, Jules, et. Al. (eds.). Jewish American Literature: A Norton Anthology. New
York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2001. 296
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close together in Jewish humor and the Jewish parodist is not always merely a
clown, but more often he is a preacher disguised in the garb of a jester.”15¢ Even in
the Talmud text itself we can see traces of humor. In Taanit 22a we find a story that
teaches us about the importance of humor in this life in order to make it to the
world to come.

“R. Beroka Hozaah used to frequent the market at Lapet where

Elijah often appeared to him. Once he asked (the prophet), ‘is

there anyone in this market who has a share in the world to

come!’... Whilst (they were thus conversing) two men (or

brothers) passed by and (Elijah) remarked, ‘these two have a

share in the world to come.” R. Beroka then approached and

asked them, ‘what is your occupation?” They replied, ‘we are

jesters, when we see men depressed we cheer them up.

Furthermore, when we see two people quarreling, we strive

hard to make peace between them.”
According to this text, humor in this world provides a place for us in the world to
come. Therefore if humor is necessary, then there is no need to criticize these
modern writers who used it to make their point. The Talmud teaches us that “by
three things may a person’s character be determined: by his cup (the effort of drink
on his mind), by his purse (money spent on charity), and by his anger; and some say:
by his laughter also.”?57 Since humor is important to us, something that our
character is based upon, then there is no reason to object its use in a form like
Kotler’s.

Humor even became a weapon for the rabbis of the Talmud. This is apparent

in the portions of the Talmud which the tyranny and wastefulness of the Caesars is

satirized. Persecution forced the rabbis to create allegories in order to express their

156 Davidson, Israel. Parody in Jewish Literature. New York: The Columbia University
Press, 1907. xix
157 Eiruvin 64b
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protest against their tormentors. Sometimes the rabbis wanted the readers of the
Talmud to read between the lines. Not every parable stated its purpose completely
in the text itself. The rabbis of the Talmud also used many plays on words to make
their points. Although most of them do not actually seem funny to us today, they are
one way to find humor within the Talmud itself. The rabbis were also known to
make many exaggerations in the Talmud and this could be another sign of their
humorous personalities. “The earnest minded men of the Talmud, although they
utilize to a very large extent a playful jesting spirit were men of too much solidity of
character to cultivate wit and humor for their own sake.”1>8 They were cultivating it
in order to enhance the text.

Wit and humor was present in the Talmud at all times. Therefore I see no
validity to the objections people have for authors such as Kotler to use the Talmud
as the basis for his parody. It is texts like Kotler’s that open more doors to Talmud
study for more individuals. In his text we not only learn about Jewish life in America
at the turn of the 20t century but also are able to learn the style of the Talmud.
Since Kotler is able to utilize many hermeneutical principles used in the actual
Talmud, his parody is a gateway to learning the technicalities of Talmud. People,
then, should not object this type of work but praise his knowledge of Talmud and his

keen sense to teach history in a humorous manner.

158 Jewish Encylcopedia, Ed. By Isadore Singer, articles, “Badhan” but H.G. Enelow, “Satire”
by Israel Davidson. New York and London, 1905.
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