JEWISH LITERACY
Rabbi Michael Lotker
Midrash, Halacha & Jewish Legal Codes

Midrash

A. A midrash (plural midrashim) is material structured like a sermon which seeks
greater understanding of a text by searching examination of the language used.

B. Midrash can either be legal (halacha) or sermonic (aggada).

1, Halachic midrash example: taking the prohibition against seething a kid in
its mother’s milk to ban mixing any milk with any meat.

2. Aggadic midrash example: the story of young Abraham breaking the idols
in his fathet’s idol shop. In modern usage, midrash usually refers to
aggadic material.

C. There are many collections of midrash. The term Midrash ofien refers to the
most famous of these, the Midrash Rabbah, which contains midrashim on the

Torah and the 5 Scrolls.

1. The individual texts are called Bereshit (Genesis) Rabbah, Ruth Rabbah,
ete.

2, Bereshit Rabbah was compiled about 500 CE, Numbers Rabbah in the
12t century.

3. There are many other collections of midrash, however, and many have
doubtlessly disappeared.

D. There is a new wave of writers of modern midrashim. A good example 1s The

Red Tent.

E. Some notabie collections of aggadic midrash:

1. Louis Ginsberg, Legends of the Bible, Jewish Publication Society, 1992.
This is a one volume version of Legends of the Jews, a five volume work
by the same author and publisher, published in 1909. It assembles the
midrashim on the stories of the Bible in a coordinated fashion. It is
readable and fun but it does not tell us the source of each midrash.

2. H.N. Bialik & Y.H. Ravnitzky, ed., The Book of Legends, Schocken
Books, 1992. This is an English translation of Sefer Ha-Aggadah. It is an
enormous (almost 900 pages of very small type on oversized pages)
collection of aggadic midrash wonderfully organized by Bible section,
subject content, issue, rabbis, etc. Each midrash is clearly identified as to
source.

3. Howard Schwartz, Tree of Souls: the Mythology of Judaism, Oxford
University Press, 2004, A wonderful collection of fantastic tales with
much drawn from Kabbalah.

4. You can also find collection of midrashim by Torah portion, for children,
etc.

F. Let’s read some midrash.




I1. Halacha, Legal Codes & Responsa

A. Halacha: The word, “halacha,” means “a path” or “walking,” It is the term
applied to Jewish Law and emphasizes that Jewish Law is a path for one’s life,

B. Legal Codes: Jewish law as presented in the Talmud is not well organized or
assessable to the average Jew (or even the average rabbi!)., Thus there was a need
for legal codes. Two deserve special mention:

1. Maimonides® (Moses ben Maimon) code called Mishne Torah (“the
repetition of the Torah,” 1180).

2. Next major code (still considered authoritative) is J oseph Caro’s Shulchan
Aruch (“the Prepared Table,” 1500). This was the first code written after
the invention of the printing press.

C. Responsa: But questions arose constantly after the completion of the Talmud.
These were sent to acknowledged scholars whose answers, in the form of letters,
were called “Responsum” or, collectively, “Responsa”

1. Responsa are case law — they are fascinating to read.
2. Earliest written responsa are from 7 century Babylon.
3. Many responsa (for example, all of Rashi’s) have been lost.

Responsa continue to this day in all of the Jewish movements.

Readings for the class on the Prayerbook from the Handbook: pp. 11-28, 47-60, 92-100,
184-185, 202-210, 281-283, 234-5, 525-527, 541-559.

Readings from Lotker: 79-86, 99-103




A

BACKGROUND
oy nn Bel She‘arim.
Bet She'arim was 2 small city
in the northwestern cormer of
the lezreel valley, situated on
what is known today as the
Rl of al-Sheikh Burayk, It
served as the stat of the
Sanhedrin during the days of
Rabbi ¥Yehudah HaWasi., Even
though Rabbi Yehudah Ha-
Masi moved in his laler y=ars
\o Sepphoris on account of
his failing health, he was
buried in Bel She'arim. It was
apparently for this reason
that the catacombs of Bet
she’srim  became an  espe-
cially important burial place.
For several hundred years,
leading families In Eretz Is-
racl and outside of it wouid
bring their dead Lo Beat
She‘arlm to be buried there.
Bet She’arim's bural grounds
were  excavated in recent
years, and many of the epi-

taphs and sarcophagl have
survived Intact, '
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TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY
rise up from his throne, hug and kiss him, and call
out to him: '“My teacher, my teacher, my master, my

master!”

KR K7 ‘The Gemara answers: There is no

difficulty. This act of Jehoshafat
is the way that a king or Nasi
shouid telate to Torah scholars
in private, *and the advice of
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi is the
way he should relate to them
in public. |

xun ‘The Gemara contin-
ues: It was taught in a Baraita:
“Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi was ly-
iIng on his deathbed in
Sepphoris, "and a burial place
was made ready for him in Bet
She'arim.”

x3ni7} ®The Gemara asks:
But surely it was taught other-
wise in another Baraita: “The
verse which states {(Deuleron-
amy 16:21):; ‘Justice, justice
shall you pursue,’ teaches that
a person should seek out jus-
tice by following a great Torah
scholar to the academy where
he teaches. 'This means that
one should jcllow Rabbi Yehu-
dah HaNasi to Bet She'arim.”

Thus, we see that Rabbi Yehu-

dah HaNasi's permanent resi-
dence was in Bet She'arim,
and not in Sepphoris!

131 ®The Gemara answers: Rabbi Yehudah Ha-
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LITERAL TRANSLATION
he would rise from his throne, and hug him, and
kiss him, and call him: '“My teacher, my teacher,
my master, my master"!

‘It is not difficult. This, in private. >This, in pubtic.

It was taught: “Rabbi was
lying [ill] in Sepphoris, *and a
place [for burial] was ready for
nim in Bet She'arim.”

But surely it was taught: *‘Jus-
tice, justice shall you pursue'—
"follow Rabbi to Bel She'arim.”
*Rabbi was in Bet She’arnm,’
but when he became ill, they
moved him to Sepphors,
[104A] because it is higher,
'Yand its air is pleasant.

'"The day that Rabbi died the
Rabbis decreed a fast, '“and
they prayed for mercy. “And
they said: “Whoever says [that)
Rabbi died will be pierced with
a sword.” ‘*Rabbi's maidser-
vant went up to the roof, [and}
said: '*“The heavenly creatures
desire Rabbi, and the earthly
creatures desire Rabbi.

RASHI
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Nasi indeed Hved in Bet She’arim, *but when he became 1ll, he was moved to Sepphoris for medical reasons
[104A] for Sepphoris Is situated at a higher altitude than Bet She'arim, '"and its climate is more pleasant,

K@t KW It was related that the day that Rabbi vehudah HaNasi died the Rabbis had decréed 10 bt

observed as a fast, '“and everybody prayed for God's mercy, so that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's would recove
from his iliness, And they said: “Whoever preclaims that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi died will be pierced witl
a sword." '"Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's maidservant went up to the roof of the house and said: '**The heav

enly creatures desire Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi up in Heaven, and the earthly creatures desire him on earth

NOTES
K1DTN9a KT ;Kupya K3 This, in private; this in public. died. Rivan explains that the Sages did not wani to b
The king must be severe with the Sages, for there is a  informed of Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's death, because Lhe
special rule that the fear of the king must be cast upon his  wanted to pray for him, and they would nolt be able !
people. Just as it is forbidden for othets to treat his position  continue 1o do so once they knew he was dead.
lightly, 50 too he himself must do nolhing o compromise 37 DK PWRIn Du?y The heavenly creatures desir

his own honor. Rabbi. Maharsha explains that man has a heavenly side -
W AR N} DK IR 73 Whoever says that Rabbi  his soul, and an earthly side — his body. Heaven and ean

' HALAKHAH

RIGTIED K .XuPYD K This, In private. Thls, in public. the king's castle and oul of the public eye. Bul in publi
“The king is obligated to honar Torah schoiars. When the  he may not stand up and show respect to anyane, so th
cages of Israel appear before him, he must stand up before  his fear be cast on the whole nation, (Rembam, Sef
them, and seat thers at his side. But this only applies inside  Shafetim. Hilkhot Melakhim 2:5.)

(3)
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TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY

'May it be Your will that the earthly creatures
overcome the heavenly creatures, and thal Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi remain among the living” 2But
when she saw how many times he went to the

LITERAL TRANSLATION

'May it be [Your] will that the earthly creatures
overcome the heavenly creatures.” *When she saw

how many times he went to the outhouse, and took

outhouse, and first took off his

tetillin, and then put them back

on again, and how he suffered
from the intestinal illness that
plagued him, “she altered her
prayers and said: “May it be
Your will that the heavenly
creatures overcome the earthly
creatures, and that Rabbi Yehu-
dah be relieved of his misery,
and laid to his final rest.” *But
the Rabbis did not silence them-
selves and slop praying for
God’'s mercy, so that! Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi would not be
taken from them. *So the
maidservant took a pitcher, and
cast it down from the roof to
the ground, and it smashed to
pieces. ®Alarmed by the sud-
den noise, the Rabbis silenced
themselves and momentarily
stopped praying for God's
mercy, and in that interim
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi died.
“The Rabbis said to Bar
Kappara: "Go in and check on
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's condi-
tion." *He went in, and found
that he had died. *Bar Kappara
immedialely rent his garment
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off his tefillin, and put them on, and was in distress,

’she said: “May it be [Your

will that the heavenly creatures
overcome the

tu-rEEJH "
silence

earthly crea-
But the Rabbis did not
themselves {and re-
Irain] from praying for mercy.
“She took a pitcher, {and] cast
it from the roof to the ground,
“fand] they silenced them-
selves, [refraining] from [pray-
ing for} mercy. "And Rabbi
died. The Rabbis said to Bar
Kappara: “Go [and] check.” *He
went, [and] found that he died.
"He rent his garment, and
turned the rent behind him.
'’He began {lit., “opened”) and
said: “The angels and the mor-
tals seized the Holy Ark. ""The
angels defeated the mortals,
and the Holy Ark was taken
captive.” '*They said to him:
"Did he die?” “He said 10
themn: “You said it, but 1 did not
say it.”

At the time of Rabb¥'s pass-
ing. he pointed his ten fingers
upwards, '*{and} said: “Master
of the Universe, it is revealed

RASHI

as a sigh of mourning, but he
then turned the garment around so that the rent was
behind him, and could not be seen. When he came

out and reporied back to the Rabbis, '®he began to
eulogize Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi and said; “Both the
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angels and the mortals seized the Holy Ark, ''but in the end it was the angels who defeated the mortals, and
the Holy Ark was taken captive.” Unwilling to interpret this riddle on their own, '*the Rabbis asked Bar
Kappara outnght: *Did Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi die? Remembering that it had been decided earlier that nobody

would announce Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's death, ' Bar Kappara said to them: “You

INPys nywa "It was further related that at the time that Rabbi Yehudah HaNam

sald it, not 1.* T

his ten fingers upwards lo Heaven, '“and said: “Master of the Universe, it Is revealed and known to you that

NOTES

fought over Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi. On the one hand, Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi's soul would reach new spiritual heights
once it was separated from his body, but on the other
hand, only when it is linked to his body could it perform
God's will on earth. By breaking the earthenware pitcher
50 that it no longer had any use, the maidservant hinted

Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi's broken body and impending death
{see Ecclesfastes 12.6).

Dayn o7 The angels and the mortals. The term
er'elim refers to the angels, as the verse states flsaiah 33:-7):
"Behold, the erelrm shall cry outside, angels of peace shall
weep bitterly.” And the term metzukim refers to the righteous,
as the verse states ([ Sarnuel 2:8): “For the pillars (metzukei)
of the earth are the Lord's, and He has set the world upon
them,” and as is stated elsewhere that the righteous are the

foundation of the world (see Rashi and Rivan).
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Midrashim from Sefer Ha-Aggadah

%5 ]

12. “The Lord God made earth and heaven” (Gen. 2:4),
A parable of a king who had cups made of delicate glass,
The king said: ¥ I pour hot water jnto them,

[expand and] burst; if cold water, they will contract [and
break]. What did he do? He mixed hot and cold water,
and poured it inte them, and o they remained unbroken,
Likewise, the Holy One said: If I create the world with
the attribute of mercy alone, its ains will be too many; if

with justice alone, how could the world be expected to
endure? 5o [ will create it with both
and may it endurel!s

they will

Justice and mercy,

W In rn]:thinic. conception, Adonai (“Lord™) represents the attribute of
mercy, while Elohim (“God™) represents the sitribute of justice. Bolh,

sccording Lo Gen. 2:4, were brought togethes at the making of heaven
and earth,

'* Gen. R. 12:15; Yalku, Bereshit, 819,

8. Abraham's family used to make images and sell them
in the market. One day, when il was Abraham's lum to
sell, his father Terah gave him several baskets of house-
hold gods and set him up in the marketplace. A man came
to-himn and asked: Have you a god to sell? Abraham: What
kind of god do you wish to buy? The man: | am a mighty
man——give me a god as mighty as ] am. So Abraham tock
an image that was standing on a shelf higher than all the
others and said: Pay the money and take this one. The
man asked: Is Lhis god as mighty as  am? Abraham replied:
You good-for-nothing! Don't you know the way of gods?
The one who sits above all others is the mightiest of all.
As the man was about 1o leave, Abraham asked him: How
old are you? The man answered: Seventy years. Abraham

said: Woe 10 a man who is seventy, yet prostrates himself

before this thing which was made only today. At that, the
man flung that god back into Abreham’s basket, demanded
the retum of his money, and went his way.

Next came a widow, who said to Abraham: [ am a
poor woman—give me a god as poor as I am. Al once
Abraham tock an image that was on a shelf lower-than all
the others and said: To suit your poverty, take this god
who is humble, placed as he is on a shelf below all the
others; but he will not budge unill you pay me the money.
[So she paid the price] and, as she was about 10 depart,
he asked her: How old are you? She replied: Quite old.
Abraham then said: May the breath of such a woman be
blasted! To think thal one so old prostrates herself before
a god who is only one day old. She immediately dropped
the god into the basket, got hack her money from Abraham,

and went her way.

2\

thil}g at all to eat or to drink. Then Abraham began to -
recite the verse “They have mouths but lhey speak nof;
eyes have they, but they see not; they have ears, bul they
hear Nol; noses have [hE}F' but thﬂ}" smell not; lhB}F have

hands, but \hey handle not; feet have they, but they walk
not” (Ps. 115:5-7),

A woman came carrying a bowl of fine flour and said:
Here, offer it to the gods. At that, Abraham seized a stick,
smashed all the images, and placed the stick in the hand
of the biggest of them. When hia father came, he asked; .
Who did this to the gods? Abraham answered: Would |
hide anything from my father? A woman came with a bowl
of fine flour and said: Here, offer it up to them. When 1
offered it, one god said, “I will eat first,” and another
said, “No, I will eat firat.” Then the biggest of them rose’:
up and smashed all the others. His father replied: Are
you making sport of me? They cannot do anything! Abra-

ham answered: You say they cannot. Let your ears hear
what your mouth is saying!

29, “The Lord came unto Sinai; after having [first] risen
at Seir unto the people thereof, then having shined forth
at Mount Paran,'? He came unto the myriads holy, at His
right hand a hery law for them” (Deut. 33:2).* When he
who i3 everywhere revealed Himself to give the Torah to
[srael, He revealed Himself not only to lsrael but to all
the other nations as well. At firat God went to the children
of Esau. He asked them: Will you accept the Torah? They
said right to Hia face: What is written in it? He said: “Thou
shalt not murder.” They replied: Master of the universe,
this goes against our grain. Qur father, whose “hands are

the hands of Esau” (Gen. 27:22), led us to rely only on
the sword, because his father told him, “By thy sword

shalt thou live” (Gen. 27:40).' We cannot accept the
Torah.

Then He went to the children of Ammon and Moab,
and asked them: Will you accept the Torah? They said -
right to His face: What is written in it? He said: *Thou
shalt not commit adultery.” They replied: Master of the
univerae, our very origin is in adultery, for Scripture says,
“Thus were both the daughters of Lot with child by their
father” (Gen. 19:36). We cannot accept the Torah.

Then He went to the children of Ishmael. He asked
them: Will you accept the Torah? They said rght to His
face: What is written in it? He said: *Thou shalt not steal,”
They replied: Master of the universe, it is our very nature
to live off only what is stolen and what is got by assault.

Then Abraham took all the gods and brought them
back to his father Terah. Terah's other sons said to their
father: This Abraham does not know how to sell gods;
come, then, and let us make him a priest. Abraham asked:
What is a priest’s work? They replied: He waits upon the
gods, offers sacrifices to them, and serves them food and
drink. So they made him priest. Abrahem promplly set
food and drink before the images and seaid 10 them: Come
and eat, come and drink, so that you may be able 1o bestow
good upon human beings. ‘But not one of them took any-

Of our forebear Ishmael, it is written, “And he shall be a
wild ass of a man: his hand shall be against every man,

and every man’s hand against him” (Gen. 16:12). We
cannot accept the Torah.

13. Seir ia a reference 1o Edom, and Paran lo Ishmael.

2 FY: “The Lord came from Sinai, and rose from Seir untoe them. He
shined forth from Mount Paran, and He came from the myriads holy, -
at His right hand wes & Sery law unto them." Here the commentor
pltempls to solve the meaning of God's peregrinalions; he is elao
bafled by the strange siatement that Ged came from Sinai, whereas
in truth He came to Sinai. Accordingly, the commentator takes the
proposition md (ueually rendered “from™) us meaning rether “the place
of region in or al which a thing is” (see Gesenius, Lexicon, p. 584;
ef. Gen. 12:8}. The "myriads holy” are the myriads of larael.
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There was not a single nation among the nations 1o
whom God did not go, speak, and, as it were, knock on
Its doar, asking whether it would be willing to accept the
Torah.

At long last He came to Israel. They said, “We will
do and hearken™ {Exod. 24:7). Of God's guccessive at-

templs 1o give the Torah, it is wntten, “The Lord came

unto Sinai; after having [first] risen at Seir unto the people
thereof, then having shined forth at Mount Paran, He

finally came unto the myriads holy, at His right hand a
hery law for them” (Deut. 33:2).2

* Sif Deut., §343; PR 21 (PRF, p. 99b; YIS 1:417).

1. Our masters taught: For two and a half years the school
of Shammai and the school of Hjllel were divided: The
first school said: It would have been better for man:nol 10
have been created. than 1o have been created. The other
said: I1 is better for man that he wae created then it would
have been had he not been created, They finally voted
and decided: -it would have heen hetter for man noet. to
have been created than to have been created. . But now

that he has been created, let him search his past deeds.
Some say: Let him exunine what he in about to do.!

4. R. Akiva-used to-say: Beloved is man, for: he was
created in God's image. Still grester was the love ahown
him inasmuch as it was made known 1o him-thit: he was
created in God's image, for it is written, “In-the irage of
God made He man™ (Gen. 9:6).2 qorines

' Past misdeeds cennol be undane: one can only repent and repair any

harm cavsed by them. Fulure misdeeds can be foreseen and lefi
undone. B. Er }13b,

t Avol A:14.

dage 62 )

126. I happened Lhat a certain heathen came before
Shemmai and said 1o him, “Teke me as & proselyte, but
on condition that you teach me the entire Torah, all of it, .
while I stand on one foot.” Shammai instantly drove him -
away with a builder’s measuring rod he happened to have
in his hand. When the heathen came before Hillel, Hillel
agreed to make him a proselyte, saying “What you don't
like, don't do 1o your neighbor—this is the entire [sub-

stance of] Torah, all of il; the rest is commenlary. Ge and
study 11,7

t B. Shab 3la.

#2 "Take now thy son" {Gen. 22:2). Abral'lam: "1 have"nfm'

sons (which one do you mean]?" God: "Thine only son" (ibid.}.
Abraham; "{Both are only sons]--Isaac is the only son | have‘ﬁ'm‘:n
his mother, and Ishmael is the only son I have from her who is his
mother," God: "The son whom thou lovest" (ibid.). Ahmh?m: .
"Master of the universe, are there separate compartments m one's
inmost self for love? I love both of them.” God: "Very well, then--
Isaac." Why did God drag out His command to such l&ngth_? So thai
Abraham's mind might not be stunned [by such a heartrending
dernand).

/'\’

#7 "Ye are My witnesses, saith the Lord, and [ am God" (1sa. 43:12). When

you are My witnesses, | am God, but when you are not My witnesses, 1 am not

God. [Sif Deut., #346]

#1 R. Jeremiah ben Eleazar said; When the Holy One created
Adam, He created him hermaphrodite [bisexual], as is said,

"Male and female ¢reated He them . . . and called their name -
Adam" (Gen. 5:2).

R. Samue] bar Nahman said; When the Holy One created Adam,
He made him with two fronts; then He sawed him in half and
thus gave him two backs, a back for one part and a back for the
other part. Someone objected; But does not Scripture say, "And He

- took-one-of his ribs (mi-tzalotav)" (Gen. 2:21)? R. Samue!

repliéd: Mi-tzalotav may also mean "his sides," as in the verse

"And for the second side (tzela) of the Tabernacle" {Exad.
26:20). [Gen. R. 8:1) |

o
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