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PREFACE

WHILE there is now no lack of books which regale the English reader with selections from the Talmud, tales from the Talmud, and wise sayings of the Rabbis, there is no work which attempts a comprehensive survey of the doctrine of this important branch of Jewish literature. To supply that want is the task undertaken in the present volume. Its aim is to provide a summary of the teachings of the Talmud on Religion, Ethics, Folk-lore, and Jurisprudence.

The need for such a work will hardly be gainsaid. There is a growing interest being taken at the present time in the Talmud. It is frequently referred to and even quoted by modern writers, the majority of whom are evidently not equipped with the specialized knowledge which can alone unfasten its seven-sealed tomes. In the Middle Ages we hear of a friar who displayed the little learning which is proverbially dangerous, by introducing a quotation with the words, ut narrat rabbinus Talmud (as Rabbi Talmud relates). Less excusable, however, was the ignorance of a nineteenth-century theologian who poured ridicule on the Talmud because a whole tractate, as he alleged, was concerned with the subject of eggs! Being unaware of the elementary fact that the Jews had the practice of naming a book, or section of it, after its opening word, he was obviously incompetent to pass judgment upon the literature of the Rabbis; and there are still too many scholars whose impression of the Talmud has been derived from works which have the object of vilifying rather than interpreting. This book, it is hoped presents material which will help to a better understanding of the thoughts and aims of the great teachers in Israel after the Biblical age.

The extreme difficulty of the task which is here essayed will be appreciated by all who have any acquaintance with the original text. Not only is the Talmudic literature vast in extent; but, to the modern mind at least, it is without system and order. Rarely is a subject treated fully in any one passage. A tenet has to be gleaned and pieced together from the entire field. Moreover, the opinions which are expressed in its folios emanate from many hundreds of teachers who range over a period of more than six centuries. It is scarcely to be expected, therefore, that they should speak with one voice on any theme. Usually we are faced with a variety of views which are often contradictory, and it is by no means easy to achieve a coherent presentation of a doctrine.

Occasionally I have found it necessary to exhibit this divergence of thought; but wherever possible I have indicated what appears to be the representative opinion of the Rabbis. In this labour of selection I have endeavoured to be impartial and not restrict myself to citations which read well and show the Talmud in a favourable light. The harsh utterances, which traducers of the Rabbis are fond of quoting, are also included to sketch a true picture, but the circumstances which called them forth are explained.

There is no claim to completeness in the treatment of any subject. So extensive is the material that an exhaustive collection and discussion could easily expand each chapter into a separate treatise. All that is offered is a sufficient number of extracts to give the reader a general idea of the Talmudic doctrine. The bibliography which is provided will act as a guide to further study, if it is desired.

An important question which had to be decided at the outset was the interpretation of the term ‘Talmud.’ In its narrower connotation, as will be explained in the Introduction, it comprises the Mishnah and Gemara; but if that source is exclusively drawn upon, it is impossible to furnish anything like an accurate account of Rabbinic teaching. The Talmud is only part of the Talmudic literature. Speaking generally, it introduces us into the academies of Palestine and Babylon where the Torah was expounded and discussed. But there was another place where expositions were regularly given for the instruction of the masses, viz. the Synagogue. In particular, the ethical and religious tenets of Judaism were imparted to the assemblies in the house of worship, and the subject-matter of these addresses has been preserved in a series of compilations known as Midrashim. To ignore this supplementary source must inevitably result in an imperfect account of Rabbinic lore.

Judicious care must, however, be exercised in the use of the Midrashim, because some of them are late in the time of their composition and reflect modes of thought which are a subsequent development of those that were current in the Talmudic era. I have consequently, as far as possible, confined myself to extracts of those works which are in the name of Rabbis who are cited in the Talmud, or, if anonymous, appear to synchronize with its period.

References to the Bible are quoted according to the chapter and verse as they are found in the English version when these do not coincide with the system of the Hebrew text. This will be more convenient for the general reader although a hardship to the student of the original. The Revised Version is usually followed except where the Rabbinic interpretation deviates from it.

All the passages from the Talmud and Midrash have been rendered anew sor this work, apart from quotations from Tractate Berachoth which I have taken from the translation I published in 1921, and the extracts from Tractate Aboth, where I have used the version by the Rev. S. Singer in his edition of the Authorised Daily Prayer Book as well as his numbering of the paragraphs.

The earnest hope of the author is that this volume will be a reliable aid to those who wish to acquaint themselves with the contents of the Talmud and form an unbiased conception of what the religious guides of the Jews believed and taught in the critical period which preceded and followed the fall of Temple and State. It has been truly said: ‘In the light of subsequent history, the great achievement of these centuries was the creation of a normative type of Judaism and its establishment in undisputed supremacy throughout the wide Jewish world’ (Moore, Judaism, i, p. 3). The influence which the Rabbis exerted upon the Judaism of the past two thousand years has been decisive. Countless millions of men and women, during more than forty generations, found in them inspiring guides whose teachings proved intellectually illuminating and spiritually refreshing. They do not, therefore, deserve to be lightly dismissed or contemptuously ignored. A note of warning must, however, be sounded. The wrong way to judge them is by the criterion of modern standards. They must be fitted into the age in which they lived. Their fundamental theses must be understood and their aims appreciated before their system of thought can be rightly appraised. If this book assists the student or general reader who ventures on such a quest, the labour of its preparation will be deemed well rewarded.

It is my duty and pleasure, in conclusion, to express my indebtedness to friends who have given me their assistance. The chapter on Jurisprudence was read in MS. by Rabbi Z. Hodes of Birmingham and Mr. G. J. Webber, LL.B., Lecturer in Law at the University of Manchester, who made helpful suggestions, although I am alone responsible for the collection and arrangement of the material. My colleague, the Rev. S. I. Solomons, B.A., undertook the laborious task of proof-reading, for which act of kindness I tender to him my appreciative thanks.

A. C.

BIRMINGHAM,

December 1931.

NOTE TO REVISED EDITION

THE reception given to this book is most gratifying. It has been reprinted several times as well as translated into French and Italian. Many communications have reached me from Christian scholars and laymen acknowledging the help it has been to them as an introduction to the literature of the Rabbis. In this revised edition a number of corrections have been made which, I trust, may render the volume still more serviceable.

A. C

BIRMINGHAM,

July 1948.


INTRODUCTION

§ I. HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS


IN the year 586 B.C. the Kingdom of Judea, which then represented all that was left of the people of Israel in Canaan, underwent a devastating experience. The Temple was laid in ruins, its ritual brought to an end, the best part of the nation led as captives to Babylon, and ‘the captain of the guard left of the poorest of the land to be vinedressers and husbandmen’ (2 Kings XXV. 12). There was bitter justification for the despairing cry: ‘How doth the city sit solitary, that was full of people! How is she become as a widow! She that was great among the nations and princess among the provinces, how is she become tributary!’ (Lament. i. I).

The crisis, from the national standpoint, was intensified by the circumstance that a century and a half earlier, in 722, the Northern Kingdom, comprising the ten tribes, had been overrun by the army of Assyria and the inhabitants driven into exile where they had, for the most part, become absorbed. If the disaster to Judea met with a like ending, the entire nation would be obliterated and the name of Israel blotted out of existence.

This grave thought must have given the leaders of the Jews in Babylon the deepest concern and induced them to concentrate on the problem of survival. How could the fate of extinction be averted? Recognizing that the distinctiveness of the Israelite people had always rested on its religion, which had centred around the Temple, they were forced to ask themselves by what means that distinctiveness could be maintained now that the Sanctuary had fallen and the people, resident in a foreign land, were exposed to powerful alien influences.

The Biblical sources, which deal with that period, do not provide detailed information, but certain references help to an understanding of the course of events. The outstanding personality in the captive community was the prophet Ezekiel, and he took the lead in the quest for the solution of the problem upon which, humanly speaking, the preservation of Israel depended. In his prophecies he tells of three occasions when ‘the elders of Judah’ assembled at his house,* and we may fairly surmise that at these gatherings the question which was uppermost in their minds was discussed.

The solution which they evolved may be summarized in a single word, Torah. This Hebrew word, incorrectly translated ‘law,’ means ‘teaching, direction.’ For the exiles it denoted the body of doctrine, written and oral, which had come down from past ages. Without entering upon the vexed question of the origin and date of the Pentateuch, we may assume that the Jews in Babylon had in their possession the Mosaic revelation in one form or another. They also had some of the prophetical writings and Psalms. These relics of their former national life constituted the only rock upon which the exiled Jews could stand securely in a gentile environment until the time God restored them to their homeland. These Scriptures must consequently be forced upon their attention and impressed upon their hearts; then they would remember that though in Babylon they were not of Babylon, and the sacred obligation rested upon them to remain a people apart.

There is general agreement among scholars that the institution of the Synagogue originated in the time and place of the captivity. Its Hebrew designation, Beth Hakenéseth (House of Assembly), accurately indicates its initial purpose. It was the rallying centre of a homeless nation, and at the gatherings the Scriptures were read and expounded. In course of time prayers were included and so the Synagogue developed into a place of worship. The effect of these assemblies was the awakening of interest in the study of the Hebrew writings. The desire for knowledge among the masses necessarily created a demand for men who were equipped with the learning to qualify them to act as teachers. These instructors are known as Sopherim (scribes), not in the sense of writers, but ‘men of letters.’ Some of them are no doubt referred to in the list of men who are described as ‘teachers’ in Ezra viii. 16, and as men who ‘caused the people to understand the Torah’ in Nehem. viii. 7.

Foremost among this class of teachers was Ezra, who is characterized as ‘a ready scribe in the Torah of Moses’ (Ezra vii. 6), i.e. an expert Sopher. He it was who worked out the solution of his predecessors to its practical conclusions. The Talmud, with justification, compares the work he did for his people with what had been accomplished by Moses. As the great lawgiver created a nation out of the released slaves by bringing them the Torah, so did Ezra renew the vitality of a moribund community, both in Babylon and Judea, by restoring the Torah as its guide of living. In admiration of his achievement the Rabbis declared: ‘Ezra was worthy that the Torah should be given, to Israel by his hand, were it not that Moses had forestalled him’ (Sanh. 21b), and ‘When the Torah had been forgotten by Israel, Ezra came up from Babylon and re-established it’ (Suk. 20a).

The policy of Ezra has been elsewhere described by the present writer in these terms: ‘Zangwill once said, “History, which is largely a record of the melting of minorities in majorities, records no instance of the survival of a group not segregated in space or not protected by a burning faith as by a frontier of fire.” This lesson of history had evidently been discerned by Ezra. He understood that the Jews could not be utterly segregated in space. Not only were there branches of the national tree in Egypt, Babylon, and Persia to be taken into consideration; but contact between the Jews in Judea and their neighbours could not be avoided. If, then, the Jewish nation was to be preserved, it must be ringed round “by a burning faith as by a frontier of fire”—a most apposite metaphor, since the Bible itself speaks of “a fiery law.” The Jew must have a religion which would not only continually distinguish him from the heathen, but would likewise be a constant reminder to him that he was a member of the Jewish race and faith. The Jew was to be demarcated from his neighbours not merely by a creed, but by a mode of living. His manner of worship would be different; his home would be different; even in the common acts of daily life there would be distinguishing features which would constantly recall his Jewishness. His life, in every detail, was to be controlled by Torah—by the written enactments of the Mosaic code and their development in the corporate life of the people, as the altered conditions demanded change.’*

Unless this viewpoint is thoroughly grasped, there can be no possibility of understanding the mentality of the Rabbis, the trend of their activities and their method of Bible-exegesis. It is the seed out of which the Talmud grew. We have it mentioned very distinctly in the account of Ezra’s work: ‘He had set his heart to seek the Torah of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments’ (Ezra vii. 10). The Hebrew verb used in this sentence for ‘to seek,’ darash, is of the utmost importance for our theme. Its true sense is ‘to deduce, interpret’ the ideas which profound study of the text could elucidate. This process of deduction is called Midrash* and is the system of interpretation employed throughout the Rabbinic literature. By its aid a Scriptural passage yielded far more than could be discerned on the surface. The sacred words became an inexhaustible mine which when quarried, produced rich treasures of religious and ethical teaching

Starting from the axiom that the divine will is revealed in the Torah, Ezra taught that the daily existence of the Jew must be regulated in every phase by its precepts; and since the Torah has to be the complete guide of living, it must be made capable of yielding helpful guidance for every circumstance of human life. A prerequisite to the achievement of this aim was knowledge of the Torah. Before they could be expected to perform the commandments the people had to be educated in them. He therefore introduced into Judea the public reading of the Pentateuch in order to make the masses familiar with its contents. ‘They read in the book, in the Torah of God, with an interpretation; and they gave the sense so that they understood the reading’ (Nehem. viii. 8)

According to Jewish tradition, Ezra founded the Kenéseth Hagedolah (the Great Assembly), a synod of teachers who received the corpus of doctrine which had been preserved to their day, adapted and developed it to suit the new conditions of their age, and then transmitted it to the pioneers of the Talmudic Rabbis. The chain of authority is thus described: ‘Moses received the Torah on Sinai, and handed it down to Joshua; Joshua to the Elders; the Elders to the Prophets; and the Prophets handed it down to the men of the Great Assembly’ (Aboth I. 1).

The existence of such a synod has been questioned by modern scholars. While it must be admitted that the two and a half centuries which followed the career of Ezra are wrapped in obscurity and practically no historical data are available, yet there seems no sound reason to doubt that an official body of teachers must have functioned during that period. A far-seeing reformer like Ezra could not have failed to realize that his work would inevitably fall to pieces soon after his death unless he was succeeded by men who, imbued with his own zeal, would continue his policy. To create an authoritative council to which people could turn for instruction appears the most obvious course for him to have adopted.

Furthermore, when the veil of ignorance lifts, we find ourselves in the early part of the second century B.C. witnessing a heroic struggle on the part of a small band of Jews to resist an attempt to destroy their religion. The Hasmoneans pitted themselves against the armies of Syria because Antiochus Epiphanes dared to order them to violate the precepts of Judaism, ‘to the end they might forget the Torah and change all the ordinances’ (I Macc. i. 49). Mattathias, on raising the standard of revolt, proclaimed: ‘Whoever is zealous of the Torah, and maintaineth the covenant, let him follow me’ (ibid. ii. 27); and before his death he exhorted his sons: ‘Be valiant and shew yourselves men in the behalf of the Torah’ (ibid. 64).

Hence we see beyond all doubt that early in the second century the Torah had become firmly rooted among at least a section of the Jews. How can the deathless attachment to it which distinguished the Hasmoneans be explained if there had been no channel through which the knowledge of Torah passed to them from the fifth century when Ezra lived? The known facts of history postulate a body of teachers such as that which is named ‘the Great Assembly.’ If that be so, the probability is that its members would be drawn mainly, if not entirely, from the Sopherim, since they were the best qualified to discharge the duties which would fall to it.*

Three leading maxims are attributed to this Assembly: ‘Be deliberate in judgment, raise up many disciples, and make a fence around the Torah’ (Aboth I. 1). These represent the three principles which motived their activities. Judgment was to be deliberate in the sense that questions, which had to be determined by the rule of Torah, must be minutely studied and the closest investigation made as to the decision it suggested. That was one reason for the exact scrutiny of the Scriptural text which distinguished the Rabbis of the Talmud. A superficial reading could only result in a hasty judgment. An exhaustive inquiry was essential if the judgment was to be deliberate. The raising of many disciples had obviously to be the unceasing concern of the teachers if knowledge of the Torah was to be handed down to future generations. This ideal of spreading scholarship, and the consequent deference which was paid to the instructor and student of the Torah, provided a powerful urge towards the kind of learning which culminated in the compilation of the Talmud. To ‘make a fence around the Torah’ was a corollary of the desire to live by its precepts. If a person kept too close to its letter, he might inadvertently be led to transgress it. As a cultivated field had to be hedged round to prevent even innocent trespass, so the sacred domain of the Torah must be enclosed by additional precautionary measures for the purpose of avoiding unintentional encroachment. Accordingly, the purposes which actuated the members of the Great Assembly created the type of study to which the teachers of later generations conformed. Theirs was the sowing which ultimately produced the extensive harvest of the Talmud.

An important piece of historical information is contained in the statement: ‘Simon the Just was one of the last survivors of the Great Assembly’ (Aboth I. 2). Unfortunately its value is minimized by the uncertainty as to which man of that name is meant. Josephus mentions a High Priest, ‘Simon who was called the Just, both because of his piety towards God and his kind disposition to those of his own nation’ (Antiq. XII. ii. 5). He died about the year 270 B.C. Another High Priest, Simon, the grandson of the former, is also referred to by the historian (ibid. XII. iv. 10), and he died about 199. In favour of identifying the grandfather with the last survivor of the Great Assembly is the fact that he is actually called by Josephus ‘the Just’; but against it is the circumstance that if the Assembly came to an end about 270 a chronological difficulty is created. The Tractate Aboth informs us that Antigonos of Socho was the disciple of Simon the Just and ‘José b. Joezer,* and José b. Jochanan received the Torah from them’ (I. 4). These scholars died about the year 160, which seems to give too long a period of time if the sense of the passage is that they were disciples of Simon and Antigonos. To fill in the gap it has been suggested that ‘from them’ means from a succession of teachers whose names have not been recorded.*

However this may be, the Great Assembly ceased to exist either towards the middle of the third century or at its end. It was followed by another organization, known as a Sanhedrin,* which took charge of the affairs of the community in Judea. In a letter from Antiochus III to Ptolemy, preserved by Josephus, it is called a ‘senate’ (Antiq. XII. iii. 3). Jewish tradition relates that there were five Zugoth, or ‘pairs’ of Rabbis in succession, ending with Hillel and Shammai (died about A.D. 10), one of whom was Nasi or ‘Prince,’ i.e. President, and the other Ab Beth Din or ‘Father of the Court of Law,’ i.e. Vice-President (Chag. II. 2).

Modern historical study has come to a different conclusion. The Sanhedrin was a composite body of priests and laymen, presided over by the High Priest. In the deliberations which took place at its sessions a cleavage soon occurred, resulting in the formation of two distinct parties. The priests favoured a policy of compromise with Hellenistic thought, even at the expense of complete loyalty to the Torah. Ranged against them were the laymen who were the direct heirs of Ezra and the Sopherim,* and they took a firm stand in demanding whole-hearted adherence to the rule of Torah.* Their leaders were the Rabbis known as the Zugoth.

The rift between the two parties was closed during the Maccabean struggle, but manifested itself in a more pronounced form when John Hyrcanus (135–105 B.C.) came to the throne. It gradually widened until two sects appeared, called Sadducees and Pharisees. Among the differences which divided them was one of the utmost importance in the development of Judaism. Josephus refers to it in these terms: ‘The Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many observances by succession from their fathers which are not written in the law of Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, and say that we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers; and concerning these things it is that great disputes and differences have arisen among them’ (Antiq. XIII. x. 6).

This controversy over the validity of the Oral Torah stimulated its defenders to a fresh study of the Scriptural text. They set out to demonstrate that the Oral Torah was an integral part of the Written Torah, that they were warp and woof of the one fabric; and they further developed methods of exegesis previously employed by which the traditions rejected by the Sadducees could be shown to be contained in the wording of the Pentateuch. Exposition of Torah now entered upon a new phase and led directly to the creation of the Talmud.

§ II. THE MISHNAH


With the invention of new methods of interpretation the Torah became a science, and only men who were duly qualified to expound the text spoke with authority. They received the designation of Tannaïm (Teachers). It is the name given to the Rabbis during the period which closed with the codification of the law in the Mishnah. A pioneer who left a profound influence on their work was Hillel. He was a Babylonian by birth and, so tradition related, a descendant of David through his mother. He migrated to Judea and for about forty years was one of the acknowledged guides of his community.

Hillel exemplified the Pharisaic standpoint at its best. He recognized that life, with its ever-changing conditions, was incapable of compression within a fixed and immutable written code; and he perceived in the freedom of interpretation allowed by the Oral Law an invaluable instrument for making the Torah adaptable to varying circumstances.

A good illustration of his method is afforded by the enactment of Dent. XV. I ff.: ‘At the end of every seven years thou shalt make a release. And this is the manner of the release: every creditor shall release that which he hath lent unto his neighbour.’ That is to say, if a loan had not been repaid by the Sabbatical year, it could no longer be claimed. The Scriptural ordinance really deals with an act of charity performed by an Israelite towards a member of his nation in distress and not with a loan contracted in the ordinary course of business. The sociological background of the law is a nation of smallholders, each living on the produce of his allotment. When conditions altered and a large section of the population derived a livelihood from commerce, the Biblical regulation became a serious impediment. Men must have been afraid to give credit when they were precluded from claiming what was due to them after the incidence of the year of release, and the attendant hardship was undoubtedly very great.

From the Sadducean standpoint there was no redress. Such was the law and it must be obeyed. Hillel disagreed, and contended that a close study of the text would disclose a way out of the difficulty. Starting from the hypothesis that the Torah did not include a superfluous word, he pointed to the phrase ‘whatsoever is thine with thy brother thine hand shall release’ (ibid. 3). At first sight this appears to be an unnecessary repetition of the statement in the preceding verse: ‘He shall not exact it of his neighbour and brother ‘That, however, could not be, since there is nothing redundant in the Torah. Therefore the words, ‘what soever is thine with thy brother,’ must have been added to exclude a certain contingency, viz. the case where ‘whatsoever is thine’ is not with the debtor. By such reasoning Hillel deduced that if the creditor handed to a Court of Law a signed document which made over the indebtedness to its members, it was within his right to claim the debt through the Court even after the expiration of the Sabbatical year.

We may, if we so choose, criticize the argument as casuistry; but it served a vital purpose, which was to make the Torah a practical guide of life of everlasting validity. The Torah could never grow antiquated so long as it was capable of re-interpretation to comply with new contingencies.

Hillel was the creator of a School of Tannaïm. His contemporary, Shammai, also founded a School; and during the first seven decades of the first century, the two teachers and their disciples dominated the thought which was current in Pharisaic circles. On the whole the Hillelites favoured a more lenient interpretation of the law, while the other School took the stricter view. The Talmud records over three hundred points of divergence between them, and in the end the teaching of Hillel prevailed. The establishment of a School demanded a systematic presentation of the subject-matter of study. It must be borne in mind that in the Orient, even to-day, memory is more highly developed than in the West. A mass of learning is acquired not from books but from the lips of teachers. Hillel would therefore find it necessary to examine the rules of exegesis which had come down from previous generations, and recommend to his disciples those which he considered logically valid. He adopted seven such principles of interpretation which became generally accepted, though others were added at a later stage. In his instruction he would also have to arrange the large volume of traditional lore for the convenience of the learners. His arrangement was preserved orally and may be regarded as the first edition of the Mishnah.

The next personality to claim attention is Jochanan b. Zakkai, the youngest and most distinguished of Hillel’s disciples, characterized by the master shortly before his death as ‘the father of wisdom and father of (future) generations (of scholars)’ (p. Ned. 39b). He was the outstanding authority at the time of the destruction of the Temple by Titus. Foreseeing the defeat of the Jews in their struggle with Rome, he urged peace because the preservation of Judaism meant more to him than national independence. When his advice was rejected, he planned measures to prevent the extermination of the community when the Temple and State would come to an end. A story tells that, in order to leave the besieged city whose gates were closely guarded by the Jewish zealots, he circulated news of his illness and then of his death. With the connivance of trusted adherents, he was carried out of Jerusalem in a coffin for burial; and only the respect in which he was held saved him from having a spear thrust through his body by the guards who adopted this method of assuring themselves that nobody passed through the gates alive. He thereupon made his way to the Roman camp, gained admission to the presence of Vespasian and petitioned him: ‘Give me Jabneh* and its Sages’ (Git. 56b). The emperor kept his word and Jabneh was spared. At the end of the war Jochanan removed there, with the result that its School, previously of small importance, became the centre of Jewish life and thought. Jabneh replaced the Holy City as the seat of the Sanhedrin and virtually became the new capital. By his foresight, he preserved the Torah from probable annihilation in the national disaster, and thereby assured the survival of the defeated people.

Before the occurrence of the catastrophe, Jochanan had been the foremost antagonist of the Sadducean attitude towards the Torah. On rational grounds he proved it to be inadequate; but events were to provide an even more convincing demonstration of the weakness of the Sadducean position and the strength of the Pharisaic. With the Sadducees Judaism was a hidebound system, fixed for all time by the written code of the Pentateuch; it was also inseparably bound up with the ritual of the Temple. Consequently, when the Sanctuary ceased to exist, the Sadducees very soon afterwards disappeared. The Pharisaic theory of the Oral Torah received remarkable vindication in that time of crisis. It unquestionably kept the religion of the people alive by adapting it to the new conditions which had arisen; and nobody more than Jochanan b. Zakkai achieved that result. In his School at Jabneh he transmitted to his pupils the learning he had received from his master, and they in turn became the teachers of the next generation. He thus forged another link in the chain of Jewish traditional lore.

Passing over one generation we come to the beginning of the second century, when two names stand out prominently. The first is Ishmael b. Elisha, a martyr in the Hadrianic persecution, who was the founder of a School. He specialized in the scientific study of Jewish law, and elaborated the seven rules of Hillel into thirteen, which became the recognized principles of interpretation. His main work was the endeavour to co-ordinate the large number of decisions by attaching them to the Biblical texts from which they were deduced. He composed a commentary on the legalistic passages of the last four Books of the Pentateuch; but only that on Exodus, commencing at chap. xii, has been preserved, although in a later redaction. It is known as Mechilta (Measure).* His work on the other books formed the basis of similar commentaries which were compiled subsequently to the Mishnah, but may be conveniently mentioned here. They are the Sifra* on Leviticus which was edited by Chiyya b. Abba, who flourished in the earlier part of the third century, and the Sifré* on Numbers and Deuteronomy, which doubtless had a separate editor for each book although issued together. The commentary on Numbers seems to date from the same period as the Sifra and that on Deuteronomy belongs to a somewhat later time.

Both the Sifra and Sifré display traces of the influence of another eminent teacher, Akiba b. Joseph, who suffered martyrdom under the Romans in 132. He developed the science of Midrash to its extreme limits. Not a letter of the Scriptural text was held to be without significance, and he gave proof of extraordinary acumen in his interpretations. By the application of his exegetical method, a traditional practice no longer remained detached from the written code. By some means or other it was provided with an authoritative basis in the text.

In addition to his work as expositor and teacher, he also did much as a systematizer. It was said of him that he made the Torah into ‘a series of rings’ (ARN XVIII), by which is to be understood that he collated the multitude of legal dicta which had accumulated down to his time and reduced them to order. He may be described as the architect of the plan of the Mishnah which was brought into existence a century later. Without his pioneer labours the Talmud may never have been ultimately produced. His disciples continued along the lines marked out by him and became the dominating influence in Torah-study during the generations that followed. The most important of them was Meïr, for the reason that he was responsible for the edition of a Mishnah which was accepted by Judah the Prince as the groundwork of his codification.

The Talmud remarks that ‘when Akiba died Judah was born’ (Kid. 72b). As a statement of chronology this is not quite correct, because the date of Judah’s birth was 135. The intention was probably to link together these two pre-eminent figures in the history of Jewish literature. What Akiba started Judah completed. The former was, as stated, the architect and the other was the master-builder.

Judah was the son of a famous teacher, Simeon b. Gamaliel II, and so belonged to a wealthy and influential family. He was given a liberal education, which included Greek, and he enjoyed the friendship of Roman nobles.* His learning and social status combined to give him a position of unquestioned authority among the Jews of Palestine, and for over fifty years until his death in 219 or the following year he occupied the office of Nasi (Prince, Patriarch), i.e. he was the officially recognized leader of his community.

The great achievement of his life was the compilation of the corpus of Jewish law, called the Mishnah. The name is derived from a root shanah, ‘to repeat,’ and indicates oral teaching, what is learnt by repetition. The noun is the opposite of Mikra, ‘the text (of Scripture) for reading.’ It therefore signifies the codification of the Oral Torah in contradistinction to the Written Torah of the Pentateuch. He succeeded in preparing a code which was adopted throughout the Schools of Palestine and Babylon, and it resulted in the disuse of all other collections of laws made by individual Rabbis for their own academies. He established the uniform textbook for future study and discussion.

The language in which it is composed is a vernacular form of Hebrew, distinguished from Biblical Hebrew by a less strict conformity to grammatical rules and the infiltration of Latin and Greek words. It is characterized by extreme terseness of expression and the absence of literary flourishes. The language admirably suits the subject-matter.

Since the Middle Ages the question has been debated whether Judah committed his Mishnah to writing or whether it remained for some time a verbal arrangement. Scholars are still in disagreement, but the weight of opinion is gradually accumulating in favour of the view that it was issued in the form of a written code. It is arranged in six sections called Sedarim (Orders) each Order consists of a number of Massichtoth (Tractates), the total being sixty-three; and each tractate is divided into chapters and subdivided into paragraphs. There are 523 chapters in all.*

The following is a summary of the arrangement and contents of the Mishnah:

I. Order Zeraïm, ‘Seeds’

1. Berachoth, ‘Benedictions’ (Ber. 9 PB).* Regulations dealing with the liturgy.

2. Peah, ‘Corner’ (8 P). Questions arising out of the law concerning ‘the corners of the field’ (Lev. xix. 9).

3. Dammai, ‘Doubtful’ (7 P). Treatment of corn, etc., purchased from a person suspected of not having given the tithe to the priest.

4. Kilayim, ‘Mixtures’ (9 P). On mixture of seeds, cross-breeding, etc., prohibited by Lev. xix. 19.

5. Shebiïth, ‘Seventh’ (10 P). Law of the Sabbatical year (Exod. xxiii. II; Lev. xxv 2 ff. Deut xv I ff ).

6. Terumoth, ‘Heave-offerings’ (11 P). Law of the heave-offering (Num. xviii. 8 ff.).

7 Maaseroth, Tithes’ (5 P). Law of the tithe of the Levite (Num. xviii. 21 ff ).

8. Maaser Shéni, ‘Second Tithe’ (5 P). Regulations based on Deut. xiv. 22 ff.

9. Challah, ‘Dough’ (4 P). The portion of dough to be given to the priests according to Num. xv. 21.

10. Orlah, ‘Uncircumcision’ (3 P). Law of fruits of trees during the first four years of planting (Lev. xix. 23 ff.).

11. Bikkurim, ‘First-fruits’ (3 P). The first-fruits brought to the Temple (Deut. xxvi. I ff.).

II. Order Moéd, ‘Season’

1. Shabbath, ‘Sabbath’ (Shab. 24 PB). Prohibited labour during the Sabbath.

2. Erubin, ‘Amalgamations’ (Erub. 10 PB). Treats of a technical point which arises out of a Sabbatical law, viz. the boundary which may not be overstepped on the Sabbath and how it may be extended.

3. Pesachim, ‘Passovers’ (Pes. 10 PB). Observance of the Passover-Festival.

4. Shekalim, ‘Shekels’ (Shek. 8 P). The annual tax to the Temple treasury (Exod. xxx. 2 ff ).

5. Joma, ‘The Day’ (8 PB). The ritual of the Day of Atonement (Lev. xvi).

6. Sukkah, ‘Booth’ (Suk. 5 PB). Observance of the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. xxiii. 34 ff ).

7. Bétzah, ‘Egg’ also called Jom Tob, ‘Festival’ (Betz. 5 PB). On prohibited and permitted labour on a festival.

8. Rosh Hashanah, ‘New Year’ (R.H. 4 PB). Observance of the feast which marks the New Year.

9. Taanith, ‘Fast’ (Taan. 4 PB). On the public fasts.

10. Megillah, ‘Scroll’ (Meg. 4 PB). Concerning the public recital of the Book of Esther on the Feast of Purim (Esth. ix. 28).

11. Moéd Katan, ‘Minor Feast’ (M.K. 3 PB). Concerning the intermediate days of Passover and Tabernacles.

12. Chagigah, ‘Festival Offering’ (Chag. 3 PB). On the sacrifices offered on the three Pilgrimage-Festivals (Deut. xvi. 16 f.).

III. Order Nashim, ‘Women’

1. Jebamoth, ‘Levirate Marriage’ (Jeb. 16 PB). Deals with the law of marriage with a childless sister-in-law (Deut. xxv. 5 ff.) and forbidden degrees of relationship in connection with marriage (Lev. xviii).

2. Kethuboth, ‘Marriage Documents’ (Keth. 13 PB). Treats of the dowry and marriage-settlement.

3. Nedarim, ‘Vows’ (Ned. 11 PB). On the making and annulment of vows particularly with regard to women (Num. xxx. 3 ff.).

4. Nazir, ‘Nazirite’ (Naz. 9 PB). Concerning the vow of the Nazirite (Num. vi).

5. Sotah, ‘Suspected Adultress ‘(Sot. 9 PB). Relating to the wife suspected of infidelity (Num. v. 12 ff.).

6. Gittin, ‘Divorces’ (Git. 9 PB). Laws relating to the annulment of marriage (Deut. xxiv, 1 ff.).

7. Kiddushin, ‘Sanctification’ (Kid. 4 PB). On the marriage status.

IV. Order Nezikin, ‘Torts’

1. Baba Kamma, ‘The First Gate’ (B.K. 10 PB). On damages to property and injury to the person.

2. Baba Metzia, ‘The Middle Gate’ (B.M. 10 PB). On found property, bailment, sales, and hiring.

3. Baba Bathra, ‘The Last Gate’ (B.B. 10 PB). On real estate and hereditary succession.

4. Sanhedrin, ‘Courts’ (Sanh. 11 PB). Deals with courts of law and their procedure and capital crimes.

5. Makkoth, ‘Stripes’ (Mak. 3 PB). On the punishment of perjurers, cities of refuge (Num. xxxv. 10 ff.) and crimes punished by lashes.

6. Shebuoth, ‘Oaths’ (8 PB). On the oaths made privately or administered in a court.

7. Eduyyoth, ‘Testimonies’ (Eduy. 8). A collection of testimonies of Rabbis concerning the decisions of earlier authorities.

8. Abodah Zarah, ‘Idolatry’ (A.Z. 5 PB). On heathenish rites and worship.

9. Pirké Aboth, ‘Chapters of the Fathers’ (Aboth 5). An ethical treatise collecting the favourite maxims of the Tannaïm. There is also an Appendix called ‘the Chapter of R. MeÍr on the Acquisition of the Torah.’

10. Horayoth, ‘Decisions’ (Hor. 3 PB). On inadvertent sin through the misdirection of religious authorities.

V. Order Kodashim, ‘Sanctities’

1. Zebachim, ‘Sacrifices’ (Zeb. 14 B). On the sacrificial system of the Temple.

2. Menachoth, ‘Meal-offerings’ (Men. 13 B). Deals with the meal and drink offerings (Lev. ii).

3. Chullin, ‘Profane Things’ (Chul. 12 B). On the slaughter of animals and the dietary laws.

4. Bechoroth, ‘Firstborns’ (Bech. 9 B). Concerning the firstborn of man and animals (Exod. xiii. 12 ff.; Num. xviii. 15 ff.).

5. Arachin, ‘Estimations’ (Arach. 9 B). On the value-equivalent of persons and objects vowed to the Temple (Lev. xxvii).

6. Temurah, ‘Substitution’ (Tem. 7B). Treats of the exchange of animals dedicated as a sacrifice (Lev. xxvii. 10, 33).

7. Kerithoth, ‘Excisions’ (Ker. 6 B). On the sins punishable by ‘cutting off’ (cf. Exod. xii. 15).

8. Meilah, ‘Trespass’ (6 B). On the sacrilegious treatment of Temple property.

9. Tamid, ‘Continual Offering’ (7 B). Describes the daily ritual in the Temple.

10. Middoth, ‘Dimensions’ (5). On the architecture of the Temple.

11. Kinnim, ‘Birds’ Nests’ (3). On the offerings of birds (Lev. i. 14; v. 7; xii. 8).

VI. Order Teharoth, ‘Purities’

1. Kélim, ‘Vessels’ (30). Deals with the ritualistic defilement of utensils Lev, xi. 33 ff.).

2. Ohaloth, ‘Tents’ (18). On the defilement caused by a corpse (Num. xix. 14 ff.).

3. Negaïm, ‘Plagues’ (14). Laws relating to leprosy (Lev. xiii f.).

4. Parah, ‘Cow’ (12). Regulations concerning the Red Heifer (Num. xix).

5. Teharoth, ‘Purities’ (10). A euphemism for the defilements which last until sunset (Lev. xi. 24 ff.).

6. Mikwaoth, ‘Baths’ (10). On the requirements of cisterns to be used for ritualistic purification (Lev. xv. II f.).

7. Niddah, ‘Uncleanness of Menstruation’ (Nid. io PB). Deals with the laws of Lev. xii; xv. 19 ff.

8. Machshirin, ‘Preparations’ (6). On liquids as a conductor of defilement (Lev. xi. 34, 37 f.).

9. Zabim, ‘Persons Suffering from a Running Issue’ (5). Treats of uncleanness caused by physical issues (Lev. xv. 2 ff.).

10. Tebul Jom, ‘Immersed during a Day’ (4). On the status of a person who has undergone immersion but whose purification is not complete until sunset.

11. Jadayim ‘Hands’ (Jad. 4). On the defilement of the hands and their purification.

12. Uktzin ‘Stalks’ (Uktz. 3). Treats of fruit-stalks as a conductorof defilement.

APOCRYPHAL TRACTATES OF POST-MISHNAIC DATE

Aboth d’Rabbi Nathan (ARN 41). An elaboration of Pirké Aboth.

Sopherim, ‘Scribes’ (Soph. 21). Deals with the rules for the writing of scrolls of the Torah for use in the Synagogue and other liturgical matters.

Ebel Rabbathi, ‘The Great Mourning,’ more usually called euphemistically Semachoth, ‘Joys’ (Sem. 14). Regulations concerning burial and mourning customs.

Kallah, ‘Bride.’ A short tractate in one chapter on Chastity.

Dérech Eretz Rabbah, ‘Large Treatise on Behaviour’ (11). On prohibited marriages and ethical conduct.

Dérech Eretz Zuta, ‘Small Treatise on Behaviour’ (10). Collection of rules of good conduct.

Pérek Shalom, A Chapter on Peace.’

Gérim, ‘Prosclytes’ (4). Rules concerning conversion to Judaism.

Kuthim, ‘Samaritans’ (2). On practices of Samaritans in relation to Jewish law.

Abadim, ‘Slaves’ (3). Concerning Hebrew slaves.

To these must be added four small tractates published, together with the last three enumerated above, by R. Kirchheim in 1851.

Sépher Torah,’ Scroll of the Law’; Mezuzah, ‘Sign on the Door-post’ (Deut. vi. 9); Tephillin, ‘Phylacteries’; and Tzitzith, ‘Fringes’ (Num. xv. 38).

There has come down to us another work, analogous to the Mishnah, called Tosifta (Supplement). It is also a collection of laws in systematic arrangement, in many respects running parallel to the Mishnah, but containing additional matter. The style is more diffuse than that employed by Judah, and it frequently adds the proof-texts which are normally omitted in the Mishnah. Its exact relationship to the official codification has not yet been determined, and many problems connected with its authorship still remain in doubt. The nucleus of the work is now usually attributed to two Rabbis of the third century, Rabbah and Oshaya, although in its present form it probably dates from the fifth century.*

§ III. GEMARA AND MIDRASH


The purpose which Judah had in view in editing the Mishnah was not to fix the law. That would have been contrary to the spirit which animated the Rabbis and militated against the fundamental principle of the Oral Torah. His object was to facilitate its study. For that reason he records the opposing views of different authorities, but where an accepted decision had been arrived at he indicates what it is. His codification stimulated further research rather than checked it.

The Mishnah provided the schools with a much needed textbook, and its use rapidly advanced Torah-study both in extent and depth. Every clause was carefully examined and discussed for the purpose of testing its validity, definition, and scope. The editor had by no means exhausted the whole of the available material in his compilation, and teachers had handed down by word of mouth or in writing many legal opinions which had not been incorporated in the Mishnah. Such an excluded dictum is called Baraita, ‘that which is external.’ A debate on a paragraph of the Mishnah often opens with the quotation of a Baraita which appears to take a different side on the law in question, and much ingenuity is expended in the harmonization of the two opinions.

For several centuries to come, scholarship among the Jews consisted mainly, if not entirely, in the acquisition of knowledge of the Mishnah and the commentary which gradually accumulated around it. This commentary is designated Gemara (Completion), because it completes the Mishnah. Its exponents, in contrast to the pre-Mishnaic Rabbis or Tannaïm, were named Amoraïm (Speakers, Expounders).* The principal Schools where this study was prosecuted were Caesarea, Sepphoris, Tiberias, and Usha in Palestine, and Nehardea, Sura, and Pombeditha in Babylon.

The Palestinian and Babylonian Academies carried on their researches independently, although Rabbis passed to and fro between the countries and in this way created an interchange of views. In Palestine the most distinguished teacher was Jochanan b. Nappacha (199–279), the head of the Academy of Tiberias. He began the collection of the reports of the discussions which were taking place on the Mishnah in the Palestinian Schools. He cannot be accredited, as used to be supposed, with the composition of the Palestinian Talmud, since authorities belonging to three generations after his death are cited in it. He may well have laid the foundation of the work which others added to until towards the end of the fourth century it reached its final form. The Mishnah, with its commentary the Gemara, are together denoted the Talmud (Study), an abbreviation of Talmud Torah.

The Palestinian Talmud, accordingly, consists of the text of the Mishnah and the glosses upon it which emanated from the Academies of that country. Simultaneously the same process was at work in Babylon. The Jewish community there was more numerous and better circumstanced than their co-religionists in Palestine, and they produced or attracted men of superior intellectual powers. At any rate, the teaching in its Schools was deeper and more thorough, and this distinction is clearly evident in the compilation of the Gemara which was made there. R. Ashé (352–427) began the task of its composition, to which he devoted thirty years, leaving it unfinished at his death. Rabina brought it to a close in 499.

Neither Talmud consists of a complete Gemara, although there is evidence that it existed on certain tractates where it is no longer extant. In the Palestinian Talmud it covers thirty-nine tractates and in the Babylonian thirty-seven; but the Babylonian Gemara is seven to eight times the size of the other.

The first complete edition of both Talmuds, as we now have them, was issued by Daniel Bomberg in Venice, the Babylonian in 1520–3 and the Palestinian in 1523–4. His pagination has been followed in nearly all subsequent issues. He printed the Palestinian Talmud without any commentary, two columns on each side of the folio; but the Babylonian Talmud he printed with a portion of the Gemara in the centre of each side surrounded by the commentary of Solomon b. Isaac (better known as Rashi, 1040–1105), and notes of later glossators called Tosafists.*

The language of the two Talmuds also varies and represents two different dialects of Aramaic. The Palestinian Gemara is composed in Western Aramaic and closely resembles the Biblical Aramaic of parts of Ezra and Daniel. The Babylonian Gemara is in Eastern Aramaic, which is more akin to Mandaitic.

From the sketch which has been given of the history of the Talmud, it at once becomes evident that it cannot be regarded, in the strict sense of the term, as a literary work. The ordinary canons of literature do not apply to it. Although, in so far as it follows the text of the Mishnah, it is founded on a system, if taken as a whole it presents the appearance of a disorderly mass of the most heterogeneous material. As a record of the proceedings of the Schools, it faithfully reflects all that was discussed within their walls. Teachers and pupils allowed themselves to digress from the point under examination and wander off at will into every conceivable kind of topic. They relieved the tedium of a keen debate on an abstruse legal theme by taking up a lighter subject. They poured forth for mutual edification the treasures stored in their memories relating to history, legend, folk-lore, medicine, astronomy, botany, zoology, and a host of other matters. Not only the sharp battle of wits but likewise the ordinary conversation which passed within the Academies—all are vividly portrayed in the Talmud.

Furthermore, Torah, as understood by the Rabbis, touched life at every point. It dealt with the whole existence of the human being. Religion, ethics, the physical life—even his superstitions—in fact, nothing that pertained to man fell outside its purview. Therefore, instructors and disciples could not restrict their discussions to questions of law. They were in the closest touch with the mass of the people, and what the ordinary man and woman were thinking and saying penetrated into the Schools and found a place on the Talmudic folios.

The miscellaneous material which constitutes the subject-matter of the Talmud is divisible into two main categories known as Halachah and Haggadah. The former term denotes ‘walking,’ and indicates the way of life to tread in conformity with the precepts of the Torah. It therefore comprises the Mishnah and that section of the Gemara which treats of law. The Halachah is the logical working out by many generations of devoted scholars of the theory devised by Ezra for the salvation of the people of Israel. It provided the community as a whole and its individual members with a distinctive code of action which fulfilled the purpose of keeping the Jewish consciousness alive. The Halachah moulded the existence of the Jew. It directed his steps so that he walked humbly with his God. It also created a breakwater, behind which he found security from the alien influences that tended to sweep him from his racial moorings. Its efficacy as a preservative force has been thoroughly tested and proved by centuries of experience down to the present day. The Halachah is the regime under which the Jew lived qua Jew in past generations and still lives; and it supplies the answer to the question why a minority has for such a length of time maintained its identity and not been absorbed in the surrounding majority.

Even if it were possible to isolate the Halachah from the other elements in the Talmud, it would still be a mistake to envisage it as a system of dry legalism devoid of all spiritual content, as its critics invariably allege. A modern student of Rabbinic literature has truly said: ‘The Pharisees and the Rabbis were, before anything else, teachers; and what they set out to teach was practical religion, the doing of right actions for the service of God and man. They sought to strengthen the factors which make for unity and peace amongst men—the sense of justice, truth, probity, brotherly love, sympathy, mercy, forbearance, and the rest—in a word, to raise the moral standard amongst their people from age to age. They had this purpose mainly in view when they developed the Halachah and kept it from becoming a rigid system. They made it a means of ethical training by defining right conduct in terms of a progressive morality, a standard which was raised and not lowered in course of time.’*

But it is impossible to separate the Halachah from the other main constituent, the Haggadah, without creating a distorted picture of Rabbinic teaching. The Haggadah was the concern of the same teachers who pondered over the technicalities of the Halachah. The two were imparted side by side in the same Schools to the same pupils, and together they form the interwoven strands from which the Talmud was constructed.

Haggadah (Narration), therefore, signifies the non-legal sections of Rabbinic literature, and is equally important as the other for a correct understanding of the world of thought which generations of teachers lovingly evolved. Striking though the contrast be between Halachah and Haggadah, they complement each other, spring from the same root, and aim at the same goal. If the Halachah pointed out the way of the godly life, so did the Haggadah. ‘Is it your desire to know Him Who spake and the world came into being? Learn the Haggadah; for from it you will come to know the Holy One, blessed be He, and cleave to His ways’ (Sifré Deut. § 49; 85a). They both grew from the same soil. Exactly as the Rabbi strove to derive sanction for a legal decision from the text of the Torah, he likewise endeavoured to corroborate an ethical or moral lesson by a quotation from that source. ‘As it is said,’ or ‘as it is written,’ followed by a Scriptural reference, is the ordinary way of presenting a piece of Haggadah. One important point of difference must, however, be noted. Whereas the Halachah remained the law to be observed in practice until it was abrogated by a competent authority, Haggadah was always held to be nothing more than the personal opinion of the teacher. It possessed no binding force upon the community as a whole or any part of it.

A Jewish scholar has happily defined the relationship of these two elements in the following terms: Halachah is law incarnate; Haggadah liberty regulated by law bearing the impress of morality. Halachah stands for the rigid* authority of the law, for the absolute importance of theory—the law and theory which the Haggadah illustrates by public opinion and the dicta of common-sense morality. The Halachah embraces the statutes enjoined by oral tradition, which was the unwritten commentary of the ages on the Written Law, along with the discussions of the Academies of Palestine and Babylonia, resulting in the final formulating of the Halachic ordinances. The Haggadah, while also starting from the word of the Bible, only plays with it, explaining it by sagas and legends, by tales and poems, allegories, ethical reflections, and historical reminiscences. For it, the Bible was not only the supreme law, from whose behests there was no appeal, but also “a golden nail upon which” the Haggadah “hung its gorgeous tapestries,” so that the Bible word was the introduction, refrain, text, and subject of the poetical glosses of the Talmud. It was the province of the Halachah to build, upon the foundation of Biblical law, a legal superstructure capable of resisting the ravages of time, and, unmindful of contemporaneous distress and hardship, to trace out, for future generations, the extreme logical consequences of the Law in its application. To the Haggadah belonged the high, ethical mission of consoling, edifying, exhorting, and teaching a nation suffering the pangs, and threatened with the spiritual stagnation, of exile; of proclaiming that the glories of the past prefigured a future of equal brilliancy, and that the very wretchedness of the present was part of the divine plan outlined in the Bible. If the simile is accurate that likens the Halachah to the ramparts about Israel’s Sanctuary, which every Jew was ready to defend with his last drop of blood, then the Haggadah must seem “flowery mazes, of exotic colours and bewildering fragrance,” within the shelter of the Temple walls.’*

We have seen that from the time of the Babylonian exile the practice grew of Jews gathering together for the purpose of hearing the Pentateuch read and expounded, and from this kind of assembly the Synagogue originated. Right through the Talmudic period, not to speak of later ages, the Synagogue was the school of the public as well as the place of prayer. The mass of the people who had no time or inclination or ability for Halachic dialectics had their need of religious learning catered for within its precincts. In particular, the Sabbath afternoons were spent in listening to discourses which were intended to satisfy the eager audience intellectually, spiritually, and morally. Homilies corrective of prevalent faults, addresses to instil hope and courage into a harassed community and preserve its will to live, lectures on the relation of God and His Universe or of man and his Maker, skilful elucidations of Scriptural texts which revealed them in a new light or opened up fresh avenues of thought—such was the fare provided in the Synagogues for the instruction and delectation of the people.

With such a comprehensive goal in view, it will be readily appreciated that the preacher would not be satisfied with imparting to his hearers merely the superficial interpretation of the Bible. More than the desire to understand and teach the meaning of a verse was the eagerness to see what the verse could be made to mean. Four methods of exegesis were employed, and they are indicated by the consonants of the word for ‘garden, Paradise’ (Pardes). They were, respectively: Peshat (simple), i.e. literal interpretation; Remez (allusion), i.e. allegorical explanation; Derash (exposition), i.e. homiletical commentary; and Sod (mystery), i.e. esoteric teaching. By these methods the teachers garnered rich stores of ideas which contributed to the material of the Haggadah.

It follows, therefore, that apart from the Schools, a fertile source of Haggadic teaching was found in the Synagogues. In course of time a desire was felt to have this material collected for private reading and study. This need created the branch of Rabbinic literature called Midrashim. The most important of them is the Midrash Rabbah (Great Midrash), which has the form of a kind of Haggadic Gemara on the Pentateuch and the five Megilloth or Scrolls—Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther—which were read during the Synagogue services in the course of a year. These were compiled at various dates between the fifth and twelfth centuries, but the material belongs in the main to the period of the Talmud. Other notable Haggadic works are the Midrash Tanchuma on the Pentateuch,* which emanated from a Palestinian Rabbi named Tanchuma who lived in the latter part of the fourth century, but in its extant form is of much later date; the Pesikta d’Rab Kahana on the lessons read on festivals and special Sabbaths, which belongs to the sixth century;* and a Midrash on the Psalms.*

These are the sources which are drawn upon in the pages that follow to illustrate the doctrines of the Talmud. They faithfully mirror the world of ideas in which the Jews lived during the great formative period, extending from the third century B.C. to the end of the fifth century A.D., the period which witnessed the development of the Mosaic and prophetical dispensations into the Judaism which has survived to the present day.
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CHAPTER I

THE DOCTRINE OF GOD

§ I. EXISTENCE

As in the Bible, so throughout the literature of the Rabbis, the existence of God is regarded as an axiomatic truth. No proofs are offered to convince the Jew that there must be a God. To avoid the profane use of the sacred Name, in accordance with the Third Commandment, various designations were devised, common among them being ‘the Creator’ and ‘He Who spake and the world came into being.’ They indicate the view that the existence of God follows inevitably from the existence of the Universe.

This thought is well expressed in the Midrashic account of the first interview which took place between Pharaoh and Moses and Aaron. When the Egyptian king asked them, ‘Who is your God that I should hearken unto His voice?’ they replied, ‘The Universe is filled with the might and power of our God. He existed ere the world was created, and He will continue in being when the world comes to a final end. He formed you and infused into you the breath of life. He stretched forth the heavens and laid the foundations of the earth. His voice hews out flames of fire, rends mountains asunder and shatters rocks. His bow is fire and His arrows flames. His spear is a torch, His shield the clouds and His sword the lightning. He fashioned mountains and hills and covered them with grass. He makes the rains and dew to descend, and causes the herbage to sprout. He also forms the embryo in the mother’s womb and enables it to issue forth as a living being’ (Exod. R. v. 14).

That Nature reveals God is illustrated by the tradition that Abraham discovered His existence by reasoning back to a First Cause. Two different versions of his discovery are given. According to one story, when he revolted against idolatry, his father took him before King Nimrod, who demanded that since he would not worship images he should worship fire. The following argument ensued. ‘Abraham replied to him: “We should rather worship water which extinguishes fire.” Nimrod said to him: “Then worship water.” Abraham retorted: “If so, we should worship the cloud which carries water!” Nimrod said: “Then worship the cloud.” Abraham retorted: “If so, we should worship the wind which disperses the cloud!” Nimrod said: “Then worship the wind.” Abraham retorted: “Rather should we worship the human being who carries the wind!”’* (Gen. R. XXXVIII. 13).	Such a line of reasoning leads to the hypothesis of an ultimate Creator.

The other legend tells that Abraham had to be hidden away soon after his birth because astrologers had warned King Nimrod that a child was about to be born who would overthrow his kingdom, and advised that he be killed while still a babe. The child lived with a nurse in a cave for three years. The story continues: ‘When he left the cave, his heart kept reflecting upon the creation of the Universe, and he determined to worship all the luminaries until he discovered which of them was God. He saw the moon whose light illumined the darkness of night from one end of the world to the other and noticed the vast retinue of stars. “This is God,” he exclaimed, and worshipped it throughout the night. In the morning when he beheld the dawn of the sun before which the moon darkened and its power waned, he exclaimed: “The light of the moon must be derived from the light of the sun, and the Universe only exists through the sun’s rays.” So he worshipped the sun throughout the day. In the evening, the sun sank below the horizon, its power waned, and the moon reappeared with the stars and the planets. He thereupon exclaimed: “Surely these all have a Master and God!”’*

Another Rabbinic passage teaches that it is possible to arrive at a realization of God out of one’s spiritual consciousness, and by this method Abraham and others discovered His existence. ‘Abraham perceived the Holy One, blessed be He, by himself and nobody taught him this knowledge. He is one of four human beings who accomplished this. Job perceived the Holy One, blessed be He, by himself, as it is said “I have treasured up the words of His mouth from my bosom”* (Job xxiii. 12). Hezekiah, King of Judah, likewise perceived the Holy One, blessed be He, by himself, since it is written concerning him: “Butter and honey shall he eat, when he knoweth to refuse the evil and choose the good” (Is. vii. 15). The King Messiah also perceived the Holy One, blessed be He, by himself’ (Num. R. XIV. 2).

Not only is God the Creator of the Universe, but the cosmic order is ever dependent upon His will. Creation is not an act in the past which continues automatically. The processes of Nature represent the unceasing functioning of the divine creative power.* ‘Every hour He makes provision for all who come into the world according to their need. In His Grace He satisfies all creatures, not the good and righteous alone, but also the wicked and idolaters’ (Mech. to xviii. 12; 59a). ‘During a third of the day He is occupied with sustaining the whole world from the mightiest to the most insignificant of living beings’ (A.Z. 3b).

In their intercourse with Gentiles, the Rabbis were sometimes challenged to demonstrate that the God they worshipped, an invisible Deity, was actual. It is recorded that the Emperor Hadrian said to R. Joshua b. Chananya: ‘I desire to behold your God.’ ‘That is an impossibility,’ he replied. The emperor persisted; so the Rabbi bade him face the sun, it being the time of the summer solstice, and said: ‘Gaze at that.’ ‘I cannot,’ he answered. Whereupon the Rabbi exclaimed: You admit that you are unable to look at the sun, which is only one of the attendants upon the Holy One, blessed be He; how much more beyond your power must it be to look at God Himself!’ (Chul. 59b et seq.).

Whether atheism, in the sense of the dogmatic denial of God’s existence, was accepted by anybody in Biblical and Rabbinic times is doubtful; but both in Bible and Talmud the concern was with the practical atheist who conducted his life as though he would never be held to account for his deeds. In Biblical literature the statement ‘There is no God’ is made by the Nabal, i.e. the morally corrupt person who, while acknowledging the existence of a Creator, refused to believe that He was at all interested in the actions of His creatures.* His counterpart in the Talmud is the Apikoros, or Epicurean, who likewise ‘denies the fundamental principle of religion’ (B.B. 16b) by his abominable conduct. The Rabbis defined the atheist as one who affirmed ‘There is no judgment and no Judge’ (Gen. R. XXVI. 6) in the Universe, irrespective of his disbelief in the existence of God.*

On one occasion, it is related, R. Reuben stayed in Tiberias, and a philosopher asked him: ‘Who is the most hateful person in the world?’ The person who denies his Creator,’ was the reply. ‘How is that?’ the philosopher asked; and the Rabbi answered: ‘Honour thy father and thy mother; thou shalt not murder; thou shalt not commit adultery; thou shalt not steal; thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour; thou shalt not covet—behold, a person does not repudiate any of these laws until he repudiates the root of them (viz. God Who ordained them); and nobody proceeds to commit a transgression without first having denied Him Who prohibited it’ (Tosifta Shebuoth III. 6).

According to Talmudic teaching, therefore, the existence of God was more than an intellectual affirmation; it included moral obligation. The recital of the declaration: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one’ (Deut. vi. 4), which forms part of the morning and evening prayers of the Jew, is defined as ‘the acceptance of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven’ (Ber. II. 2), which means submission to the Divine discipline.


§ II. UNITY


The conception of God held by the Rabbis is monotheistic in the strictest degree. ‘He created in the beginning one man only, so that heretics should not say that there are several Powers in heaven’ (Sanh. 38a); since, had there been more human beings created at first, it might be argued that some had been formed by God and the remainder by other deities. ‘All agree,’ it is stated, ‘that nothing was created on the first day, so that people should not say that the archangel Michael stretched the south end of the firmament and Gabriel the north end; for “I am the Lord that stretched forth the heavens alone” (Is. xliv. 24)’ (Gen. R. I. 3).

On the verse, ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one,’ the comment is made: The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel, ‘My children, everything that I created in the Universe is in pairs—e.g. heaven and earth, the sun and moon, Adam and Eve, this world and the World to Come; but I am one and alone in the Universe’ (Deut. R. II. 31).

Stress was laid upon the Unity of God in defence against two currents of thought. The first was idolatry, which was identified by the Rabbis with immoral living, doubtless under the impression caused by Roman and Greek polytheism. The idolater ‘breaks the yoke of God’s law from off him’ (Sifré Num. § III 31b), itwas said; i.e. he lives without moral restraint. ‘He who professes idolatry repudiates the Ten Commandments’ (ibid.) expresses the same thought still more explicitly. The rejection of the first half of the Decalogue results in the infraction of the second half. The same idea underlies such statements as ‘The prohibition of idolatry is equal in weight to all the other commandments of the Torah’ (Hor. 8a); ‘So important is the matter of idolatry, that whoever rejects it is as though he acknowledges the whole Torah’ (Chul. 5a).

The moral implications of the concept may be seen from the Rabbinic decision, ‘If a person is required to transgress all the ordinances of the Torah under threat of being put to death, he may do so with the exception of those relating to idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed’ (Sanh. 74a).

The Rabbis also had occasion to defend the monotheistic view of God against attack from the early Christians who sought a foundation for their trinitarian doctrine in the text of the Hebrew Bible. The principal passage bearing on the subject reads: ‘The Minim* asked R. Simlai, “How many gods created the Universe?” He answered: “Let us consult the former days; for it is written, ‘Ask now of the former days which were before thee, since the day that God* created man upon the earth’ (Deut. iv. 32). It is not written here ‘created’ as a verb in the plural, but in the singular, denoting therefore a singular subject. The same answer applies to Genesis i. I.”

‘R. Simlai said: “In every place where you find a text which is used by the Minim in support of their opinions, you will find the refutation by its side.” They returned and asked him: “What of that which is written, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness’ (Gen. i. 26)?” He answered: “Read what follows: it is not said, ‘And gods created man in their image,’ but ‘And God created man in His own image.” When they had departed, his disciples said to him: “You have thrust them aside with a reed; what answer will you give us?” He said to them: “In the past Adam was created from the dust of the ground and Eve was created from Adam. Henceforward it is to be ‘in our image, after our likeness’—meaning, man will not be able to come into existence without woman, nor woman without man, nor both without the Shechinah.”’*

‘They returned and asked him: “What is that which is written, ‘The Lord, the God of gods, the Lord, the God of gods,* He knoweth’ (Josh. xxii. 22)?” He answered: “It is not written ‘they know’ but ‘He knoweth.’” His disciples (after their departure) said to him: “You have thrust them aside with a reed; what answer will you give us?” He said to them: “The three of them are a Divine name; just as a person refers to a king as Basileus, Caesar, and Augustus”’ (Gen. R. VIII. 9).

Religious polemic also underlies this piece of commentary: ‘The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “I am the first” (Is. xliv. 6) for I have no father; “and I am the last” for I have no brother; “and beside me there is no God “for I have no son’ (Exod. R. XXIX. 5).

Since monotheism was the important characteristic dogma of Judaism which distinguished it from the other religions of that age, we have the declaration: ‘Whoever repudiates idolatry is accounted a Jew’ (Meg. 13a).


§ III. INCORPOREALITY


Closely bound up with the doctrine of God’s Unity was the teaching that He has no bodily form. To account for the numerous passages in the Bible where physical organs are attributed to Him, the Rabbis remarked: ‘We borrow terms from His creatures to apply to Him in order to assist the understanding’ (Mech. to xix. 18; 65a).*

To assist the comprehension of the place of the incorporeal God in the Universe, an analogy is drawn from the incorporeal part of the human being—the soul. ‘As the Holy One, blessed be He, fills the whole world, so also the soul fills the whole body. As the Holy One, blessed be He, sees but cannot be seen, so also the soul sees but cannot be seen. As the Holy One, blessed be He, nourishes the whole world, so also the soul nourishes the whole body. As the Holy One, blessed be He, is pure, so also the soul is pure. As the Holy One, blessed be He, dwells in the inmost part of the Universe, so also the soul dwells in the inmost part of the body’ (Ber. 10a).

‘In the same manner that nobody knows the place of the soul, so does nobody know the place of the Holy One, blessed be He. Even the holy Chayyoth* which bear the Throne of Glory do not know where is His place and therefore exclaim: “Blessed be the glory of the Lord from His place” (Ezek. iii. 12).* It happened that somebody asked R. Gamaliel where the Holy One, blessed be He, was located. He replied: “I do not know.” The other said to him: “This is your wisdom that you daily offer prayer to Him without knowing where He is!” R. Gamaliel answered him: “You have questioned me concerning One Who is remote from me a distance corresponding to a journey of three thousand five hundred years.* Let me question you about something which is with you day and night and tell me where it is—I refer to your soul!” The man said: “I do not know.” Then the Rabbi retorted: “May you perish! You cannot tell me the place of something which is actually with you; and you ask me about One Who is remote from me a distance corresponding to a journey of three thousand five hundred years!” The man thereupon said: “We act well, because we worship the works of our hands which we can always see.” “Yes,” was the reply, “you can see the works of your hands but they cannot see you. The Holy One, blessed be He, sees the works of His hands but they cannot see Him!”’ (Midrash to Ps. ciii. 1; 217a).

Despite the insistence on the incorporeality of God, Rabbinic literature contains numerous passages which rather startle the reader by reason of their strong anthropomorphic ascriptions. He is said to wear the phylacteries (Ber. 6a) and wrap Himself in the Tallit or praying-shawl (R.H. 17b); He offers prayer to Himself and studies the Torah during three hours of the day (A.Z. 3b); He weeps over the failings of His creatures (Chag. 5b), and much more of a similar character. He is likewise depicted as performing certain deeds which would be considered meritorious in a human being. He interested Himself in the marriage of Adam and Eve, acting as groomsman to the former and plaiting the bride’s hair to adorn her for her husband (Ber. 61a). He visits the sick, sympathizes with the mourner and buries the dead (Gen. R. VIII. 13).

However these passages be explained, it is impossible to maintain that their authors believed in a corporeal God Who actually performed the actions ascribed to Him. One scholar accounts for them as ‘the humanizing of the Deity and endowing Him with all the qualities and attributes which tend towards making God accessible to man.’* More probably the thought behind them is the doctrine of imitation. As will be shown later,* the Imitation of God is a cardinal principle of human conduct in Rabbinic ethics, and it applies to the whole of life—to religious observances as well as to moral conduct. God is accordingly represented as Himself obeying the precepts which He desires Israel to observe.

This theory is supported by the statement: ‘The attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He, are unlike those of a human being. The latter instructs others what they are to do but may not practise it himself. Not so is the Holy One, blessed be He; whatever He does He commands Israel to perform’ (Exod. R. XXX. 9).


§ IV. OMNIPRESENCE


A corollary of God’s incorporeality is His omnipresence. A finite body must be located in space, but to the infinite Spirit space is meaningless. ‘With an earthly king, when he is in the bedchamber he cannot be in the reception-hall; but the Holy One, blessed be He, fills the upper regions and the lower. As it is said, “His glory is over the earth and heaven” (Ps. cxlviii. 13)—simultaneously; and it is written, “Do not I fill the heaven and the earth?” (Jer. xxiii. 24)’ (Midrash to Ps. xxiv. 5; 103a).

A common term for the Deity in Rabbinic literature is ‘the Place,’ which originates in the doctrine: ‘The Holy One, blessed be He, is the place of His Universe, but His Universe is not His place’ (Gen. R. LXVIII. 9), i.e. He encompasses space but space does not encompass Him.

The omnipresence of God is finely taught in the following anecdote: ‘A ship, belonging to a heathen owner, was once sailing over the sea, one of the passengers being a Jewish boy. A great storm arose, and all the Gentiles aboard took hold of their idols and prayed to them, but to no avail. Seeing that their prayers had been in vain, they said to the lad: “Call upon your God, for we have heard that He answers your petitions when you cry to Him and that He is all-powerful.” The boy immediately stood up and called with all his heart upon God, Who hearkened to his prayer, and the sea became calm. On reaching land, they disembarked to purchase their requirements and said to him: “Do you not wish to buy anything?” He answered: “What do you want of a poor alien like me?” They exclaimed: “You a poor alien! We are the poor aliens; for some of us are here and have our gods in Babylon; others have them in Rome; others have their gods with them but they are of no benefit to us. As for you, however, wherever you go your God is with you!”’ (p. Ber. 13b).

There is also an anecdote about a Gentile who asked a Rabbi: ‘What purpose did your God have in speaking with Moses from the midst of a bush?’ He answered: ‘To teach that there is no place void of the Divine Presence, not even so lowly a thing as a bush’ (Exod. R. II. 5). The saying is attributed to God: ‘In every place where you find the imprint of men’s feet there am I’ (Mech. to xvii. 6; 52b).

The Talmud offers this demonstration of divine omnipresence: ‘The messengers of God are unlike those of men. The messengers of men are obliged to return to those who sent them with the object of their mission; but God’s messengers return at the place whither they had been dispatched. It is written: “Canst thou send forth lightnings, that they may go and say unto thee, Here we are?” (Job xxxviii. 35). It is not stated “they return” but “they go and say,” i.e. wherever they go they are in the presence of God. Hence it is to be deduced that the Shechinah is in every place’ (Mech. to xii. 1; 2a; B.B. 25a).

The question how God could be everywhere at the same time received various answers. The problem was elucidated by this analogy: ‘It may be likened to a cave situated by the seashore. The sea rages and the cave is filled with water, but the waters of the sea are not diminished. Similarly the Tent of Meeting was filled with the lustre of the Shechinah, which was not diminished in the Universe’ (Num. R. XII. 4).

Other solutions that were suggested find illustration in such stories as these. ‘A Samaritan asked R. MeÏr: “How is it possible to accept the statement of Scripture, ‘Do not I fill heaven and earth?’ (Jer. xxiii. 24)? Did He not speak with Moses between the two staves of the Ark?” He told him to bring large mirrors and said: “Look at your reflection in them.” He saw it magnified. He next asked him to bring small mirrors and look into them, and he saw his reflection diminished in size. R. Meïr then said: “If you, a mere mortal, can change your appearance at will, how much more so can He Who spake and the world came into being!”’ (Gen. R. IV. 4). Another Rabbi declared: ‘At times the Universe and its fullness are insufficient to contain the glory of God’s Divinity; at other times He speaks with man between the hairs of his head’ (ibid.).

‘A heretic said to R. Gamaliel: “You Rabbis declare that whereever ten people assemble for worship* the Shechinah abides amongst them; how many Shechinahs are there then?’ He called the heretic’s servant and struck him with a ladle. “Why did you strike him?” he was asked, and he replied, “Because the sun is in the house of an infidel.” “But the sun shines all over the world!” exclaimed the heretic; and the Rabbi retorted: “If the sun, which is only one out of a million myriads of God’s servants, can be in every part of the world, how much more so can the Shechinah radiate throughout the entire Universe!”’ (Sanh. 39a).

A reason why such emphasis was laid upon the idea of Divine omnipresence was to impress the human being with the consciousness that he was always under the supervision of God. ‘Reflect upon three things,’ taught R. Judah, the redactor of the Mishnah, ‘and you will never fall into the power of sin: Know what is above you—a seeing eye, and a hearing ear, and all your deeds are recorded’ (Aboth II. 1).

The doctrine is impressively enunciated in the exhortation which R. Jochanan b. Zakkai addressed to his disciples on his death-bed. He said to them: ‘May it be His will that the fear of Heaven be upon you as great as the fear of flesh and blood.’ They exclaimed: ‘Only as great!’ He replied: ‘Would that it be as great; for know ye, when a man intends to commit a transgression, he says, “I hope nobody will see me”’ (Ber. 28b). The thought, then, that man is always under observation by God should be a powerful deterrent against sinning.

That it is impossible to escape the Divine Presence is illustrated by a conversation between R. José and a Roman matron who said to him: ‘My god is greater than yours, because when your God revealed Himself to Moses in the burning bush, he hid his face; but when he saw the serpent, which is my god, he fled from before it!’ (Exod. iv. 3). The Rabbi replied: ‘At the time that our God revealed Himself to Moses in the bush, there was no place to which he could flee, since He is everywhere; but as for the serpent, which is your god, a man has only to step back two or three paces in order to escape it!’ (Exod. R. III. 12).


§ V. OMNIPOTENCE


God was naturally thought of as the all-mighty Power and He is frequently denominated ‘the Might.’ The Rabbis ordained that ‘on beholding shooting-stars, earthquakes, thunders, storms, and lightnings, the benediction to be uttered is, Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, Whose strength and might fill the world’ (Ber. IX. 2).

Generally speaking, no limit was set upon the Divine power. ‘The attribute of human beings is unlike that of God. A human being cannot say two things at the same time; but the Holy One, blessed be He, uttered the Ten Commandments simultaneously. A human being cannot listen to the cries of two men at the same time, but the Holy One, blessed be He, hearkens even to the cries of all who enter the world’ (Mech. to XV. II; 41b).

An oft-quoted Rabbinic principle is, ‘Everything is in the power of Heaven except the fear of Heaven’ (Ber. 33b), which indicates that God determines the fortunes of the individual, but not whether he will be God-fearing or not. That is left to his own choice.

That He performed miracles was never questioned, their purpose being ‘to sanctify His great name in the world’ (Sifré Deut. § 306; 132b). But there was a desire to avoid interpreting miraculous occurrences as departures from the natural order of the Universe, since they might otherwise be taken as evidence that the Creation was imperfect. It was therefore taught that the miracles recorded by Scripture were preordained from the beginning of the world. ‘At the Creation God made a condition with the sea that it should be divided for the passage of the children of Israel, with the sun and moon to stand still at the bidding of Joshua, with the ravens to feed Elijah, with fire not to injure Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, with the lions not to harm Daniel, and with the fish to spew out Jonah’ (Gen. R. v. 5).

The same thought underlies the statement: ‘Ten things were created on the eve of the (first) Sabbath in the twilight:* the mouth of the earth (Num. xvi. 32); the mouth of the well (ibid. xxi. 16); the mouth of the ass (ibid. xxii. 28); the rainbow; the manna; the rod (Exod. iv. 17); the Shamir;* the shape of the written characters; the writing, and the tables of stone’ (Aboth v. 9).

After the destruction of the Temple and State by the Romans, the calamities which had befallen the Jews aroused doubts in the minds of some of them regarding Divine omnipotence. Such a feeling appears to motive the saying: ‘If He is Master of all works as He is Master over us, we will serve Him; if not, we will not serve Him. If He can supply our needs we will serve Him, otherwise we will not serve Him’ (Mech. to xvii. 7; 52b).

An apologetic purpose obviously prompted the following extracts, which offer a defence of the dogma of God’s omnipotence. ‘It is related that when Trajan put Julian and his brother Pappos to death in Laodicea, he said to them: “If you are of the people of Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, let your God come and rescue you from my hand in the same way that He rescued them from the hand of Nebuchadnezzar.” They replied: “Those men were perfectly righteous and worthy that a miracle should be wrought for them; and Nebuchadnezzar was likewise an honourable king and worthy that a miracle should be wrought through him. You, however, are ignoble and unworthy of being made the medium of a miracle. As for us, we have been condemned to death by God; and if you are not our executioner, God has many others to slay us. He has many bears, leopards, or lions to attack and kill us; but He has only delivered us into your hand so as to avenge our blood upon you”’ (Taan. 18b).

‘Have you ever heard of the sun being ill and unable to dawn and function? To God’s servants we cannot ascribe ailments which induce weakness, so how can we ascribe such to Him? The matter may be likened to a warrior who resided in a city and the inhabitants relied upon him, saying: “So long as he is with us, no troops will attack us.” Occasionaly troops did march against the city; but as soon as he showed his face they fled. Once, however, there was an assault, but he said: “My right hand is afflicted with weakness!” With the Holy One, blessed be He, it is not so: “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened that it cannot save” (Is. lix. 1)’ (Lament. R. I. 2. § 23).

‘The Jewish Elders in Rome were asked: “If your God takes no pleasure in idolatry, why does He not make an end of it?” They answered: “If people worshipped things of which the world was not in need, He would do so; but they worship the sun, the moon, and stars. Should He destroy His Universe for the sake of fools?” They said to them: “If that is so, let Him destroy that which is useless to the world and leave whatever is essential.” They replied: “In that event we should but strengthen the hands of those who worship these latter objects, because they would be able to assert that these must be deities inasmuch as they had not been brought to an end”’ (A.Z. IV. 7).


§ VI. OMNISCIENCE


As with God’s might, so His knowledge was declared to be limitless. The Biblical doctrine that He is all-knowing is developed to its utmost extent in the teachings of the Rabbis.

‘Who beholds a crowd of people should utter the benediction, Blessed is He Who is wise in secrets. Just as faces differ one from another, so are minds also different, but God knows them all’ (p. Ber. 13c). ‘All is revealed and known before Him, as it is said: “He knoweth what is in the darkness, and the light dwelleth with Him” (Dan. ii. 22)’ (Mech. to xii. 23; 12a).

The conception that nothing is hidden from His ken is abundantly illustrated. ‘It is like an architect who built a city with its inner chambers, underground channels, and caves. After a time he was appointed the collector of taxes. When the citizens hid their wealth in these secret places, he said to them: “It was I who constructed these secret places, so how can you conceal your possessions from me?” Similarly: “Woe unto them that seek deep to hide their counsel from the Lord, and their works are in the dark, and they say, Who seeth us? and who knoweth us?” (Is. xxix. 15)’ (Gen. R. XXIV. 1).

‘Although God is in the heavens, His eyes behold and search the sons of man. Parable of a king who had an orchard. He built in it a high tower, and commanded that workmen should be appointed to work in the orchard. They who work faithfully shall receive full payment, and they who are slack shall be penalized’ (Exod. R. II. 2). From the high tower the king could supervise the men who worked for him and judge the quality of their labour. Similarly from the heights of Heaven He oversees the actions of His creatures.

The supernatural character of the Divine knowledge is vividly taught in such dicta as these: ‘Before even a creature is formed in his mother’s womb his thought is already revealed to God’ (Gen. R. IX. 3); ‘Before even a thought is created in man’s heart it is already revealed to God’ (ibid.); ‘Before even a man speaks, He knows what is in his heart’ (Exod. R. XXI. 3).

Inextricably connected with the attribute of omniscience is foreknowledge. God knows all that will be in addition to all that is and has been. ‘Everything is foreseen’ (Aboth III. 19), was the dictum of R. Akiba, and it is part of the Talmudic doctrine. ‘All is foreseen before the Holy One, blessed be He’ (Tanchuma Shelach § 9); ‘God knows what is to be in the future’ (Sanh. 90b).

In numerous passages He is described as foreseeing that an event would happen long before it actually transpired. Some instances are: If the Holy One, blessed be He, had not foreseen (at the Creation) that after the passing of twenty-six generations Israel would accept the Torah, he would not have written in it* such phrases as “Command the children of Israel,” or “Speak unto the children of Israel”’ (Gen. R. I. 4). ‘Only the sun was created for the purpose of giving light to the world. If so, why was the moon created? It teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, foresaw that idolaters would make them as deities; He therefore said: “Since when there are two of them, one denying the other, idolaters make them as deities, how much more would they do so if there were only one!”’ (ibid. VI. I). ‘Why is the narrative of the twelve spies immediately preceded by the account of the slander of Moses by Miriam (Num. xii. f.)? It was foreseen before the Holy One, blessed be He, that the spies would utter a slanderous report concerning the land; so to avoid their being able to plead that they were unaware of the penalty of slander, He attached the one incident to the other for the purpose of letting everybody know what is its punishment’ (Tanchuma Shelach § 5).

From the theory of miracles referred to in the preceding section it follows that the Rabbis believed that God foresaw the history of the world even at the time it was created. This teaching is explicitly enunciated. From the beginning of Creation, the Holy One, blessed be He, foresaw the deeds of the righteous and the wicked’ (Gen. R. II. 5). How this dogma bears on the idea of Free Will a later section of this work will show.*

The Rabbis had sometimes to defend this belief against hostile critics, as the following dialogue between a heretic and a Rabbi demonstrates. Do you assert that God foresees what is to happen?’ ‘Certainly.’ ‘How, then, is it written in the Scriptures, “It repented the Lord that He had made man on the earth, and it grieved Him at His heart” (Gen. vi. 6)?’ ‘Has there ever been a son born to you?’ ‘Yes.” What did you do at his birth?’ ‘I rejoiced and made it an occasion of rejoicing for others.’ ‘But did you not know that a time would come when he would have to die?’ ‘That is so; but in a time of joy let there be joy, and in a time of mourning let there be mourning.’ So did it happen with the Holy One, blessed be He. God mourned for seven days* over the fate of His Universe before bringing the flood’ (Gen. R. XXVII. 4).


§ VII. ETERNITY


Time has no meaning in relationship to God. In His capacity as Creator of the Universe He must necessarily have been the first, and He will also be the last in time, continuing in existence when all else has passed away. ‘Everything decays but Thou dost not decay’ (Lev. R. XIX. 2), declared a Rabbi of the Deity. By a play on the word (en) biltéka, ‘there is none beside Thee’ (1 Sam. ii. 2), the consonants of which can be read as (en) balloteka, the sense was derived, ‘There is none to outlast Thee,’ and the comment was added, ‘Not like the attribute of man is the attribute of God. With man his works outlive him; but the Holy One, blessed be He, outlives His works’ (Meg. 14a).

‘God’s seal is truth,’ runs a Rabbinic maxim; and it was pointed out that as the consonants of the word for ‘truth,’ viz. AMT, are respectively the first, middle, and final letters of the Hebrew alphabet, they indicated that He is the first, middle, and last in time (Gen. R. LXXXI. 2).

The contrast is also frequently drawn between ‘a human king who to-day is here and to-morrow in the grave’ and ‘the King of kings Who lives and endures for all eternity’ (Ber. 28b). The addition of the words ‘before Me’ in the Second Commandment was explained thus: ‘The purpose is to teach that as I live and endure for all eternity, so you and your offspring until the end of all generations are forbidden to worship idols’ (Mech. to XX. 3; 67b).

A parable relates: ‘A human king once entered a city and all the inhabitants came out to applaud him. Their acclamation pleased him so much that he said to them: “To-morrow I will erect various kinds of baths for you. To-morrow I will provide you with a water-conduit.” He went away to sleep, but never rose again. Where is he or his promise? But with the Holy One, blessed be He, it is otherwise; because He is a God Who lives and reigns for ever’ (Lev. R. XXVI. 1).

Another parable concerns ‘a person who lost his son and went to inquire for him in a cemetery. A wise man saw him and asked, “Is the son you have lost alive or dead?” He answered, “He is alive.” Then said the other, “You fool! Is it the way to inquire for the dead among the living or the living among the dead? Surely it is always the practice of the living to attend to the needs of the dead, not vice versa!” So is it with our God Who lives and endures for all eternity; as it is said, “The Lord is the true God; He is the living God and an everlasting king” (Jer. X. 10); but the gods of the idolaters are lifeless things. Shall we, then, forsake Him Who lives for ever and worship dead objects?’ (Lev. R. VI. 6).

Noteworthy in this connection is the comment on ‘The enemy are come to an end, they are desolate for ever’ (Ps. ix. 6), which is explained as follows: ‘The enemy are come to an end, their structures* are for ever. For instance, Constantine built Constantinople, Apulus built Apulia,* Romulus built Rome, Alexander built Alexandria, Seleucus built Seleucia. The founders have come to an end, but the cities they established endure. As for Thee, if one may say so, “The cities which Thou hast overthrown, their very memorial is perished” (ibid.). This refers to Jerusalem and Zion, as it is written, “Thy holy cities are become a wilderness, Zion is become a wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation” (Is. lxiv. 10). “But the Lord sitteth enthroned for ever” (Ps. ix. 7)—the Holy One, blessed be He, will restore them. (The builders of the cities) were only human and they come to an end and are cut off; likewise the cities which they founded will be destroyed for ever. The Lord, however, Who exists and endures for all eternity, “sitteth enthroned for ever, and hath prepared His throne for judgment.” He will rebuild Jerusalem, Zion, and the cities of Judah; as it is said, “At that time they shall call Jerusalem the throne of the Lord” (Jer. iii. 17)’ (Midrash to Ps. ix. 6 (Heb. 7); 43a, b).


§ VIII. JUSTICE AND MERCY


The first Hebrew patriarch addressed the Deity as ‘the Judge of the whole earth’ (Gen. xviii. 25), and the Talmud regards Him in the same light. As the Creator of the world and of the human race, He holds His creatures to account for the manner of their living.

His judgments are always just. ‘With Him there is no unrighteousness, nor forgetfulness, nor respect of persons, nor taking of bribes’ (Aboth IV. 29). R. Jochanan b. Zakkai, on his deathbed, told his disciples that he was about to be judged by One ‘Whom I cannot appease with (flattering) words nor bribe with money’ (Ber. 28b).

Nor is there anything arbitrary about His decisions. A Roman matron said to a Rabbi: ‘Your God draws near to Himself whomever He likes, without regard to justice!’ He set before her a basket of of figs, from which she kept picking and eating the choicest. He said to her: ‘You know how to make a wise selection, and would you assert that the Holy One, blessed be He, does not? He chooses and draws near unto Himself the person whose acts are good’ (Num. R. III. 2).

In the Rabbinic literature an eternal conflict is represented as being waged between God’s justice and mercy. There is scarcely a passage which refers to His capacity as Judge which does not also allude to His attribute of compassion.

The divine appellation Elohim, translated ‘God,’ was understood to denote His aspect of judgment and JHVH, translated ‘Lord,’ His aspect of mercy (Gen. R. XXXIII. 3), and the combination of the two names in the verse, ‘These are the generations of the heaven and earth when they were created, in the day that the Lord God (JHVH Elohim) made earth and heaven’ (Gen. ii. 4) is explained as follows: ‘It may be likened to a king who had empty vessels. The king said, “If I put hot water into them they will crack; if I put icy cold water into them they will contract.” What did the king do? He mixed the hot with the cold and poured the mixture into the vessels, and they endured. Similarly said the Holy One, blessed be He, “If I create the world only with the attribute of mercy, sins will multiply beyond all bounds; if I create it only with the attribute of justice, how can the world last? Behold, I will create it with both attributes; would that it might endure!”’ (Gen. R. XII. 15).

Indeed, it was only because the quality of mercy prevailed at Creation that the human race was allowed to come into being. ‘When the Holy One, blessed be He, came to create the first man, He foresaw that both righteous and wicked would issue from him. He said, “If I create him, wicked men will issue from him; if I do not create him, how can righteous men spring from him?’ What did He do? He removed the way of the wicked from before Him, allied the attribute of mercy with Himself and created him’ (Gen. R. VIII. 4).

If compassion was the deciding cause of Creation, its victory over stern justice is the reason of the world’s continuance in the face of wickedness. ‘There were ten generations from Adam to Noah, to make known how long-suffering God is, seeing that all those generations continued to provoke Him before He brought upon them the waters of the flood’ (Aboth V. 2).

When Abraham addressed his plea to God, ‘Shall not the Judge of all the earth do justly?’ the meaning of his words was: ‘If You desire the world to continue there cannot be strict justice; if You insist on strict justice, the world cannot endure’ (Gen. R. XXXIX. 6).

The Hebrew expression for divine forbearance is not erech af but erech apayim, the second word having a dual form. This was explained as denoting that God is not long-suffering with the righteous only but equally with the wicked (B.K. 50b). The Bible relates that when God revealed His attributes to Moses, he ‘made haste and bowed his head toward the earth and worshipped’ (Exod. xxxiv. 8). To the question, What overwhelmed him so much? the answer is given, ‘The recognition of the Divine forbearance’ (Sanh. IIIa).

The apparent victory of evil over good in the world was understood as the manifestation of His mercy. ‘Moses described God as “great, mighty, and terrible” (Deut. x. 17). Jeremiah referred to Him only as “the great and mighty God” (xxxii. 18), because, said he, where are His terrible acts, seeing that heathens dance in His Temple? Daniel referred to Him only as “the great and terrible God” (ix. 4), because, said he, where are His mighty acts, seeing that heathens enslave His children? Then came the men of the Great Assembly* and restored all the attributes (see Nehem. ix. 32); for they said: “On the contrary, this is the greatest manifestation of His might that He subdues His anger and shows long-suffering with the wicked; and it is likewise the manifestation of His terrible acts, without which how could a single nation be allowed to continue in existence?”’ (Joma 69b).

‘The attribute of grace,’ it was taught, ‘exceeds that of punishment (i.e. justice) by five-hundredfold.’ This conclusion was deduced from the fact that in connection with punishment God described Himself as ‘visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation’ (Exod. xx. 5); but in connection with grace it is said: ‘And showing mercy unto the thousandth generation’ (ibid. 6). The last phrase is, in the Hebrew, alafim, which is literally ‘thousands’ and must indicate at least two thousand. Retribution, therefore, extends at most to four generations, whereas mercy extends to at least two thousand generations (Tosifta Sot. IV. 1).

‘Even in the time of His anger He remembers mercy,’ declares the Talmud (Pes. 87b); and He is actually depicted as praying to Himself that His compassion should overcome His wrath. This thought gave rise to the bold flight of imagination contained in the following passage: ‘R. Jochanan said in the name of R. José: Whence is it known that the Holy One, blessed be He, prays? As it is said, “Even them will I bring to My holy mountain, and make them joyful in My house of prayer”* (Is. lvi. 7). It is not said, “their prayer” but “My prayer”; hence we infer that the Holy One, blessed be He, prays. What does He pray? R. Zotra b. Tobiah said in the name of Rab: “May it be My will that My mercy may subdue My wrath; and may My mercy prevail over My attribute of justice, so that I may deal with My children in the quality of mercy and enter on their behalf within the line of strict justice.”

There is a teaching: R. Ishmael b. Elisha said, Once I entered the Holy of Holies to offer incense in the innermost part of the Sanctuary, and I saw Okteriël,* Jah, the Lord of Hosts, seated upon a high and exalted throne. He said to me, “Ishmael, My son, bless Me.” I replied, “May it be Thy will that Thy mercy may subdue Thy wrath; and may Thy mercy prevail over Thy attribute of justice, so that Thou mayest deal with Thy children in the quality of mercy and enter on their behalf within the line of strict justice’ (Ber. 7a).

In the same strain it is declared: ‘During three hours of each day He sits and judges the whole world. When He sees that the world is deserving of being destroyed because of the prevalent evil, He arises from the throne of justice and sits upon the throne of mercy’ (A.Z. 3b).

Much use is made of the prophetic doctrine, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live’ (Ezek xxxiii. 11). Upon it is based the theory of Repentance which occupies so prominent a place in Rabbinic thought.* The idea is beautifully expressed in the statement, ‘Not like the attribute of the Holy One, blessed be He, is the attribute of man. When a man is conquered he grieves; when the Holy One, blessed be He, is conquered, so that He averts His wrath and can display mercy, He rejoices’ (Pes. 119a).
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