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  WE WERE SITTING in Café Alternative, a popular Tel Aviv café where many families who eat only kosher food go for an evening out. Saul Mayzlish and I had spent many nights here working on our book, The Mystery of the Kaddish, which was published first in the United States (2006) and later in Israel. I thought of this café as a suitable anthropological habitat for reviewing the many responses we received in regard to that book, which traced the history of the prayer recited by mourners after the death of a close relative. Saul was convinced that the reason behind its success was the same as the one underlying the adoption of the Kaddish by the Jewish people at the time of the Crusades and later during the plague known as the Black Death: In those grim days, as today, Jews felt alienated and isolated. Now, as then, they are looking for support, courage, and a divine and national link.

  The conversation turned to U.S.-Israel relations and the attitude of American-born Jews, of whom I am one. “The Kaddish,” I said, “is more popular today in America than the Shema.1 People who don’t identify themselves as Jews—do not belong to a congregation or synagogue, and do not send their children to a Jewish school—don’t even have the opportunity to learn about the Shema. Yet they will go to their grandfather’s or father’s funeral, and maybe even sit shiva, keep the yahrzeit2. So, as a matter of course, they’ll be exposed to the Kaddish.”

  We laughed. Kaddish, it seems, is the mark that distinguishes you as a person who deliberates about your Jewish identity versus your American nationality, a person who reflects upon this rift between Americanness and Jewishness or even pro-Israeli Jewishness.

  Saul said, “This dichotomy is a modern version of a more ancient episode in our history: the Babylonian Exile. Even then, during the first exile, in the aftermath of the destruction of the First Temple, and again after the Second Temple was destroyed, the Jewish people were torn between their loyalty to the land of their forefathers, the Land of Israel, and their new home in Babylonia, where they or their ancestors had fled. They had to adapt themselves to life in the new land and to the new condition of living together with non-Jews, leaving their brethren behind in the Land of Israel. This is also the background for the creation of the two Talmuds: the Jerusalem and the Babylonian.”3

  “This comparison is very interesting,” I mused. “We often speak about New York, my city, as the new Babylon, a city where, from a Jewish point of view, it is possible to lead a full Jewish life. But there are other elements, historical and psychological. Could it be that along with their desire to remain in Babylonia, within that Jewish autonomy—which boasted a president, an exilarch (prince of the exiles),4 and sages— they also developed the well-known Jewish guilt complex toward their brethren who remained in the Land of Israel, poor in both spirit and material wealth? ”

  “Well,” Saul said, “In order to have a clear conscience, the Babylonians would send a local sage from time to time to see how the Jews were faring in the inferior land.”

  “There may be a measure of hypocrisy in this,” I replied, “something insincere. I read that they even made a ruling that it was forbidden to leave Babylonia, but not the Land of Israel.”

  Saul suggested that we focus on questions that stem from this conflict: Was the foundation of the Jerusalem Talmud co-opted by the Babylonian Talmud and did the Babylonian Talmud take over Judaism? Could the Babylonian Talmud be responsible for a significant modification and/or transformation of Judaism?

  I added some questions of my own. The Torah commands Jews to live in the Holy Land. How did the Babylonian Talmudists rationalize their appropriation of the foundation of Judaism? Is there a connection between Jewish guilt then and now over such acts of expropriation?

  “No less fascinating,” said Saul, “is the question of continuity, the lines of development linking the Babylonia/Israel conflict with the future of the Jewish people as they wander throughout Europe. The influence of the sages of the Land of Israel spread in the direction of Ashkenaz (Germany and France), whereas Spanish and North African Jewry came under the influence of Babylonia. How did all this take shape, after hundreds of years, and filter down to the modern Babylon, in America? And how does the existence of Israel affect the modern Jew and the biblical injunction to live in the Holy Land?”

  “Saul, I think this is worth a journey, no less than the one we took in search of the Kaddish. Let’s get started.”

  Leon H. Charney

  New York, New York

  

  Footnotes

  
    	
      The most important prayer in Judaism, recited twice a day. It begins “Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.” The Shema is considered the Jewish “confession of faith” and is a vital part of the liturgy. It is recited by a Jew on his or her deathbed. Throughout the centuries, Jews undergoing martyrdom have died with the Shema on their lips.


    

    	
      To “sit shiva” is to observe the seven-day mourning period following a funeral, when friends and relatives visit the bereaved family. Many of the ancient observances are still maintained, but in a modernized version. For instance, the family now sits on low stools during the mourning period, rather than on overturned couches and beds, as was typical in earlier days. A candle burns continuously for the seven days. The yahrzeit is the Hebrew calendar’s anniversary of the death, which is commemorated by close family; a memorial candle is lit and the Kaddish or mourner’s prayer is recited.


    

    	
      The Talmuds are two great records of academic discussion and of judicial administration of Jewish law (halakhah) compiled over centuries by scholars and jurists in several countries. They both codify and interpret the commandments in the Torah.


    

    	
      The exilarch was the title of the head of the Babylonian Jewry, one of the leaders of the exiled community, a prince descended from the royal house of King David.
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  INTRODUCTION
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  In this book, we hope to examine one of the most crucial episodes in the chronicles of the Jewish people: the establishment of two works of critical importance to Jewish life, culture, and observance: the Jerusalem Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud. We’ll look at how the one that developed outside the Holy Land— the one created in the Diaspora—came to be the predominant influence on the Jewish people throughout the world. And we’ll consider the trail of consequences that that predominant influence brought about, including its lasting impression on Jewish life today. There is no objective history of the Babylonian era of Judaism, a period of approximately 750 years. Everything we know about it comes from the Babylonian Talmud itself, which could be considered self-serving. We have a duty to study this era and put together a record of what transpired in that period.

  In the history of the Jews, when oppression by a series of conquering empires led to privation and suffering among the people of Israel, large masses fled the Holy Land to take up life elsewhere. This was the Diaspora, the dispersion of Jews to other countries. Many found sanctuary in Babylonia, where a Jewish community was established that not only flourished economically but also became a seat of higher learning with biblical scholars on a level with, and competing with, those who remained behind in the Holy Land. The sages in Babylonia, with the freedom to devote to their studies and the ambition to prove their scholarship equal or superior to that of the scholars in the Holy Land, produced one of the greatest works of Jewish writing: the Babylonian Talmud.

  The Babylonian Talmud, however, was not the first. It was based upon the Jerusalem Talmud, which had been initiated 150 years earlier and was still being developed when work began on the Babylonian version. And yet the Babylonian Talmud became the principal source of Jewish study and Jewish law, superseding the Jerusalem Talmud. The Jerusalem scholars became subordinate to their brethren in Babylonia.

  How did this come about? How did the Jews of Babylonia, along with their leaders and scholars, overtake those of the Land of Israel? Could it be because of the inexorable principle “The rich man gains the upper hand” (Mishnah Bava Metzia 87:2)? Babylonian Jewry did indeed enjoy material success—in contrast to the poverty and repression in the Land of Israel—as well as the power derived from it. Today, too, the power of wealth can lead to cultural and spiritual authority.

  For many years Babylonian scholars had “made aliyah” returning to Israel to consult with the sages there and study at their academies. Aliyah, or return to the Holy Land, comes from the Hebrew word for “ascent.” Israel was still considered the center of Jewish spirituality, so those returning were “ascending” to the Holy Land. In fact, Babylonian Talmudists could not receive ordination in Babylonia; they had to come to Israel to be ordained. Yet when the Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel was deteriorating—sources of livelihood had dried up, edicts and taxes had become unbearable bur-dens—aliyah from the Diaspora to the Holy Land stopped altogether.

  The decline of the Land of Israel was indeed physical, but why did this jeopardize its spiritual centrality ?

  There are 613 commandments in the Torah, one of them the commandment that a Jew must live in Israel. The Land of Israel was the holy place for all of the Jewish people. So it seems that we have a contradiction. The brilliant rabbis who formulated the Babylonian Talmud certainly knew of this commandment but chose to stay in Babylonia and forsook their Talmudic brethren who stayed in Israel and completed the Jerusalem Talmud. The Jerusalem rabbis were much poorer than those in Babylonia and had greater restrictions on their ability to create their Talmud.

  The sages of Babylonia supported the idea that substitution was possible; one did not have to live in the Holy Land to satisfy the commandment of the Torah. Thus during the course of a remarkable era, the Babylonian center empowered itself, and it grew and prospered. In Babylonia it became convenient to put aside the memory of the terrible catastrophe that had befallen the Jewish nation and its land. Babylonia became the bastion of Torah scholarship, the study of sacred texts of Judaism, during a time that boasted of not only economic growth but also political stability. It was the antithesis of the Land of Israel; depleted, oppressed, and self-doubting, Israel could not compete with Babylonia, either in scholarship or in wisdom. It was relegated to a secondary position, disgraced from within and without, while Babylonia was crowned as the thriving spiritual center.

  The sages in the Holy Land, such as Rabbi Ami, had no qualms about expressing their indignation with their counterparts in Babylonia: “How they adorn themselves there in Babylonia, the sons of the Torah, in pleasant garments and luxurious raiment? It appears that they are not sons of the Torah.”

  On the other hand, Rabbi Yochanan was displeased with the critical remark. He defended the Babylonian Talmudists, describing them as talmidei hahamim (Torah scholars) in every sense of the word: “But all their trappings and adornments are meant to assuage the distress of being in exile and the alienation they feel in the foreign land.”

  This sentiment also appears to underlie the statement by Rabbi Yoseph of Babylonia. He claims that the verse “[In days] to come Jacob shall strike root; they will bud and show blossom—Israel” (Isaiah 27:6) is actually referring to the sages of Babylonia, who are portrayed in the Talmud as “Making blossoms and flowers for the Torah” (Shabbat 145b). So, according to Rabbi Yoseph, “Jacob shall strike root” in Babylonia, Israel shall blossom and flower in Babylonia, and the land, Babylonia, shall be filled with wisdom. This statement may also be an underlying allusion to the pain and sorrow associated with the longing for the messianic era and the continued exile.

  Nonetheless, we are still left with the profoundly disturbing question: Why did this sojourn in Babylonia become so comfortable, the people so pretentious and haughty, practical and self-seeking, finally reconciling themselves to remaining in exile and in so doing realizing the brilliance and glory they achieved?

  Our research indicates that there was tremendous guilt by the Babylonian Talmudists over the fart that they had abandoned the Land of Israel and established this huge vibrant Jewish community in Babylonia. One could say the guilt is manifested in many ways, such as sending messengers from Babylonia to Jerusalem to assist the Jerusalem Talmudists monetarily. In addition, our research found that the Babylonian Talmudists felt so guilty about their position that they created a theory that Abraham’s birthplace of Mesopotamia was the true Holy Land of the Jewish people. Thus they made arguments to the effect that Mesopotamia was part of God’s commandment to live in the Holy Land. (Perhaps we could make an argument that Saddam Hussein was a descendant of the Jewish people under such rationalization.)

  Of course, it is impossible to discredit an entire Diaspora group, certainly not one that did such an extraordinary job of constructing abiding Torah scholarship. And, in the words of the time-honored adage, “no transgression extinguishes Torah scholarship.” Nevertheless, we cannot ignore statements like “the tribe of arrogant founders that gathered in their yeshiva.” The sages in Babylonia must have infuriated Rabbi Ami to such an extent that—as the head of the Yeshiva in Tiberias in 279-280 CE— he used invectives, which had never before appeared in the Talmudic lexicon, in his condemnation of those who benefited by leaving Israel: “He who eats of Babylonia’s soil, it is as if he eats the flesh of his ancestors” (Shabbat 113b). An expansion of this diatribe is found in a commentary in the Kedoshim tractate or treatise: “Some say it is like eating insects and bugs” (Zebachim 113b).

  In a biting ironic tone, his colleague Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar denigrates Babylonian wealth and haughtiness by echoing earlier statements in the Torah: “Jews outside of the Land of Israel [are like] idolaters ….” And only when real danger arises—the existential life-and-death danger about the future of the Land of Israel (the diminishing number of Jews, weakening of Torah study, the lowering of morale and local unity)—do important intellectual personalities such as Rabbi Abba bar Kahana, a student of his masters Rabbi Yochanan, Resh Lakish, and Rabbi Elazar, voice their concern and propose a way to alter the relationship, expressing the opinion that if he should see full vessels of Babylonia in the Land of Israel, he would know the Messiah was coming. In other words, aliyah from the Babylonian exile to the Land of Israel had the potential to rescue the Holy Land from oblivion.

  In any event, it is clear that there was tension and strong resentment. Nonetheless, the idea of waves of aliyah was a pipe-dream. In reality, the dominant trend was in the opposite direction: massive emigration of students from the Land of Israel to Babylonia, reinforcing and strengthening the learning centers there. Their material and social wellbeing, along with pride in their Torah scholarship, increased to such an extent that Babylonia became, in their eyes, equal in status to the Land of Israel: “anyone who lives in Babylonia it is as if he lives in the Land of Israel” (Ketubot Ilia). And those who emigrated were called “our masters who emigrated from the Land of Israel” (Rav Hasda, Ta’anit 23b).

  The temptation to emigrate was enormous. Babylonia promised sources of livelihood, economic prosperity (there were no charity funds in Babylonia), and above all, a full Jewish life— the opposite of the poverty and emptiness that characterized the spiritual realm of the Land of Israel. Fewer and fewer took the opposite route, aliyah, which dwindled to such an extent that the Christians became the majority in the Land of Israel, albeit a small one. And from the spiritual point of view, the Torah centers became drastically reduced in size. The Land of the Forefathers remained wanting, an empty shell, down to the lowest level of poverty.

  The separation of Babylonia from the Land of Israel was so devastating that the sages feared that the capacity for Talmudic study and creativity would be lost in the Land of our Forefathers, which was no longer producing Torah scholars (the outcome of edicts, socioeconomic conditions, shrinking population). There was concern about the community’s very survival and the thought that it might, heaven forbid, even disappear. The suspension of learning caused the evaporation of an enormous reservoir of Jewish knowledge. The chronicles of the Jewish people have shown us that Judaism without Talmud scholarship is destined to perish. Without a healthy, vital tradition of learning, even Torah scholars cannot continue to build up and develop a community of scholarship. Such a situation leads to the adoption of alien values, assimilation, and eventually the dissolution of historic and communal continuity. Without continuous renewal, Jewish knowledge that involves interaction among all the members of the community will cease, respect for the divine will also be undermined, and Jewish creativity will be silenced.

  The danger to the continued development of the center in the Land of Israel was already apparent when the process began of redacting the Mishnah, writing down what had until then been an oral tradition. With the death of the redactor Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi, the strength of the Land of Israel in the realm of Torah scholarship began to wane alongside political and economic decline. It was then that the emigration began. Even great rabbinical scholars who had immigrated to the Land of Israel from Babylonia, such as Abba Arikha—who had accompanied his uncle Rabbi Hiyya, a student and colleague of Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi and a member of the courts (Sanhedrin)—had a change of mind. In the end, he decided to settle in Sura, Babylonia, where he built a dynamic world of Talmud scholarship. (See Chapter 2.)

  This book is not meant to cast aspersions on the Babylonian Talmud, but its aim is to foster a better understanding since not much is written about the paradoxical differences between the two Talmuds and about their origination. It obviously goes to the heart of what is meant by Judaism. Is it connected to the land and the temple?

  Many of the prayers written by the Diaspora Jews lament the fart that they are waiting for God to bring them back to Zion-Israel. The famous prayer at the end of the Haggadah on Passover is stated by every Jew in the world: “Next year in Jerusalem.” The daily prayers that Jews throughout the world recite three times a day contain numerous expressions of hope that Jewish people will be returned to Zion. This book will try to detail some of the incongruities with respect to this vitally important subject.

  It should be noted that when the king of Persia, Cyrus the Great (590-529 BCE), conquered Babylonia, he expressed his support for Jews returning to the Land of Israel. Despite such overtures, many Jews remained in Babylonia. One can make a case today that the United States is the new Jewish Babylonia and that perhaps the commencement of Jewish guilt stems from the Babylonian Diaspora. It is hoped that after reading this book, Jew and non-Jew alike will have a better understanding of Judaism. Are Jews connected to the land? Or are we waiting until after the Messiah comes to redeem the land?

  These are perpetual and emotional questions talked about for the last two thousand years since the destruction of the Second Temple. Obviously, there are no clear answers.

  Like most religions, Judaism provided a way to make amends for sins and to absolve the offender of his guilt. In ancient times, citizens of the Holy Land who sinned against another person or committed a civil wrong could go to the Temple and make a sacrifice, usually a goat. Known as korban asham, this guilt was not connected with a sin against God; rather it was for a person-to-person offense, for which the wrongdoer was also expected to make reparations and pay a fine.

  In the Diaspora, expiation for the year’s sins was addressed in a ritual called kapparot the morning before the start of Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, when Jews ask forgiveness from God for their transgressions. In kapparot, a chicken to be slaughtered was waved overhead three times. A substitute for one’s sins, the chicken was a symbol of divine punishment. While the ritual is maintained in some Hasidic sects, today most Orthodox Jews have replaced the chicken with eighteen cents wrapped in a handkerchief, the number of coins representing the word chai, which, in Hebrew, means “alive,” the letters of which add up to eighteen.

  Among the sins for which Jews are asking forgiveness may be the sin of not obeying the biblical commandment to live in the Holy Land.

  As we stated in our book on the Kaddish, one of the fundamental bases of Judaism is to study, to learn, and to educate oneself, and the purpose of the rabbis was to encourage study. We also stated in that book that “a spiritual river has many different tributaries and only an individual with extreme hubris would believe that his or her path is the only waterway for truth.” That statement certainly applies to the contents of this book. It is quite possible and understandable that certain rabbinical authorities may have a different view of the concept of this book and may disagree with its premise; this ability to disagree is the beauty of Judaism. Questioning authorities and seeking interpretations has been the foundation of Judaic learning. It is axiomatic that in the search for truth and discovery, many different interpretations can be arrived at. We accept and participate in this Jewish principle and thus have written this book with a sense of humility. The Talmud, both Jerusalem and Babylonian, has engendered thousands and thousands of historical thoughts, ideas, and disputes among rabbis and scholars and other highly educated individuals who make it their study. We hope that this book will encourage some who are not familiar with Judaism to study, to analyze, to learn, and perhaps most important, to involve themselves in the process.
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  THE MOST DOMINANT BOOK OF JEWISH LEARNING
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  TO BEGIN, WE NEED TO ASK: What is the Talmud? While the question is simple, the answer is not. Philosophically, the Talmud is an unfinished symphony of discourse and commentaries on the body of laws that frame Jewish life. It reads like a discussion across generations conducted by rabbis who pose questions, advance arguments, and, naturally, disagree.

  As you might imagine, such a transcription of cross-generational debates does not flow in an obviously logical pattern. Instead it’s more like free association. In addition, the editing is not systematic. And although it is spoken of as if it is a single document, there is not one Talmud, but two, each version developed in a distinct geographic location. Moreover, they are written in a mixture of Hebrew and the two dialects of Aramaic that were spoken in early Palestine, which we will call Israel, and in Babylonia, where they were compiled. All these factors are what make it difficult, if not daunting, for the uninitiated student.

  The Talmud is not a fictional work, although it contains legends and stories. Nor is it simply a legal work, although it discusses laws and commandments and how they should be observed. It is not an orderly commentary, although it does attempt to interpret the oral and written discourse and traditions of previous generations. Its purpose is not to solve problems or to establish the law, but to record the wisdom of sages past who attempted to resolve questions, thereby facilitating study and setting the stage for future study. It is the religious centerpiece of Judaism, the place where the student can learn about the spiritual and intellectual essence of Judaism. Yet its pages reveal so much more: history, biography, biblical interpretation, philosophy, medicine, botany, astronomy, as well as folklore and superstition.

  To understand how this monumental work evolved, let’s look at the big picture first. The Bible is the most important document of Jewish literature. The first of its three sections, the Torah (the five books of Moses) is the core of Jewish law. And law—the commandments—is at the heart of Jewish practice. According to tradition, the Torah was revealed to Moses and the Jewish people at Mount Sinai. Yet, from the beginning, questions arose about how to put the law into practice.

  The Torah is written in spare language, and Moses and the elders were immediately faced with the need to interpret it and to apply it to their lives. For example, the Fourth Commandment states: “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8) and goes on to tell us only that no work should be done on that day. So how are we actually supposed to observe the Sabbath? What about feeding the animals? Irrigating the fields? Cooking? All these questions and hundreds more were discussed and expounded upon by generations of elders, scribes, sages, and students. These discussions, passed down orally from generation to generation, formed a body of knowledge that came to be known as the Oral Law. This process of interpreting and expounding is the engine that has powered, and continues to power, Judaism and the Jewish people. It is also the basis of this great work we call the Talmud. In time, the Oral Law, like the Torah on which it was based, began to be thought of as divine revelation.

  The Bible—the Torah (the Written Law) and its two other parts, the Prophets and Writings—was completed in about 200 BCE. From that time until about 250 CE, sages referred to as tannaim (singular, tannd) or “repeaters,” studied, taught, and expanded this body of oral commentary and debate. Eventually it became clear that the Oral Law, though previously forbidden to be written down, could no longer remain confined to the memory of the tannaim. Geopolitical circumstances, as well as the passage of time, raised the possibility that details of the oral tradition would be forgotten. In addition, the lack of a rational method of resolving disputes, apart from coercion, and the need for a consistent code of law to govern both civic and religious life argued for a permanent document. And so Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi, who understood the precarious position of Jewish learning in the second century CE, began the process of redacting the Oral Law, which culminated in the construction of the Mishnah. (The word mishnah with a lower case m also denotes a single paragraph of this collection.)

  Because the Mishnah, too, was quite terse and sometimes cryptic, the subsequent five centuries saw the addition of more commentary and discourse to this body of law and discussion. Together with the Mishnah, these additions, the Gemara (plural, gemarot), which in Aramaic also means “study,” form the Talmud. Also included in the Talmud are baraitot (singular, baraita), external commentary and opinions, which had not been incorporated into the Mishnah.

  That two Talmuds were compiled, one in Babylonia and the other in the Land of Israel, is a course of events we will be looking at in detail later. The rabbis responsible for the redaction of the Talmud, the successors to the tannaim, were called amoraim (singular, amora), or “discussers.” The sages known as savoraim (“expositors”) made the amendments and additions that gave the Talmud its final shape.

  Let’s simplify the picture by making a kind of diagram:

  Written Law = The Torah

  Oral Law = Orally transmitted commentary on the Torah whose purpose is to explain how to fulfill the Torah’s commandments

  Mishnah = The codified, written form of the Oral Law.

  Gemara = Interpretation and expansion of the Mishnah

  Talmud = Mishnah + Gemara1

  Both the Mishnah and the rest of the Talmud are arranged in the same six Orders2 and sixty-three massekhtot (singular, massekhet), tractates or treatises. Although the titles of the Orders and tractates are topics, digressions of all sorts abound. The content of both the Mishnah and Talmud can be divided into two main areas: halakhah (law) or the rules that govern Jewish life, which are essentially Torah-based, and aggadah (discourse) or any non-halakhic Talmudic discussions, more specifically, rabbinic narrative, stories, theological speculation, folklore, and the like.

  A body of literature of this sort does not develop in a vacuum. Geopolitical conditions affected the mutability of the Oral Law, thus creating the necessity for writing it down in the first place. Until the era of Judah Ha-Nasi, few had dared attempt such a project. What was going on in Israel during the first and second centuries CE that made this great scholar and politician determine that the bounds of tradition had to be overstepped in order to preserve Judaism?

  The history of the Jews up to the second century incorporates the successive empires which ruled over the lands in which they lived, among them Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman. While persecution was commonplace under all these regimes, the Jews chafed particularly under Roman rule, and a bloody period ensued, resulting in three major rebellions and the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE (the First Temple had been destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BCE). After the great revolts, Roman repressions made life in the Land of Israel unstable, and cadres of Torah scholars fled to other countries or were sold into slavery. This combination of economic and political instability and ensuing “brain drain” made it clear that, in the name of preserving the oral traditions for posterity and future scholarship, they would have to be written down.

  


  HOW ONE BECAME TWO


  


  At the time that the Israeli amoraim were compiling the Talmud, the Jews were affected by the geopolitical vicissitudes alluded to above, which naturally impacted the development of Talmudic literature. The ever-increasing pressure they had to bear under Roman rule, particularly after the fall of the last Severan emperor, led to their material and spiritual decline. The subsequent wars of succession undermined the region’s security, and in order to finance these wars, the rulers levied more and more taxes on the people. This tax burden eroded the economy of the entire Roman Empire. But the Jews living in Israel, already devastated by several revolts (mainly the Great Revolt in the first century of the common era and the Bar Kokhba Revolt in the second century), were even more vulnerable to these levies, since most of them were farmers who could not hide their profits from the authorities.

  There was also another factor. The Christians, who had up to then been a persecuted minority, were gaining in strength until, at the beginning of the fourth century, Christianity became the official state religion. It was in this period that Christian persecution of Judaism and Jews began, a harsh blow for the Jews of the Land of Israel. The outcome of this economic decline and political oppression was that Jews emigrated from Israel in droves, scattering to the lands of the Mediterranean Basin, such as Rome itself, Europe, and Babylonia. The academies or yeshivot (singular: yeshiva) of Israel were forced to downsize, and the corps of students diminished. In the fourth generation of amoraim, it was already clear that because of the difficult economic situation and lack of opportunities for study, the public was not interested so much in matters of law, preferring instead to focus on legend, which acted as a palliative and was easier to comprehend. This ongoing decline reached such alarming proportions that the sages of Israel were forced to complete the project of compiling what came to be known as the Jerusalem Talmud (Talmud Yerushalmi), editing all the Oral Law on hand using any available means.
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