WACKY
TEXTS

PART 1 -
ELISHA AND THE BEARS

Brighton and Hove Progressive Synagogue




THE STORY
Text 1: 2 Kings 2:23-251

nYY R1M YR"NA L OYN Elisha went up to Bethel, and as he was coming up on the road,

TIR AR D70 DIYN 772 young lads came out from the town and jeered at him and said to
19190821 127109070 1YY him: “Away with you, baldy, away with you, baldy!”
1921 :071p N2Y NP N2

DWa 099R” ORI PINR And he turned behind him and saw them and cursed them in the
"1 02T ORY NIRYN NN name of the Eternal One, and two she-bears came out of the forest
e ST KREINARHIELY L I b and ripped apart forty-two boys.
10798 DYN 797 10772 11V

:9n790 And he went from there to Mount Carmel.

U Adapted from Alter translation
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IN SEARCH OF MEANING

Text 2: Rabbi Sylvia Rothschildit

The rabbis try to explain the story in various ways - all unconvincingly - as a morality tale.
But perhaps the moral is simple: don’t mock people’s appearance - you never know what it
might spark!

Text 3: Rashi to 2 Kings 2:24

RY1 DN2 PRY NIRRT — ORI And he saw them — he saw that neither they nor their
.1210 5 N*M5N5 oY1 descendants had the slightest trace of goodness in them.
Text 4: Radak ad loc
nwp O At Y’mMaphn.. The sages found it difficult to explain this story, because how could
NN’ 02 TR 0NN they explain Elishah causing so much death over such a trifling
DaN ... 0T 27T %Y oYY matter®
172YN) 0YOW AR 1NN
0’11950 01’2 DNYMNR Some of them suggested that he perceived that the young lads had
n7732yn > AR MY been conceived by their mothers on Yom Kippur, and, coming from
ANPN5 1A IR IR such a sinful background, were deserving of death.

U Rabbi Sylvia Rothschild, “The Bible says what? A prophet causes a bear to kill 42 youths”, The Jewish News (9 May 2019):
<https://perma.cc/R9QY-ZQHE>
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Text 3: b.Sotah 46b'tt
Y27 mwn 1IN 227 IR Rabbi Yochanan says in the name of Rabbi Meir: “Whoever does not

MYNI11RY 53 RN accompany another or will not allow himself to be accompanied is like a

0 'NT 721w 19°RD MHnm spiller of blood.”
1M YWIR 1N11YY YHNHIRY

D217 177 R YWIHRYH Had the inhabitants of Jericho accompanied Elisha, he would not
.Mp1ns have incited the bears to attack the infants.

Text 4: Rabbi Justin Davidv
To accompany someone is not only a gesture of protection - it is a gesture of friendship on the
deepest level, of caring for the essential wellbeing of another.

But with Elisha, the act of accompanying him is not to protect him from any danger. This is
unnecessary, since as a prophet, Elisha receives protection from God. Rather, Rabbi
Yochanan suggests that Elisha requires protection from himself!

In his extreme spiritual isolation, Elisha is liable to harbour distrust and even hatefulness
toward the many who live up to God’s demands imperfectly or not at all. Alone in his
prophetic mission, Elisha risks becoming a fanatic, and allowing his zealotry to wreak
destruction on those who are ignorant or disdainful of God’s ways. True, Elisha is special and
unique. But that doesn’t mean he should go about the world ‘unaccompanied’, meaning
standing radically apart from humanity.

W Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
W Justin David, Longing (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2018): 89.
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TEXTS

PART 2 -
MAGIC

Brighton and Hove Progressive Synagogue




HISTORY

Text 1: Avigail Manekin-Bambergert

More than 600 Jewish Aramaic incantation bowls, created in Sasanian
Babylonia roughly 1,500 years ago, have been researched and published,
while at least three times that number remain unpublished. They
contain numerous incantations, usually designated for the general
protection of a named individual but also designated for other purposes

such as medical cures, business prosperity, love charms, curses and
more.

A number of scholars have proposed historical identifications of the bowl authors. In 1913,
James Montgomery made an important distinction between, on the one hand, the majority of
the bowls written by “exorcists” with “professional possession of occult powers” and, on the
other, the poorly written bowls, especially in pseudo-script, which he suggested were written
by laymen. About a century later, Shaul Shaked also emphasised the wide range of writing
skills of the authors of the bowls while noting the range of knowledge of scripture and other
Jewish expressions. Shaked suggested that the authors who were learned in matters of
Jewish formulae were connected to the “rabbinic tradition”.

In one carefully written bowl, there is an intriguing text designated for the protection of
Berik Yehabya son of Mama. The bowl ends with a unique spell for protection: “I adjure you in
the name of He who is great and fearsome that you may silence for Berik Yehabya son of Mama the

t Avigail Manekin-Bamberger, “Who wrote these magical ancient Jewish bowls?”, National Library of Israel (2 August 2022):
<https://perma.cc/9MWR-59GU>

/ page 2 of 6



mouths of all people who write books, so that their tongues should cleave to their mouths, and that
they should not speak evil words against me. In the name of he who commanded and it came into
being. Amen, Amen, Selah.”

This leads to the question: why would the client, Berik Yehabya, seek protection from writers
of books? Perhaps, because these writers are professional scribes who curses and magical
spells, such as bowls. Thus, this scribe is attempting to silence the mouths of other scribes
who write curses. From this it would seem that the way this magic bowl author referred to
himself and to his competitors is not as professional magicians or sorcerers, but as scribes.
Indeed, among the malevolent forces the bowl incantations regularly sought to ward off are
other curses and spells aimed at the clients. This unique incantation would therefore target
not only the opposing incantations, but the scribes responsible for them.
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STORY
Text 2: b.Sanhedrin 68att

mRrn YHY NNY NRK... Rabbi Eliezer said:
nwbw nY »nR1,moHn
nY 011 ,n1550 02aYR I can teach three hundred laws (and some say that Rabbi Eliezer
MHRIY DTR 170 R91 PRIV actually said three thousand laws) with regard to the planting of
R2'PYN YIn ,0%vn 12T N2 cucumbers by sorcery, but no person has ever asked me anything
R1M 71X NNR OYa .01 ]2 about them besides Akiva ben-Yosef. Once he and I were walking

29 R ,77 72 1270 Pohnn
JYRIVP NYr012 TN a0
95 nARYNN) TNR 727 'NINAR
,727 29 IR LPPRIVP NTYN

along the way and he said to me: “My teacher, teach me about the
planting of cucumbers.” I uttered a single word and the entire field
became filled with cucumbers. He said to me: “My teacher, you

»1T1Y - NP2V 2ANTNRY have taught me about planting them; now teach me about uprooting
,TAR 727 *NINR .JN1PY them.” I uttered a single word and they all were gathered to one
SINR MpnY 1715 18apm place.
Text 3: b.Sanhedrin 65bt%t
NN RIPWVIR 27 R12IN 27 Rav Chanina and Rav Oshaya would sit every Friday evening and
"POYI RNAW ?5Yn 53 'am engage in the study of Sefer Y’tzira, and a third-born calf would

119 »12°11 1YY 18]

be created for them and they would eat it.
.19 Y9OR1 RNY n RYAY

1 Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
W Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
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Text 4: y.Sanhedrin 7:13, 25d

973 111N 12 YWY 27 IR Rebbi Y’hoshua ben-Chananyah said:
1PN70aRY 1277P 2201 RIR
MITIN 1720 YR NY Tam
J7201 YR Py

I am able to take gourds and watermelons and turn them into
rams and deer who would produce further rams and deer.

Text 5: b.Pesachim 110alv

IRTNYR (RTIY QD17 'Y 1R
R1N NNNN P TVT RIHYN
HNYWIR IR LT INDIOR
?27°MApPN YRN L, Pan MpR
YTYT RAPT VIPY -
,MHYRNYT RT2 NN
RTY2 NYHORNYT RAPT
JINR 22070 RNIN,1N0T
YINY 'R .RNHN RN - RINY
RN RINY PINR ANIRT 729
RIRY INR 1D RN2 NYAIR
7Y YINY IR .AwNN RN
RTNYY RN RIRT JINR INART
RN RINI PINR Y RN -
RN TY RTAIY M .nyav
RTW Ypa,Tm

v Adapted from Steinsaltz translation

Rav Yosef said:

Yosef the Demon said to me: “Ashmedai, the king of the demons, is
appointed over all who perform actions in pairs.”

And if one forgets and it happens that they go outside after having
drunk an even number of cups, what is the solution? They should
take their right thumb in their left hand, and their left thumb in
their right hand, and say as follows: “You, my thumbs, and I make
three, which is not a pair.” And if they hear a voice that says:
“Including me, that makes four,” they should reply: “You and I are
five.” And if they hear it say: “You and I are six,” they should say to
it: “You and I are seven.” There was an incident in which someone
kept counting after the demon until reaching 101, and the demon
exploded in frustration.
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ANALYSIS
Text 6: Adam Kirschv

What is most fascinating here is not the existence of superstition, which is common to all
ancient cultures, and certainly has not disappeared from modern ones. Rather, it is the way
the Gemara goes on to perform an authentically Talmudic analysis of these superstitions.
Just as the rabbis codify in great detail exactly what can and can’t be moved on Shabbat, so
they lay out the rules and exceptions about interactions with demons.

This suggests that the Talmud’s general commitment to exact measurement and correct
action - the need to find out exactly how to behave in order to please God, down to the order
in which you put on your shoes in the morning - is itself a kind of magical thinking. For the
rabbis, Jews are the protagonists of a cosmic drama in which their every slightest action will
be either rewarded or punished.

And yet, for all the extravagant superstition on display, there was also a hard kernel of good
psychological sense. The Gemara explains¥ that while the Jews of Babylonia were worried
about pairs, in Palestine they were indifferent to the subject. “T'he rule of the matter is that all
who are particular about pairs, the demons are particular with them; and if one is not particular,
they are not particular with them.” This almost says that the whole idea of pairs being cursed
is a self-fulfilling prophecy: If we suffer from performing even-numbered actions, it’s
because we expect to suffer. Even so, this doesn’t mean that the demons don’t exist.

v Adam Kirsch, “Magical thinking, superstition, and incantations in Jewish oral law”, Tablet Mag (15 October 2013): <https
://archive.ph/81yE7>

i h,Pesachim 110b
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PART 3 -
SATAN
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BIBLE

Text 1: Job 1t
iNY 217R Y1V YIRL N0 WIR
R71 192 0N RIND WIRD 020
19 17517 YN 01 D AYR
"7 :Ni1a WibY) 0211 nyay
NYYYI IRX 7aHR NYaY 1mpn
TR Nikn YAM 0290) *a9%R
N7V NINR NIRN YAM 12
2172 RINN YIRD '0”N TRN D27
1WY1171295971 10T 732 521
INYY1 ini’ ¥R N2 nnYn
IOR? DIPNIOR NYHYI IRIP]

19°pN 3 ' :0NNRY NIRY)
217R NYY1 NQYAN N
N2001 1222 0°2YN) DYTRN
2178 1R 2 0Y2 18PN niYy
009X 12721 712 IRVN YR
22 2R NYY? N2 D117
71218221 DD AN 0D
Rian M Yy ax'nnY o'abRn
NN I9R7 :02ina VW D)
10WD Y21 2N 17RN TOYWD DR
YIR1 VIYA IR M DR
9% MY RN A2 79an0Mm

U Adapted from Alter translation

A man there was in the land of Uz: his name was Job. And the
man was blameless and upright and feared God and shunned
evil. And seven sons were born to him, and three daughters.
And his flocks came to seven thousand sheep and three
thousand camels and five hundred yokes of cattle and five
hundred she-asses and a great abundance of slaves. And that
man was greater than all the others in his region.

And his sons would go and hold a feast, in each one’s house on
his set day, and they would call to their sisters to eat and drink
with them. And it happened when the days of the feast came
round, that Job would send and consecrate them and rise early
in the morning and offer up burnt offerings according to the
number of them all. For Job thought: “Perhaps my children have
offended and cursed God in their hearts.” Thus would Job do at all
times.

And one day, the children of God came to stand in attendance

before the Eternal One, and the Satan, too, came among them.
And the Eternal said to the Satan: “Where have you been?” And
the Satan answered the Eternal and said: “Roaming the earth
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2R 7TV 5V 727 ANYD 19YQ
792 0N VIR PIRAINND PR 7D
1090 197 :YIN 101 VAOR R
217R X7 Dann RN MmN n\
NOY NRR NR RYD :00YR
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JR M IR 119727 9738 7Y
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% R2 RIM 711d320 DD NR
Nnivan 170 Ipan 1R 2R
Yam 0027 Y NiYya niankm
120 DIPI0 NR) ONRM R1Y
727 IR P NVIARI 1IN 97
R3 N7 12TA T T 7 7307
17 NY9) DNYR WR IIRMN
07IP3 |R¥2 1IN 0NYa
727 7IR P17 NY7IAR) D2ORM)
R3 A7) 13T AT TV 77 TR
nYHYY Y 0TV 1NRN
09130 Y 10¥aN 0YRY

a9 1570 0PN NR) DINpPN

and walking about in it.” And the Eternal said to the Satan: “Have
you paid heed to My servant Job, for there is none like him on earth,
a blameless and upright man, who fears God and shuns evil?” And
the Satan answered the Eternal One and said: “Does Job fear God
for nothing? Have You not hedged him about and his household and
all that he has all around? The work of his hands You have blessed,
and his flocks have spread over the land. And yet, reach out Your
hand, pray, and strike all he has. Will he not curse You to Your
face?” And the Eternal said to the Satan: “Look, all that he has is
in your hands. Only against him himself do not reach out your
hand.” And the Satan went out from before the Eternal’s
presence.

And one day, Job’s sons and his daughters were eating and
drinking wine in the house of their brother, the firstborn. And a
messenger came to Job and said: “The cattle were ploughing and
the she-asses grazging by them, and Sabeans fell upon them and took
them, and the lads they struck down by the edge of the sword, and I
alone escaped to tell you.” This one was still speaking when
another came and said: “God’s fire fell from the heavens and
burned among the sheep and the lads and consumed them, and I
alone escaped to tell you.” This one was still speaking when
another came and said: “Chaldaeans set out in three bands and
pounced upon the camels and took them, and the lads they struck
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»729 7IR P71 NVINARI AN down by the edge of the sword.” This one was still speaking when
R R 17? "’E'? another came and said: “Your sons and your daughters were
~ D9IR PN 9213 10RN eating and drinking wine in the house of their brother, the
H ol n? M9 17 b . . .
MR BT firstborn. And, look, a great wind came from beyond the wilderness
1390 NRI 121T) M N d struck the fi fthe h d it fell on th
n*an niza PaTR2 PN 127N and struck the ou? corners of the house, and it fell on the young
AVYARY INIAM 0YIR 5Y Yan people, and they died. And I alone escaped to tell you.”

R :?l? AR RRN Pl And Job rose and tore his garment and shaved his head and fell
nR 1711990 N} YIPN 2R

AARM ANNYN NYIR 58 YR to the earth and bowed down. And he said: “Naked I came out
AR 102N YMRY? NN OTY from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there. God has
M7 1N M NAY 211WR DAY given and God has taken away. Blessed be the name of God.”

931 :97an Mo’ oY ' NPY : : : :
1N1 XYY 2§78 RUN KD NRT With all this, Job did not offend, nor did he put blame on the

.05 RY N5an Eternal One.

WORD
Text 2: Jastrow’s dictionary

1v0 - to be hostile to; to hinder, accuse; hinderer, enemy; the accuser, the seducer, Satan.
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CELESTIAL ROLE

Text 3: Pesikta Rabbati 45t

NnR A0PYH VY R 5”N1a

nR VNA RIM HRIY?

IR HRIY? HY DnYMINY
nmea ¥ 0% Hv 1nan
,9R87¥71 101 07arin nYiYn
191 0’212 O91YN MMR1 ¥?
R1N 72 W1TpMm ,HRIw
LRI HY DRYNOT NR VA
mNyn Nk Y,iw .. nwIy 1nn
D'HYpPWI oM ,N1POTN TAD
197R TA1D19R NYOTM MINYn
D7TRN YW masn 'nw

1910 JVYM ,MMYN DIRRN)
q52 N5 mny R0anb
WITPN NN ,nYronY myn
1OWNY TY ,NVIY R1N N2
VITPN MNY ¥pam ann
mnya nk Y0V /M0 P12
NNN D1NLVM 950 NN

1°R1 R2 JVVWMN 1YY Nama
W12 INRIY 1Y DY RXIN
J11R1 DRIV Y

W Adapted from Braude translation

On the Day of Atonement, Satan comes to accuse Israel and
specifies the iniquities of Israel, saying: “Sovereign of the
universe, there are adulterers among the nations of the earth; so,
too, among Israel. There are thieves among the nations of the earth;
so, too, among Israel.”

But the Holy One, ever to be blessed, specifies the just deeds of
Israel. Then what does God do? God looks to see what the balance
or imbalance is between the iniquities and the just deeds. And as
they are weighed - the iniquities against the just deeds, these
against those - the two pans of the scale balance exactly.

Thereupon Satan goes out to fetch more iniquities to put in the
pan of iniquities and bring it down. What does the Holy One, ever
to be blessed, do? While Satan is going about seeking iniquities,
the Holy One, ever to be blessed, takes the iniquities out of the
pan and hides them under the Divine purple robe. Then Satan
comes and finds no iniquity on the scales, as is said The iniquity
of Israel shall be sought for, and there shall be none (Jeremiah
50:20).
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Text 4: b.Yoma 20a

RY0NA2 (VYN :RNN 72 N7 IR Rabbi Rami bar-Chamma said:
NnonN M0 NYAIR PRYWY ARN NYN ‘ .
29 TR Y1 AP PRIV DR The Satan’, numerologically, has a value of 364. So 364 days
Y11875T RN172,71100RY RMIWA of the year, Satan has a licence to prosecute. But on Yom
JNVORY RMWI Y5 MY Kippur, he has no licence to prosecute.

SATAN AND TEMPTATION

Text 5: b.Kiddushin 81a-btit

(RN 5O A nh H77 mnantha Plimo used to say every day: “An arrow in the eye of Satan!” One
TN RN .JOVT N71°Y2 R day, it was the eve of Yom Kippur, and Satan appeared to him as

ATIR M INADT RNV 25V a pauper who came and called him to the door, requesting alms.

RI12R RIP RNR ,RNIYD . .
’ ! AP 5 Plimo brought out bread to him.
1D AR ,RNa»M Y I1pran

RNYY 1915 RIT'RN 2D RNV Satan said: “On a day like today, everyone is inside eating, shall I
:"’”1’ 7R3N N;m 7RI stand outside and eat?” Plimo brought him inside and gave him

:l ? . ? 1 ? ? . P73 . . . .
172 IR RN 7179 127P] bread. Satan said: “On a day like today, everyone is sitting at the

RNYY 1910 RITIRN 1D RNV
. i .
JAPIR 22RTINY RINT,RONR table, and shall I sit by myself?” Plimo sat him at the table. He

9 M1A .RONR 10120 was sitting and doing repulsive things at the table. Plimo said
,DYRNT 90 172 Trayp mm to the pauper: “Sit properly.” Satan then said: “Give me a cup.”
1270 7YY IR aw 2 H7R Plimo gave him a cup. Satan coughed up his phlegm and spat it
INOR ,RDD 1771207 ,RDD Y into the cup. Plimo berated him for acting this way, at which

RPY ,172 1711 ,1N?D 172 RTY point Satan pretended to sink down and die.

mrHa DANRP NATIYVNAY .M

W Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
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IR722 Yup 1nrHa 1R Hop
,RDO1N N33 1'WAa1 RYVI PIY
> .np Ha1 nana YR

1°9 251 YvRN MNT APINT
RNYL RN Y IR ,Nwa)
2RNIR 7270 RHRY 2700 NN
IV RAINNI AN RN N0 R
Jowa na

Text 6: b.Shabbat 89a

IR m1InY nwn nYyw nywa
D'Y2IR QDY HRIWY 10Y
q10% .82 1R ,WY NHnna, o
227°Y1 JUY R2 D12 DYIAIR
nwn ;0% 1R ,0%Yn nKX
nYY 1Y 1R 2810 1270 Ddan
RY1 YW IR :10Y IR .mnb
M7wa RY NN HY Innwn
ANLVN MNT 1A ARIN AHY
J1 110RY Y MnRpT m

The household then heard people around them saying: “Plimo
killed a man! Plimo killed a man!”

Plimo fled and hid himself in the bathroom. Satan followed him
and fell before him. Upon seeing that Plimo was suffering, he
revealed himself. Satan said: “What is the reason that you spoke
this way, provoking me by saying, ‘An arrow in the eye of Satan?’”
Plimo replied: “What then should I say?” Satan replied: “Say, ‘Let
the Merciful One rebuke the Satan.””

When Moses ascended on high, he said to the Israelites: “I will be
back in 40 days, give or take six hours.” After 40 days precisely,
Satan came and darkened the world, and said: “Moses, your
leader, where is he?” They replied: “Up the mountain.” Satan said:
“But it’s already been six hours after 40 days!” The Israelites
ignored him. “Moses has died!” cried Satan. The Israelites
ignored him. Finally, he conjured up a vision of Moses lying dead,
and that is when the Israelites asked Aaron to build a golden
calf.
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LOOKING BACK
Text 8: Rabbi Lydia Medwinw

Satan in Jewish tradition is often understood as a metaphor for some inner struggle.

v Rabbi Lydia Medwin, “The difficulties of ethical decision making”, Reform Judaism (November 2014): <https://perma.cc
/G9ZZ-6EEQ>
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TEMPTATION

Text 1: b.Kiddushin 81at

,RYTINIY 'RNRT RNMAY 71N
,RT?0N 0IN1Y 171225 111POR
TN NTNPN RATTINPYR
%8110n RTN Nabn RPT

27 NHPY ,RMAYRIL RN

*2 1°95* N0 RHT RA1TY DINY
TINY RMHT,RMHTND nvwY
RATT RaHahH RV D YR YD
2 RN :RYP RN, NV AR

;19 19R L1127 10K 'oany
2011 1Y IR 1P NaYod

, 170 RnYya oany *21a05'N
JNIRT RNHYYYH 171119050 RO
770 PAal L, NN PaYT YAVR
TN Y IR ,RINT RTINY 1D
RIRT , R RINT R NRT
1N R1aNTY

U Adapted from Steinsaltz translation

Some vulnerable women who were brought to Nehardea, and
taken to stay at the house of Rav Amram the Pious. They
removed the ladder from before them to prevent men from
climbing up after them to the attic where they were to sleep.
When one of them passed by the entrance to the upper
chamber, it was as though alight shone in the aperture due to
her great beauty.

Rav Amram grabbed a ladder that ten men together could not
lift, lifted it on his own and began climbing. When he was
halfway up the ladder, he strengthened his legs against the
sides of the ladder to stop himself from climbing further,
raised his voice, and cried out: “T'’here is a fire in the house of
Amram!” Upon hearing this, the Sages came and found him in
that position.
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PRANKS AND HIGH JINX
Text 2: y.Ketubot 12:3, 35atl
MM 1220 MY mn an Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi was very meek and said: “If Rav Huna, the
N1 17 P00 PR ... 'NR Exilarch, came here, I would let him sit higher than myself since he is
212mn RIR RONY 'MOI v from the tribe of Judah and I am from Benjamin, he is from the male

’ b} 23? 2 . %
TINY N RIAT 0 295 line and I am from the female.
1N RINT 11212 10 RINY

TN RNAP1 1N RIRY RPIADT Once, the elder Rebbi Chiyya visited him and said: “Rav Huna is
127 17N 727 ORY T here!” The face of Rebbi became saffron-colored. Then Rebbi

5’ ’ : : o : :
RN 27 RA 270 'NR 12230 Chiyya said to him: “He’s here in a coffin!”
*27 H¥ 1728 11570N) JRDY

Y IR RINMNTR 00 0K Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi said to him: “Go outside and look who wants
P91 IR1Y Y1 AN NN P1a you there.” Rebbi Chiyya stepped outside and did not find anybody;
RINT YT W1 11 NOWR RO he understood that Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi was angry with him.

9y WO
Text 3: b.Sanhedrin 65b
Y297 1NPY NTY ,RI22 R12 R Rava made a man. He sent the man to visit Rabbi Zeira. Rabbi
R91,N7TN2YNYA RP MN.RT Zeira tried speaking to him, but got no reply. He said to the
10 175 IR .25 TN RPN man: “One of the guys made you, didn’t they! Return to your
.717748vY 79Tn ,nR RMan dust.”

W Adapted from Guggenheimer translation
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Text 4: b.Megillah 7b

NTIYD 172Y RIT 227 12N Rava and Rabbi Zeira were enjoying a Purim feast together. They
,01027R 2TTN »TNa 0*MNAa got drunk and Rava stood up and killed Rabbi Zeira.
.R777 72719 vonvw nNa1 op
LPNRY ANT Y2 NNy The next morning, Rava asked God for mercy and he! brought
1 'n Y IR MvH Rabbi Zeira back to life.
»TNa 0 Na NTIYD T2PN
559 ®Y 9 AR DTTA One year later, Rava said to Rabbi Zeira: “Come to my Purim feast
.RD?1 WNINN RNYWI RNYY again!” But Rabbi Zeira replied: “Miracles don’t happen every
time!”
CLASHES
Text 5: y.Shabbat 1:4, 3c
1MNRY MOYNNn 1R This is the story of the laws that were confirmed in the attic of
12 17pTN 12 17210 N°5Ya Chananiah ben-Chizgiah ben-Garon, when the sages went to visit

MR ... 1929 1%YwD N
D172 /WY WP NN o1n
727 RIN ... 23V 12 NYYIY
¥”21 77050 RPNR YVIN Rebbi Y’hoshua Onnaya taught that the students of Beit Shammai

1M nonbn 1nY 1TRY stood downstairs and killed the students of Beit Hillel with swords
.. 990 n*a »1nYna Pamn and spears.

"IN /)NN721 Maana
1772 727 VY ANnv And it is taught that eighteen laws were decreed on that day.

him. That day was as hard for the Jewish people as the day that the
golden calf was made.

W Tt’s unclear whether this should actually read ‘He’, viz God.
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Text 6: yv.Sanhedrin 2:1, 19b-20a'
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Reish Lakish said: “If the Nasi sins, one whips him on the orders of
three judges.” Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi heard this and became
angry. He sent Goths to catch Reish Lakish. They beat him.

The next day, Rebbi Yochanan and Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi were
both in the study hall. Rabbi Yehudah asked: “Why are you not
teaching?” Rabbi Yochanan started clapping with one hand. Rabbi
Yehudah asked: “Does a person normally clap with one hand?” Rabbi
Yochanan answered him: “No, but without Reish Lakish, there is
nothing.”

Rabbi Yehudah went to Reish Lakish and asked him: “Why did you
give such an objectionable teaching?” Reish Lakish replied: “Did you
really imagine that for fear of you I would refrain from expounding
the teachings of the Merciful One?P”

v Adapted from Guggenheimer translation
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AFFECTION

Text 7: b.Bava Metzia 84av
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One day, Rabbi Yochanan was bathing in the Jordan River. Reish
Lakish saw him and jumped into the Jordan, pursuing him. At that
time, Reish Lakish was the leader of a band of marauders.

Rabbi Yochanan said to Reish Lakish: “Your strength is fit for Torah
study.” Reish Lakish said to him: “Your beauty is fit for women.” Rabbi
Yochanan said to him: “If you return to the pursuit of Torah, I will give
you my sister in marriage, who is more beautiful than I am.”

Reish Lakish accepted upon himself to study Torah. Rabbi Yochanan
taught Reish Lakish the whole corpus of Jewish texts, and turned
him into a great man.

One day the Sages of the study hall were engaging in a dispute.
Bladed objects are susceptible to ritual impurity from the time of the
completion of their manufacture. But when is the completion of their
manufacture? Rabbi Yochanan says: “It is from when one fires these
itemsin the furnace.” Reish Lakish said: “It is from when one cools them
in water, after they have been fired in the furnace.”

Rabbi Yochanan said to Reish Lakish: “A bandit knows about tools.”
Reish Lakish said to Rabbi Yochanan: “What benefit did you bring me?

v Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
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There, among the bandits, they called me leader, and here, too, they call
me leader.”

As aresult of the quarrel, Rabbi Yochanan was offended, which in
turn affected Reish Lakish, who fell ill and died. Rabbi Yochanan was
sorely pained over losing him.

The sages said: “Who will go to calm Rabbi Yochanan’s mind and comfort
him over his loss? Let Rabbi Elazar ben-Pedat go, as his statements are
sharp.” Rabbi Elazar ben-Pedat went and sat before Rabbi Yochanan.

With regard to every matter that Rabbi Yochanan would say, Rabbi
Elazar ben Pedat would say to him: “Here is a point which supports
your opinion.”

Rabbi Yochanan said to him: “Are you comparable to Reish Lakish? In
my discussions with him, when I would state a matter, he would raise
twenty-four contradictions in an attempt to disprove my claim, and I
would answer him with twenty-four answers, and the law would become
clear. And yet you say to me: ‘Here is a point which supports your
opinion.”’ Do I not know that what I say is good?”
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Text 8: yv.Dematil 4:1, 24a

RY2 RPN 92 N2’ Rebbi Abun bar-Chiyya was studying with Rebbi Zeira. They came to a
Y .. R1WTNMp difficult point.
1772 1PNk 73N 29
avwn I'n RIN Just then, Rabbi Chaggai entered. Abun and Zeira said: “Any moment
RNYV IR RIRT now, he’ll say: ‘By Moses, I'll explain this to you!””

IR RIRT NVN 'NR . o . .
RNV Rabbi Chaggai said: “By Moses, I'll explain this to you!”

ECCENTRICITY
Text 9: b.Pesachim 112b
,10 10 — RINT RATM 127 INRK Rav taught:
RNT,NT AT — NIRRT RN
RAIRT RATY ,RT RT — RYNANT The cry of an ox"'is: “Heyn heyn!” The cry of a lion is: “Zeh zeh!”
D197 RY*N RN N9 — The cry of a camel is: “Da da!” The cry of a sailor is: “Yo heave

RN ho!”vii

"' Rashi, sv “‘Nizha d’tora’, suggests that these are noises one is advised to make to, rather than noises made by, those
animals and mariners listed.

v | {terally: “Helenti, hayya, hela, vehilook, hulya!”
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Text 10: b.Berachot 62aqviit
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Ben-Azzai said: “I once entered a bathroom after my teacher Rabbi
Akiva, and I learned three things. I learned that one should not
defecate while facing east and west, but rather while facing north
and south; I learned that one should not uncover himself while
standing, but while sitting; and I learned that one should not wipe
with his right hand, but with his left.”

Rabbi Yehuda said to him: “You were impertinent to your teacher
to that extent?” Ben-Azzaireplied: “It is Torah, and I must learn.”

Rav Kahana entered Rav’s room and hid under his bed. He heard
Rav chatting and laughing with his wife, and seeing to his needs.
Rav Kahana said to Rav: “Go on, my son!”*

Rav said to him: “Kahana, what are you doing here?! L.eave, as this
is an undesirable mode of behaviour.” Rav Kahana said to him: “It
is Torah, and I must learn.”

viit Adapted from Steinsaltz translation
X A loose and idiomatic translation.
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LOOKING BACK

Text 11: Professor Mara H Benjamin*

The ultimate test of the success for all Torah lies in its ability to become embodied in a
human being, and in the possibility of a disciple ‘reading’ the text that his master embodies.

X Mara H Benjamin, “0On teachers, rabbinic and maternal”, in Marjorie Lehman, Jane L Kanarek and Simon J Bronner (eds),
Mothers in the Jewish Cultural Imagination (Liverpool: Littman Library of Jewish Civilisation, 2017), 359-376: 371.
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TOL’DOT YESHU!

Foetus: version 1

The beginning of the creation of Yeshu: his mother Miriam descended from Israel, and she
had a fiancé of royal blood, from the house of David. His name was Yochanan. He knew
scripture well and was a very God-fearing man.

And next to Miriam’s door, across the street, there was a good-looking man named Yosef. One
night, on Sabbath’s eve, he passed by her door while he was drunk. He came inside, and she
thought in her heart that he was her fiancé Yochanan. She said to him: “Do not touch me,
because I am menstruating,” but he was not alarmed and did not pay attention to her words.
He lay with her, and she conceived from him.

In the middle of the night, her fiancé Rabbi Yochanan came. She said to him: “What is this? It
never was (your) custom from the day of our betrothal to come to me twice in one night.” He
responded to her and said: “Now is the first time I come to you in this night.” She said to him:
“You came to me and I said to you, ‘I am menstruating,” but you were not alarmed, you fulfilled
your desire and went away.” As he heard this, he immediately understood that Yosef ben-
Pandera put an eye on her and did this.

After a while, there went a rumour that Miriam was pregnant. Her fiancé Yochanan said:
“Not from me she conceived. If I remain here, I would hear my disgrace from the people every day.”
He got up and went to Babylonia.

! This i1s a mash-up and very slight adaptation of various recensions of the text, as compiled and translated by Michael
Meerson and Peter Schdafer (eds), Toledot Yeshu: the life story of Jesus (Tubingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2014).
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Foetus: version 2

Behold, in the reign of Herod the Proselyte, there was a man named Pappos ben-Yehudah,
and he had a wife whose name was Miriam. She was of extraordinary beauty, and she was
from the tribe of Benyamin. Her husband Pappos would not allow her to go outside his house,
and closed the door for her sake, saying: “Lest the villains would whore with her.”

And on the Yom Kippur fast, the villain Yosef Pandera ha-Notzri passed by her window, and
he was handsome, and, seeing that no one was at her home, he raised his voice and shouted to
her: “Miriam, Miriam, for how long will you be locked up?” She bent over the window and
answered him: “Yosef, Yosef, save me!” Yosef went and fetched a ladder, and Miriam went out
through the window. They both fled from Jerusalem to Bethlehem on the Yom Kippur fast,
and they lived in Bethlehem for many days, and no one recognised them. And Yosef lay with
Miriam on the Yom Kippur fast and she conceived.
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Child: version 1

His mother hired a teacher for him, and he was intelligent and studied both scripture and
Talmud. And the students of the sages had a custom that neither a boy nor a young man
might walk in the street with his head uncovered. One day, that villain passed in the street
with a proud stature and his head uncovered in front of our rabbis. When he passed by, one of
them said: “A bastard he is.” The second said: “A bastard and the son of a menstruating woman.”

The rabbis were expounding legal problems and were looking for their solutions. And if a

student expounded a problem, then the rabbi proposed to them a solution, but this villain
Yeshu proposed a solution without his rabbi’s consent. One student said to him: “Even if I
knew the solution, I would not have spoken in front of the rabbi.”

Child: version 2

Yeshu ha-Notzri was arrogant since the time he knew how to speak. And he was devious,
deceiving and contentious, and he made himself a name in foul language. And he spoke ill of
the prophets and scripture learners, and he conducted himself with jealousy, lust and self-
honour. He desired mightiness. He said that scripture and all its commandments are already
annulled, and he said that he was the King Messiah that all the prophets prophesied about,
and that regarding him the prophet said: Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and you
shall call his name Emmanuel (Isaiah 7:14). And the proof that he had is that he did not have a
father.

Child: version 3
In those days, the court was judging the nation’s cases, and they were perverting the
judgments with bribery and with favouritism. And Yeshu ha-Notzri was sitting there. Once
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he rebuked them regarding a righteous person who they were menacing. He surpassed them
in the argument. And they had enough of him and were searching for a pretext for distancing
him from his position amongst them.

The court called Miriam, his mother. They made her swear by the Divine Name, saying: “Tell
us, this young man, whose son is he?” On account of her greatly advanced age, she feared the
oath by the Divine Name and told the court what happened.

When Yeshu returned from the village, he came to sit in his customary place. The court arose
and drove him out. They said to him: A bastard shall not enter the congregation of God
(Deuteronomy 23:2).

Spiritual leader

In the Temple, there was the Foundation Stone on which the letters of the Ineffable Name
were written. Everyone who learned them could do whatever they wanted, and the sages
were afraid that the youngsters of Israel might learn them and destroy the world with them.
They, therefore, had made an arrangement for this matter, so that they would not be able to
learn: copper dogs suspended from two iron columns of the central gate, who would make
anyone leaving the building forget the letters.

Yeshu came and read the letters, and wrote them on parchment. He then cut his thigh and
put the parchment inside it, and pronounced those letters, so that his wounded flesh would
not hurt. Then, he returned his flesh to its place. When he left the Temple, the copper dogs
were barking at him and the letters escaped his memory. He went home and cut open his
flesh with a knife, retrieve the parchment, and learned the letters.
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Then Yeshu went and assembled 310 young men of Israel. He said to them: “Look, those who
call me the bastard son of a menstruating woman, they desire greatness for themselves, and they
seek to dominate in Israel. Do you not see that all prophets prophesied about the Messiah of God?
AndIam the Messiah!”

The young men answered him: “If you are the Messiah, show us a sign.” They brought to him a
cripple that never stood on his feet. He pronounced over him the letters, and he got up on his
feet. At that moment, everyone fell prostrate before him and said: “This is the Messiah!” The
villains of his folk gathered around him.

The elders of Israel went and chose one man whose name was Yehudah Iskariota, and led him
to the Holy of Holies, and he learned the letters of the Ineffable Name that were hewn on the
Foundation Stone, and Yehudah wrote them on a small parchment, cut his thigh, said the
Ineffable Name, so that it would not hurt, as Yeshu had done in the beginning.

Aviator

Yeshu raised his hands like the wings of an eagle and was flying, and the people were amazed
at how he flew between the heaven and the earth. The sages of Israel said to Yehudah
Iskariota: “You too mention the letters and ascend after him!” Yehudah immediately did so, and
flew up to the sky. Neither of them was able to defeat the other, because they were trying to
cast each other to the ground with help of the Ineffable Name while both of them were in
possession of the Ineffable Name. When Yehudah realised this, he urinated on Yeshu and
touched his erect penis and defiled Yeshu a second time with semen, and Yeshu was polluted
and fell to the ground.
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Captive

The sages brought Yeshu to the synagogue in Tiberias and tied him to a pillar before the ark.
And when the faction of fools and the erring ones who believed in him gathered and saw that
Yeshu did not have the ability to run away from the sages, they put on his head a crown of
thorns and the villains started to cry, and there was a war in Israel between brother and
brother and between father and son. And the sages and elders overcame the villains, and

defeated them.

They sentenced Yeshu to death. Yeshu gave his voice up to weeping and said: “Concerning me,
David my forefather prophesied: For your sake we are killed all day long (Psalm 44:23).”
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TOL’DOT YESHU!

Fugitive

When Yeshu’s disciples and his band of villains heard about his capital sentence, they
delivered up their souls to death and fought the elders of Jerusalem and the sages, and they
smuggled Yeshu outside of the city. Yeshu hurried and went down to the Jordan River and he
immersed and purified himself. He unfurled the Name and did signs like before. Moreover, he
went and took two millstones and floated them upon the waters, and he sat on them and
fished before his faction, and they ate.

The report came to Jerusalem, and the pietists and the sages mourned. They said: “Who is the
man who will place his life in his hands and go and remove the Great Name from that bastard son of
a menstruating woman? Behold, we are guarantors for him, to bring him to life in the World to
Come!” And Yehudah said: “I will go.” He went and disguised himself among those villains.
And it happened at midnight that God cast a deep sleep upon that bastard because Yehudah
had adjured the angel who rules over sleep. Then, Yehudah came to the tent of the bastard,
and he took his knife and cut the flesh of Yeshu, and he took out from him the power of the
holy writing.

Then he went out from them secretly to the elders of the city and its sages. Yehudah told
them all that was done and how he removed the Name from that bastard. They were very
happy, and Yehudah said to them: “I will deliver that bastard into your hands by this time
tomorrow.” The sages said to him: “Do you know his goings and comings?” Yehudah said to

! This i1s a mash-up and very slight adaptation of various recensions of the text, as compiled and translated by Michael
Meerson and Peter Schdafer (eds), Toledot Yeshu: the life story of Jesus (Tubingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2014).
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them: “Behold, he will come at this time tomorrow to the Temple to offer the Pesach sacrifice.
With him will be two thousand men, all of them wearing identical garments. And you, arm
yourselves for tomorrow; the man before whom I will prostrate and bend down, he is that bastard.
Do as men of war; fight against his band and seize him!”

All of the sages and the elders rejoiced with great joy, and they agreed to act according to
words of Yehudah. And it happened on the next day that Yeshu came with all of his band, and
Yehudah went out before him and bent down and prostrated himself to him, with his face to
the ground. The men of Jerusalem were armed and girded, and they seized Yeshu.

Death row inmate

And that day was Pesach eve and Sabbath eve. They brought him to the place of stoning, and
they stoned him with stones and he died. The sages said to hang him on a tree, but the tree
would not bear him; rather, it broke under him. Yeshu’s disciples saw this and wept, and they
said: “See the righteousness of our lord Yeshu that no tree will bear him!”

Yehudah saw that no tree would receive him, and he said to the sages: “Know that that bastard
adjured all the trees while the Name was still in his hands so they would not bear him. Behold,
there is in my garden a big cabbage stalk; I will go and bring it. Perhaps it will bear him.” The
sages said: “Go, do as you said.” Yehudah ran and brought the stalk, and they hanged Yeshu on
it.
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Corpse

After that, they buried. And it happened that on that night, his disciples gathered and wept
on his grave. Yehudah heard and said to himself: “Maybe they will steal him and will make a
false claim, saying he ascended to heaven.” He disguised himself again, and came into their
midst, and wept a wanton cry. Immediately after everyone had left, Yehudah took the corpse
from its grave, took it to his house, and buried Yeshu under an aqueduct, and put a stone on
him and placed trees on top of the stone, and he did not reveal the matter to his family.

And Yeshu’s disciples discovered that the grave was open and the corpse was gone. They fell
on their faces, and screamed a bitter cry: “The Jews killed the Messiah, a righteous man,
foundation of the world.”

Yehudah ran to his garden and took out the corpse and tied the strands of Yeshu’s hair to the
tail of a horse. And he dragged out the corpse to the city street, yelling: “See Yeshu and his
end.” Everyone walked after the corpse, and the young men cursed and mocked him. Young
men took dog excrement and put it in his mouth. And in memory of this, monks distribute
disgusting bread.

/ page 4 of 6



Aftermath

And it happened after these matters that a quarrel developed between the Christians and
the Jews, not that they can be equated! For when a Christian saw a Jew, they killed them.
And the trouble continued to get more severe for thirty years. The Christians gathered
together in thousands and tens of thousands, and they prevented Israel from going up to
Jerusalem for the pilgrimage festivals. There was as great a trouble in Israel as on the day
when the golden calf was made, and they did not know what to do, but their faith continued
to get stronger.

One elder stood up, and his name was Shimon Kefa. He said to them: “Hearken to me my
brothers and my people! If my words seem good in your eyes, I will separate these evil men from
the community of the children of Israel.” And Shimon Kefa went into the Inner Sanctuary and
wrote down the Great Name. He tore his flesh and placed the writing within it; then he went
out from the Temple, took out the writing and learned the Name.

He went to the city of the Christians, shouted in a loud voice and said: “Everyone who has faith
in Yeshu, let them come to me, for I am his messenger.” They came to him in numbers as great as
the grains of sand on the seashore. They said to him: “Give us a sign that you are his
messenger.” He said to them: “What sign do you request from me?” They said to him: “The signs
that Yeshu did during his life, you also do for us.” He said to them: “Bring me a leper!” They
brought one to him, and he laid his hand on him, and behold, he was healed. He said to them
further: “Bring me a corpse!” They brought one before him, and he laid his hand on him, and he
lived and stood on his feet. These evil men saw this, and they fell before him to the earth and
said to him: “T'ruly you are a messenger of Yeshu, for he did thusly for us in his life!”
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Shimon Kefa said to them: “I am Yeshu’s messenger, and he commanded me to go to you. Swear to
me that you will do everything that I command you. Know that the one who was hanged hated
Israel, but know further that he does not desire Israel, as Hosea said, For you are not my people
(Hosea 1:9). Although he is able to uproot them from the world in a single moment, he does not
want to destroy them. So now, he warns you and commands you not to continue to do any evil to
any Jew. If a Jew strikes a Christian on the left cheek, turn to them also the right cheek, so that
they shall use up their reward in this world and in the World to Come they will be stored away for
affliction in hell.”

They said: “As you said, so shall we do.” They built him a tower, and they gave the tower to
him as a residence, and gave him a daily ration of bread and water until the day of his death.
He dwelt within it and served the God of our fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and he wrote
a great many liturgical poems, and he sent them throughout all of the lands of the Israelites
in order that they might be a memorial to him in every generation.

Shimon dwelt in the tower for six years and then he died. They entombed him in the tower,
and they did so. Afterwards, they built an ugly building on it, and this tower still stands in
Rome. And they call him Peter. This is the word for ‘rock’, for he sat there on a rock until the
day of his death.
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IT’S A GIRL!

Text 1: Chatam Sofer, responsum Choshen Mishpat 176
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From the pure hand of my correspondent, I received information
regarding the slaughterer Michael Raab, a shochet in a certain
village, who deceived a certain respected man, the honourable
rabbi Michael Pashkiz.

Raab mocked Rabbi Michael, claiming that Raab’s wife had given
birth to a male child and that he was honouring Rabbi Michael by
inviting him to perform the mitzvah of circumcising his son - for
the mocker knew that the esteemed Rabbi Michael is extremely
meticulous about this mitzvah. On the previous Sunday, Rabbi
Michael travelled a four-hour journey from his community to
Raab’s village - and behold, it turned out to be false; a female had
been born, and he had become a laughingstock in everyone’s eyes.
He is anguished and has submitted a question accordingly, asking
whether the shochet should be removed from his post due to this
matter, or what should be done to him.

Now, the state does not permit us to excommunicate him. If we
could, that would involve barring him from the synagogue and not
allowing him to have any future sons circumcised.

However, since he has wickedly transgressed the commandment
Do not mistreat your fellow (Leviticus 25:17), it is obvious that we
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can remove Raab from his position as shochet until he has (i)
appeased Rabbi Michael to the full extent of the law, and (ii)
repented for his chutzpah, and his transgression of a
commandment. Until that happens, I agree to remove him from
office, assuming that the beit din finds the facts to be as pleaded.

All this I have written in haste. I hereby sign, Monday, the eve of
Rosh Chodesh Nissan 5595 [ March 23, 1835], Moshe Sofer of
Pressburg.
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I FOUGHT THE LAW AND THE LAW WON
Text 2: Beit Yehudah, responsum Choshen Mishpat 18t
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SH’EILAH: Reuben and Shim’on each had a horse. The two of
them then arranged in this manner: “You will leave me your
horse today to carry my load together with my horse, and
tomorrow I will give you my horse to use together with your horse.”
That is to say, they made a deal exchanging one day for one day.
They did as they had agreed, and Reuben began the first day. He
carried on his horse and that of his friend a measure load of
wheat in the standard amount.

The next day Shim’on took them and did the same thing. When
they returned to the granary, Reuben sent someone to the place
Shim’on was staying to bring his horse back home, because
their arrangement was over.

However, just as Reuben’s agent prepared to bring the horse
back home, a certain non-dJew showed up, an important man
who was governor of the area where Shim’on was dwelling. He
grabbed the horse in order to carry his own things. Shim’on
tried to prevent him, but the non-Jew struck him and led it
away. The governor loaded the horse with more than it was

! Translation of the sh’eilah from Matt Goldish, Jewish Questions: responsa on Sephardic life in the early modern period

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008): 16-17.
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A WHOLE NEW WELD

accustomed to carry and took it along a crooked path. The horse
got into a hard spot, fell, and died.

Reuben has now come to file suit, claiming that Shim’on was
negligent for giving the horse to that non-dJew, and he must pay.
For, even though the non-Jew grabbed it unprovoked, and
Shim’on did try to prevent him, he should have responded more
forcefully and fought him as hard as he could until there was no
more he could do.

Shim’on claims that, since Reuben’s agent had come to return
the horse, his responsibility had ended, and it was now in the
control of the agent. What is the law in this case?

T’SHUVAH: In a case like this, when Reuben’s agent has arrived
to lead the animal away, it is clear that Shim’on’s responsibility
has ended, and the animal has returned to Reuben’s possession.

Text 3: Maharam Alshich, responsum 571
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SH’EILAH: Instruct us, our teacher. Leah, during the lifetime
of her husband, had learned the art of welding, which she
would do with steel, and there was no other person in the
land who knew how. She tried to obtain a license from the

 Translation of the sh’eilah from Goldish, ibid: 27-28.
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sultan (may he be raised up!) to practice this craft, since
there were those who claimed it was really feigned. When
she was widowed, she was forced to teach it to Reuben as a
secret that could never be allowed to reach a third party. She
feared that he might accept investments from additional
persons and work at the craft for himself, thus causing harm
to her, so she put him under oath that he would not be
allowed to practice this trade with any other Jew or Aleppan.
The essential intention was that this craft should be found
nowhere except with these two. Now, however, Reuben has
gone into business for himself, together with others. Tell us,
teacher, how we should judge this man.

T’SHUVAH: It seems to me that Reuben has only wronged
Leah in that he practised this craft with others. It appears
that, had he practised it as a sole trader, he would not be
liable to her at all.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Yabia Omer 2, responsum Yoreh De’ah 15
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It occurred to me to ponder whether it is permissible for one
whose father’s name is Abba to call him “Abba”, or whether it is
forbidden because it appears as though they are calling their
father by name. And similarly, what is the position concerning
a Torah scholar whose name is Rabbeinu®? May his students
refer to him with the title “Rabbeinu”, or is there a similar
concern that it appears as if they are calling him by his name?

A student is permitted to call their teacher “Rabbeinu” even
though that is his name. However, since it is possible to refer to
a teacher with the title “Adoni” or “Rabbi”, it is better to do so, in
order that the student be saved from any suspicion, as it
resembles calling their teacher by name. But one may be
lenient. And one who is stringent, may they be blessed. And
that is the humble opinion of the author.
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AN EXCITABLE RACE!

It was a hot June 27, 1906, when the Jewish volcano on the Lower East Side erupted, spitting
forth 50,000 furious immigrant mothers. Descending on the neighbourhood’s public schools
en masse, an enraged army of Yiddisha mamas demanded to see their children after a
rumour spread that doctors from the New York City Board of Health were in the schools
slashing their children’s throats.

Greeted by locked doors, the screaming throngs encircled the school buildings and set to
pounding on doors and smashing windows. The kids inside were baffled.

On Essex Street some white-hot Jewish mothers clambered up ladders they’d brought with
them in an attempt to break into a school through the second-floor windows. During the
rampage, gangs of immigrants cursed out principals, fought police, and attacked anyone in
the street bearing the slightest resemblance to a doctor - and this meant anyone wearing
spectacles. Some of them raided vegetable pushcarts for ammunition, whereas others posed
more serious threats, such as one young man who cornered a member of the Board of Health
and pulled a revolver on him.

Just what was going on here? Word had spread like wildfire among the Jews of the Lower
East Side that uptown doctors had come to downtown public schools and were, as described
in the Yiddish daily Di varhayt, “cutting the throats of Jewish children”. After a two-hour

U Abridged from Eddy Portnoy, Bad Rabbi and other strange but true stories from the Yiddish press (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 2018): 67-72.
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assault, the ragtag army achieved victory: their children were released early and alive,
thereby proving that no such slaughter had taken place.

Twelve schools on the Lower East Side had to be shut down early on account of the chaos.
Thrilled at having gotten a miraculous half-day’s vacation, the children didn’t even know
what the ruckus was about. “I dunno sir, I t’ink the school exploded,” one boy told a reporter
from the Evening Post. How is it that a simple rumour managed to upset so many thousands of
mothers to the point where they besieged neighbourhood schools in fits of violence to
demand their children?

As with many hysteria-inducing rumours, this one contained a kernel of truth. A week
earlier, scores of Jewish students at an elementary school on the Lower East Side had been
absent from school, prompting one school principal to propose the brilliant idea that,
because the neighbourhood’s immigrant children probably do not receive adequate medical
care, they should probably undergo tonsillectomies. The thoughtful principal kindly
arranged for doctors to come to the school and perform the operations locally. They
performed eighty-three tonsillectomies.

But Di varhayt reported that not only did many of the young patients not even bother to get
their parents’ permission, but also they had been sent home with permission slips that their
Yiddish-speaking parents did not understand and so they just signed the papers. Some of the
children apparently even signed the slips themselves. All the parents knew was that when
the children returned home from school after their procedures, they did so drooling
mouthfuls of blood, barely able to speak. Shocked, their parents asked what happened.
“Doctors cut our throats,” the children replied. Rumours of a wholesale slaughter began to
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leap like wildfire throughout the tenements and sweatshops. As the gossip wended its way
through the neighbourhood, the story ballooned from “doctors cut our throats” to “two
children died” to a wild “83 children died”. Local street corner orators got into the act,
screaming about the massacres in the schools, comparing them to the wave of pogroms that
were then taking place in Poland, reports of which were all over the Yiddish papers.
According to the New York Sun, 16-year-old Esther Blaustein was pulled off the back of a
wagon and arrested for inflaming the crowd with a fiery Yiddish speech in which she claimed
to have seen teachers killing children. Another street corner pontificator claimed to have
seen teachers chopping children’s heads off. But, as the New York Tribune noted: “One merit of
the Yiddish mob is that it indulges more in vociferation than violence. It shrieks epithets without
stint, hurls a few vegetables and breaks a few windows, but never destroys life and property in the
style of Southern lynchers, striking mechanics, railway men, and mine workers.”

On the other hand, the New York World reported the story of a telephone repairman who was
observed by a phalanx of angry Jewesses with a pliers hanging from his tool belt. Someone in
the crowd claimed he was a doctor and that his pliers were used to yank out the tongues of
their little boys and girls. Within seconds, he was mobbed and beaten senseless. It took police
from two different precincts to rescue him.

The Yiddish Di varhayt said that the fault lay with the Board of Health and the school’s
principal for stupidly sending home permission slips that had not been translated into
Yiddish. Nearly all the Yiddish papers decried the overwrought reaction of the mothers, but
they understood why it happened.
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In an attempt to place all the blame with the Lower East Side’s Jews for the riot, both the
Tribune and the New York Times alleged that a nefarious group of neighbourhood Jewish
doctors had spread the rumour because they were furious that uptown doctors were
performing tonsillectomies on local children for free, when they could be getting 50 cents a

pop.

The Tribune also took the opportunity to bemoan the episode as one of a series of events that
plagued the overcrowded and frequently obnoxious Jewish quarter. The implication was that
the Jews were a people who would explode into an orgy of anarchy on a hair trigger; a whole
neighbourhood of overly emotional, potentially violent immigrant women could easily
detonate when things did not go their way. Although accurate in part, this assessment did
not take into account the fact that Yiddish-speaking immigrants had neither the linguistic
faculty nor the basic knowledge as to how to handle administrative issues through
traditional conduits. Heading into the streets with your neighbours and a rolling pin was
simply a more expeditious way of dealing with issues you had difficulty expressing in a new
language.

The events in question - another feverish episode in a neighbourhood that exploded in fury
every once in a while - were summed up quite nicely in the Evening Post, in which a local
woman offered a simple explanation for the behaviour of the neighbourhood’s women: “We
Jews are an excitable race.”
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FALLING OUT OF LOVE

It is doubtlessly a tragedy when a marriage or a long-term relationship ripens into an angry
knot of hatred and acrimony, when fury and venom are spit from lips that only recently
touched in tender embrace. Horrible, unless, of course, you get to watch it happen. Such was
the luck of the Yiddish journalists who were assigned to report from the Warsaw beyz-din,
the city’s rabbinic court, which functioned as a kind of Las Vegas-style divorce court where
couples could show up without an appointment and request an instant divorce. With
relationships unravelling and tensions running high, the proceedings would often devolve
into pitched battles between appellants, in which chairs and fists would fly. And because
litigants knew that journalists would be present to report on the cases, starting in the mid-
19208, the court began to take on the flavour of a Yiddish Jerry Springer show.

Most cases were initially vetted by the court’s indefatigable clerk, Reb Dan, whose job it was
to suss out whether petitioners had alegitimate case. Only after speaking to Reb Dan would
litigants be allowed to plead their cases before the rabbis. It was common knowledge that
Reb Dan, a clerical celebrity among all of Warsaw’s Jews, would try to get litigants to
mediate and settle their cases beforehand, instead of having them come to trial before the
rabbis. His ability to settle these disputes was so legendary that one reporter facetiously
announced that Reb Dan had won the Nobel Peace Prize. Not only did he mediate legal
disputes, but also on numerous occasions he was forced to intervene and negotiate between
angry groups of witnesses, spectators and the rabbis of the court. Sadly, no one today has
heard of Reb Dan. Like most of Polish Jewry, he simply disappeared into a historical void

‘U Abridged from Portnoy, ibid: 147-174.
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(and was killed at Treblinka). He was not considered an important figure by historians, but
in the popular imagination of Warsaw’s Jews, he was a figure of great significance.

The reporters of the Yiddish press understood that divorce PUOWR-DENINYON DON DEJEDN‘G=?N‘J!

4 L]
court was a guaranteed winner when it came to providing . n;?ﬁ_i%z;x: N |
fodder for a sensational article. The Rabbinate found the T2 TR PORTR. o o |

. . RIS
reports of violence - usually accompanied by quotes such as e e

“and the rabbis crept out through a side door” - abhorrent and
terribly embarrassing. But the intrepid journalists of the
Yiddish press continued to report on the constant barrage of
beyz-din scandals.

Possibly the most unexpected - but oddly one of the most A
common - type of case that came before the three-rabbi ~ e
panel was bigamy. The taking of multiple wives became a TOV TRAPT 7P IS P VD ISP S
phenomenon in twentieth-century Warsaw mostly because -
men were leaving their wives and then remarrying without bothering to obtain a get. To wit,
as quoted in a press report from 1926: “Why did you marry two women?” “My father always told
me that I should marry a beautiful woman and an intelligent woman.”

131 YPOMHPOREID, * 1R 3 Ve

The Warsaw Rabbinate created a special agunes department in 1928 that was supposed to

deal with the problem. Their success was limited. But the press reports a different solution
which came into being:
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“Among the patrons of the Rabbinate, one finds many women who cannot be considered to be
among Reb Dan’s official guests but who may be called permanent residents. These are the
unfortunate agunes - victims of the war, or of such men who left them and disappeared into the
wide world, leaving them on the meat rack. Sitting there in the Rabbinate waiting room, they
interest themselves in the situations of others. They sit and give advice to other women. They
advise them on what to do and how to lodge complaints in the court in order to receive a better
judgment for themselves. Zelda Piekarek, a skinny, greenish woman, like a lulav with a squeaky
voice, begins to testify: ‘My mother warned me not to marry him. Now he beats me up and I’'m black
and blue all over my body...” The agunes listen intelligently, like judges, and a few women help out
with Zelda’s complaint.”

THE KOSHER MEAT STRIKEl

On May 15, 1902, the Lower East Side’s Jewish housewives took to the streets in a meat-
hurling frenzy. They were rebelling against a huge bump in the price of meat - from 12 to 18
cents a pound. The Meat Trust, a shadowy collective that supplied the city’s kosher meat, had
jacked up wholesale costs. Local shops initially tried to protest; they stopped selling meat for
a week. But the Meat Trust was unbending. Small businesses gave up the fight, agreeing to
pass the price hike on to the consumer.

But local women would have none of it. The impetus to fight came from one Mrs Levy, the wife
of a cloakmaker. She shouted: “This is their strike? Look at the good it has brought! Now if
women make a strike, then it will be a strike!” That day, Mrs Levy and Mrs Edelson, a small
restaurant owner, called a mass meeting to plan a boycott. All over the Lower East Side,

i Abridged from Marjorie Ingall, “Lessons from the kosher meat boycott”, Tablet (6 May 2019): <https://archive.ph/1KDHc>
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women began passing out Yiddish flyers illustrated with skulls and crossbones, urging: “Eat
no meat while the Trust is taking meat from the bones of your women and children.”

The next morning, women began attacking butcher shops. They threw meat into the streets
and stomped on it, broke windows, and yanked packages of beef out of customers’ hands.
When one shopper protested that her sick husband needed red meat, an elderly religious
woman snapped: “A sick man can eat treyf meat.” (True.)

The riots continued for days. Women visited their neighbours to sniff each other’s pots for
meat. On Shabbat, they streamed out of the balconies during the Torah reading to bring
attention to the cause. When a man told Mrs Silver, one of the women who led the synagogue
protest, that she had chutzpah and her action was a a desecration of God’s name, she coolly
replied that the Torah would pardon her. Women marched and shouted: “We will not be silent;
we will overturn the world,” and called themselves “soldiers in the great women’s war”.
Orthodox Jews and socialist-anarchists, who pretty much agreed on nothing, fought side by
side.

The New York Times reported in horror that women, “armed with sticks, vocabularies and well-
sharpened nails” attacked the police. “Old shoes, brushes, combs, brooms, and every other
imaginable portable article of household use rained down upon the pavement,” the Times fretted.
A policeman “had an unpleasant moist piece of liver slapped in his face”.

At least 70 women were arrested. The community went door to door raising bail money.
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Eventually, male communal leaders decided to get involved. They had a meeting of their own
and informed the women that they could now back off because the men would handle things.
They published a flyer noting that “brave and honest men are now aiding women”.

Ultimately, the Meat Trust backed down. They lowered their prices; the butchers then
dropped theirs down to a more reasonable 14 cents a pound.
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