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THE LIGHT OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series|V Lecture #2

THE UNBROKEN CHAIN: TORAH
SCHOLARSHIP THROUGHOUT THE AGES

l. The Chain of Tradition and Responsibility
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Moshe received the Torah at Sinai and gaveit over to Joshua, Joshuato the Elders, and
the Eldersto the Prophets, and the Prophets gave it over to the Men of the Great
Assembly. Avos 1:1
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R. Levi b. Chama says further in the name of R. Shimon b. Lakish: What is the meaning
of the verse (Exodus 24:12): And | will give you the tablets of stone, and the law (Torah)
and the commandment, which | have written that you may teach them? ‘ Tablets of stone’:
these are the ten commandments; ‘the law’: thisis the Pentateuch; ‘the commandment’:
thisisthe Mishnah; ‘which | have written’: these are the Prophets and the Hagiographa;
‘that you may teach them’: thisisthe Gemara. It teaches [us] that all these things were
given to Moshe on Sinai. Berachos 5a
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By what basis did the Jewish people place their faith in Moshe? Through the experience
of being a Mount Sinai, where our own eyes saw, not those of a stranger, and our own
ears heard, not someone e se's, the fire, sounds and "lightning" and how Moshe went up
to the thick darkness and the voice spoke unto him, as we heard, saying, "Moshe, Moshe,
Go say to them such and such." ( According to the Sefer Akeidathetext should read,
"Return again into your tents. But as for you, stand here by Me, and | will speak to you
al the commandments, and the statutes, and the judgments, which you shall teach them,
that they may do them in the land which | give them to possess." Deuteronomy (5:27,28)
Similarly, it is stated in Scripture (Deut. 5:4), "The L-rd talked with you face to face."
Rambam Hilchos Yesodel HaTorah 8:1
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If there arises a matter too hard for you in judgment, between blood and blood, between
plea and plea, and between plague and plague, being matters of controversy inside your
gates, then shall you arise, and get to the place which the L-rd your G-d shall choosg;
And you shall come to the priests the Levites, and to the judge who shall be in those
days, and inquire; and they shall declare to you the sentence of judgment; And you shall
do according to the sentence, which they of that place which the L-rd shall choose shall
declare to you; and you shall take care to do according to all that they inform you;
According to the sentence of the Torah which they shall teach you, and according to the
judgment which they shall tell you, you shall do; you shall not decline from the sentence
which they shall declareto you, to the right hand, nor to the left. Deut. 17:8-11
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We have learned in a Mishna elsewhere: When Y osef b. Y o'ezer of Tzeredaand Y osef b.
Y ochanan of Jerusalem died, the grape-clusters came to an end. What is the meaning of
eshkoloth [grape-clusters]|? — A man in whom all (Torah, fear of G-d, and loving
kindness) is contained. R. Y ehudah reported in the name of Shmuel: All the
‘grape-clusters’ who arose from the days of Moses until Y osef b. Y o'ezer learned Torah
like Moshe our Teacher. From that time onward, they did not learn Torah like Moshe our
Teacher. But did not Rav Y ehudah report in the name of Shmuel: Three thousand
halachos were forgotten during the period of mourning for Moshe? — Those laws which
were forgotten were forgotten, but those which were learned they learned like Moshe, our
Teacher. But hasit not been taught: After the death of Moshe, if those who pronounced
unclean were in the mgjority, they [the Rabbis| declared [the object] unclean, and if those
who pronounced clean were in the mgjority, they [the Rabbis] declared [it] clean? —
Their acumen diminished, but, what they had learned, they learned like Moshe our
Teacher. It has been taught: All the ‘grape-clusters who arosein Israel from the days of
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Moshe until the death of Y osef b. Y o'ezer of Tzereda were free from all dofi [taint]. From
that time onward, some matter of taint wasfound inthem. ... Said R.Yosef: [Theword
dofi here means] dispute, [e.g., the dispute] relating to ‘laying on of hands' [on a sacrifice
on Yom Tov]. But doesnot Y osef b. Yo'ezer himself differ with reference to the law of
laying on of hands? — When he differed, it wasin his latter years, when his mental
powers declined. Temurah 15b,16a
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R. Zerasaid in Rabab. Zimuna's name: If the earlier [scholars] were sons of angels, we
are sons of men; and if the earlier [scholars] were sons of men, we are like donkeys, and
not [even] like the donkeys of R. Hanina b. Dosa and R. Phinehas b. Jair, but [sSmply]
like ordinary donkeys. Shabbos 112b
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R. Y ochanan stated: The hearts of the ancients were like the door of the Ulam, but that of
the last generations was like the door of the Heichal, but oursislike the eye of afine
needle. R. Akivais classed among the ancients; R. Elazar b. Shammua among the last
generations. Others say: R. Elazar b. Shammuais classed among the ancients and R.
Oshaia Beribi, among the last generations — ‘But oursis like the eye of afine needle’ —
And we, said Abaye, are like apeg in awall in respect to Gemara. And we, said Rava,
are like afinger in wax asregardslogical argument. We, said R. Ashi, arelike afinger in
apit asregards forgetfulness. Eiruvin 53a

G.

oY JT-NK DINOY 13 MIN-TWR WK 1112 YYIT-NR To-np TWR-0K T RN

Yoy TR AN DPPY? IR ANMYY TTY7-23 °I071 157 MY9R *307 0K ATy
D—T:75 72712 PRIW? *22 NTY-0D WY [yn?

And the L-rd said to Moshe, "Take Joshua, the son of Nun, a man in whom is spirit, and
lay your hand upon him; And set him before Eleazar the priest, and before al the
congregation; and give him achargein their sight.. And you shall put some of your
spiritual majesty upon him, that all the congregation (Sanhedrin) of the people of Israel
may be obedient." Numbers 27:18-20
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Moshe received the Torah from Sinai, not from the mouth of an angel nor from the mouth
of a Saraph, but, rather from the mouth of the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be
He, asit is stated (Lev. 26:46), "These are the statutes, judgments, and ~ Torahs'. From
what source do | know that He wrote it down for him? Asis stated (Deut. 4:13), "And He
wrote them on the two tablets of stone." Moshe gave it over to Joshua, asit is stated,
"And Joshuathe son of Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom; for Moshe had laid his
hands upon him; and the people of Isragl listened to him, and did as the L-rd commanded
Moses." Joshuagaveit over to the Elders, asit is stated (Judges 2:7), "And the people
served the L-rd all the days of Joshua, and all the days of the elders who outlived Joshua,
who had seen all the great works of the L-rd, that He did for Israel.” They had long
[productive] days [after Joshua's death] but did not live on for many years after. The
Elders gaveit over to the Judges asiit is stated (Judges 2:18,19), "And when the L-rd
raised for them judges, then the L-rd was with the judge, and saved them from the hand
of their enemies all the days of the judge; for the L-rd relented because of their groaning,
caused by those who oppressed them and troubled them. And it came to pass, when the
Judge was dead, that they returned, and became more corrupt than their fathers, in
following other gods to serve them, and to bow down to them; they did not cease any of
their practices, nor their stubborn way." The Judges gave it over to Eli, asit is stated
(Samuel 1 1:9), "And Eli the priest sat upon a seat by the gate post of the temple of the
L-rd." Eli gaveit over to Samuel, asit is stated (Samuel | 2:26), "And the child Samuel
grew on, and was in favor both with the L-rd, and aso with men." Samuel gave it over to
the Prophets, asit is stated (Amos 3:7), "Surely the L-rd G-d will do nothing, without
revealing his secrets to his servants the Prophets.” The Prophets gave it over to Chaggal,
Zechariah, and Malachi. They in turn gave it over to the men of the Great Assembly.
AvosD'R. Nosson I1:Chap.1
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Il. The Awe of Mount Sinai
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"And thou shalt make them known to thy children and thy children's children”, and it is
written immediately afterwards, "The day on which thou didst stand before the L-rd your
G-din Horeb". (Deuteronomy 4:9,10) Just as there it was in dread and fear and trembling
and quaking, so here too, [when one studies Torah,] it must be in dread and fear and
trembling and quaking. Berachos 22a
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Moshe went up in a cloud, was covered by the cloud, and was sanctified by the cloud in
order that he might receive the Torah for Isragl in sanctity, asit iswritten: And the glory
of the Lord abode upon Mount Sinai (Exodus 24). Thistook place after the Ten
Commandments, which were at the beginning of the forty days, thisisthe view of R.

Y osei the Galilean. . . . R. Nassan says. The purpose of Scripture was that he [Moshe]
might be purged of all food and drink in his bowels so as to make him equal to the
ministering angels. R. Massiah b. Heresh says, The purpose of Scripture here was to
inspire him with awe, so that the Torah be given with awe, with dread, with trembling, as
itissaid (Psalms 2): Servethe L-rd with fear and rejoice with trembling. What is the
meaning of ‘ And rejoice with trembling’ ? — R. Addab. Mattena saysin the name of
Rav: Where there will be joy (Torah), there shall be trembling. Y oma 4a-b
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A certain disciple was once following R. Ishmael son of R. Y osai in the market place of
Zion. The latter noticed that he looked afraid, and said to him: Y ou are a sinner, because
itiswritten: The sinnersin Zion are afraid. (Isaiah 33) Hereplied: But it iswritten:
Fortunate is the man who is always afraid?(Prov. 28) — He replied: That verse refersto
words of Torah. Berachos 60a
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Whoever can forbid his household [to commit a sin] but does not, is punished for [the
sins of] his household; [if he can forbid] hisfellow citizens, he is punished for [the sins
of] hisfellow citizens; if the whole world, he is seized for [the sins of] the whole world.
R. Papa observed, And the members of the Exilarch's [household] are punished for the
sins of the whole world. Shabbos 54b

1. A Tradition of Scholarship
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R. Hamabh. Hanina said: Our ancestors were never left without the scholars' council
(m2°w?). In Egypt they had the scholars' council, asit is said: Go and gather the elders of

|srael together; in the wilderness they had the scholars' council, asit is said: Gather unto
Me seventy men of the elders of Isragl; our father Abraham was an elder and a member
of the scholars' council, asit issaid: And Abraham was an elder ( 7T = zaken) well

stricken in age; our father Isaac was an elder and a member of the scholars' council, asit
issaid: And it cameto pass when Isaac was an elder [zaken]; our father Jacob was an
elder and amember of the scholars' council, asit is said: Now the eyes of Israel were dim
with age [zaken]; [even] Eliezer, the servant of Abraham was an elder and a member of
the scholars' council, asit is said: And Abraham said unto his servant, the elder of his
house, that ruled over al he had, which R. Eleazar explained to mean that he ruled over
[knew, controlled] the Torah of his master. Regarding "Eliezer of Damascus' did R.
Eleazar say: He was so called because he drew and gave drink to others of his master's
teachings. Rav said: Our father Abraham kept the whole Torah, asit is said: Because
Abraham hearkened to My voice [kept My charge, My commandments, My statutes, and
My lawsg]. (Gen. 26) R. Shimi b. Hiyya said to Rav: Say, perhaps, that this refersto the
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seven laws? — Surely, there was a so that of circumcision! Then say that it refers to the
seven laws and circumcision [and not to the whole Torah]? — If that were so, why does
Scripture say: ‘My commandments and My laws' ? Rava or R. Ashi said: Abraham, our
father, kept even the law concerning ‘eruv tavshilin’ (allowing one to cook from Yom
Tov to Shabbos), asitissaid: ‘My Torahs': one being the written Torah, the other, the
oral Torah. Yoma 28b
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And Gideon the son Joash returned from the battle while the sun was still up. And caught
ayoung man of the men of Succoth, and inquired of him; and he wrote for him alist of
the princes of Succoth and the elders thereof, seventy seven men. Judges 8:8
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They whose root is out of Ephraim were against Amalek; after thee, Benjamin, among the
people; out of Machir came down lawgivers, and out of Zebulon they that handle the pen
of thescribe. Judges5:14

V. Eldersin the Gate and the The Court System in Antiquity
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Judges and officers shalt thou make thee in all thy gates which the L-rd thy G-d giveth
thee, throughout thy tribes; and they shall judge the people with just judgment.
Deuteronomy 16:18
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And if the man does not want to take his brother's wife, then let his brother's wife go up
to the gate unto the elders , and say, My husband's brother refuses to raise up unto his
brother anamein Israel, he will not perform the duty of my husband's brother.
Deuteronomy 25:7
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Boaz then went up to the gate and sat down there, and behold, the kinsman of whom
Boaz had spoken came by unto whom he said: Ho, such aone! turn aside, sit down here.
And heturned aside and sat down. And he took ten men of the elders of the city, and said,
Sit ye down here. And they sat down. Ruth 4:1,2
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And Absalom rose up early, and stood beside the way of the gate ; and it was so, that
when any man that had a controversy came to the king for judgement, then Absalom
called unto him, and said, Of what city art thou? And he said, Thy servant is of one of the
tribes of Israel. Samuel I1 15:2
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Hate the evil, and love the good, and establish judgement in the gate ; it may be that the
L-rd, G-d of hosts, will be gracious unto the remnant of Joseph. Amos 5:15
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The elders have ceased from the gates , the young men from their music. Lamentations
5:14
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Wisdom istoo lofty for afool (or skeptic), in the gate he does not open his mouth.
Mishle (Proverbs) 24.7
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Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth among the elders of theland. Mishlei
31:23
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They make a person sin through their word (false prophecy), and lay a snare for him that
reproves them in the gate, and turn aside the just, for athing of nought. Isaiah 29:21
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Now Yiphtah the Gileadite was a mighty man of valor, and he was the son of a harlot;
and Gilead begat Yiphtah. And Gilead's wife bore him sons; and his wife's sons grew up,
and they thrust out Y iphthah and said unto him, "Thou shalt not inherit in our father's
house; for thou art the son of a strange woman." Then Y iphtah fled from his brethren, and
dwelt in the land of Tov; and there were gathered vain men to Y iphtah, and went out with
him. And it came to pass in the process of time, that the children of Ammon made war
againgt Israel. And it was so, that when the children of Ammon made war against Israel,
the elders of Gilead went to fetch Yiphtah out of the land of Tov. And they said unto
Yiphtah, "Come and be our captain that we may fight with the children of Ammon." And
Yiphtah said unto the elders of Gilead, Didn't you hate me, and expel me out out of my
father's house? and why have you come unto me now when you are in distress? And the
elders of Gilead said unto Yiphtah, "Therefore we turn again to thee now, that thou
mayest go with us, and fight against the children of Ammon, and be our head over al the
inhabitants of Gilead." Judges11:1-8
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Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel, and all the heads of the tribes, the chiefs of
the fathers of the children of Israel, unto king Solomon in Jerusalem, that they might
bring up the ark of the covenant of the L-rd out of the city of David which isZion. And
al the men of Israel assembled themselves unto king Solomon at the feast in the month
Ethanim which is the seventh month. And all the elders of Israel came, and the priests
took up the ark. Kingsl| 8:1-3
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And he (Ahab) said unto her, Because | spake unto Naboth the Jezreelite, and said unto
him, Give me thy vineyard for money; or else, if it please thee, | will give thee another
vineyard for it: and he answered, | will not give thee my vineyard. And Jezebel hiswife
said unto him, Dost thou now govern the kingdom of Israel ? Arise, and eat bread, and let
thine heart be merry; | will give thee the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite. So she wrote
letters in Ahab's name, and sealed them with his seal, and sent the letters unto the elders
and to the nobles that werein his city, dwelling with Naboth. And she wrote in the
letters, saying, Proclaima fast, and set Naboth on high among the people: And set  two
men, wicked men, before him, to bear witness against him, saying, Thou didst blaspheme
G-d, and the king. And then carry him out, and stone him, that he may die. And the men
of thiscity, even the elders and the nobles who were the inhabitants in his city, did as
Jezebel had sent unto them, and as it was written in the letters which she had sent unto
them. They proclaimed afast, and set Naboth on high among the people. And there
came in two men, wicked men, and sat before him: and the wicked men witnessed
against him even against Naboth, in the presence of the people, saying Naboth did
blaspheme G-d and the king. Then they carried him forth out of the city, and stoned him
with stones, that he died. Then they sent to Jezebel, saying Naboth is stoned, and is dead.
And it came to pass, when Jezebel heard that Naboth was stoned, and was dead, that
Jezebel said to Ahab, Arise, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite,

which he refused to give thee for money: for Naboth is not alive, but dead. Kings|

21:6-15
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Sanctify ye afast, call a solemn assembly, gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the
land into the house of L-rd, your G-d, and cry unto the Lord. Joel 1:14
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V. The Loveof Torah
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Rabbi Nasan said: Thereis no love like the love of Torah. Avos D'Rabbi Noson 28:1
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Fortunate is the man that does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the
way of the sinners, nor sits in the seat of the scornful. But his delight isin the Torah of
the L-rd and in His Torah does he meditate day and night. Psalms 1:1,2

C.
PND NMAYOMM TINRA TIT NITY W1 NXWH 790N T NN ... TITD T nxanb

NIV 77970 TIT DRI DOPY NVRM 712 T NIRP 20 - Mpwn 0w TP TR
:0°DIX NDI WATM DPINMI 27 1HMY AT DTN T IPIR NRR T wdwn YD
X>—11,X:00° 21D V91N

To the chief musician, apsalm of David. The Torah of the L-rd is perfect, restoring the
soul; the testimony of the L-rd is sure making wise the smple. The statutes of the L-rd
areright, rgjoicing the heart; the commandment of the L-rd is pure, enlightening the eyes.
The fear of the L-rd is pure, enduring for ever; the judgments of the L-rd are true and
righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold;
sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb. Psalms 19:1,8-11
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Oh how | lovethy Torah! It is my meditation all the day. Psalms 119:97

E. Our principle care of all isthis: to educate our children well. Josephus, Against
Apion Book | Par. 12

F. But for our people, if anybody but asks any one of them about our laws, he will
more readily tell him all than he will tell his own name and thisisin consequence of our
having learned them as soon as we became sensible of any thing and of our having them,
asit were, engraved on our souls. Josephus, Against Apion Book |1 Par. 19



