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Lesson 22:
The Mishnah

Note: this lesson depends on photocopied materials not available on-line

1. Outline
a. Bialik's "Halachah and Aggadah"
b. Study of portions from the Mishnah that offer glimpses into life in the Land.
c. Reflection on feasibility, methodology of teaching Tannaitic texts in the classroom.

2. Introduction
Most of the Tannaitic literature belongs to the halachic genre, and is made up of laws, as
opposed to the aggadic genre, which is made up of stories, legends, sayings and ideas. In
many educational settings in the Jewish world today, which are not committed to a halachic
way of life, this literature is therefore neglected, with biblical texts largely preferred, as well as
some aggadic stories gleaned from the literature of the sages.
In his classic essay "Halachah and Aggadah", Hayim Nahman Bialik (considered Israel's national
poet, though he died before the foundation of the state) decries the focus of his generation on
Aggadah, and the neglect of Halachah. He advocates a renewal of the study of Halachah, both
as a literary genre, and as a way of life – not necessarily the traditional Halachah of the
Shulchan Aruch, but the concept of commitment to a way of life.
We will read an excerpt of Bialik's essay both to see how deeply grounded some modern-day
figures in the Israeli literary world are in the world of the ancient texts, and to understand
Bialik's claim that Halachah and Halachic literature should not be abandoned as irrelevant in
this day of Aggadah. Then we will study some of the texts from the Mishnah to which Bialik
refers, and end by discussing whether these texts can be used in our classrooms.

3. Lesson goals
a. Mini-experience of Mishnah study focusing on texts that offer glimpses of life in ancient
Eretz Yisrael.
b. Developing an awareness of the Mishnah as a window on to real life at a time when we were
strongly and formatively rooted in Eretz Yisrael.
c. Reflection on the relevance of Tannaitic and Talmudic texts to current educational settings.
d. Exposure to one of Bialik's important essays.

4. Expanded outline

A century or two after the destruction of the Second Temple, the rabbis of Eretz Yisrael
(collectively called the Tannaim) began the process of the collection and codification of the
texts of the Oral Law, which had been accumulating for centuries beforehand. The most
important of the resulting texts is the Mishnah, codified by Rabbi Judah the Prince, but several
other collections have survived (Note: more information on Tannaitic literature can be found
at http://www.faqs.org/faqs/judaism/FAQ/03-Torah-Halacha/preamble.html). The resulting
texts can be roughly divided into halachic (pertaining to laws) and aggadic (stories, legends,
sayings and ideas) texts. In most non-orthodox Jewish schools, focus is on the latter. In this
lesson, we will try to see if some attention should also be given to halachic texts, especially in
the context of Israel education.

http://www.faqs.org/faqs/judaism/FAQ/03-Torah-Halacha/preamble.html
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Read the excerpt from Bialik's essay (see page 22-23).  Bialik was an iluy (a genius of Torah
scholarship) in the great yeshiva of Volozhin, and therefore could pull the list of references to
the Mishnah effortlessly from his sleeve. Although he later became secularized, the knowledge
he had gathered in his youth remained at his disposal. This is a characteristic of many of the
founding fathers of Israel, both secular and immensely knowledgeable in Jewish texts and
tradition. Later generations remained secular, but no longer had the texts at their fingertips
since they had never been exposed to them. Our challenge is to see whether we can somehow
supply this background for our students, for whom halachah is no longer relevant.

After reading the excerpt, divide the teachers into groups, and supply each group with a few
texts from the Mishnah referred to in the excerpt – see attached sources. The first source in the
list is quite a lengthy description of the oblation of the first fruits, while the rest are shorter,
and refer to the agricultural laws (you might want to hand out a vocabulary list of this topic
from last year's lesson #9 - see the appendix below). Each group should:

 Understand the sources, using the provided translation and commentary, stressing the
pictures they provide from agricultural life, and glossing over the legal details, which
are not our focus in this lesson.

 Try to envision the scenes described, flesh them out with additional details.
 Discuss whether and how they would bring this kind of material into the classroom:

text study, reenactments, demonstrations?

Bring the groups together and tell them about the following interesting archaeological
discovery: The mosaic decorating the ancient synagogue floor in the old city of Sepphoris
(Zippori) in the Galilee poignantly demonstrates how well-known these texts were to Jews in
ancient times. The mosaic, dated by archaeologists to the early 5th century CE, shows scenes
from the Temple in Jerusalem. In the attached picture which shows a detail from the mosaic,
you can see a basket containing the first fruits brought to the temple in Jerusalem (including a
discernible bunch of grapes and a pomegranate), with two pigeons hanging off the sides. The
temple had been destroyed hundreds of years before the mosaic was created, and the
ceremony of the oblation of the first fruits along with it, but the picture of the pigeons
hanging from the baskets was frozen in the words of the Jerusalem Talmud, and picked up by
the artist:

They would not put the young pigeons on the baskets of the first fruits so that they would not
dirty them; instead they hung them from the sides of the baskets. (Jerusalem Talmud Bikkurim
65d)

This lesson should end with a discussion of the challenges and benefits of teaching excerpts
from the literature of the sages in Jewish schools. Jews in former generations, well-versed in
the Mishnah and other halachic texts, carried detailed images of life in Eretz Yisrael in their
heads, nourished entirely by the biblical and post-biblical texts they had studied. What would
it take for our students to do that, or is it hopeless because we have become so distant from
halacha? And if indeed halacha is not relevant at all, is there any way to study the Mishnah
meaningfully?  And if the answer is No, then we must ask: is there any text that speaks to our
students, that could serve to smuggle images of Israel into their brains?
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Sources

Attached are photocopies of:
 Hayim Nahman Bialik, “Halachah and Aggadah” (translated by Sir Leon Simon),

Education Department of the Zionist Federation of Great Britain and Ireland, 1944.
 Excerpts from Mishnayot (translated by Philip Blackman), Judaica Press 1977.
 Pictures of the mosaic floor in the ancient synagogue of Zippori, from Weiss, Ze'ev and

Netzer, Ehud. Promise and Redemption – The Synagogue Floor Mosaic of Sepphoris (in
Hebrew). Israel Museum Press, Jerusalem 1966.
(Or see http://www.mehalev.org.il/zipori/knst/syngg.files/frame.htm
Note that the heading superimposed on the picture is incorrect, referring to an
adjacent part of the mosaic.)

References from the essay to the Mishnah:
1. The oblation of the first fruits – Bikkurim 3, 1 – 5 (pp. 477-479).
2. The poor falling on the stray ears or spreading a cloak to stake a claim– Peah 4,

3 (pp. 99-100).
3. The poor fighting over the booty with their sickles – Peah 4, 4(p. 100).
4. Ant-hill in the standing corn – Peah 4, 11 (p. 104).
5. Wind stirring the vines – Kilayim 7, 7 (p. 220)
6. Gatherer of wet leaves and collector of dry twigs – Sheviith 9, 6 (p. 281).
7. Grape gatherer snipping off a cluster – Peah 7, 3 (p. 120).
8. Stag bought with tithe-money – Maaser-Sheni 3, 11 (p. 395).
9. Tree that grows in one field and spreads over another – Baba Bathra 2, 14 (p.

178).

Appendix: Agricultural laws

Sowing:
 Leviticus 19/19 Kilayim - the prohibition of planting or grafting two different types of crop

plants together.

Harvesting:
 Leviticus 19/9-10 Leket - leaving produce that has fallen during harvest in the fields for the

poor
 Deutronomy 24/19 Shichecha - leaving the leftovers that were forgotten in the harvest for

the poor
 Leviticus 19/9 Pe’ah - not reaping the edges or corners of the field so as to leave them for the

poor

Taxes/gifts:
 Numbers 15/17-21 Terumah - gifts to the Cohanim amounting to 1/60 of the produce grown
 Leviticus 27/ 30-32, Deutronomy 14/22-26- tithes to the Levites
 Leviticus 19/23-25 Orlah and Netah Revei - the prohibition of eating the fruit of a tree during

its first three years of growth – and the commandment to eat the fruits of the fourth year in
Jerusalem

 Deuteronomy 26/1-22 Bikkurim – bringing the first fruits of the harvest to Jerusalem
 Numbers 15/17-21 Challah – setting aside a portion of bread as it is baked, as a gift to God

http://www.mehalev.org.il/zipori/knst/syngg.files/



