Fourteen Centuries #12: Rav Sherira Gaon, Part 1
R’ Mordechai Torczyner — rabbi@ecdp.info

1. Iggeret Rav Sherira Gaon: Questions
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As far as your question about how the Mishnah was written: If the Great Assembly began writing it and then the sages
of each generation wrote part of it until Rebbe came and closed it, but most of it is anonymous, and an anonymous
mishnah is Rabbi Meirl And most of the talmudic sages whose names are stated in it [were] Rabbi Meir and Rabbi
Yehudah and Rabbi Yosi and Rabbi Shimon, and all of them were students of Rabbi Akival
And the principles our Sages taught us in Eruvin 46b: The law follows Rabbi Akiva over his colleague, and like Rabbi
Yosi over his colleague, and like Rebbe over his colleague. All of them were from the end of the second Beit haMikdash.
Why did they omit the great early sages in favour of the later ones? And certainly if none of the Mishnah was recorded
until the end of Rebbe's time [then why did they omit the early sages in the Mishnah]2

His role in our masorah

2. Rabbi Shlomo ibn Aderet (Rashba, 13-14th century Spain), Responsum 1:551
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If the communities, or every community, wished to erect a fence to prevent these problems, they could make an enactment

in full assembly, and remove thenceforth, or until such time as they choose, any money given to any woman of the

community, with a full removal as Aefker, unless she accepts it willingly and with her father’s will, or before so-and-so

and so-and-so, as they choose. And so | found that Rav Sherira Gaon enacted, him and his fathers, and telling another

community to do this.

3. Rabbi Sherira Gaon cited in Beit Yosef to Tur Choshen Mishpat 26:2
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Where Person X has been found liable for a debt or charge, and they cannot produce it from him, and there is a local
non-Jewish court which does not accept bribes and which accepts Jewish testimony, the elders and students may festify
before the judge that X owes Y. It is a mitzvah to do this. Even where the victim is not Jewish and the thief is Jewish,
witnesses testify before a judge who is not wicked, and he judges the Jew... Where a Jew rebels against judgment [by
Beit Din], they first warn him publicly. Should he not accept it, then they would testify against him and collect from him
in non-Jewish courts. Our practice is to announce it three times in the synagogue, and then permit this.

4. Rabbi Sherira Gaon cited in Tur Choshen Mishpat 368
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All are obligated not to diverge from their custom. As we say: “How do we know that custom is substantive? Devarim

9:14 states, 'Do not trespass the boundary of another, set by early generations.”” This is certainly true for a practice

which involves great improvement and elimination of strife. Therefore, do according to your custom, do not diverge,

and be at peace.

5. Rav Sherira Gaon, Otzar haGaonim, Eruvin, Teshuvah 376
12778 27T W92 WY 1M TR, PRAINAT XPRDD TV PRINYY 27 12 0P TR MKW AT RNRIOK 37 1197 202717 NNORYT
5 119700 RY 7997 PR XA 2727 IRDY PR RIPEP T T PIIAT PIIT XDV 790 PNIR RMOK XY 11277 1127 00109 1K


mailto:rabbi@ecdp.info

W1 oD XD 9 KPoYA KY RNDM ROTIT DOR°PA QORD NANA ORTI2 YT PO72A7 N2 ROR QVTA PAPA T02VT RO RMOR PPOXR
7% 2°p7 (12 M) RD2%P 132 TPIPRT XD ROX RMOK TP2°R 12 72¥17 RDT X127 2201 MR RI7 192K RIN® 10X 12 .7100 72

RNPY 792 Y97 79 7avT X170
As far as your request to record the medicines from the seventh chapter in Gittin, from Rav and Shemuel to the breakpoint
of the mishnah, in terms of how they were received and to provide their translations: We must inform you that the rabbis
were not doctors, and they stated general things they saw in their times, one by one. These are not mitzvah matters.
Therefore, you shall not depend upon these medicines; one should not practice any of them until after they have been
checked and we know with certainty from expert physicians that this will not harm or endanger someone. So our fathers
and elders taught us and told us, not to practice any of these medicines other than 4ibla which we know causes no
harm.

Samples from the Iggeret
6. Paragraphs 4-7
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We see that certainly, the six orders of Mishnah Rabbeinu haKadosh established them as he learned them, law after
law, and one should neither add nor subtract. And so we say in Yevamot 64b, “When was Mishnah established? In the
days of Rebbe.”
Regarding your question, “Why did they leave the earlier great ones for the later2” They did not leave the earlier great
sages for the later, but all of them learned the matters of the earlier sages and studied their reasons, for when Hillel the
Elder was appointed by the Bnei Beteira as the Nasi over them, he said to them, “What caused this for you, that | should
be the Nasi over you? Your laziness, in that you did not serve the two giants of the generation, Shemayah and Avtalyon.”
(Pesachim 66a)
And such was the case, that the early sages, their names are not known, only the names of the Nasi and the Av Beit
Din alone, because there was no debate between them, but all of the logical arguments of the Torah were known to
them clearly. And they knew the entire Talmud clearly, and the questions and fine points in their Mishnah on every issue,
as taught in Bava Batra 134a...
And as long as the Beit haMikdash stood, each of the sages taught the students the logic of the Torah and Mishnah and
Talmud, in lessons he composed for them in his day, and they taught their students appropriately... And when Shammai
and Hillel came, they, too, only debated three points, as Shabbat 14b says, “Rav Huna said: In three places Shammai
and Hillel argued.” And when the Beit haMikdash was destroyed and they went to Beitar, and Beitar was also destroyed
and the Rabbis scattered in every direction, and because of those disruptions and destructions and confusions of that
time, the students did not serve [their mentors] as needed, and debates grew...

7. Paragraph 10
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And Rabbi Akiva allowed himself to be killed (Berachot 61b) after Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma died and Rabbi Chanina ben

Tradyon was killed, and wisdom was reduced after them. And Rabbi Akiva established many students, but there was

destruction upon the students of Rabbi Akiva, and Israel relied on the second wave of students of Rabbi Akiva...



8. Paragraphs 14-19
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And all through the life of Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel, he raised his son, Rabbeinu HaKadosh, to learn Torah, as we
say in Bava Metzia 84b, “When Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel and Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah sat on the benches,
Rebbe and Rabbi Elazar b'R’” Shimon sat before them, asking and answering...” And Rebbe served those sages, as
Rebbe said (Shabbat 147b), “When we learned Torah before Rabbi Shimon in Tekoa, etc.” And he learned the laws
of the Mishnah from them...
And when he reigned after his father, he was with the sons of those sages, like Rabbi Yishmael son of Rabbi Yosi, and
Rabbi Yosi son of Rabbi Yehudah, and Rabbi Yaakov of Kfar Chitaya, and other students like Rabbi Chiya who
ascended from Bavel, and Rabbi Chanina bar Chama, and Rabbi Efes, and Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Shimon sons
of Rabbeinu haKadosh, and Rabbi Yannai, and they spread much Torah.
And all through those years, all of the halachot depended upon all of the midrashim were explained, out of fear of the
great loss of the churban, and the doubts they had during those catastrophes. And halachah was determined for all of
the disputes birthed during those three generations, and the words of individuals and the words of the majority were
known among them after great efforts of the sages, and they examined them, examination after examination, and they
analyzed greatly, and all of the lessons and mishnayot, to fix them. And they did not add to the statements of the early
ones from the Anshei Knesset haGedolah, but they made great efforts and great analyses until they determined what
those early one s said and what they did, until they resolved all of their doubts.
And there wasn't one of the early ones who wrote anything, until the end of the life of Rabbeinu HaKadosh. And they
did not all learn with one mouth and one tongue, but they knew their reasons, and all of them had one view, and there
was no dispute in their editions, and they knew what was unanimous and what was subject to debate, and what was
held by one and what was held by many. And they did not have set statements and a known mishnah which all taught
with one mouth and one tongue, but those reasons and lessons that they knew, even though the sages all agreed
regarding them, each of them taught his students in whatever composition they wished and any way they wished...
And therefore the gemara explains, “Who is this2 Rabbi Ploni,” “Who authored that which the sages learned,” “Like
whom is this tanna,” and we say in several places, “The one who learned this did not learn this.”...
And when Rebbe saw that there was such variation in rabbinic teachings, even though they reached the same
conclusion, he was concerned that it was not good and damage would result, for he saw that hearts were shrinking and
the springs of wisdom were sealed, and Torah was leaving...



