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Conversations in Clanton Park: The Talmud's Controversial Cases
Panel: Rabbi Mordechai Scheiner, Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner, Rabbi Yehoshua Weber
Moderator: Professor Paul Socken

1. Berachot 20a — Freedom of Religion
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Rav Pappa said to Abbaye: Why were the early ones different, such that miracles happened for them, and why are
we different, such that miracles don't happen for us?...
He replied: The early ones gave their lives for the sanctity of the Name; we do not give our lives for the sanctity of
the Name. As in the time when Rav Ada bar Ahavah saw a non-Jewish woman wearing a karvalta in the market, and
he thought she was Jewish, and he tore it from her. It turned out that she was not Jewish, and restitution was set at
400 zuz.

Question: Modern western society believes in freedom of religion. How do we reconcile that with the
Talmud's advocation of coercion to comply with our religious sensibilities?

2. Sanhedrin 76b — Non-Discrimination
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Rav Yehudah said, citing Rav: Regarding one who marries off his daughter to an elderly man, one who marries off a

[mature] woman to his young son, and one who returns a lost object to an outsider, the Torah says, "To join the

quenched with the thirsty, G-d will not forgive him."' (Devarim 29:18)

Question: Modern western society prohibits discrimination between one human being and another on the
grounds of race, gender, religion, etc. How do we reconcile that with the Talmud's apparent favouring of
discrimination?

3. Talmud Yerushalmi Shekalim 5:4 — Economic Freedom
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Once Rabbi Chama bar Chanina and Rabbi Hoshia Rabbah were strolling among those synagogues of Lod. Rabbi

Chama bar Chanina said to Rabbi Hoshia, "How much money my ancestors sank here!" He replied, "How many

lives your ancestors sank here! Were there no people exhausting themselves in Torah?"

Rabbi Avun decorated the gates of the great study hall. Rabbi Mana came to him, and Rabbi Avun said, "See what 1

have done!" He replied, "'And Israel forgot its Maker, and built palaces." (Hosheia 8:14) Were there no people

exhausting themselves in Torah?"

Question: Modern western society licenses every individual to decide how to spend his money, and what
causes to support. How do we reconcile that with the Talmud's condemnation of someone's spending,
which was actually for a mitzvah?



