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What Hazal had to Say About Their Own Enterprise
Part 2 — R. Yehoshua, R. Elazar b. Azariah and (Rabban Gamliel) on Teaching Torah
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Our Rabbis taught: Once R. Johanan b. Beroka and R. Eleazar Hisma went to pay their respects to R. Joshua at
Peki'in. Said he to them: What new teaching was there at the College to-day? They replied: We are thy disciples
and thy waters do we drink. Said he to them: Even so, it is impossible for a college session to pass without some
novel teaching. Whose Sabbath was it? — It was the Sabbath of R. Eleazar b. “Azariah, [they replied].-And what
was the theme of his Haggadic discourse to-day? They answered: The section ‘Assemble’. And what exposition
did he give thereon? ‘Assemble the people the men and the women and the little ones’. If the men came to learn, the
women came to hear, but wherefore have the little ones to come? In order to grant reward to those that bring
them. Said he to them: There was a fair jewel in your hand, and you sought to deprive me of it. He further
expounded: Thou hast avouched the Lord this day . . . and the Lord has avouched thee this day. The Holy One, blessed
be He, said to Israel: You have made me a unique object of your love in the world, and I shall make you a unique
object of My love in the world. You have made me a unique object of your love, as it is written: Hear, O Israel, the
Lord our God, the Lord is One. And I shall make you a unique object of My love, as it is said: And who is like unto
Thy people Israel, a nation one in the earth. And he also took up the text and expounded: The words of the wise are as
goads, and as nails well planted are the words of masters of Assemblies, which are given from one Shepherd. Why are the
words of the Torah likened to a goad? To teach you that just as the goad directs the heifer along its furrow in
order to bring forth life to the world, so the words of the Torah direct those who study them from the paths of
death to the paths of life. But [should you think] that just as the goad is movable so the words of the Torah are
movable; therefore the text says: ‘nails’. But [should you think] that just as the nail diminishes and does not
increase, so too the words of the Torah diminish and do not increase; therefore the text says: “well planted’; just
as a plant grows and increases, so the words of the Torah grow and increase. ‘The masters of assemblies’: these
are the disciples of the wise, who sit in manifold assemblies and occupy themselves with the Torah, some
pronouncing unclean and others pronouncing clean, some prohibiting and others permitting, some
disqualifying and others declaring fit. Should a man say: How in these circumstances shall I learn Torah?
Therefore the text says: ‘All of them are given from one Shepherd’. One God gave them; one leader uttered them
from the mouth of the Lord of all creation, blessed be He; for it is written: “And God spoke all these words’. Also
do thou make thine ear like the hopper and get thee a perceptive heart to understand the words of those who
pronounce unclean and the words of those who pronounce clean, the words of those who prohibit and the words
of those who permit, the words of those who disqualify and the words of those who declare fit. He [then] spoke
to them in the following words: It is not an orphan generation in which R. Eleazar b. “Azariah lives.
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