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Recommitting Ourselves to the Divine Dialogue

Rachel Fried, Adar 5780, Young Israel of Jamaica Estates

Intro 1: A Time of Renewal

:72:0 1nox .1

b Y NX 0'WY DR 1Ay K71 Doy 07077 01 09w | oy | B [172ap1] e e
MY NIYT722 DINTII DANYD N7KRD

The Jews undertook and irrevocably obligated themselves and their descendants, and all who might join
them, to observe these two days in the manner prescribed and at the proper time each year.
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The Gemara cites additional homiletic interpretations on the topic of the revelation at Sinai. The Torah
says, “And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet God; and they stood at the
lowermost part of the mount” (Exodus 19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar Hama bar Hasa said: the Jewish
people actually stood beneath the mountain, and the verse teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
overturned the mountain above the Jews like a tub, and said to them: If you accept the Torah,
excellent, and if not, there will be your burial. Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a
substantial caveat to the obligation to fulfill the Torah. The Jewish people can claim that they were
coerced into accepting the Torah, and it is therefore not binding. Rava said: Even so, they again
accepted it willingly in the time of Ahasuerus, as it is written: “The Jews ordained, and took upon
them, and upon their seed, and upon all such as joined themselves unto them” (Esther 9:27), and he
taught: The Jews ordained what they had already taken upon themselves through coercion at Sinai.

Intro 2: Divine Dialogue
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Eruvin 13b:

Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed. These
said: The halakha is in accordance with our opinion, and these said: The halakha is in accordance
with our opinion. Ultimately, a Divine Voice emerged and proclaimed: Both these and those are the
words of the living God. However, the halakha is in accordance with the opinion of Beit Hillel. The
Gemara asks: Since both these and those are the words of the living God, why were Beit Hillel
privileged to have thehalakha established in accordance with their opinion? The reason is that they
were agreeable and forbearing, showing restraint when affronted, and when they taught the halakha
they would teach both their own statements and the statements of Beit Shammai. Moreover, when
they formulated their teachings and cited a dispute, they prioritized the statements of Beit Shammai

to their own statements, in deference to Beit Shammai.

Question: If the halacha is like Beit Hillel, what does it mean that both opinions are “the
words of the living God”?

Model 1: True Halachic Pluralism
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Ritvah Eiruvin 13b

"These and these are the words of God." The rabbis of France asked, how can it be that both opinions are
the words of God when one prohibits and one permits? They answered, for when Moshe ascended to
heaven to receive the Torah, He (God) showed him for each thing 49 perspectives to prohibit and 49
perspectives to permit. He (Moshe) asked God regarding this [what the law should be], and He answered
that it is given over to the sages of every generation and the determination of the law will be according
to them.

Model 2: Objective Truth
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Sotah 47b:22
From the time when those with boastful [zehuhei ] hearts proliferated, dispute proliferated in

Israel. From the time when the students of Shammai and Hillel who did not serve their Rabbis

sufficiently proliferated, dispute proliferated in Israel, and the Torah became like two Torahs.

Model Three: Unattainable Objective Truth
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Rambam'’s Introduction to his Commentary on the Mishnah

But one who would think...one of them received the true transmission and the other made a
mistake in his transmission or he forgot or he did not hear from his teacher...this thing is very
repugnant. And these are the words of one who has no intellect and does not have the fundamental
principles in his hand and who disfigures the people from which the commandments were transmitted,
and all of this is emptiness and naught...

Rather, the matter of that which they said, "From when the students of Shammai and Hillel —
who did not serve all that was required of them — multiplied, disagreement grew in Israel,” is evident; in
that when two people are of equal intellect and investigation and knowledge of the fundamentals from
which reasonings extrapolate, no disagreement will occur in their reasonings in any way. And if it does
occur, it will be minimal; as it is only found that Shammai and Hillel disagreed about isolated laws... But
when the diligence of the students towards wisdom slackened and their reasoning weakened — in
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comparison to the reasoning of Hillel and Shammai — disagreement occurred among them in the
investigation of many things; as the reasoning of each and every one of them was according to his
intellect...

And nonetheless, they should not be blamed...as the Holy One, blessed be He, did not command
His service in this manner. But [rather] He commanded us to listen to the sages of the generation, as it is
stated (Deuteronomy 17:9), "To the judge that will be in those days.” And it is through these ways that
disagreement occurred; not because they erred in the laws, and one is saying truth and the other is saying
falsehood. And how evident is this matter to all that give cognizance to it! And how precious and great
is this fundamental principle about the commandments!
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Bava Metzia 59b

And this is known as the oven of akhnai...On that day, when they discussed this matter, Rabbi
Eliezer answered all possible answers in the world to support his opinion, but the Rabbis did not
accept his explanations from him. After failing to convince the Rabbis logically, Rabbi Eliezer said to
them: If the halakha is in accordance with my opinion, this carob tree will prove it. The carob tree
was uprooted from its place one hundred cubits, and some say four hundred cubits. The Rabbis
said to him: One does not cite halakhic proof from the carob tree. Rabbi Eliezer then said to them:
If the halakha is in accordance with my opinion, the stream will prove it. The water in the stream
turned backward and began flowing in the opposite direction. They said to him: One does not cite
halakhic proof from a stream. Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in accordance with
my opinion, the walls of the study hall will prove it. The walls of the study hall leaned inward and
began to fall. Rabbi Yehoshua scolded the walls and said to them: If Torah scholars are contending
with each other in matters of halakha, what is the nature of your involvement in this dispute? The

Gemara relates: The walls did not fall because of the deference due Rabbi Yehoshua, but they did
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not straighten because of the deference due Rabbi Eliezer, and they still remain leaning. Rabbi
Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in accordance with my opinion, Heaven will prove it. A
Divine Voice emerged from Heaven and said: Why are you differing with Rabbi Eliezer, as the
halakha is in accordance with his opinion in every place that he expresses an opinion? Rabbi
Yehoshua stood on his feet and said: It is written: “It is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12). The
Gemara asks: What is the relevance of the phrase “It is not in heaven” in this context? Rabbi Yirmeya
says: Since the Torah was already given at Mount Sinai, we do not regard a Divine Voice, as You
already wrote at Mount Sinai, in the Torah: “After a majority to incline” (Exodus 23:2). Since the
majority of Rabbis disagreed with Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion, the halakha is not ruled in accordance with
his opinion. The Gemara relates: Years after, Rabbi Natan encountered Elijah the prophet and said to
him: What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do at that time, when Rabbi Yehoshua issued his
declaration? Elijah said to him: The Holy One, Blessed be He, smiled and said: My children have

triumphed over Me; My children have triumphed over Me.



