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Introduction  
 
This   is   a   resource   for   anyone   who   wants   to   learn   Jewish   text   and   relate   it   to   the   world   today.   It   goes  
book   by   book   through   the   �rst   order   of   Mishna   ( Seder   Zeraim ,   or   the   Order   of   Seeds)   and   samples  
texts   that   may   be   especially   relevant   in   a   moment   of   communal   crisis.  
 
The   subject   of    Seder   Zeraim ,   ostensibly,   is   agriculture   and   food   production.   Like   all   rabbinic   literature,  
however,   it   meanders   into   many   adjacent   �elds,   frequently   touching   topics   of   gratitude   and   charity.   At  
precisely   a   moment   in   history   when   those   things   feel   fraught,   hard,   and   more   important   than   ever,   I  
believe   this   seder   is   uniquely   relevant   to   us   today.  
 
 
 
 
 

How   to   use   this   book  
 
Each   mishna   is   presented   below   in   Hebrew   and   English,   followed   by   a   brief   explanation,   and  
concluding   with   re�ections   or   questions   for   further   pondering.   I   suggest   reading   the   text   �rst,   in  
Hebrew   or   in   English,   and   using   the   re�ection   and   question   section   as   a   jumping   o�   point   for   your  
thoughts   or   discussions   with   a   friend.   The   direct   English   translations   lack   important   context   that   is  
needed   to   understand   the   mishna.   The   explanations   below   �ll   in   those   gaps   and   will   make   the  
mishna   comprehensible.   
 
These   texts   can   be   learned   alone   or   in   discussion   with   others,   sequentially   or   at   random,   jumping   to  
whichever   page   seems   interesting.    If   you   disagree   with   something   I’ve   written,   if   you   and   your  
partner   are   convinced   the   other   person   is   misinterpreting   something,   if   you   �nd   yourself   connecting  
the   text   back   to   a   random   article   you   read   on   the   subway   two   years   ago,   if   you   aren’t   interested   in   the  
question   I   asked   but   thought   of   a   much   more   interesting   question   instead,   if   you   kind   of   forget   the  
text   the   next   day   but   remember   something   powerful   you   learned   about   your   partner,   you’re  
probably   doing   it   right.   There   are   many   right   ways   to   learn   a   text.   The   only   wrong   way   is   any   way  
that   makes   you   want   to   stop   and   not   do   it   again.  
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Masechet   Berachot  
 
 

 ברכות   א:א  Berachot   1:1  

ּ   חֲכָמִים   עַד   חֲצוֹת,   מִצְוָתָן   עַד  אָמְרו ֶ  כָּל   מַה   שּׁ
ּ   חֲכָמִים   עַד  ה   אָמְרו חַר...לָמָּ ָ יעֲַּלֶה   עַמּודּ   הַשּׁ  שֶׁ

 חֲצוֹת,   כְּדֵי   לְהַרְחִיק   אֶת   הָאָדָם   מִן   הָעֲבֵרָה: 

Wherever   the   Sages   say   “until   midnight,”   the  
mitzvah   can   really   be   performed   until   dawn.  
Why,   then,   did   they   say   until   midnight?   To   keep  
people   far   from   sin.  

 
The   Seder   about   agriculture   and   food   starts   off,   appropriately,   with   a   tractate   about   blessings   and   prayer.  
The   Sages   teach   that   one   may   recite   the   evening   Shema   until   midnight.   Rabban   Gamaliel,   quoted   here,  
lets   us   know   that   when   the   Sages   say   “midnight,”   the   actual   law   is   that   you   have   all   the   way   until   dawn.  
They   intentionally   publicize   the   stricter   time,   however,   to   make   sure   that   no   one   misses   the   real   deadline.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
As   we   are   all   embarrassingly   aware,   stores   across   the   country   are   experiencing   runs   on   toilet   paper.  
To   stop   the   irrational   behavior   tomorrow,   the   government   might   announce,   “Citizens,   we   are  
opening   a   new   toilet   paper   factory   in   every   city   to   ramp   up   production.   We   expect   a   major   surplus  
by   the   end   of   the   week.”   This   is   not   true,   but   it   would   stop   the   destructive   behavior   that   is,  
ironically,   causing   a   toilet   paper   shortage.  
 
 
Is   it   ever   appropriate   to   lie   to   the   public   to   keep   them   from   harm?   
 

 

 
Illustration   by   Stephanie   Hays,   the   Seattle   Times  
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 ברכות   א:ג  Berachot   1:3  

ּ   וְיִקְרְאוּ,  עֶרֶב   כָּל   אָדָם   יטַּו אי   אוֹמְרִים,   בָּ מַּ ית   שַׁ  בֵּ
כְבְּךׇ   ובְּקומֶּךׇ."  נֶּאֱמַר   "ובְּשָׁ   ובַּבֹּקֶר   יעַַמְדוּ,   שֶׁ

 
 
 
 

ל   אוֹמְרִים,   כָּל   אָדָם   קוֹרֵא   כְדַרְכּוֹ,   ובֵּית   הִלֵּ
רֶךְ."   ...  ךׇ   בַדֶּ   "ובְּלֶכְתְּ

 
 

תִי  רֶךְ,   וְהִטֵּ י   טַרְפוֹן,   אֲנִי   הָיִיתִי   בָא   בַדֶּ  אָמַר   רַבִּ
נֵי  י   בְעַצְמִי   מִפְּ אי,   וְסִכַּנתְִּ מַּ  לִקְרוֹת,   כְּדִבְרֵי   בֵית   שַׁ

סְטִים.    הַלִּ
 
 

עָבַרְתָּ   עַל  עַצְמְךׇ,   שֶׁ  אָמְרוּ   לוֹ,   כְּדַי   הָיִיתָ   לָחובּ   בְּ
ל:  בְרֵי   בֵית   הִלֵּ  דִּ

The   students   of   Shammai   say:   In   the   evening  
everyone   should   lie   down   to   recite   the   Shema,  
and   in   the   morning   stand   up   to   recite   it,   as   the  
verse   says,   “when   you   lie   down   and   when   you  
rise   up.”   
 
The   students   of   Hillel   say:   Everyone   should  
recite   it   in   their   own   way,   as   the   verse   says,   “And  
when   you   walk   on   your   way.”   
 
Rabbi   Tarfon   said:   I   was   once   walking   on   a  
journey   and   I   reclined   to   recite   the   Shema   like  
the   students   of   Shammai   advised,   and   I   was  
nearly   killed   by   robbers.   
 
The   Sages   replied:   You   deserved   to   pay   with   your  
life   for   going   against   the   words   of   Hillels’  
students.  

 
Rabbi   Tarfon   explains   that   he   decided   to   literally   lie   down   on   the   road   to   recite   the   evening   Shema,  
against   the   law   of   Beit   Hillel   who   taught   that   one   need   not   be   so   literal.   During   Rabbi   Tarfon’s   failure   to  
follow   normative   practice   during   a   dangerous   journey   (as   most   were   in   those   days),   he   was   nearly   killed   by  
a   band   of   highway   robbers.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Rabbi   Tarfon   deviated   from   the   prescribed   practice   and   was   nearly   killed   for   it.   His   peers’   response  
was   savage,   “You   deserved   it.”   There   is   an   urge   to   say   this   to   people   who   are   breaking   social  
distancing   recommendations   or   their   quarantine,   but   the   sad   reality   is   we   live   in   a   world   where   too  
many   people   can’t   a�ord   to   follow   the   advice   that   will   lessen   the   pain   of   all.   There   are   also   the  
punishing   psychological   e�ects   of   social   distancing   that   a�ect   us   all   di�erently.  
 
What   “best   practice”   or   recommendation   are   you   having   a   hard   time   following?  
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 ברכות   א:ה  Berachot   1:5  

ילוֹת.  לֵּ ירִין   יצְִיאַת   מִצְרַיִם   בַּ  מַזְכִּ
 

Recall   the   exodus   from   Egypt   at   night.  
 

This   mishna   teaches   that   one   should   remember   each   night   the   miracle   of   the   liberation   from   slavery   in  
Egypt.  

 
 

 
Painting   by   Richard   McBee  

 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Every   night   I   tell   myself   I   won’t   check   the   headlines   before   bed,   and   every   night   I   fall   asleep  
refreshing   the   front   page.   
 
What   are   your   thoughts   or   rituals   as   you   fall   asleep   in   these   times?  
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 ברכות   ב:ה  Berachot   2:5  

לַּילְָה   הָרִאשׁוֹן  מַע   בַּ רִיאַת   שְׁ טורּ   מִקְּ  חָתָן   פָּ
 

A   newlywed   is   exempt   from   saying   the    Shema    on  
the   wedding   night.  
 

 
I   choose   to   interpret   this   mishna   as   saying   that   the   mitzvah   of   marriage   is   so   special   and   the   joy   of  
marriage   so   great   that   it   takes   priority   over   the   lesser   requirement   to   recite   the   evening   Shema.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
So   many   simchas   are   de�ating   around   us   and   are   lost   forever.   I   see   people   posting   advice   for   how   to  
have   a   wedding   with   10   people   in   places   where   gatherings   over   that   amount   are   prohibited.   People  
having   babies   without   any   visitors.   Defending   a   dissertation   online   and   then   simply   closing   the  
laptop.   
 
What   simcha   has   passed   you   by   in   these   times?  
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 ברכות   ב:ו  Berachot   2:6  

ּ   לוֹ  תּוֹ.   אָמְרו תָה   אִשְׁ מֵּ  רָחַץ   לַילְָה   הָרִאשׁוֹן   שֶׁ
אָבֵל   אָסורּ   לִרְחֹץ.  נוּ,   שֶׁ נוּ,   רַבֵּ דְתָּ  תַלְמִידָיו,   לאֹ   לִמַּ

אָר   כָּל   אָדָם,   אִסְטְנִיס   אָנִי:   אָמַר   לָהֶם,   אֵינִי   כִשְׁ
 

Rabban   Gamaliel   bathed   on   the   �rst   night   after  
the   death   of   his   wife.   His   students   asked,   “Our  
teacher,   didn’t   you   tell   us   that   mourners   are   not  
supposed   to   bathe?”   He   replied,   “I   am   not   like  
the   average   person;   I   am   very   delicate.”  
 

 
Rabban   Gamaliel   was   asked   by   his   students   why   he   doesn’t   follow   the   normative   halakha   of   refraining  
from   bathing   when   in   the   bitterest   stage   of   grief,   freshly   after   the   death.   In   a   “do   as   I   say,   not   as   I   do”  
moment,   he   responds   that   he   is   frail   and   requires   an   exception   to   the   law.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
With   a   little   luck,   this   virus   spares   the   young   and   otherwise   healthy.   We   aren’t   all   young,   healthy,   or  
lucky.   
 
Are   you    אִסְטְנִיס,   delicate,   during   this   time?   What   do   you   wish   people   knew?   What   do   you   wish  
people   were   doing   di�erently?  
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 ברכות   ד:ב  Berachot   4:2  

כְנִיסָתוֹ   לְבֵית  ל   בִּ לֵּ נָה   הָיָה   מִתְפַּ ן   הַקָּ י   נחְונּיְָא   בֶּ  רַבִּ
ה   קְצָרָה.   אָמְרוּ   לוֹ,   מַה  פִלָּ דְרָשׁ   ובִּיצִיאָתוֹ   תְּ  הַמִּ

כְנִיסָתִי   אֲנִי  ה   זוֹ.   אָמַר   לָהֶם,   בִּ קוֹם   לִתְפִלָּ  מָּ
קָלָה   עַל   יָדִי,   ובִּיצִיאָתִי   אֲנִי  לּאֹ   תֶאֱרַע   תַּ ל   שֶׁ לֵּ  מִתְפַּ

 נוֹתֵן   הוֹדָיָה   עַל   חֶלְקִי: 
 

Rabbi   Nehunia   used   to   pray   every   time   he  
entered   the   house   of   study,   and   again   as   he   left.  
His   students   asked   him,   “What   is   the   nature   of  
your   prayer?”   He   responded,   “When   I   walk   in,   I  
pray   that   no   accident   should   happen   because   of  
me,   and   when   I   leave   I   give   thanks   for   my  
portion.”  
 

Rabbi   Nehunia   tells   us   that   he   prays   this   every   time   he   enters   the   Beit   Midrash   to   study,   and   reveals   that,  
as   a   teacher   of   Torah,   he   feels   burdened   to   get   things   right.   He   feels   the   weight   of   his   authority   and   prays  
that   no   one   should   come   to   harm   --   physical,   spiritual,   or   intellectual,   I   imagine   --   through   his   teaching.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

This   is   how   I   feel,   as   a   healthcare   professional,   when   sharing   articles,   relaying   advice,   or   answering  
any   health   question,   big   or   small,   during   these   times.   I   worry   that   I   may   give   bad   advice   or   pass   on  
misinformation,   and   harm   happen   through   me.   
 
What   responsibility   is   weighing   on   you   in   these   times?   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Drawing   by   “Talmud   Comics”   artist   Yonah   Lavery   Yisraeli.   The   speech   bubble  
is   a   version   of   the   prayer   recorded   in   the   Talmud,   a   version   of   which   some   still  
say   today   each   time   they   begin   hevruta   study.  
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  ברכות   ד:ה  Berachot   4:5  

 הָיָה   רוֹכֵב   עַל   הַחֲמוֹר,   יֵרֵד.   וְאִם   אֵינוֹ   יָכוֹל   לֵירֵד, 
נָיו,  נָיו,   וְאִם   אֵינוֹ   יָכוֹל   לְהַחֲזִיר   אֶת   פָּ  יחֲַזִיר   אֶת   פָּ

ים.  דָשִׁ ית   קֹדֶשׁ   הַקָּ ן   אֶת   לִבּוֹ   כְּנֶגֶד   בֵּ ֵּ  יכְַו
 

If   you   are   riding   on   a   donkey,   get   down   to   pray.  
If   you   are   unable   to   get   down,   turn   your   face  
toward   Jerusalem.   If   you   cannot   turn   your   face,  
direct   your   heart   toward   the   Holy   of   Holies.  
 

This   mishna   gives   the   contingency   plan   for   praying   when   you   can’t   be   in   the   most   ideal   stance   of   standing  
and   facing   Jerusalem.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

So   many   virtual   minyanim.   So   many   lonely   daveners.   So   many   people   who   cannot,   or   should   not,  
leave   the   house   to   join   their   community.   
 
Where   could   you   not   go   today?   Where   is   your   heart   facing?  
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 ברכות   ה:ה  Berachot   5:5  

ל   אָדָם   כְּמוֹתוֹ  לוחּוֹ   שֶׁ ְ  שּׁ
 

One’s   messenger   is   like   oneself.  
 

This   is   a   recurring   phrase   in   Jewish   legal   literature   to   mean   that   your   designated   agent   has   the   same   legal  
power,   in   most   situations,   as   you   yourself   do.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

While   this   was   meant   legally,   we   can   think   of   it   emotionally   as   well.   Unfortunately,   in   the   era   of   not  
just   working   remotely   but   also   rejoicing   and   grieving   remotely,   it   is   a   hypothesis   that   we   have   been  
testing   a   lot   lately.   
 
Do   you   agree   with   this   mishna,   that   you   have   the   same   power   without   being   physically   present?  
 
How   have   you   been   present   for   someone,   without   being   there   in   person?  
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 ברכות   ו:ג  Berachot   6:3  

 עַל   הַחֹמֶץ   וְעַל   הַנוֹּבְלוֹת   וְעַל   הַגוֹּבַאי   אוֹמֵר 
הואּ   מִין   קְלָלָה  י   יהְודָּה   אוֹמֵר,   כָּל   שֶׁ הַכֹּל...    רַבִּ  שֶׁ

 אֵין   מְבָרְכִין   עָלָיו: 
 
 
 

One   recites   a   blessing   over   vinegar,   unripe   fruit,  
and   locusts.   Rabbi   Yehuda   says,   “One   does   not  
bless   over   things   which   come   from   a   curse.”  
 

Vinegar,   unripe   fruit,   and   locusts   are   all   edible   (and   kosher)   but   all   come   with   loss   attached   to   them.  
Vinegar   because   it   is   soured   wine,   unripe   fruit   because   it   would   have   been   better   for   them   to   have   ripened  
before   falling   from   the   tree,   and   locusts   because,   though   they   are   edible   and   a   source   of   protein,   their  
presence   means   they   have   destroyed   the   fields   and   left   you   with   nothing   else   to   eat.   If   you   find   yourself  
eating   these   things,   it   means   you   are   experiencing   some   sort   of   loss.   Should   you   bless   over   these   things?  
Halacha   says   yes,   Rabbi   Yehuda   says   no.  
 
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Social   distancing   brings   hardship,   but   also   some   modest   blessings   for   those   of   us   who   are   inclined  
toward   introversion,   without   young   children   at   home,   without   tendency   for   anxiety,   and   who   are  
still   making   a   living.   Personally,   I’ve   found   a   trove   of   undisturbed   time   for   my   own   learning   projects.  
I   �nd   myself   wondering,   however:  
 
Do   we   give   thanks   for   these   small   blessings,   or   do   we   withhold   gratitude,   knowing   that   it   comes   with  
a   more   serious   loss?  
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 ברכות   ט:ד  Berachot   9:4  

כְנִיסָתוֹ   וְאַחַת  יִם,   אַחַת   בִּ תַּ ל   שְׁ לֵּ כְנָס   לִכְרַךְ   מִתְפַּ  הַנִּ
יצִיאָתוֹ.   בִּ

One   who   enters   a   city   should   recite   two   prayers  
on   the   way   in,   and   two   on   the   way   out.   
 

 
Entering   a   large   city   was   perceived   as   (and   perhaps   was)   dangerous   then.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
It   feels   dangerous   now   to   enter   public   spaces.   We   aren’t   sure   who   is   sick,   whether   we’ll   be   safe,  
whether   we’re   keeping   others   safe,   and,   if   crossing   a   border,   whether   we’ll   de�nitely   be   allowed   to   go  
home   again.   
 
What   are   you   hopeful   for   when   you   go   into   public?   What   are   you   thankful   for   when   you   leave?  
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 ברכות   ט:ה  Berachot   9:5  

הואּ   מְבָרֵךְ   עַל  ם   שֶׁ ָּב   אָדָם   לְבָרֵךְ   עַל   הָרָעָה   כְּשֵׁ  חַי
 הַטּוֹבָה. 

 

A   person   is   obligated   to   bless   over   the   bad   just   as  
one   blesses   over   the   good.  
 
 
 

This   is   the   final   mishna   of   masechet   Berachot,   maybe   a   surprising   way   to   end   a   tractate   all   about  
blessings.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
What   do   you   think   the   editor   of   this   text   was   trying   to   say   by   placing   this   mishna   last?   
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Masechet   Peah   
 

 פאה   א:א  Peah   1:1  

כּורִּים,  אָה,   וְהַבִּ עורּ.   הַפֵּ אֵין   לָהֶם   שִׁ ּ   דְבָרִים   שֶׁ  אֵלּו
 וְהָרֵאָיוֹן,   וגְּמִילותּ   חֲסָדִים,   וְתַלְמודּ   תּוֹרָה. 

 

These   things   have   no   prescribed   measure:   peah,  
�rst   fruits,   showing   up,   acts   of   kindness,   and   the  
study   of   Torah.  
 

Field   owners   are   required   to   leave   a   corner   (“peah”)   of   their   field   unharvested   for   the   poor   to   come   and  
collect.   The   Torah   does   not   prescribe   a   fixed   minimum   or   maximum   for   peah   (though   the   Rabbis   later  
specified   at   least   1/60th   of   your   field.)   “Showing   up”   is   a   figurative   translation   (the   Hebrew   is   “being   seen”  
or   “appearing”)   and   refers   to   appearing   before   the   Temple   during   the   pilgrimage   holidays   of   Pesach,  
Shavuot,   and   Sukkot.   First   fruits   has   its   own   tractate   (“Bikkurim”)   at   the   end   of   Seder   Zeraim.   All   of  
these   things   have   no   minimum   or   maximum   measure   according   to   Torah   law,   nor   is   there   any   lower   or  
upper   limit   for   doing   kindness   or   for   learning   Torah.   Any   amount,   whether   it’s   your   first   mitzvah   of   the  
day   or   the   100th,   is   considered   a   praiseworthy   act.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

I   see   people   taking   on   learning   projects   of   all   sorts   with   their   downtime,   from   pipe   cleaner   art   to  
dusting   o�   a   musical   instrument   to   learning   a   new   language.   I   also   see   a   proliferation   of   memes  
reminding   people   that   no   one    has    to   be   uber   productive   during   these   times.   Just   staying   inside   and  
doing   nothing   is   an   act   of   resistance   against   this   disease.   Surviving,   managing   your   anxiety,   and  
staying   healthy   are   enough.  
 
 
What’s   your   project,   big   or   small,   these   days?  
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 פאה   א:ב  Peah   1:2  

 ּ אָמְרו י   שֶׁ ים,   וְאַף   עַל   פִּ שִּׁ אָה   מִשִּׁ  אֵין   פּוֹחֲתִין   לַפֵּ
דֶה,   ולְּפִי   רֹב  ָ עורּ.   הַכֹּל   לְפִי   גֹדֶל   הַשּׂ אָה   שִׁ  אֵין   לַפֵּ

ים,   ולְּפִי   רֹב   הָעֲנָוָה:  ִּ  הָעֲנִי

Even   though   it   was   taught   “peah   has   no  
prescribed   measure,”   do   not   give   less   than   a   60th.  
You   should   give   according   to   the   size   of   your  
�eld,   the   needs   of   the   poor,   and   the   degree   of  
your   humility.  
 

People   with   more   to   spare   should   give   more   than   the   minimum,   as   should   people   living   amongst   a   great  
number   of   needy   people,   or   people   who   desire   to   live   humbly.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Just   one   week   into   serious   shutdown,   we   hit   3   million   �lings   for   unemployment,   a   truly  
unprecedented   economic   crisis   in   American   history   and   one   which   is   only   expected   to   worsen   for  
the   time   being.   What   duty   do   those   with   “a   large   �eld”   have   at   a   time   like   this?   What   duty   do   those  
with   “a   small   �eld”   have?  
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 פאה   ב:א-ד  Peah   2:1-4  

י  צֵר   כְּאַחַת,   רַבִּ אֵינָהּ   יכְוֹלָה   לְהִקָּ יִם   שֶׁ ת   הַמַּ  אַמַּ
 יהְודָּה   אוֹמֵר,   מַפְסֶקֶת.   …   וְאֵינוֹ   מַפְסִיק   לָאִילָן 

א   גָדֵר   …   וחָרובִּין,   כָּל   הָרוֹאִין   זֶה   אֶת   זֶה.   אֶלָּ

A   stream   of   water   that   prevents   you   from  
standing   on   one   side   and   reaping   your   grain   on  
the   other   side   is   considered   a   divider.   For   a   �eld  
of   trees,   only   a   fence   is   considered   a   divider.   For  
carob   trees,   nothing   is   a   divider,   as   long   as   the  
trees   can   still   see   each   other.  
 

When   it   comes   to   a   field   of   grain,   a   mere   stream   of   water   that   is   wide   enough   to   prevent   you   from  
reaching   out   and   reaping   on   the   other   side   is   considered   as   dividing   the   field   into   two   such   that   you   must  
give   peah   for   each   side   of   the   stream.   Fields   of   trees,   however,   are   not   considered   divided   so   easily   --   only   a  
fence   will   split   a   tree   field   in   two.   For   carob   trees   more   specifically,   however,   even   a   fence   does   not   divide.   As  
long   as   the   carob   trees   can   “see”   each   other,   they   are   considered   as   belonging   to   the   same   field   (and   only   one  
peah   needs   to   be   given.)  
 

 
"carob,   olive   and   kerkis"   by   simonsterg   

 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
In   a   time   of   physical   distance,   are   people   more   like   grains,   trees,   or   carobs?   When   are   we   truly  
separated   --   when   we   can   no   longer   easily   touch   each   other,   when   a   physical   divider   comes   between  
us,   or   when   we   have   lost   sight   of   one   another?  
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 פאה   ג:ז  Peah   3:7  

הואּ,  ֵּר   קַרְקַע   כָּל   שֶׁ י כִיב   מְרַע,   שִׁ  הַכּוֹתֵב   נכְָסָיו   שְׁ
הואּ,   אֵין  ֵּר   קַרְקַע   כָּל   שֶׁ י נָה.   לאֹ   שִׁ נָתוֹ   מַתָּ  מַתְּ

נָה.  נָתוֹ   מַתָּ  מַתְּ

One   who,   while   deathly   ill,   writes   all   his  
possessions   o�   to   someone   else   and   leaves  
nothing   for   himself,   his   gift   is   not   a   gift.  
 

 
If,   under   the   anxiety   of   death,   you   write   off   all   of   your   earthly   possessions   to   a   friend,   but   subsequently  
survive,   the   document   is   null   and   void.   The   medieval   commentator   Bartenura   said   that   this   is   because  
  ”people   generally   do   not   wish   to   leave   themselves   “laid   bare   ,מסתמא   לא   שביק   איניש   נפשיה   ערטילאי 
(penniless)   --   we   can   assume   the   document   was   only   intended   to   be   valid   if   you   actually   died.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
When   people   think   they   are   dying,   they   do   things   they   regret.   When   people   think   the   world   is  
ending,   they   behave   in   ways   they   would   not   normally.   We   allow   people   to   rescind   choices   they   made  
under   duress,   and   we   forgive   people   decisions   they   made   in   moments   of   fear.   
 
Besides   �st   �ghts   over   toilet   paper,   what   should   we   nullify   when   we   come   out   at   the   other   end   and  
realize   the   world   wasn’t   ending?   What   will   we   need   to   forgive   each   other   for   when   this   is   all   over?  
 
What   systems   crashed   for   good?   What   truths   were   laid   bare   that   we   need   to   remember   going  
forward?  
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 פאה   ד:ג  Peah   4:3  

אָר,   אֵין   לוֹ   בָהּ  ְ אָה   וזְּרָקָהּ   עַל   הַשּׁ  נָטַל   מִקְצָת   פֵּ
 כְּלוםּ. 

 

If   someone   came   and   collected   their   share   of  
peah   and   then   threw   it   on   the   remainder   of   the  
peah   in   an   attempt   to   acquire   all   of   it,   they  
forfeit   it   all.  

 
If   a   poor   person   tries   to   take   more   of   their   share   by   depriving   others,   they   lose   even   what   rightfully   would  
have   been   theirs.   Normally,   you   can   legally   acquire   an   object   by   throwing   something   that   belongs   to   you  
over   it.   The   scene   of   a   poor   person   throwing   their   cloak   over   the   produce   implies   that   they   are   trying   to   keep  
others   from   collecting.   In   this   instance,   the   rule   is   that   they   are   not   allowed   to   collect   any   peah.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Crises   bring   out   opportunists,   but   sometimes   an   earlier,   more   subtle   crisis   created   the   opportunist   to  
begin   with.   What   should   happen   to   the   people   in   economic   straits   who   are   trying   to   make   a   buck   by  
hoarding   and   then   reselling   sanitizer,   masks,   and   toilet   paper?   
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 פאה   ה:ד  Peah   5:4  

קוֹם   לְמָקוֹם,   וְצָרִיךְ  הָיָה   עוֹבֵר   מִמָּ יִת   שֶׁ עַל   הַבַּ  בַּ
ר   עָנִי,   יִטֹּל,  כְחָה   ופֵּאָה   ומַּעְשַׂ  לִטֹּל   לֶקֶט   שִׁ

י   אֱלִיעֶזֶר.  בְרֵי   רַבִּ לֵּם,   דִּ יחֲַּזֹר   לְבֵיתוֹ   ישְַׁ   וכְּשֶׁ
 
 
 

עָה:   וַחֲכָמִים   אוֹמְרִים,   עָנִי   הָיָה   בְּאוֹתָהּ   שָׁ
 

Rabbi   Eliezer   says,   “A   homeowner   who   was  
traveling   from   place   to   place,   and   found  
themselves   needing   to   take   charity   designated   for  
the   poor,   should   take   it.   When   they   return  
home,   they   should   pay   it   back.”   
 
The   Sages,   however,   say,   “That   home   owner   was  
a   poor   person   at   the   moment,   and   therefore   was  
entitled   to   the   charity.”  
 

 
Rabbi   Eliezer   says   that   a   person   who   is   normally   of   means   but   experiencing   temporary   hardship   should  
take   the   charity   that   they   need,   but   then   pay   it   back,   because   they   aren’t   really   entitled   to   the   help.   The  
Sages   disagree.   If   you   are   poor   in   the   moment,   then   you   are   poor   full   stop   and   deserve   the   same   resources   as  
any   other   poor   person.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

With   each   city   that   shutters   its   shops,   people   who   previously   felt   secure   are   �nding   themselves   facing  
uncertainty.   
 
What   is   our   responsibility   to   people   who   are   needy   now,   but   were   not   yesterday   and   may   not   be  
tomorrow?   
 
What   is   their   responsibility   to   us   once   they   recover?   
 
Whose   approach   do   you   think   is   better,   Rabbi   Eliezer   or   the   Sages?  
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 פאה   ח:א  Peah   8:1  

 ּ ֵּלְכו י ֶ לֶקֶט.   מִשּׁ רִין   בְּ  מֵאֵימָתַי   כָּל   אָדָם   מֻתָּ
 הַנָּמוֹשׁוֹת. 

 

When   does    leket    (grain   left   behind   by   accident  
during   reaping   which   the   Torah   tells   us   to   leave  
for   the   poor)   become   permitted   for   anyone   to  
take,   whether   poor   or   not?   Once   the   elderly   poor  
have   collected   and   departed.  
 

Leket   is   considered   as   belonging   rightfully   to   any   poor   person   who   comes   and   takes   it.   After   a   certain  
period   of   time,   however,   the   leket   goes   up   for   grabs   for   anyone,   including   the   original   home   owner   (for  
example,   if   there   aren’t   many   poor   people   in   the   area.)   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

There’s   a   recognition   in   this   mishna   that   the   elderly   may   need   a   little   extra   time   to   take   what   they  
need   before   the   masses   come.   This   feels   relevant   in   an   era   when   the   stores   are   packed   and   some  
common   daily   goods   are   hard   to   come   by.   Some   stores   are   holding   an   early   hour   opening   especially  
for   the   elderly   who   need   a   non-crowded   hour   to   shop.   
 
What   do   older   community   members   need   most   from   us   now?   

 
 

 
Visits   with   loved   ones   through   the   window   of   a   nursing   home.  

Photo   from   Signature   Health’s   Fb   page.  
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 פאה   ח:ט  Peah   8:9  

אֵינוֹ   צָרִיךְ   לִטֹּל   וְנוֹטֵל,   אֵינוֹ   נִפְטָר   מִן   כָל   מִי   שֶׁ
רִיוֹּת  צְטָרֵךְ   לַבְּ ִּ י  הָעוֹלָם   עַד   שֶׁ

 

Anyone   who   does   not   need   to   take   charity   but  
takes   anyway   will   not   depart   from   this   world  
without   one   day   really   needing   to   take   charity.  
 
 

This   tractate,   full   of   all   the   ways   in   which   the   community   is   required   to   support   the   poor,   ends   on   a  
warning.   If   anyone   abuses   the   system   by   feigning   poverty,   they   will   find   themselves   experiencing   poverty  
first   hand   sooner   or   later.   (This   is   a   mishnaic   version   of   our   grandparents’   threat,   “I’ll   give   you   something  
to   cry   about!”)    It’s   worth   noting   that   this   threat   leaves   the   punishment   up   to   some   higher   power   --   the  
mishna   describes   no   clear   way   of   verifying   whether   someone   is   poor,   and   no   formal   punishment   at   the  
hands   of   the   courts.   Indeed   the   system   of   peah   outlined   in   this   tractate   relies   heavily   on   the   community  
trusting   people   are   poor   if   they   say   they   are.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

What’s   the   bigger   threat   to   our   community   now   --   people   taking   help   who   should   not,   or   people   not  
getting   help   who   need   it?   
 

 

 
 

A   doctor   in   San   Francisco   speaking   with   people   experiencing   homelessness.   
Photographer:   Josh   Edelson  
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Masechet   Demai  
 

 דמאי   ב:ב  Demai   2:2  

הואּ  ר   אֶת   שֶׁ ֵ ל   עָלָיו   לִהְיוֹת   נֶאֱמָן,   מְעַשּׂ קַבֵּ  הַמְּ
הואּ   לוֹקֵחַ,וְאֵינוֹ  הואּ   מוֹכֵר,וְאֶת   שֶׁ  אוֹכֵל,וְאֶת   שֶׁ

 מִתְאָרֵחַ   אֵצֶל   עַם   הָאָרֶץ. 
 

One   who   accepts   upon   themselves   being  
trustworthy   with   regard   to   tithes   must   tithe  
whatever   they   eat,   whatever   they   sell,   and  
whatever   they   buy,   and   they   may   not   be   hosted  
by   the   common   folk   for   a   meal.  
 

In   the   land   of   Israel,   before   any   produce   could   be   eaten,   some   had   to   be   donated   to   the   priests,   levites,   and  
the   poor.   The   regular,   uneducated   folks,   while   they   certainly   removed   some   tithes,   did   not   always  
scrupulously   follow   the   tithing   laws.   Any   produce   bought   from   an   uneducated   Jew   was   therefore   called  
demai,   or   doubtfully   tithed   produce.   A   subcommunity   formed   among   the   highly   educated   who   were  
trustworthy   (ne’eman)   to   tithe   fully.   The   bonds   of   trust   tied   them   together,   but   the   loss   was   the   ability   to  
eat   at   any   Jew’s   home   (analogous   to   the   modern   conflicts   around   kashrut   in   differing   communities.)  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

This   mishna   reminds   me   of   “isolation   communities”   --   a   small   circle   of   families   and   friends   who  
decide   to   only   have   contact   with   one   another.   They   can   move   freely   amongst   one   another’s   homes,  
but   any   outside   contact   at   all   breaks   the   bubble.   The   system,   relying   on   self-discipline   and   honesty,  
widens   their   possible   human   contact   while   also   maintaining   a   sharp   division   between   them   and   the  
outside   world.    As   I   enter   my   third   week   of   no   human   contact   besides   my   spouse,   part   of   me   wishes   I  
had   formed   an   isolation   community   with   others.   But   part   of   me   also   knows   that   drawing   such   a  
bold   line   is   hard   for   everyone,   and   that   the   system   crumbles   with   there   is   just   one   breach   in   trust.   I  
trust   my   wife   and   I   to   be    נאמנים,   trustworthy,   to   each   other,   but   I’m   not   ready   to   trust   others   so   fully.  
 
Would   you   trust   others   in   an   “isolation   community”   to   maintain   a   perfect   community   boundary?  
Would   you   trust   yourself?  
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 דמאי   ג:ה  Demai   3:5  

הואּ   נוֹתֵן   לָהּ,   וְאֶת  ר   אֶת   שֶׁ ֵ קִית,   מְעַשּׂ  הַנוֹּתֵן   לְפֻנדְָּ
חֲשׁודָּה   לַחֲלףֹ.   אָמַר  נֵי   שֶׁ נָּה,   מִפְּ הואּ   נוֹטֵל   מִמֶּ  שֶׁ

ר  ֵ אִין,   אֵינוֹ   מְעַשּׂ ּ   אַחֲרָאִין   לָרַמָּ י   יוֹסֵי,   אֵין   אָנו  רַבִּ
לְבָד:  נָּה   בִּ הואּ   נוֹטֵל   מִמֶּ ֶ א   מַה   שּׁ  אֶלָּ

 

One   who   deposits   food   with   an   innkeeper   must  
tithe   both   what   he   gives   to   her   and   what   she  
gives   him,   because   she   might   exchange   your  
produce   with   her   own.   Rabbi   Yose   says,   “We   are  
not   responsible   for   cheaters.   He   need   only   tithe  
only   that   which   he   takes   from   her.”  
 

The   mishna   teaches   us   that   we   must   tithe   any   food   we   receive   from   an   innkeeper   (who   is   an   am   ha’aretz  
and   does   not   scrupulously   tithe).   Not   only   that,   but   if   we   give   her   food   to   store   for   us   (like   using   a  
communal   fridge   at   a   B&B),   we   must   tithe   it   before   we   give   it   to   her.   The   reason   is   that   an   innkeeper  
might   deceitfully   take   some   for   herself.   Rabbi   Yose   disagrees   with   this,   saying   that   we   do   not   need   to   take  
responsibility   for   others’   deception.   If   she   steals   your   produce,   then   she   will   eat   it   untithed.   We   bear   no  
moral   responsibility   for   her   actions.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

During   a   pandemic,   we   learn   very   quickly   that   every   individual’s   missteps   have   ripple   e�ects   that  
extend   far   beyond   themselves.   One   person   cheated   on   her   quarantine   in   South   Korea,   for   example,  
and   a   line   of   61   deaths   can   be   traced   directly   back   to   her.   The   good   news,   however,   is   that   every  
individual’s   correct   actions   also   have   far   reaching   ripple   e�ects   for   good.   If   one   person   stays   at   home  
and   watches   Net�ix,   the   memes   astutely   remind   us,   they   heroically   save   an   uncountable   number   of  
lives.   In   such   times,   when   rule   breaking   is   not   a   mere   matter   of   nibbling   untithed   produce   but   literal  
life   and   death,   democracies   are   forced   to   weigh   these   logarithmic   e�ects   of   personal   choices   against  
the   individual   freedom   we   hold   so   dear.   
 
What   responsibility   do   we   have   to   ensure   others   do   not   break   rules?  

 

 
An   infographic   by   Toby   Morris   (The   Spinoff)   showing   the   power   of   individual   choice   to   combat   spread   of   disease.  
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 דמאי   ד:ד  Demai   4:4  

ר  מַאי   ולְּמַעְשַׂ ל   דְּ ר   שֶׁ ם   לִתְרומַּת   מַעֲשֵׂ רָא   שֵׁ קָּ  מִי   שֶׁ
ת.   וְאִם   הָיָה   כֹהֵן   אוֹ  בָּ שַׁ לֵם   בְּ אי,   לאֹ   יִטְּ ל   וַדַּ  עָנִי   שֶׁ

ּ   וְיֹאכְלוּ,   ובִּלְבַד   עָנִי   לְמודִּים   לֶאֱכֹל   אֶצְלוֹ,   יָבֹאו
יוֹּדִיעֵם:   שֶׁ

 

One   who   had   designated   the   levite’s   tithe   of  
demai ,   or   the   poor   man’s   tithe   of   produce   that  
had   certainly   not   been   tithed,   he   should   not  
physically   separate   them   out   on   Shabbat.   But   if  
the   priest   or   the   poor   man   regularly   ate   with  
him,   they   may   come   and   eat   provided   that   he  
informs   them.  
 

The   host   is   feeding   his   Shabbat   guests   tithes   that   rightfully   belong   to   them.   What   appears   to   be   a   generous  
act   of   hosting   is   tainted   by   cheapness   --   he’s   essentially   offloading   the   tithes   that   he   is   already   required   to  
give.   The   mishna   states   that   this   is   legal   as   long   as   the   host   informs   the   guests   that   they   are   eating   food   that  
is   actually   theirs.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Being   prescribed   or   employed   to   do   some   act   of   kindness   without   telling   the   recipient   that   it   is   your  
o�cial   duty   is    גניבת   דעת,    gneivat   da’at    (“stealing   the   mind.”)   It   is   deception   by   omission.   The   person  
might,   after   all,   feel   indebted   to   you,   repay   your   kindness,   or   honor   you   as   generous   when   you   do  
not   deserve   it.  
 
This   reminds   me   of   some   community   organizers   who   are   not   upfront   about   their   role   when   they  
befriend   people   with   skills   they   are   looking   to   organize.   Another   example   might   be   appointed  
greeters   in   informal   minyanim.   The   recipient   just   thinks   the   person   is   seeking   friendship   with   them  
and   may   not   realize   that   it   was   part   of   their   duties.   In   many   communities,   people   are   now   scheduling  
turns   to   check   in   on   elderly   or   vulnerable   neighbors   (from   a   safe   distance).  
 
 
Are   acts   of   interpersonal   kindness   more   meaningful   when   the   recipient   thinks   they   are   organically  
and   spontaneously   given?   Why   or   why   not?  
 
What   is   lost   when   people   check   in   on   each   other’s   wellbeing   according   to   an   organized   system   of  
obligations?   What   is   gained?  
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Masechet   Kilayim  
 

 כלאים   ג:ה  Kilayim   3:5  

א   אַחַת,   ובִּלְבַד  ֻּמָּ ותּ   ודְּלַעַת   לְתוֹךְ   ג  נוֹטֵעַ   אָדָם   קִשּׁ
הֵא   זוֹ   נוֹטָה   לְצַד   זֶה,   וְזוֹ   נוֹטָה   לְצַד   זֶה,   וְנוֹטֶה  תְּ  שֶׁ

כָּל   מַה  ל   זוֹ   לְכָאן.   שֶׁ עָר   שֶׁ ל   זוֹ   לְכָאן,   וְשֵׂ עָר   שֶׁ  שֵׂ
נֵי   מַרְאִית  א   מִפְּ ּ   אֶלָּ ּ   חֲכָמִים,   לאֹ   גָזְרו אָסְרו ֶ  שּׁ

 הָעַיִן. 
 

One   may   plant   a   cucumber   and   a   gourd   in   the  
same   hole,   as   long   as   they   lean   toward   opposite  
sides.   And   one   should   tilt   the   leaves   of   the   plants  
in   opposite   directions,   since   anything   that   the  
Sages   prohibit,   they   only   prohibit   because   of  
marit   ayin    (the   appearance   to   the   eye).  
 

The   Torah   forbids   farmers   from   mixing   different   kinds   of   seeds   together   (kilayim   refers   to   any   forbidden  
mixture   of   seeds,   animals,   or   clothing.)   The   Rabbis   added   extra   precautions   to   guard   against   things   that  
had   the   appearance   of   impropriety,   even   if   the   action   wasn’t,   strictly   speaking,   against   the   rules.   Here,   the  
two   plants   share   an   indentation   in   the   ground,   but   the   farmer   should   be   careful   that   to   an   outsider,   these  
species   don’t   look   mixed   together.   Tilting   the   leaves   away   from   each   other   ensure   that   passersby   won’t   be  
scandalized   by   the   sight   of   kilayim.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
We’re   living   in   times   where   we   are   deeply   a�ected,   on   a   literal   physical   level,   by   others’   actions.   If  
someone   is   standing   too   close   in   a   supermarket   line,   or   if   they   cough   into   their   hand   and   then   touch  
the   doorknob,   they   are   potentially   exposing   others   to   a   dangerous   illness.   For   better   and   for   worse,  
we   are   more   attuned   to   what   others   are   doing   these   days.   Sometimes   this   leads   to   embarrassing  
misunderstandings   (scolding   someone   with   a   cart   over�owing   with   toilet   paper   only   to   realize   it  
belongs   to   the   employee   restocking   the   shelves),   misplaced   judgments   (side-eying   the   person   buying  
10   bottles   of   Lysol,   not   realizing   they   are   a   school   nurse   distributing   them   to   classrooms),   and  
dangerous   interference   (telling   someone   the   mask   her   doctor   prescribed   should   only   be   used   by  
medical   professionals   and   won’t   help   her   anyway.)  
 
Have   you   misunderstood   someone   lately   based   on   external   appearances?   
 
Has   someone   misunderstood   you?  
 
Should   the   external   appearance   of   a   situation   matter?  
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 כלאים   ה:א  Kilayim   5:1  

ְּפָנִים   לְבֵית  ר   ג ט   עֶשֶׂ חָרַב,   אִם   יֶשׁ   בּוֹ   לְלַקֵּ  כֶּרֶם   שֶׁ
ל.   סְאָה,   ונּטְועּוֹת   כְּהִלְכָתָן,   הֲרֵי   זֶה   נִקְרָא   כֶּרֶם   דַּ

 
 
 

יִם  תַּ ן   שְׁ ֵּ הואּ   נָטועַּ   עִרְבּובְּיָא,   אִם   יֶש   בּוֹ   לְכַו  כֶּרֶם   שֶׁ
לשׁ,   הֲרֵי   זֶה   כֶּרֶם;   וְאִם   לָאו,   אֵינוֹ   כֶּרֶם.   נֶגֶד   שָׁ

 
 
 

י   מֵאִיר   אוֹמֵר:   הוֹאִיל   וְהואּ   נִרְאֶה   כְּתַבְנִית   רַבִּ
 הַכְּרָמִים,   הֲרֵי   זֶה   כֶּרֶם. 

 

When   is   an   abandoned   vineyard   still   considered   a  
vineyard?   If   one   can   harvest   ten   vines   within   a  
beit   seah    of   land,   and   they   had   been   planted   in   an  
organized   manner,   this   is   a   “poor   vineyard.”   
 
When   is   a   vineyard   in   disarray   still   considered   a  
vineyard?   If   there   are   at   least   2   vines   opposite   3,  
then   it   is   a   vineyard.   Without   this,   it   is   not   a  
vineyard.   
 
Rabbi   Meir   says,   “Because   it   has   the   general  
appearance   of   a   vineyard,   it   is   a   vineyard.”  
 

This   mishna   is   concerned   with   the   distinction   between   a   vineyard,   which   is   treated   strictly   with   regard   to  
kilayim,   versus   a   few   lone   vines,   for   which   there   is   more   leniency.   The   mishna   teaches   that   to   be   considered  
a   vineyard   proper,   the   field   needs   a   certain   density   of   vines   within   a   confined   space,   as   well   as   a   minimal  
organization   to   the   vines.   Rabbi   Meir   disagrees,   and   holds   that   anything   that   has   the   appearance   of   a  
vineyard   to   a   casual   passerby   is   considered   a   vineyard.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Pick   something   from   your   daily   life:   school,   work,   minyan,   leisure   time,   family   time.   When   is   it   a  
abandoned   and   a   little   thin?   When   is   it   mixed   up,   but   still   recognizable?   When   is   it   beyond  
recognition?   
 
Does   its    תַבְנִית,   how   an   outsider   would   see   it,   matter?    

 

 
Just   After,   painting   by   Matthew   Adelberg.  
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 כלאים   ו:ה  Kilayim   6:5  

רוֹת.  ה   פֵּ אֵינוֹ   עוֹשֶׂ ּ   אִילַן   סְרָק?   כָּל   שֶׁ  אֵיזֶהו
 

What   de�nes   a   barren   tree?   Any   that   do   not  
produce   edible   fruit.  

 
Laws   of   kilayim    treat   the   barren   tree   differently   than   the   fruit-bearing   tree.   This   mishna   teaches   that   a  
barren   tree   is   defined   as   one   which   produces   no   edible   fruit.   Note   that   in   modern   Hebrew,    סְרָק  also   means  
futility.   This   is   a   (perhaps   unintentionally)   harsh   term   to   describe   a   tree   which   happens   to   not   produce  
fruit   edible   by   humans.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

At   the   time   of   this   writing,   unemployment   is   surging   around   us.   Even   those   lucky   enough   to   be   able  
to   work   remotely   are   �nding   it   hard   to   live   up   to   productivity   norms   without   regular   human  
contact.   People   are   having   to   rede�ne   themselves,   for   better   or   for   worse,   outside   the   very   narrow  
context   of   employment   and   productivity.  
 
What   are   you   when   you   are   not   employed?  
 
What   are   you   contributing   right   now,   even   if   not   as   “productive”   in   the   traditional   sense?   
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 כלאים   ח:ו  Kilayim   8:6  

ָּה.   כֶּלֶב,   מִין   חַי
י   מֵאִיר   אוֹמֵר:   מִין   בְּהֵמָה.   רַבִּ

 חֲזִיר,   מִין   בְּהֵמָה. 
ָּה.   עָרוֹד,   מִין   חַי

ָּה.  יל   וְהַקּוֹף,   מִין   חַי  הַפִּ
ם,   לִמְשֹׁךְ   וְלַחֲרֹשׁ   ולְּהַנהְִיג.  ר   עִם   כֻּלָּ  וְאָדָם   מֻתָּ

 

A   dog   is   a   wild   animal.   
Rabbi   Meir   says,   “It   is   domesticated.”  
A   pig   is   domesticated.  
The   African   ass   is   wild.  
The   elephant   and   the   monkey   are   wild.  
And   man   is   permitted   with   all   of   them,   to   pull,  
to   plow,   or   to   drive.   
 

For   some   reason,   this   mishna   occupies   itself   with   describing   whether   animals   are   domesticated   or   wild.  
(While   kilayim   does   apply   to   animals,   yoking   any   two   species   together   for   work   is   forbidden.   It   does   not  
matter   whether   they   are   domesticated   or   wild.)    It   probably   reflects   the   list   of   animals   for   whom   it   was   not  
very   obvious   to   all   whether   it   is   wild   or   domesticated.   Curiously,   the   only   disagreement   comes   with   the   dog.  
The   author   of   the   mishna   refrains   from   categorizing   homo   sapiens   either   way,   and   also   teaches   that   we   are  
not   considered   kilayim   when   we   combine   with   any   animal   to   do   work.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

If   there   is   anyone   enjoying   quarantine,   it   probably   has   four   legs.  
 
Have   you   had   a   partnership   with   an   animal   during   this   time?   What   has   the   animal   contributed?  
What   have   you   contributed?  
 
Is   your   animal   more   of   a    חַיָּה  (wild)   or   a    בְּהֵמָה  (domesticated)?   What   are   people?  
 

 
 

 
This   is   me   and   my   cat   Hickory.  
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Masechet   Shevi’it  
 
 
 

 שביעית   א:ח  Shevi’it   1:8  

ן   עֲזַרְיָה  י   אֶלְעָזָר   בֶּ ּ   נטְִיעוֹת?   רַבִּ  עַד   אֵימָתַי   נִקְרְאו
בַע  עַ   אוֹמֵר,   בַּת   שֶׁ י   יהְוֹשֻׁ ָּחֹלּוּ.   רַבִּ י  אוֹמֵר,   עַד   שֶׁ

מָהּ.  שְׁ י   עֲקִיבָא   אוֹמֵר,   נטְִיעָה   כִּ נִים.   רַבִּ  שָׁ
 

How   long   are   plants   considered   saplings?   Rabbi  
Elazar   ben   Azaryah   says,   “Until   they   are  
permitted   for   common   use.”   Rabbi   Yehoshua  
says,   “When   they   are   7   years   old.”   Rabbi   Akiva  
says,   “As   long   as   people   still   call   it   a   sapling.”  
 
 

This   tractate’s   topic   is   the   Shemita   year.   Every   7th   year   we   are   required   to   cease   from   all   agricultural   work  
and   let   the   land   lie   fallow:   all   produce   in   the   fields   becomes   ownerless,   anyone   can   eat   from   anyone   else’s  
field,   and   all   debts   are   nullified.   Field   work   must   stop   well   before   the   Shemita   year   begins   (which   makes  
sense   because   if   you   are   caring   for   your   field   up   until   New   Year’s   Eve,   you’re   probably   hoping   to   do   some  
agriculture   in   the   new   year   itself.)   In   most   cases,   one   should   cease   work   on   their   tree   fields   by   Shavuot  
(early   summer),   about   3-4   months   before   the   New   Year.   Saplings,   however,   have   more   lenient   rules,   as  
they   are   delicate   and   require   extra   care.   One   may   work   a   field   with   saplings   right   up   until   the   eve   of   Rosh  
HaShanana.   
 
This   mishna   asks   how   long   a   tree   is   considered   a   sapling.   Rabbi   Elazar’s   answer,   “until   they   are  
permitted   for   common   use”   requires   some   explanation.   For   the   first   3   years,   a   sapling   is   considered  
off-limits   (“orlah,”   a   masechet   of   its   own   further   below)   and   cannot   be   used   for   anything.   The   4th   year   the  
fruits   are   considered   holy,   and    must   be   brought   to   Jerusalem   and   eaten   in   a   state   of   purity.   If   one   is   not  
able   to   carry   the   4th   year   fruits   to   Jerusalem   (the   journey   is   too   long   for   the   fruits   to   keep   well,   for   example,  
or   there   is   too   much   fruit   to   carry),   you   redeem   the   fruit   with   money   instead,   bring   the   money   to  
Jerusalem,   and   buy   a   meal   there.   Rabbi   Elazar,   therefore,   is   saying   the   plant   stops   being   a   sapling   in   the  
4th   year   (if   you   redeem   its   fruit)   or   the   5th   year   (when   the   fruit   becomes   permitted   for   any   use).   Rabbi  
Yehoshua   gives   a   simple   answer,   7   years,   and   Rabbi   Akiva   says   that   the   plant   is   a   sapling   as   long   as   the  
average   person   would   call   it   a   sapling.  
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A   comic   book   for   kids   about   coronavirus   by   Malaka   Gharib,   NPR.  

 
 

 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
We   are   told   to   take   heart   in   the   fact   that   our   current   pandemic,   unlike   many   strains   of   �u,   seems   to  
be   mild   in   the   young.   Some   have   gone   so   far   as   to   propose   that   youth   volunteers   decontaminate   the  
subways   since   they   seem   immune   to   the   serious   e�ects   of   the   disease.   (This   re�ects   an   extremely   poor  
understanding   of   public   health   as   well   as   statistics,   and   thankfully   the   proposal   was   rejected.)   
 
Still,   I   see   parents   and   teachers   everywhere   trying   their   best   to   protect   children   from   the   virus’   other  
e�ects:   destabilization   of   normal   life,   disruption   of   livelihood,   danger   toward   grandparents   and  
other   beloved   elders.   Many   parents   are   restricting   as   best   they   can   their   child’s   access   to   news   and  
media,   protective   of   their   child’s   mental   health.  
 
In   what   ways   are   children   are   more   vulnerable   in   these   times   than   adults?  
 
What   age   child   does   not   need   to   be   shielded   from   news   and   information   about   world   events?  
 
What   responsibility   do   adults   have   toward   managing   a   child’s   emotional   reactions   to   world   crises?  
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 שביעית   ה:ו  Shevi’it   5:6  

בִיעִית:  ְ שּׁ אי   לְמָכְרָם   בַּ ַ ן   רַשּׁ אֵין   הָאֻמָּ ּ   כֵּלִים   שֶׁ  אֵלּו
קֶר.  זְרֶה,   וְהַדֶּ ה   וְכָל   כֵּלֶיהָ,   הָעֹל,   וְהַמִּ  מַחֲרֵשָׁ

 
 

ַּל   קָצִיר,   וַעֲגָלָה   וְכָל  ַּל   יָד   ומַּג  אֲבָל   מוֹכֵר   הואּ   מַג
 כֵּלֶיהָ. 

 
לַאכְתּוֹ   מְיֻחֶדֶת   לַעֲבֵרָה,   אָסורּ;  מְּ  זֶה   הַכְּלָל:   כָּל   שֶׁ

ר.  ר,   מֻתָּ  לְאִסּורּ   ולְּהֶתֵּ
 
 
 

These   are   the   tools   that   may   not   be   sold   in   the  
seventh   year:   A   plow   and   its   accessories,   a   yoke,   a  
winnowing   tool,   or   a   prong.   
 
But   he   may   sell   a   hand   sickle,   or   a   scythe,   or   a  
wagon   and   its   accessories.   
 
This   is   the   general   principle:   any   tools   used   only  
for   work   that   is   forbidden   in   the   7th   year   may  
not   be   sold;   if   it   is   used   both   for   permitted   types  
of   work   as   well   as   forbidden   types,   then   it   may   be  
sold.  

 
 
 
People   cannot   sell   an   item   that   can   only   be   used   illegally,   but   they   can   sell   something   of   dubious   legality   if  
there   is   plausible   deniability   of   the   buyer’s   intention.   In   the   first   part   of   the   mishna,   we   learn   that   selling  
agricultural   tools   are   forbidden.   These   are   tools   that   would   work   the   land   or   perform   mass   processing   of  
food,   which   was   not   allowed   during   a   shemita   year.   While   agriculture   was   forbidden   during   Shemita,  
people   were   allowed   to   collect   food   for   themselves   from   the   fields,   and   the   second   part   of   the   mishna   lists  
tools   that   are   used   for   harvesting   by   hand   modest   amounts   of   food.   
 
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
What   role   do   companies   have   in   preventing   people   from   going   against   city   ordinances   or   the   advice  
of   public   health   o�cials?   
 
Is   the   burden   on   the   buyer   not   to   do   something   illegal   with   the   purchase,   or   is   the   burden   on   the  
person   selling?   
 
In   cities   that   forbid   gatherings   of   more   than   two   unrelated   people,   should   public   parks   and   hiking  
trails   close?  
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 שביעית   ז:ג  Shevi’it   7:3  

בִיעִית  פֵרוֹת   שְׁ ין   סְחוֹרָה   בְּ  אֵין   עוֹשִׂ Don’t   make   a   pro�t   o�   7th   year   fruits.  
 
When   the   whole   community   has   stopped   working   and   all   produce   becomes   hefker   (ownerless   and   free   to  
all),   no   one   should   be   selling   food   for   a   profit.   The   rules   of   shemitah   also   have   a   stop   valve   against  
hoarding:   once   the   fields   run   dry   of   any   particular   item,   you   have   to   empty   your   storage   of   that   item   and  
make   it   hefker.   Shemita   is   a   radical   act   of   trusting   the   environment   to   provide   as   well   as   trusting   your  
community   to   overcome   their   capitalist   urges   and   abide   by   fair   play   rules.   
 
 

 
Medical   mask   for   $387,   a   common   sight   on   Amazon   in   the   early   days   of   the   outbreak.  

 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Would   it   be   wise   if   we   decreed    אֵין   עוֹשִׂין   סְחוֹרָה   בְּפֵרוֹת   מַגֵּפָה,   do   not   make   a   pro�t   o�   the   “fruits”   of   a  
pandemic?   What   if   we   decreed   that   if   all   the   stores   ran   dry   of   beans,   for   example,   everyone   had   to  
bring   out   their   beans   and   leave   them   on   the   sidewalk   for   all   to   take   for   free?  
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 שביעית   י:ג  Shevi’it   10:3  

בָרִים  ט.   זֶה   אֶחָד   מִן   הַדְּ מֵּ  פְּרוזְּבּולּ,   אֵינוֹ   מְשַׁ
ּ   הָעָם  מְנעְו נִּ רָאָה   שֶׁ קֵן;   כְּשֶׁ ָּ ל   הַז הִתְקִין   הִלֵּ  שֶׁ

כָּתובּ  ֶ  מִלְּהַלְווֹת   זֶה   אֶת   זֶה,וְעוֹבְרִין   עַל   מַה   שּׁ
ן   יִהְיֶה   דָבָר   עִם  מֶר   לְךׇ   פֶּ ָ תּוֹרָה   (דברים   טו):   "הִשּׁ  בַּ

ל   פְּרוזְּבּולּ.  לִיעַַּל"   וְגו',   הִתְקִין   הִלֵּ  לְבָבְךׇ   בְּ
 
 
 

A   loan   made   under   the   regulations   of    prozbul    is  
not   cancelled   in   the   7th   year.   This   was   one   of   the  
reforms   of   Hillel   the   Elder.    When   he   saw   that  
people   refrained   from   lending   ,   and   thus   were  
transgressing   what   is   written   in   the   Torah,  
“Guard   yourself   against   the   evil   urge   to   refrain  
from   lending   when    shemita    approaches,”   Hillel  
enacted   the    prozbul .  
 

One   of   the   most   famous   rabbinic   inventions,   prozbul   was   a   workaround   that   allowed   creditors   to   collect  
debts,   even   if   they   remained   outstanding   during   a   shemita   year.   While   this   clearly   violates   the   Torah   law  
that   all   debts   are   remitted   during   the   shemita   year,   it   maintains   the   other   important   Torah   law   that   we  
give   freely   to   a   neighbor   in   need   of   a   loan.   Hillel   noticed   that   it   had   become   psychologically   or   financially  
impossible   for   people   to   give   loans   close   to   a   shemita   year,   knowing   that   they   would   likely   lose   the   money.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Some   say   that   stringent   travel   restrictions   and   quarantines   back�re   because   they   result   in   people  
lying   or   �eeing,   further   complicating   containment.   Instead   of   someone   answering   honestly   at   the  
airport,   for   example,   that   they’ve   recently   traveled   in   New   York   City,   they   might   lie   about   their   travel  
history   because   they   are   afraid   of   being   barred   entry.   With   more   �exible   rules,   the   same   person  
would   disclose   their   travels,   receive   instructions   for   self-monitoring,   and   check-in   with   a   public  
health   nurse   or   using   an   automated   app   to   report   symptoms.   Ironically,   lax   enforcement   of   travel  
restrictions,   some   argue,   may   better   uphold   the   spirit   of   the   law   (the   spirit   being,   of   course,   e�ective  
containment   of   the   disease.)  
 
Do   you   agree   that   sometimes   you   must   violate   the   letter   of   the   law   to   keep   its   spirit?   Can   you   think  
of   another   example?   
 
What   rules   are   in   place   now   that   are   having   unintended   consequences?    How   might   relaxing   them  
protect   their   “spirit”?  
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 שביעית   י:ט  Shevi’it   10:9  

בִיעִית,   רוחַּ   חֲכָמִים   נוֹחָה  ְ שּׁ חֲזִיר   חוֹב   בַּ  הַמַּ
 הֵימֶנוּּ. 

 

One   who   repays   a   debt   in   the    shemita    year,   the  
spirit   of   the   Sages   is   pleased   with   them.  
 

 
The   tractate   ends   with   a   moral   exhortation   (though   not   one   with   legal   force)   to   go   above   and   beyond   the  
letter   of   the   law   to   repay   your   debts   that   shemita   canceled.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Why   do   you   think   this   tracate   ends   this   way?  
 
What   ways   have   seen   an   organization   or   an   individual   go   above   what   was   legally   or   contractually  
required   of   them   during   this   crisis?  
 

 
 
 
 

 
Screenshot   from   a   YouTube   video   on   how   to   make   a   face   mask   by   the   Turban   Project.  
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Masechet   Terumot  
 

 תרומות   א:ז  Terumot   1:7  

קָל,   וְלאֹ   בְמִניְָן.  ה,   וְלאֹ   בְמִשְׁ  אֵין   תּוֹרְמִין,   לאֹ   בְמִדָּ
 

Don’t   give    terumah    by   measure,   weight,   or   exact  
count.  
 

Terumah   is   the   tithe   that   is   given   to   kohanim,   which   at   a   minimum   was   1/60,   or   about   2%.   Because  
kohanim   did   not   own   their   own   land,   they   relied   on   terumah   and   other   priestly   gifts   for   sustenance.   One  
is   advised   in   this   mishna   against   measuring   donations   to   the   kohanim   too   closely.   This   is   sort   of   the   Jewish  
version   of   the   faux   pas   of   making   change   in   the   collection   plate.   It   looks   cheap,   and   the   precise   calculation  
denigrates   the   charity.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

We   live   in   a   world   obsessed   with   quanti�cation.   Various   tracking   apps   can   tell   you   how   many   steps  
you   took,   how   many   times   you   moved   in   your   sleep,   how   many   grams   of   protein   you   ate,   and   how  
many   hours   you   looked   at   your   phone   this   week.   For   the   past   few   weeks,   our   collective   obsession   has  
been   with   a   wholly   di�erent   set   of   numbers:   how   many   infections,   how   many   deaths,   what  
likelihood   of   death   for   each   age   bracket,   how   many   ventilators   left,   how   many   ICU   beds   available.  
 
What’s   a   number   you’ve   been   tracking?   What’s   something   you   want   to   lose   count   of?  
 
When   do   numbers   cheapen   human   lives?   When   do   they   honor   human   lives?  
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 תרומות   ג:ח  Terumot   3:8  

ר   וְאָמַר  ר,   מַעֲשֵׂ רומָּה   וְאָמַר   מַעֲשֵׂ ן   לוֹמַר   תְּ ֵּ תְכַּו  הַמִּ
לָמִים   וְאָמַר  לָמִים,   שְׁ רומָּה,   עוֹלָה   וְאָמַר   שְׁ  תְּ

וִין:  ּ   פִיו   וְלִבּוֹ   שָׁ הְיו ִּ י  עוֹלָה...לאֹ   אָמַר   כְּלוםּ   עַד   שֶׁ
 

One   who   meant   to   designate   something   as  
terumah   but   accidentally   said   “Levite’s   tithe”,  
one   who   meant   to   designate   something   as   the  
Levite’s   tithe   but   accidentally   said   “terumah”   has  
said   nothing   at   all,   until   heart   and   mouth   are  
one.  
 

Separating   out   tithes   is   largely   a   verbal   process.   Of   course,   physical   separation   is   needed,   as   is   handing   over  
the   gift   to   the   recipient.   But   once   you   verbally   designated   something   as   “terumah,”   it   becomes   terumah  
and   is   now   strictly   off   limits   for   any   other   purpose.   This   mishna   deals   with   the   power   of   language   alone.   If  
you   say   something   by   accident,   do   you   create   that   reality?   Or   does   your   intention   matter?   The   mishna  
teaches   us   that,   at   least   when   it   comes   to   tithing,   language   can   only   go   as   far   as   your   intention,   and   vice  
versa.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Public   o�cials   wavered   for   a   long   time   in   whether   to   name   the   coronavirus   a   “pandemic.”   Hairs  
were   split,   hands   were   wrung,   and   meanwhile   the   public   scratched   its   collective   head.   As   red   dots  
splattered   tracking   maps   in   swaths   of   red,   it   sure   as   hell   looked   like   an   out   of   control,   worldwide  
spread   of   disease.  
 
Does   your   perception   of   the   crisis   change   depending   on   words   being   used?   Did   the   word  
“pandemic”   matter   to   you?   
 
What   words   have   struck   fear?   What   words   have   been   reassuring?  
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 תרומות   ד:ג-ד  Terumot   4:3-4  

ית  עִים.   בֵּ רומָּה,   עַיִן   יָפָה,   אֶחָד   מֵאַרְבָּ עורּ   תְּ  שִׁ
ים.  ינוֹנִית,   מֵחֲמִשִּׁ ים.   וְהַבֵּ לשִֹׁ ְ אי   אוֹמְרִים,   מִשּׁ מַּ  שַׁ

ים…  שִּׁ  וְהָרָעָה,   מִשִּׁ
 
 

עַל  ל   בַּ לוחּוֹ,   צֵא   ותְּרֹם,   תּוֹרֵם   כְּדַעְתּוֹ   שֶׁ  הָאוֹמֵר   לִשְׁ
יִת,   תּוֹרֵם  עַל   הַבַּ ל   בַּ עְתּוֹ   שֶׁ יִת.   אִם   אֵינוֹ   יוֹדֵעַ   דַּ  הַבָּ

ים   כְּבֵינוֹנִית,   אֶחָד   מֵחֲמִשִּׁ
 

The   measure   of    terumah    is   as   follows:   to   be  
generous,   give   1/40.   The   students   of   Shammai  
say   1/30.   To   be   mediocre,   give   1/50.   To   be  
miserly,   give   1/60.  
 
If   one   says   to   a   messenger,   “Tithe   my   produce  
and   give    terumah    on   my   behalf,”   and   the  
messenger   doesn’t   know   what   measure   the  
owner   of   the   produce   meant,   they   should   give  
according   to   the   mediocre   rate   of   1/50.  
 

Everyone   is   obligated   to   give   terumah,   but   a   sliding   scale   is   provided   based   on   how   generous   you   want   to  
be.    This   mishna   assumes   a   default   spirit   of   mediocrity   when   it   comes   to   tithing.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Do   you   think   at   baseline   people   are   stingy,   mediocre,   or   generous?   
 
Do   you   think   a   crisis   temporarily   changes   that   baseline?   If   so,   in   which   direction   and   why?  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

38  



 
 
 

  תרומות   ח:יא  Terumot   8:11  

רומָּה  ל   תְּ קוֹם   לְמָקוֹם   וְכִכָּרוֹת   שֶׁ  הָיָה   עוֹבֵר   מִמָּ
אָהּ,  ן   לִי   אַחַת   מֵהֶן   וַאֲטַמְּ  בְיָדוֹ,   אָמַר   לוֹ   נָכְרִי,   תֶּ

י   אֱלִיעֶזֶר  הּ,   רַבִּ לָּ א   אֶת   כֻּ  וְאִם   לָאו,   הֲרֵי   אֲנִי   מְטַמֵּ
ן   לוֹ   אַחַת   מֵהֶן  הּ,   וְאַל   יִתֶּ לָּ א   אֶת   כֻּ  אוֹמֵר,   יטְַמֵּ

יחַ   לְפָנָיו   אַחַת   מֵהֶן  ִּ עַ   אוֹמֵר,   ינַ י   יהְוֹשֻׁ א.   רַבִּ  וִיטַמֵּ
לַע:   עַל   הַסָּ

 
 
 

A   hypothetical   scenario:   You   are   walking   from  
place   to   place   with   loaves   of    terumah    in   your  
hand,   and   a   gentile   stops   you   and   says,   “Give   me  
one   of   those   loaves   that   I   might   de�le   it.   If   you  
don’t,   then   I’ll   de�le   all   of   them.”   Rabbi   Eliezer  
says,   you   should   let   the   gentile   de�le   all   of   them  
rather   than   hand   over   one.   Rabbi   Yehosha   says,  
leave   one   in   front   of   him   on   a   rock.  
 

Terumah   was   considered   sacred   and   needed   to   be   safeguarded   against   impurity.   The   villainous   gentile   in  
this   story   seems   to   be   aware   of   that,   and   wishes   to   disrespect   and   humiliate   you,   a   poor   Jewish   traveler  
minding   your   own   business.   You   now   face   a   moral   dilemma:   pick   out   one   loaf   and   hand   it   over,   knowing  
that   you   are   actively   participating   in   its   defilement,   or   refuse,   knowing   that   the   gentile   will   just   defile   all  
the   loaves   by   force?   This   mishna   is   speaking   about   bread,   but   the   subtext   is   obvious   (and   comes   out  
explicitly   in   the   following   mishna,   not   quoted   here.)   If   the   gentile   were   talking   about   a   human   life   instead  
of   a   loaf,   the   dilemma   obviously   becomes   much   harder.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

While   hypothetical   trolley   problems   and   the   mishnaic   version   of   bread-de�ling   gentiles   are   the   stu�  
of   intellectual   fancy,   the   moral   dilemma   is   all   too   real.   When   should   you   sacri�ce   one   to   save   the  
many,   and   how   do   you   live   with   yourself   afterwards?   
 
Although   we   have   not   yet   come   to   this   dire   of   a   measure,   Italian   physicians   have   already   drafted   a  
proposal   for   ventilator   triage   and   some   warn   that   the   U.S.   should   start   penning   its   own.   In   other  
words,   we   are   considering   creating   guidelines   to   decide   who   gets   life   saving   treatment,   and   who   is   left  
to   die.   It’s   hard   to   imagine   a   �rst   world   nation   even   using   the   phrase   “ventilator   triage”   outside   a  
dystopian   �ction.  
 
What   values   or   realities   are   driving   Rabbi   Eliezer?   What   values   or   realities   are   driving   Rabbi  
Yehoshua?  
 
What   values   or   realities   would   drive   your   decision   in   a   situation   like   this,    ח”ו?   
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Masechet   Ma’asrot  
 

 מעשרות   ה:ז  Ma’asrot   5:7  

ֶּבֶת,   הֲרֵי  ּ   בְצַד   הָעֲרֵמָה   הַחַי נו לָּ  חוֹרֵי   הַנמְָּלִים   שֶׁ
ָּבִים:  ּ   חַי  אֵלּו

 

The   stockpile   of   grain   inside   an   anthill   must   be  
tithed   if   the   anthill   was   near   an   untithed   stack  
overnight.  
 

Here   we   see   evidence   of   how   careful   and   meticulous   the   system   of   tithing   was.   Even   the   small   pieces   of   grain  
inside   an   anthill   must   be   repossessed   and   added   back   into   the   tithing   calculations.   This   tractate   is   about  
the   tithe   that   goes   to   the   Levites.   The   Levites   were   a   tribe   with   special   religious   duties   who   were   not   allowed  
to   own   land.   They   required   tithes,   therefore,   for   sustenance.   The   kohanim   (priests)   were   a   special  
subsection   of   Levites   who   performed   Temple   rites   and   also   lived   off   various   tithes.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

In   this   mishna,   something   that   might   have   been   easily   forgotten   --   a   small   amount   of   grain   stolen  
and   hoarded   away   in   an   anthill   --   is   reclaimed   as   signi�cant.   
 
What   small   thing   do   you   have   to   o�er   in   these   times,   that   you   might   feel   at   �rst   glance   is  
insigni�cant?   
 
 

 

 
Shanna   Bonner   Groom   of   Murfreesboro,   TN   organized   a   “bear   hunt”   from   the   windows   for   neighborhood   kids.   

The   event   started   with   a   facebook   post   to   her   friends,   and   has   taken   off   around   the   world.  
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 מעשרות   ד:ב  Ma’asrot   4:2  

רָן,  ְ ּ   לְעַשּׂ כְחו ת,   וְשָׁ בָּ ּ   תְאֵנִים   לְשַׁ מְנו טָּ ינוֹקוֹת   שֶׁ  תִּ
רוּ.  ְ יעְַּשּׂ ת   עַד   שֶׁ בָּ ּ   לְמוֹצָאֵי   שַׁ   לאֹ   יֹאכְלו

Children   who   hid   �gs   to   eat   on   Shabbat   and  
forgot   to   tithe   them   �rst   should   not   eat   them  
after   Shabbat   until   tithing   them.   

 
Children   hid   a   special   Shabbat   treat   for   themselves   during   the   week,   but   they   accidentally   forgot   to   tithe  
the   treat   first.   Normally,   you   are   not   required   to   tithe   small   snacks.   All   eating   on   Shabbat,   however,   was  
considered   important   and   therefore   even   a   snack   on   Shabbat   needed   to   be   tithed.   This   may   also   reflect   a  
desire   to   observe   Shabbat   with   a   higher   ethical   standard   than   one   reasonably   lives   by   on   a   daily   basis.  
Since   tithes   are   not   separated   on   Shabbat,   the   children   can’t   eat   them   until   Saturday   night,   and   even   then  
only   after   tithing   them   (even   though   it   is   no   longer   Shabbat   and   therefore   eating   an   untithed   snack   would  
have   been   permitted   had   these   not   been   so   designated).   This   mishna   teaches   three   things:   1)   that   setting  
aside   food   for   Shabbat,   even   if   only   a   small   snack,   makes   it   liable   for   tithing;   2),   that   a   child’s   intention   to  
eat   something   on   Shabbat   carries   legal   weight;   and   3)   once   designated   for   Shabbat,   the   food   is  
permanently   liable   to   be   tithed,   even   if   you   end   up   not   eating   it   on   Shabbat.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

This   mishna   shows   the   special   power   of   Shabbat   --   even   a   child’s   thought   about   food   they   want   to  
eat   on   Shabbat   permanently   a�ects   the   food’s   legal   standing.   We   are   called   on,   child   and   adult   alike,  
to   be   holier   on   Shabbat   and   engage   in   our   day   of   rest   with   a   �nely   tuned   moral   compass.   The  
challenge   of   isolation   and   the   increased   dread   of   the   mundane   world   makes   Shabbat   more   di�cult  
for   some   in   these   times.   For   others,   it   is   a   most   welcome   visitor   and   easy   to   greet   each   week.  
 
What   is   your   relationship   with   Shabbat   right   now?   Has   it   changed   since   isolation?  
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Masechet   Ma’aser   Sheni  
 

 מעשר   שני   א:א  Ma’aser   Sheni   1:1  

כְּנִין  נִי,   אֵין   מוֹכְרִין   אוֹתוֹ,   וְאֵין   מְמַשְׁ ר   שֵׁ  מַעֲשֵׂ
 אוֹתוֹ,   וְאֵין   מַחֲלִיפִין   אוֹתוֹ,   וְלאֹ   שׁוֹקְלִין   כְּנֶּגְדּוֹ. 

 

One   may   not   sell   the   second   tithe,   use   it   as   a  
collateral   for   a   loan,   barter   with   it,   or   use   it   to  
compare   the   value   of   something   else.  
 

 
Every   3rd   year   of   the   shemitah   cycle,   people   set   aside   10%   of   their   produce   and   bring   it   to   Jerusalem,   to   be  
eaten   with   their   family   in   a   state   of   ritual   purity.   If   the   produce   is   unwieldy   to   bring,   people   redeem   it   on  
money   and   bring   the   money   to   Jerusalem   to   purchase   food.   This   is   sort   of   like   a   vacation   fund,   except  
where   the   destination   is   chosen   for   you.   The   ma’aser   sheni   system   is   one   of   the   many   ways   that   Jerusalem   is  
preserved   as   the   center   of   communal   life,   even   as   Jews   spread   out   across   the   country.   It   also   ensures   that  
even   as   people   pursue   wealth,   they   keep   in   mind   noncapitalist   ideals   and   values.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

I   don’t   refer   to   ma’aser   sheni   as   a   “vacation   fund”   to   lessen   the   holiness   of   it,   but   rather   to   uplift   the  
holiness   of   vacation.   You   take   time   o�   from   the   regular   grind,   stop   being   a   tool   for   productivity,  
relax   with   people   you   love,   and   eat   well.    
 
We   Americans   treat   time   o�   as   a   luxury   and   vacations   as   a   privilege   for   the   pampered.   What   if   we  
lived   in   a   society   where   everyone,   even   the   poor,   could   set   aside   10%   of   their   income   every   3   years   --  
money   which   became   untouchable   by   taxes   or   the   repo   man   --   and   then   were   required   to   take   a  
vacation   with   that   money?   
 
In   the   ancient   world,   the   vacation   revolved   around   eating,   Jerusalem,   and   tahara,   or   spiritual   purity.  
What   should   a   modern   mandatory   vacation   revolve   around   and   why?  
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 מעשר   שני   ה:יג  Ma’aser   Sheni   5:13  

מַיִם   (דברים   כו,  ָ ךׇ   מִן   הַשּׁ עוֹן   קָדְשְׁ קִיפָה   מִמְּ  הַשְׁ
ה   מַה  ה   עֲשֵׂ ָּזַרְתָּ   עָלֵינוּ,   אַף   אַתָּ ג ינוּ   מַה   שֶׁ  טו),   עָשִׂ

נוּ.  הִבְטַחְתָּ  שֶׁ

“Observe   from   your   holy   abode   in   heaven”   --   the  
signi�cance   of   reciting   this   verse   when   declaring  
that   you   have   tithed   appropriately   is,   “We   have  
done   what   asked,   now   you   do   what   you  
promised.”  
 
 

During   Pesach   people   were   required   to   do   vidui,   confession,   in   which   they   declared   that   they   had   removed  
all   of   the   previous   year’s   tithes   from   their   homes   and   given   them   away   appropriately.   This   declaration  
involved   reciting   certain   psukim,   which   the   mishna   here   interprets   as   a   sort   of   bargaining   with   the   God.  
The   person   is   saying,   “I   did   everything   that   was   asked   of   me;   I   took   care   of   the   poor   and   the   landless   in   our  
borders.   Now,   you,   God,   do   what   you   promised!”   This   may   have   been   an   especially   loaded   declaration  
during   Pesach,   which   is   the   very   beginning   of   the   harvest   and   still   weeks   away   from   the   main   crops.   In   an  
agricultural   society,   people   may   have   begun   to   feel   anxious   about   what   the   year   would   bring   during   this  
time.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

In   our   current   time   of   anxiety   and   uncertainty   about   the   future,   do   you   �nd   yourself   bargaining  
with   a   higher   power   (whether   God,   chance,   or   other   things   outside   your   control)?   
 
Do   you   �nd   it   meaningful   in   these   times   to   be   especially   scrupulous   with   your   behavior   or   ethics?  
Why   or   why   not?   
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Masechet   Challah  
 
 

 חלה   א:א-ב  Challah   1:1-2  

עוֹרִים  ְ ים   וְהַשּׂ ה,   הַחִטִּ חַלָּ ָּבִים   בַּ ה   דְבָרִים   חַי ָ  חֲמִשּׁ
ָּבִין  ּ   חַי יפוֹן.   הֲרֵי   אֵלּו בֹּלֶת   שׁועָּל   וְשִׁ מִין   וְשִׁ  וְהַכֻּסְּ

פֶסַח,   יָצָא   ידְֵי  יִת   מַצָּה   בְּ ַּ חַלָּה...הָאוֹכֵל   מֵהֶם   כַּז  בַּ
הִכָּרֵת.  ָּב   בְּ יִת   חָמֵץ,   חַי ַּ   חוֹבָתוֹ.   כַּז

 
 
 

The   �ve   grains   from   which   one   must   separate  
and   donate    challah    are   wheat,   barley,   spelt,   oats  
and   rye.    One   who   eats   an   olive-sized   portion   of  
matzah   made   from   these   grains   on   Pesach   has  
ful�lled   his   obligation.   One   who   eats   an  
olive-size   portion   of   hametz   made   from   these  
grains   is   liable   for   spiritual   excommunication.   
 
 
 

This   tractate   of   mishna   is   about   the   laws   of   challah,   the   portion   of   dough   that   was   given   to   a   kohen   if   you  
were   baking   a   sufficient   quantity   of   bread   out   of   one   of   the   5   major   grains.   The   opening   mishnayot   of   this  
tractate   define   which   grains   are   considered   bread   when   baked,   and   notes   that   this   is   the   same   parameters  
for   defining   matzah   and   chametz   for   Pesach   purposes.   “Spiritual   excommunication”   is   a   clumsy  
translation   for   karet,   literally,   “cutting   off.”   What   exactly   it   entails   is   never   clearly   defined   in   the  
Tanakh,   though   in   later   literature   it   was   understood   as   losing   one’s   share   in   the   world-to-come.   In   other  
words,   it   is   a   spiritual   repercussion   that   is   not   enforceable   by   a   human   court.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
This   mishna   pins   down   a   de�nition   of   “bread,”   which   in   our   ancestors’   grain-based   agriculture   was  
seen   as   basic   human   sustenance.   On   Pesach,   we   eat   the   poorest   possible   form   of   this:   matzah,   bread  
without   any   leavening   or   �avor   beyond   the   cardboard   box   it   came   in.   It   is   a   holiday   in   which   we   deny  
ourselves   the   food   item   that   was   once   practically   synonymous   with   the   very   word   “food,”   and   live   on  
joy,   community,   and   gratitude   instead   (plus   calories   from   other   sources   besides   bread.)   This   Pesach  
many   of   us   will   experience   dampened   joy   and   very   limited   community.   
 
What   sustenance   is   missing   from   your   Pesach   this   year?   What   is   still   there?  
 
What   do   you   hope   you’ll   say   about   this   Pesach   years   from   now?  

 

44  



 

 חלה   א:ח  Challah   1:8  

נָּה,  הָרוֹעִים   אוֹכְלִין   מִמֶּ זְמַן   שֶׁ ת   הַכְּלָבִים,   בִּ  עִסַּ
נִין   עָלֶיהָ,  חַלָּה...   ומְּבָרְכִין   עָלֶיהָ,   ומְּזַמְּ ֶּבֶת   בַּ  חַי

ית   בְּיוֹם   טוֹב,   וְיוֹצֵא   בָהּ   אָדָם   ידְֵי   חוֹבָתוֹ   וְנעֲַשֵׂ
פֶסַח.    בְּ

 
 
 

ֶּבֶת  נָּה,   אֵינָהּ   חַי  אִם   אֵין   הָרוֹעִים   אוֹכְלִין   מִמֶּ
נִין   עָלֶיהָ,  חַלָּה...   וְאֵין   מְבָרְכִין   עָלֶיהָ,   וְאֵין   מְזַמְּ  בַּ
ית   בְּיוֹם   טוֹב,   וְאֵין   אָדָם   יוֹצֵא   בָהּ   ידְֵי   וְאֵינָהּ   נעֲַשֵׂ

פֶסַח.   חוֹבָתוֹ   בְּ
 
 
 

The   dough   of   dogs,   when   shepherds   eat   it,   is  
obligated   in    challah .   One   recites   the   blessing   for  
bread   over   such   dough,   recites    birkat   hamazon  
after   eating   it,   can   bake   it   on   a   holiday,   and   (if  
unleavened)   can   use   it   to   ful�ll   the   obligation   to  
eat   matzah   on   Pesach.  
 
If   shepherds   do   not   typically   eat   from   it,   it   is   not  
obligated   in    challah    if   an   individual   were   to   eat  
from   it.   Similarly,   one   should   not   recite   a  
blessing   over   it,   nor   recite    birkat   hamazon ,   nor  
bake   it   on   a   holiday,   nor   can   it   be   used   to   ful�ll  
the   obligation   to   eat   matzah   on   Pesach.  
 

In   ancient   times,   the   sharp   division   between   animal   food   and   human   food   that   we   appreciate   today   was  
more   of   a   continuum.   This   mishna   deals   with   bread   that   is   at   the   limit   of   edibility   by   humans   --   dough   of  
such   a   poor   quality   that   one   would   feed   it   to   dogs.   If   it   is   still   edible   to   shepherds   (who   apparently   had   an  
unrefined   palate),   however,   then   if   a   person   does   eat   it,   it   is   considered   human   food   in   every   respect.   The  
dog   dough   acquires   the   rights   of   human   food   (for   example,   you   can   do   work   on   a   holiday   in   order   to   make  
it)   as   well   as   the   responsibilities   of   human   food   (for   example,   giving   challah.)   If   the   food   is   of   such   bad  
quality,   however,   that   even   shepherds   would   not   touch   it,   then   it   is   not   considered   human   food   at   all.   If  
you   find   yourself   eating   it   (out   of   distress,   curiosity,   or   by   accident),   you   are   not   required   to   relate   to   it  
legally   as   food.  
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Many   of   us   are   feeling   insecure   about   the   food   supply,   despite   reassurances   that   the   supply   chain  
remains   undisturbed   and   no   real   shortages   exist.   Still,   with   social   distancing   measures,   trips   to   the  
grocery   store   are   (or   should   be)   much   less   frequent   than   before,   and   many   common   items   are   sold  
out.   Many,   many   people   are   also   food   insecure   at   baseline,   and   the   loss   of   wages   is   severely  
exacerbating   that.   Still   others   are   relatively   privileged,   but   have   simply   never   cooked   for   themselves  
before   and   are   �nding   the   learning   curve   steep.  
 
What   have   you   eaten   lately   that   you   would   not   have   before   the   pandemic?   Has   your   own   limit   of  
edibility   changed?  
 
How   has   isolation   changed   your   relationship   with   food   in   general?    
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 חלה   ב:ג  Challah   2:3  

הִיא  נֵי   שֶׁ ה,   מִפְּ תָהּ   עֲרֻמָּ בֶת   וְקוֹצָה   חַלָּ ה   יוֹשֶׁ ָ  הָאִשּׁ
 יכְוֹלָה   לְכַסּוֹת   עַצְמָהּ,   אֲבָל   לאֹ   הָאִישׁ. 

A   woman   sits   and   separates    challah    while   she   is  
naked,   since   she   is   able   to   cover   herself,   but   not   a  
man.   
 
 

In   a   fun   reversal   of   tznius   expectations,   this   mishna   allows   a   woman   to   recite   the   blessing   for   separating  
challah   while   naked,   but   not   a   man.   Generally,   reciting   a   blessing   with   genitalia   showing   is   frowned  
upon.   According   to   this   mishna,   however,   women   have   an   easier   time   covering   their   genitals   (for   most  
women,   simply   sitting   in   a   chair   and   closing   or   crossing   their   legs   will   provide   more   coverage   than   most  
men   in   the   same   position).   What   I   appreciate   about   this   mishna   is,   first   of   all,   the   normalization   of   men  
doing   household   chores.   Secondly,   this   mishna   recognizes   that   some   days   you   just   don’t   feel   like   getting  
dressed.  
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

This   mishna   describes   an   all   too   familiar   scenario   to   many   of   us   in   these   times.   Maintaining   norms  
around   dress   and   hygiene   can   be   challenging   when   working   from   home   or   unemployed.   Even   when  
we   can   manage   to   make   our   upper   halves   presentable   for   a   Zoom   call,   there   isn’t   always   an   incentive  
to   put   on   clean   pants   every   day.   (Lest   you   think   you’re   the   only   one   struggling   in   this   department,  
WalMart   has   reported   an   uptick   in   shirt   sales   and   a   drop   in   pants   sales   since   the   outbreak.)   
 
What   do   you   need   to   feel   “decent”   and   ready   to   face   the   day?   
 
Are   you   �nding   wearing   clothes   &   changing   them   regularly   challenging?   
 
How   do   you   think   your   gender   in�uences   your   ease   or   di�culty   with   this?   
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 חלה   ד:י-יא  Challah   4:10-11  

 ּ יתָר,   וְלאֹ   קִבְּלו קוֹעַ   הֵבִיא   חַלּוֹת   מִבֵּ אי   אִישׁ   תְּ  נִתַּ
בֶל,   וְלאֹ  ן   אַנטְִינוֹס   הֶעֱלָה   בְכוֹרוֹת   מִבָּ נוּּ.   ..   בֶּ  מִמֶּ

נוּּ.  ּ   מִמֶּ   קִבְּלו

Nittai,   a   man   from   Tekoa,   brought    challah    from  
Beitar,   but   the   priests   would   not   accept   it.   Ben  
Antigonus   brought   up   �rstlings   from   Babylon,  
but   the   priests   did   not   accept   them.   
 

 
This   tractate   ends   with   rejected   gifts.   The   people   described   here   lived   in   the   Diaspora,   where   most   of   the  
tithing   and   priestly   gift   obligations   do   not   apply.   They   wished,   nevertheless,   to   bring   donations   but   they  
were   turned   back.  
 
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
People   deeply   desire   to   be   useful   and   helpful,   especially   in   times   of   crisis.   So   much   so,   in   fact,   that  
some   say   the   best   time   to   donate   blood   is   6   weeks    after    a   disaster.   Supposedly,   so   many   people   rush  
to   donate   in   the   immediate   wake   of   tragedy,   that   when   all   the   blood   starts   to   expire   in   6   weeks,   the  
real   shortage   begins.   Often   in   times   of   crisis,   however,   what   is   needed   most   is   a   very   speci�c   type   of  
expertise   or   equipment,   and   the   public’s   desire   to   do    something    quickly   becomes   a   hindrance   to  
strained   organizations   who   now   �nd   themselves   �elding   thousands   of   calls   and   trying   to   organize   a  
well   intentioned   but   untrained   volunteer   corps.   In   this   particular   crisis,   we   are   told   that   the   most  
help   we   can   be   is   to   sit   at   home   and   do   nothing.   This   is   naturally   frustrating   for   the   human   mind,  
whose   instincts   are   to   be   active   and   helpful   when   others   are   su�ering.  
 
Has   your   help   been   turned   away?   What   was   that   like?   
 
Why   do   you   think   most   people   �nd   it   hard   to   “be   helpful”   simply   by   staying   home?   
 
Why   do   you   think   the   tractate   about   gifts   ends   with   rejected   gifts?   
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Masechet   Orlah  
 

 ערלה   א:ג  Orlah   1:3  

לַע   עִמּוֹ,  טָפוֹ   נָהָר   וְהַסֶּ לַע   עִמּוֹ,   שְׁ נֶּעֱקַר   וְהַסֶּ  אִילָן   שֶׁ
ָּב.  טורּ,   וְאִם   לָאו,   חַי   אִם   יָכוֹל   לִחְיוֹת,   פָּ

If   a   tree   was   uprooted   and   its   soil   together   with  
it,   or   if   a   stream   swept   it   away   and   its   soil  
together   with   it,   if   it   could   have   lived   on   its   own  
from   that   amount   of   soil,   it   is   exempt   from  
becoming    orlah    again.   Otherwise,   it   becomes  
orlah    again.   

 
This   tractate   deals   with   the   topic   of   newly   planted   fruit   trees.   The   saplings   are   off   limits   for   all   human  
purposes   for   the   first   three   years   of   its   life   (during   which   time   they   are   called   “orlah”),   a   delicate   period  
when   plucking   its   fruits   might   cause   undue   strain.   In   the   4th   year,   the   tree   is   considered   hardy   enough   to  
withstand   harvesting.   These   4th   year   fruits   have   a   special   status,   however,   and   cannot   be   eaten   in   any  
ordinary   manner.   They   are   brought   carefully   to   Jerusalem   where   the   owner   eats   them   in   a   state   of  
spiritual   purity.   (Similar   to   ma’aser   sheni,   if   the   fruits   are   too   heavy   or   too   perishable,   their   worth   is  
redeemed   on   coins   and   the   money   is   brought   to   Jerusalem   instead.)   In   the   5th   year,   the   tree   becomes  
permitted   for   any   regular   use,   and   from   then   on   there   are   no   restrictions   on   the   fruits.   This   mishna   deals  
with   the   scenario   of   a   mature   tree,   past   its   orlah   phase,   that   is   uprooted.   Depending   on   how   much   soil   came  
with   it   when   it   was   uprooted,   it   may   become   orlah   again   when   replanted.  

 
Chart   of   the   agricultural   cycle   for   trees,   from   Do   Not   Destroy:   Trees,   Art,   and   Jewish   Thought   (Contemporary   Jewish   Museum)  
 

48  



 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Uprooting   is,   obviously,   hard   on   trees.   If   enough   dirt   comes   with   it,   however,   it’s   as   if   the   tree   hasn’t  
really   moved   at   all.   Everything   it   needed   --   soil,   nutrients,   roots   --   came   with   it,   and   replanting   is  
relatively   easy.   If   the   uprooting   was   more   traumatic,   on   the   other   hand,   the   tree   is   destabilized.  
Replanting   brings   vulnerability   as   it   tries   to   strike   root   in   a   new   environment.   This   mishna   may   also  
be   a   way   of   thinking   about   people   experiencing   upheaval.   Every   time   we   are   uprooted   from   a  
familiar   environment,   we   experience   hardship   --   but   sometimes   we   are   ripped   away   from   all   the  
things   (physical   and   otherwise)   that   we   really   need   to   feel   stable,   and   with   replanting   comes   a   period  
of   extended   adjustment   or   fragility.   
 
As   once   permeable   borders   hardened   and   normal   life   shut   down,   many   found   themselves   uprooted.  
University   campuses   turned   themselves   upside   down   and   shook   out   all   their   students.   Foreign  
countries   shooed   away   non-nationals.   
 
What   uprootings   have   you   experienced   lately?  
 
What   do   people   need   to   take   with   them   to   still   feel   grounded?   
 
What   do   people   in   a   state   of    orlah    need   to   become   hardy   again?   
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Masechet   Bikkurim  
 

 ביכורים   ג:ג  Bikkurim   3:3  

אֵנִים   וְהָעֲנָבִים,  רוֹבִים   מְבִיאִים   הַתְּ  הַקְּ
וֹר  ְּרוֹגָרוֹת   וְצִמּוקִּים.   וְהַשּׁ  וְהָרְחוֹקִים   מְבִיאִים   ג
ל   הוֹלֵךְ   לִפְנֵיהֶם,   וְקַרְנָיו   מְצֻפּוֹת   זָהָב,   וַעֲטֶרֶת   שֶׁ

יעִים  ִּ ג מַּ  זַיִת   בְּרֹאשׁוֹ.   הֶחָלִיל   מַכֶּה   לִפְנֵיהֶם,   עַד   שֶׁ
 ּ לְחו לַיִם,   שָׁ ּ   קָרוֹב   לִירושָּׁ יעו ִּ לָיִם.   הִג  קָרוֹב   לִירושָּׁ
גָנִים  כּורֵּיהֶם.   הַפַּחוֹת,   הַסְּ רוּ   אֶת   בִּ  לִפְנֵיהֶם,   וְעִטְּ

כְנָסִים  רִים   יוֹצְאִים   לִקְרָאתָם.   לְפִי   כְבוֹד   הַנִּ זְבָּ ִּ  וְהַג
לַיִם  ירושָּׁ בִּ נִיוֹּת   שֶׁ עֲלֵי   אֻמָּ ּ   יוֹצְאִים.   וְכָל   בַּ  הָיו

י  ּ   אַנשְֵׁ לוֹמָם,   אַחֵינו שְׁ  עוֹמְדִים   לִפְנֵיהֶם   וְשׁוֹאֲלִין   בִּ
לוֹם:  אתֶם   לְשָׁ קוֹם   פְּלוֹנִי,   בָּ  הַמָּ

 

Those   who   live   nearby   Jerusalem   bring   fresh   �gs  
and   grapes.   Those   living   further   away   bring  
dried   �gs   and   raisins.   An   ox   goes   before   them,   its  
horns   laid   with   gold,   and   a   crown   of   olives   on   its  
head.   A   �ute   player   leads   the   way   until   they  
reach   the   outskirts   of   Jerusalem.   Once   they   near  
the   city,   they   send   messengers   ahead   and   they  
decorate   their   �rst   fruits.   The   governors,   deputy  
priests,   and   Temple   treasurers   then   come   out   to  
greet   them.   The   number   that   come   out   depends  
on   the   number   of   people   entering.   All   artisans   in  
Jerusalem   stand   before   them   and   greet   them,  
“Our   kinsfolk,   from   such-and-such   place,   you  
have   come   in   peace!”  

 
This   mishna   describes   the   festive,   elaborate   ritual   of   bringing   first   fruits   of   the   season   (bikkurim)   to   the  
Temple.   Farmers,   whether   rich   or   poor,   brought   samples   of   their   first   crop   to   Jerusalem   during   Shavuot  
amid   much   fanfare   and   decorum.   In   addition   to   Temple   officials,   the   non-farming   public   would   also   join,  
showing   honor   to   the   people   who   grow   food   for   the   country.   This   yearly   celebration   ensured   that   no   one  
forgot,   at   least   not   for   too   long,   whom   they   have   to   thank   for   feeding   them.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

Grocery   store   workers   have   found   themselves   on   the   front   lines   of   a   pandemic,   providing   a   critical,  
yet   often   unthanked   and   poorly   paid   service,   while   literally   risking   their   lives.   Many   report   that   their  
managers   have   forbidden   them   from   wearing   the   personal   protective   equipment   that   would   keep  
them   safer   (gloves   and   a   mask,   for   example)   out   of   callous   pursuit   of   customers’   comfort,   who   might  
be   startled   by   the   sight   of   a   mask.   
 
The   procession   described   in   the   mishna   makes   the   workers   visible   and   honors   them   publicly.   Why  
aren’t   our   society’s   food   workers   more   visible   today?   
 
What   do   we   owe   the   people   who   supply   our   food   in   dangerous   times?   
 

 

50  



 ביכורים   ג:ז  Bikkurim   3:7  

יוֹּדֵעַ   לִקְרוֹת,   קוֹרֵא.   וְכָל   מִי  רִאשׁוֹנָה,   כָּל   מִי   שֶׁ  בָּ
 ּ אֵינוֹ   יוֹדֵעַ   לִקְרוֹת,   מַקְרִין   אוֹתוֹ.   נִמְנעְו  שֶׁ

יוֹּדֵעַ  ּ   מַקְרִין   אֶת   מִי   שֶׁ יהְּו ּ   שֶׁ  מִלְּהָבִיא,   הִתְקִינו
אֵינוֹ   יוֹדֵעַ:   וְאֶת   מִי   שֶׁ

 

At   �rst,   anyone   who   knew   how   to   recite   the   �rst  
fruits   declaration   would   recite   it   themselves,   and  
anyone   who   did   not   know   how   to   recite   would  
repeat   after   the   priest.   But   then   people   refrained  
from   bringing   the   �rst   fruits,   so   the   Sages  
enacted   that   everyone   would   repeat   after   the  
priest,   whether   they   knew   the   words   themselves  
or   not.  

 
After   the   ceremonious   procession   of   first   fruits   reached   the   Temple,   each   farmer   would   recite   a   Biblical  
passage   recounting   the   miraculous   exodus   from   Egypt   and   entry   into   the   promised   land   (the   same   passage  
which   makes   a   prominent   appearance   in   the   maggid   section   of   the   Haggadah.)   In   a   striking   modern  
parallel,   the   farmers   quickly   became   so   embarrassed   of   not   knowing   the   words   that   they   stopped   showing  
up.   To   remedy   this,   the   kohanim   would   recite   the   passage   for   everyone   and   the   farmer   would   repeat   after  
them.   This   mishna   is   a   striking   admission   that   sometimes   the   biggest   barrier   to   Jewish   practice   is   the  
manual   articulation   of   Hebrew   words   in   one’s   mouth,   often   overlooked   as   a   “low   level”   skill.   
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 
Today   Jews   in   isolation   are   having   to   learn   how   to   “do   Jewish”   without   the   support   of   their  
communities,   rabbis,   and   sometimes   their   parents.   Many   will   �nd   themselves   nervously   leading   a  
seder   for   the   �rst   time   this   year,   or   solely   responsible   for   their   own   te�llah,   or   navigating  
unprecedented   halakhic   questions   on   their   own,   and   many   may   feel   unprepared   for   the   task.  
Meanwhile,   religious   leadership   in   various   communities   are   scrambling   to   balance   what   leniencies  
the    שעת   הדחק  (pressing   hour)   calls   for   versus   which   compromises   will   destabilize   a   way   of   life.   Many  
rabbis   have   proposed   holding   Pesach   seders   or   kaddish   minyanim   on   Zoom,   for   example.  
 
What   makes   people   feel   comfortable   leading   a   Jewish   practice?  
 
What   accommodations   do   you   think   your   community   needs   right   now?   What   leniencies   do   you  
think   undermine   a   custom   or   practice?  
 
What   do   you   expect   from   a   Jewish   leader,   besides   just   being   able   to   recite   Hebrew?   
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 ביכורים   ג:יב  Bikkurim   3:12  

שׁ.  קְדָּ י   הַמִּ  ...קָדְשֵׁ
 
 

...the   holies   of   the   holy   place.  
 

These   are   the   original   closing   words   of   Seder   Zeraim   (though   if   you   are   interested   in   Mishnaic   discussion  
of   gender,   check   out   the   appended   Chapter   4   of   Bikkurim.)   The   seder   began   in   masechet   Berachot   with   the  
question,   “When   do   we   recite   the   Shema   in   the   evening?   When   the   kohanim   enter   to   eat   their   terumah.”  
This   seder   all   about   agriculture   starts   with   people   in   prayer   and   ends   at   the   holiest   of   places.   
 
 

Re�ections   and   questions  
 

In   a   time   of   severely   restricted   mobility,   where   is   a   holy   place   you   can   still   access?  
 
Why   do   you   think   the   seder   ends   with   these   words?  
 

 
 
 

First   Fruits,   Reuven   Rubin  
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About   this   project  
 
This   project   was   born   as   much   of   the   world   waits   in   dread,   but   it   contains   teachings   that   are,   I   hope,  
both   heartening   and   honest.   Before   the   world   stopped,   I   had   been   learning   Seder   Zeraim,   the   �rst   of  
the   six   sedarim   of   the   Mishna,   as   part   of   a   personal   project.   I   was   approaching   a   siyyum   when   nearly   all  
minyanim   were   cancelled   inde�nitely.   I   decided   to   take   advantage   of   extra   free   time   to   share   my  
learning   in   a   di�erent   format.  
 
For   the   past   few   years,   I   have   been   reclaiming   Mishna   as   the   foundational   learning   text.   Although  
Talmud   has   the   reputation   for   “serious   learning”,   it   is   often   just   too   damn   hard   for   the   average   Jew   to  
learn   well   and   truly   retain.   I   spent   years   learning   Talmud   and   much   of   that   time   was   frustrated   with   my  
own   brain   and   learning   limitations.   Somewhere   deep   in   the   weeds   of    Hullin ,   I   temporarily   lost   a   love  
of   text.   Discovering   the   world   of   mishna   rekindled   it.   By   learning   about   1.5   chapters   a   day   of   Mishna,   I  
can   complete   the   Six   Orders   once   every   year.   If   you   would   like   some   encouragement   on   joining   me   in  
this   cycle,   see   the   next   page.   :)  
 
Thank   you   for   letting   me   share   my   learning   with   you.   If   you’d   like   to   share   any   thoughts   or   point   out  
any   errors,   it   would   make   my   day   if   you   email   me   and   let   me   know   (jonah.naftali@gmail.com).  
 
Learn   well!  
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Six   reasons   to   learn   Mishna  
 
1.   You   can   cover   a   satisfying   amount   of   ground   in   a   short   period   of   time.   Learning   about   1.5   chapters   a  
day,   you   will   cover   the   entire   Mishna   in   under   a   year.   Learning   a   seder   or   a   masechet   is   also   a  
completely   reasonable   year   goal.   By   comparison,   for   most   people   who   work   full   time   and   are   not  
professional   Jewish   educators,   learning   just   a   masechet   of   gemara   in   a   year   (and   learning   it    well )   is   a  
very   tall   order.  
 
2.   Mishna   is   a   reasonable   learning   goal   for   virtually   everyone.   If   you   have   minimal   Hebrew,   you   can  
follow   along   in   the   original   while   making   use   of   the   extensive   English   aids   out   there   (including   a   clear  
explanation   of   every   single   mishna   on   Sefaria   under   the   "modern   commentary"   tab.)   If   your   Hebrew   is  
better,   you   can   learn   any   of   the   many   commentaries,   all   of   varying   complexity.  
 
3.   It's   one   of   the   few   things   that   is   good   to   study   if   you're   likely   to   be   interrupted.   Because   it's   written  
in   discrete,   short   chunks,   there   are   plenty   of   natural   stopping   points.   It's   perfect   for   riding   the   bus,  
sitting   in   the   doctor's   o�ce,   or   passing   the   time   when   you   showed   up   somewhere   too   early   again.  
 
4.   There's   a   little   bit   of   everything.   Mostly   law,   but   also   parshanut,   aggadah,   mussar,   and   history.  
 
5.   It   gives   you   a   good   overview   of   Shas.   This   makes   learning   gemara,   on   a   purely   technical   level,   a   lot  
easier   because   you   can   catch   intracanonical   references   more   often.   But   it   also   enriches   and   deepens   the  
learning   of   gemara.   Where   sugyot   fall   within   the   scope   of   a   masechet   can   reveal   a   hidden   layer   of   what  
the   sugya   is   all   about.  
 
6.   It   gives   you   a   great   overview   of   Jewish   life   and   law.   There   are   plenty   of   things   that   relate   to   modern  
life   --   from   practical   halacha   (looking   at   you,    Berachot )   to   interpersonal   values   ( Nezikin )   to   communal  
peacekeeping   (strangely,    Gittin ).   You   also   get   to   feel   some   nostalgia   for   the   days   when   we   were   all  
farmers   ( Zeraim ),   when   the   kohanim   used   to   cheat   at   Eenie-Meenie-Miny-Moe   to   win   Temple   honors  
( Yoma ),   when   the   puri�cation   waters   were   thrown   out   of   the   windows   so   often   that   people   were  
slipping   and   falling   in   the   puddles   ( Parah ),   or   when   the   debate   was   still   playing   out   whether   Kohelet  
would   make   it   into   the   canon   ( Yadayim ).  
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