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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 first 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 fields, 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 reflections or questions for further pondering. I suggest reading the text first, in
Hebrew or in English, and using the reflection and question section as a jumping off 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 fill 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 find 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.




Masechet Berachot

N:N M993 Berachot 1:1

TY NN ,NISN TY 030N I MNY NN 92 Wherever the Sages say “until midnight,” the
TY DXNIN IMN NNY...INYD TIY NYY?Y  mitzvah can really be performed until dawn.
:N7AYD VI DINRD NN PONIDY 712 ,ni8n  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.

Reflections 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?

Lllustration by Stephanie Hays, the Seattle Times



2N M993 Berachot 1:3

ANIPN IV OTIN DD 292,00 90INONPY N2 The students of Shammai say: In the evening
LINIPY JAOYAI IMNIY ITHRY> AP 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.”

19712 NP OIN D2, 0N 9970 1>2) The students of Hillel say: Everyone should
117772 I99223"  recite it in their own way, as the verse says, “And
when you walk on your way.”

YNV, 1172 N2ODMD MIN 1970 >27 MmN Rabbi Tarfon said: I was once walking on a
9N PN¥YIIMIVI ONNY N°2°7272,N3 7Y journey and I reclined to recite the Shema like
.0>0090  the students of Shammai advised, and I was
nearly killed by robbers.

Sy MYV, TNE¥Ya N7 N0 019,19 3N The Sages replied: You deserved to pay with your
9910 12>727  life for going against the words of Hillels’
students.

Rabbi Tarfon explains that be 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), be was nearly killed by

a band of bighway robbers.

Reflections 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 afford to follow the advice that will lessen the pain of all. There are also the

punishing psychological effects of social distancing that affect us all differently.

What “best practice” or recommendation are you having a hard time following?




M:N M543 Berachot 1:5

N19°92 0280 IO PP 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

Reflections 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?




M:23 1993 Berachot 2:5

JIYUNID D222 YNV NXOIPN NV NN A newlywed is exempt from saying the Shema on
the wedding night.

1 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.

Reflections and questions

So many simchas are deflating 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?




y:a M543 Berachot 2:6

299N INYN NDNRY IIYNID N2 XN Rabban Gamaliel bathed on the first night after
NP2 MON DANRY N2 ,NMNTNY KD ,»NRYD  the death of his wife. His students asked, “Our
DIN DNHVON DTN D2 INYI PN, 002 MN  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 bis students why be doesn’t follow the normative halakba 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 be is frail and requires an exception to the law.

Reflections and questions

With a little luck, this virus spares the young and otherwise healthy. We aren’t all young, healthy, or
lucky.

Are you DJ0OX, delicate, during this time? What do you wish people knew? What do you wish
people were doing differently?




AT H1dNa

137 NP3 52900 NN MIPD 12 NNINY )
N0, 1IN .NIYP D297 INNO¥Y YITND
PINONY)21,077 MR 1T NP9 0IpY
MINONNOKI T DY NIPT YIND NV 529110
DOPINOY MTIN NN

Berachot 4:2

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 Nebunia tells us that be prays this every time be enters the Beit Midrash to study, and reveals that,
as a teacher of Torah, be feels burdened to get things right. He feels the weight of his authority and prays

that no one should come to harm -- physical, spivitual, or intellectual, I imagine -- through his teaching.

misinformation, and harm happen through me.

Reflections 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

What responsibility is weighing on you in these times?
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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 bevruta study.




M:71 1593 Berachot 4:5

;T2 9192 9N ON) .12 790010 DY 2237 M0 If you are riding on a donkey, get down to pray.
)19 NN INNDY D102 1PN ON), 19 NX N2 If you are unable to get down, turn your face
LDOVYIRD VIR 72102 129 NN )I2?Y  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.

Reflections 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?




M:7 mM593 Berachot 5:5

NN OINOY INIODY  One’s messenger is like oneself.

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

Reflections 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?

10




3 M52 Berachot 6:3

MINONAND DY NI92ID OV XNND DY One recites a blessing over vinegar, unripe fruit,
N227 PN NINY Y2 ,MINNTINY 227 ...990Y  and locusts. Rabbi Yehuda says, “One does not
:1°2Y 179720 PX 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 Yebuda says no.

Reflections 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 find 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?

1"



1:0 5932 Berachot 9:4

NON) IND*21 NON 0NV 599NN 7199 03230 One who enters a city should recite two prayers
ANaa on the way in, and two on the way out.

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

Reflections 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 definitely be allowed to go

home again.

What are you hopeful for when you go into public? What are you thankful for when you leave?

12



M:9 "M59a Berachot 9:5

A person is obligated to bless over the bad just as

2y 772319 NINY DY NYIN DY 7127 OIN 22N
. one blesses over the good.

YO

B )

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

blessings.

Reflections and questions

What do you think the editor of this text was trying to say by placing this mishna last?

13




Masechet Peah

NN INS Peah 1:1

;02719320 , NN . NYY 0N PRY 0>712719N  These things have no prescribed measure: peah,
DR TINHTNY 070N M NN PRI first 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 bas 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.

Reflections and questions

I see people taking on learning projects of all sorts with their downtime, from pipe cleaner art to
dusting off a musical instrument to learning a new language. I also see a proliferation of memes
reminding people that no one bas 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?

14



2:X N9 Peah 1:2

IMMNY 9 DY GN) ,DOWYN NNGY PNNIS PN Even though it was taught “peah has no
29°991,NTYND 5T 097 951D YW NNGY PN prescribed measure,” do not give less than a 60th.
:NNYD 2799 ,0y0  You should give according to the size of your
field, 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.

Reflections and questions

Just one week into serious shutdown, we hit 3 million filings 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 field” have at a time like this? What duty do those
with “a small field” have?

15



7-N:2 N9 Peah 2:1-4

17, NNND RPN N2 NPNRY 0NN NHNX - A stream of water that prevents you from
12ON2 PXOIN 1PN .. NPV ,IMINNTINY  standing on one side and reaping your grain on
ROR DT PRI YD, PN L VT NI the other side is considered a divider. For a field
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

Reflections 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?

16




12 NS Peah 3:7

,NINY D2 YRR Y, 910 2>0¥ 1O aNidn  One who, while deathly ill, writes all his
PNL,NRINY DI YRR VY ND .MNN IMNN  possessions off to someone else and leaves
.MNN IMNY  nothing for himself, his gift is not a gift.

1If, 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 medicval commentator Bartenura said that this is because
INTIDIW W) WIIN P2aV N Nnom, people generally do not wish to leave themselves “laid bare”

(penniless) -- we can assume the document was only intended to be valid if you actually died.

Reflections 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 fist fights 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?

17



1 N9 Peah 4:3

P20 PN ,IRYD DY IR IR N¥PN YY) If someone came and collected their share of
.0392  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.

Reflections 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?

18



10 N9 Peah 5:4

TI¥), 01PN 0IPHN 123y MDY n2an Sya  Rabbi Eliezer says, “A homeowner who was
;907 )Y IWYNI NN NNIY VRY YV traveling from place to place, and found
YON Y0727 ,099) INAY NN themselves needing to take charity designated for
the poor, should take it. When they return
home, they should pay it back.”

NYY ANINA NN MY, 0 NINONINY  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 belp. The
Sages disagree. If you are poor in the moment, then you are poor full stop and deserve the same resources as

any OZ'}JEVPOOVPKVJO?L

Reflections and questions

With each city that shutters its shops, people who previously felt secure are finding 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?

19



N:n NS  Peah 8:1

159291 0P PINN DTN Y2 >MONN  When does leket (grain left behind by accident
.NIWINID  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.
% Ly poor peop.

Reflections 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.

20



v:n N9 Peah 8:9

1D 09 1N ,5VIN VY PIYIPNY IR YD Anyone who does not need to take charity but
N2 710V Ty 021y7)  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 bigher 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.

Reflections 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: jJosh Edelson
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Masechet Demai

2:2 581”7 Demai 2:2

NINY DX IWYN 10N NN 1oy Yapnn  One who accepts upon themselves being
11PN, NP9 NINY NN, 290 XINY NN, 92N trustworthy with regard to tithes must tithe
NOIND OY O¥N NINNN  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.)

Reflections 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 @°11X1, 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?

23



N IXNT Demai 3:5

XY, N2 1NN NINY NN IWYN ,PT1I9% 101D One who deposits food with an innkeeper must
N .GON2 NTIVAY 291 ,NINN SV XINY  tithe both what he gives to her and what she
AWYN IR ,PNNIY PRINN DN PN PP 227 gives him, because she might exchange your
72972 D291 5V XINY NN NIN  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 haaretz
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 BEIB), we must tithe it before we give it to ber. The reason is that an innkeeper
might deceitfully take some for berself. 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 ber actions.

Reflections and questions

During a pandemic, we learn very quickly that every individual’s missteps have ripple effects 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 effects for good. If one person stays at home
and watches Netflix, 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 effects of personal choices against

the individual freedom we hold so dear.

What responsibility do we have to ensure others do not break rules?

THIS PERSON
WORKED

THIS PERSON
PIDN'T 60 T0

FROM HOME THAT BBG

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

24



7:7 981”7 Demai 4:4

IWYNIIOINRNT DY IWYN NNIINY OV XIPY XN One who had designated the levite’s tithe of
IN DD NN DN .NAYA DYV NY ONTI DY Y demai, or the poor man’s tithe of produce that
72723 399N IN2? 19N HOND 01109 %)Y had certainly not been tithed, he should not
:0¥>79°Y  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 bis 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 be is already required to
give. The mishna states that this is legal as long as the bost informs the guests that they are eating food that

is actually theiys.

Reflections and questions

Being prescribed or employed to do some act of kindness without telling the recipient that it is your
official duty is N¥7 N2°13, gneivat daat (“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?

25



Masechet Kilayim

M:) OONYS

72723, NDN NP TINT NYITI MYP DTN YO
NV, N TEY NV N, NTTYD NV R NDNY
N0 92Y NDY T OY YY) INDT YOV Y
TN 29N NN ND,DXNININORY
BBV

Kilayim 3:5

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.

Reflections and questions

We’re living in times where we are deeply affected, 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 overflowing 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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N:D ©ONYs  Kilayim 5:1

1°29 0*)9) WY LRYY 1A VI ON,27NY D)2 When is an abandoned vineyard still considered a
97 D72 NIPI NI NITND NIV, NN vineyard? If one can harvest ten vines within a
beit seab of land, and they had been planted in an

organized manner, this is a “poor vineyard.”

DNV 1127 12 W) DX, N2 W W) NINY 072 When is a vineyard in disarray still considered a
D72 1PN, IND ON) ;079 NYOID YOV 1)) vineyard? If there are at least 2 vines opposite 3,
then it is a vineyard. Without this, it is not a
vineyard.

1°)202 NN NINY DONIN ININ VNN 227 Rabbi Meir says, “Because it has the general
.02 NN , 002D 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.

Reflections 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 N°120, how an outsider would see it, matter?

Just After, painting by Matthew Adelberg.
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N ooNYy  Kilayim 6:5

D19 NIV IPNRY 92 2P0 128NN What defines 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, 779 also means
Sfutility. This is a (perbaps unintentionally) harsh term to describe a tree which happens to not produce
[fruit edible by humans.

Reflections and questions
At the time of this writing, unemployment is surging around us. Even those lucky enough to be able
to work remotely are finding it hard to live up to productivity norms without regular human
contact. People are having to redefine 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?

28



110 ooNY>  Kilayim 8:6

20PN LAY Adogisawild animal.
DDA PN MIN PN Y21 Rabbi Meir says, “It is domesticated.”
.INNA PN ,MN A pig is domesticated.
0P, 19y The African ass is wild.
20PN ,91p01 9290 The elephant and the monkey are wild.
2PN YIND) TYUNY 099 0Y 91N DIN)  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.

Reflections 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 7137 (wild) or a 772 (domesticated)? What are people?

4

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

NN Nyray  Shevi’'it 1:8

127112 YN INIWVIINIPY DN TY  How long are plants considered saplings? Rabbi
Yay N2, 9MMINYYIN? 27 %N Ty ,MIN Elazar ben Azaryah says, “Until they are
SANYI DYV, MIN NDPY 1Y .0%MY  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
freld, 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 bow long a tree is considered a sapling. Rabbi Elagar’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 Sth 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.

Reflections and questions

We are told to take heart in the fact that our current pandemic, unlike many strains of flu, 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 effects of the disease. (This reflects 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
effects: 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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Shevi’it 5:6

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.

of public health officials?

person selling?

trails close?

Reflections and questions

What role do companies have in preventing people from going against city ordinances or the advice

Is the burden on the buyer not to do something illegal with the purchase, or is the burden on the

In cities that forbid gatherings of more than two unrelated people, should public parks and hiking
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y:r dyraw  Shevi’it 7:3

N°Y>2¥ Ni792 NN PYIY PR Don’t make a profit off 7th year fruits.

When the whole community has stopped working and all produce becomes befker (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 befker. 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.
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Medical mask for 387, a common sight on Amazon in the early days of the outbreak.

Reflections and questions

Would it be wise if we decreed 7931 Ni1932 7719 WV 1°X, do not make a profit off 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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2 »oyvaw  Shevi’it 10:3

D>7270D 1N THN NY.LRYN IPN,DI1ANN A loan made under the regulations of prozbul is
DYN WINIY NNV ;IR0 D90 PRPNNY  not cancelled in the 7th year. This was one of the
N2V NN DY P2, M NIR N NNYNDDN  reforms of Hillel the Elder. When he saw that
DY 727 NN 72 YN : (Y0 ©>127) NN people refrained from lending , and thus were
213079 990 PPN, M "OYHa 7127 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, progbul 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 Torab 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.

Reflections and questions

Some say that stringent travel restrictions and quarantines backfire because they result in people
lying or fleeing, 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 flexible 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, effective

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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v noyvay  Shevi’it 10:9

NN DNIN MY, MY Y2 1IN INND  One who repays a debt in the shemita year, the
AN 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.

Reflections 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

N D" Terumot 1:7

2N NDY,ORYNI NDY,NTNINY ,PNYIN PR Don’t give terumah by measure, weight, or exact
count.

Terumah is the tithe that is given to kobanim, which at a minimum was 1/60, or about 2%. Because
kobanim 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 kobanim 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.

Reflections and questions

We live in a world obsessed with quantification. 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 different 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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N N Terumot 3:8

N YN WY N NNITN NI 2NN One who meant to designate something as
N DMV, DNV NN N2IY,NMN  terumah but accidentally said “Levite’s tithe”,
Y 329) PO PIIY TY DIV MN NY...N2IY  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.

Reflections and questions

Public officials 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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1-2:1 M 9n  Terumot 4:3-4

N2 .0YIIND TNN, N PY , 1IN YWY The measure of terumab is as follows: to be
.DOYNNN NN .OYOYN D IMNINONNY  generous, give 1/40. The students of Shammai
..DWYN Y10 say 1/30. To be mediocre, give 1/50. To be
miserly, give 1/60.

5Y2 5V inY12 071N, 090 RY ,IMDYY MIND  If one says to a messenger, “Tithe my produce
DYIN, 120 YYa OY INYT YT PN ON .NAND  and give terumab on my behalf,” and the
DOYNNN TNN ,N”)13°22  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 terumab, 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.

Reflections 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?
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No:M N1 Terumot 8:11

NN VY NIN22) 0IPRY7 0IPNN Y21y N2 A hypothetical scenario: You are walking from
,ANNONY NN NOXROY N 9 19 N 3122 place to place with loaves of terumakb in your
MYIN 2T, AP NN NNVN OINOID ,INY ON)  hand, and a gentile stops you and says, “Give me
10N NONIDINY UNY, NP2 NN NPYVY ,ININ one of those loaves that I might defile it. If you
10N NONX IO NI, ININ YYIN? 2271 NPV don’t, then I'll defile all of them.” Rabbi Eliezer
Y290 DY says, you should let the gentile defile 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 barder.

Reflections and questions

While hypothetical trolley problems and the mishnaic version of bread-defiling gentiles are the stuff
of intellectual fancy, the moral dilemma is all too real. When should you sacrifice 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 first world nation even using the phrase “ventilator triage” outside a

dystopian fiction.

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, 17’17?
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Masechet Ma’asrot

0 Mavyn  Ma’asrot 5:7

0 ,N2ND NNIWND T¥INPY 0>9nIN >IN The stockpile of grain inside an anthill must be
:0°2>N 9N 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 kobanim (priests) were a special
subsection of Levites who performed Temple rites and also lived off various tithes.

Reflections 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 significant.

What small thing do you have to offer in these times, that you might feel at first glance is
insignificant?

Q;? JJB—

%

%
Shanna Bonner Groom of Murfreesboro, TN organized a “bear bunt’ fmm the windows for neighborhood kids.
The event started with a facebook post to ber friends, and bas taken off around the world.
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2:1 MvYN  Ma’asrot 4:2

129Y9 IN5YY , NavH 0)IXN NRYY NiPIYR  Children who hid figs to eat on Shabbat and
AWYIY TY NAYOIRYING IDONO NY  forgot to tithe them first 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 bigher 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.

Reflections and questions

This mishna shows the special power of Shabbat -- even a child’s thought about food they want to
eat on Shabbat permanently affects 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 finely tuned moral compass. The
challenge of isolation and the increased dread of the mundane world makes Shabbat more difficult

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

NN Y Yvyn  Ma’aser Sheni 1:1

129NN PN ,ININ PI2IN0 PN IV IWYN  One may not sell the second tithe, use it as a
A2 ORIV NDY S ININ POYNN PR ,ININ - collateral for a loan, barter with it, or use it to
compare the value of something else.

Every 3rd year of the shemitab 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 maaser 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.

Reflections 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 off from the regular grind, stop being a tool for productivity,
relax with people you love, and eat well.

We Americans treat time off 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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20 9V VYN Ma’aser Sheni 5:13

;12 0°727) OMYD 1N VTR VWD NPYD “Observe from your holy abode in heaven” -- the
NN NYY NHN N ,I1P2Y NIV NN WYY, (Y0 significance of reciting this verse when declaring
NNVaNY  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 anxions about what the year would bring during this
time.

Reflections and questions

In our current time of anxiety and uncertainty about the future, do you find yourself bargaining

with a higher power (whether God, chance, or other things outside your control)?

Do you find it meaningful in these times to be especially scrupulous with your behavior or ethics?
Why or why not?
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Masechet Challah

2-N:N NYN

D>7I¥¥N) DVND ,NYN2 DX22N BIAT NYNN
P20 ITNOID 19W) DIV N22Y) P H D)
7Y NYY ,ND92 N¥ND M2 0NN YIIND...NYN2
.172N2 220,390 NRD .iN2iN

Challah 1:1-2

The five 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

tulfilled 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 challab, the portion of dough that was given to a koben if you
were baking a sufficient quantity of bread out of one of the S 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.

Reflections and questions

This mishna pins down a definition 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 flavor 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?
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Challah 1:8

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 fulfill the obligation to
eat matzah on Pesach.

If shepherds do not typically eat from it it is not
obligated in challab if an individual were to eat
from it. Similarly, one should not recite a
blessing over it, nor recite bzrkat hamazon, nor

bake it on a holiday, nor can it be used to fulfill
the obligation to eat matzah on Pesach.

In ancient times, the sharp division between animal food and buman 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 hbuman food (for example, you can do work on a holiday in order to make
1t) 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.

Reflections 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 finding 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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y:an n Challah 2:3

N NYIPY NIV NYND A woman sits and separates challah while she is
N, PIY¥Y NIP2Y NI naked, since she is able to cover herself, but not a
man.

NNV 290, NN

n?
AONRD ND D2

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.

Reflections 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 finding wearing clothes & changing them regularly challenging?

How do you think your gender influences your ease or difficulty with this?
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N9-9:7n9n  Challah 4:10-11

1932 NDY,90°20 NN NN YIPH WINONRD)  Nittai, a man from Tekoa, brought challab from
NDY,9220 Ni1I02 NYYN DIYVINIA .. 9NY  Beitar, but the priests would not accept it. Ben
9MNIYap  Antigonus brought up firstlings from Babylon,
but the priests did not accept them.

This tractate ends with rejected gifts. The people described bere 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.

Reflections 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 specific type of
expertise or equipment, and the public’s desire to do something quickly becomes a hindrance to
strained organizations who now find themselves fielding 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 suffering.
Has your help been turned away? What was that like?
Why do you think most people find 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

N N9y Orlah 1:3

1Y V2D N 10VY 1Y YouD) IPYIY 1N Ifa tree was uprooted and its soil together with
222N, IND DN, M09, NN 9102 DN 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 maaser shen, 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 Sth 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 orlab phase, that is uprooted. Depending on how much soil came

with it when it was uprooted, it may become orlab again when replanted.

Chart of the agricultural cycle for trees, from Do Not Destroy: Trees, Art, and Jewish Thought (Contemporary Jewish Musenm)
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Reflections 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 or/ah need to become hardy again?
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Masechet Bikkurim

PEPR=Ral =2

,DXYN) DINDD DXNIN DONIPD

YN . DOPINY) N1 OIN0IN DXRPINID
7Y 119YY,ANTMOYR 1IPY, 00297 72N
DOYNINY TY, 072197 NN 29NN IUNI NN
INYY ,02YIV7 259 WD .02YI11Y 2R
02910 ,NINYN .DN>NDA NN VY , 0790
D021 7117797 .DNNIRP? DINY 0120D)
DYZYINAY NIINN IV D) .OOINRY PN
YWINIINN,DNIZVA PINTY) D197 DITHIY
:D1OYY DNNA 09 OIPND

Bikkurim 3:3

Those who live nearby Jerusalem bring fresh figs
and grapes. Those living further away bring
dried figs and raisins. An ox goes before them, its
horns laid with gold, and a crown of olives on its
head. A flute player leads the way until they
reach the outskirts of Jerusalem. Once they near
the city, they send messengers ahead and they
decorate their first 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.

Reflections 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?
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1 991592 Bikkurim 3:7

MR D) NP, NI YIPYOIN DD ,MIYNIA At first, anyone who knew how to recite the first
WM NN PAPN ,NIVRI YTV IPRY  fruits declaration would recite it themselves, and
YIPYON DN PIPNINY IPPNN ,N>2ANYN  anyone who did not know how to recite would
YTV IPNYOIN NN repeat after the priest. But then people refrained
from bringing the first 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
pavrallel, the farmers quickly became so embarrassed of not knowing the words that they stopped showing
up. 1o remedy this, the kobanim 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.

Reflections 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 find themselves nervously leading a
seder for the first time this year, or solely responsible for their own tefillah, 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 P NYW (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?

51



2% 0°99%a  Bikkurim 3:12

WIPNDOYIR...  ...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 kobanim enter to eat their terumah.”

This seder all about agriculture starts with people in prayer and ends at the holiest of places.

Reflections 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 first of
the six sedarim of the Mishna, as part of a personal project. I was approaching a siyyum when nearly all
minyanim were cancelled indefinitely. I decided to take advantage of extra free time to share my
learning in a different 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 youd 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 office, or passing the time when you showed up somewhere too carly 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 (Nezzkin) to communal
peacekeeping (strangely, Giztin). 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 purification waters were thrown out of the windows so often that people were
slipping and falling in the puddles (Pz74b), or when the debate was still playing out whether Kohelet
would make it into the canon (Yadayim).
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