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Why Talmud Is the Way To Be Jewish Without Judaism, Shulem Deen 
 
For 2,000 years, it was our texts, more than anything, that bound us as a people. Our biological 
bonds were often tenuous. Our religious practices varied. We did not speak the same language, 
wear the same clothes or eat the same foods. And yet… we shared the same texts: the Mishna, 
the Talmud and later, their commentaries, handwritten manuscripts traversing thousands of 
miles and reaching the farthest crevices of the Jewish Diaspora. 
 

 
 

 

Jews and Words, Amos Oz and Fania Oz Salzberger 
 
Jewish history and peoplehood form a unique continuum, which is neither ethnic nor political. 
To be sure, our history includes ethnic and political lineages, but they are not its prime 
arteries. Instead, the national and cultural genealogy of the Jews has always depended on the 
intergenerational transmittal of verbal content. It is about faith, of course, but even more 
effectively it is about texts. 
 

 
 

 

Carnal Israel, Daniel Boyarin 
 
Any view or interpretation that is undercut by another in the same canonical work unsettles, 
almost by definition, its own use as a foundation for cultural and social practice… Thus a view 
will often enough be quoted as if typical of rabbinic Judaism when in fact it has been cited in 
the Talmudic text only to be discredited or at any rate undermined by a counter-text. 
 

 
 

 

A Responsibility to Speak, Daniel Gordis 
 
[Our study and use of text] must be rooted in a broad read of the Jewish canon, not in sound-
bites thereof… Jewish discourse must not devolve into ‘pin the tail on the rabbinic 
aphorism.’… Ideas, not ‘greatest hits,’ are what matter. We need a community-wide 
conversation, learned, frank and ongoing… Are those books our guides, or just volumes in the 
library?” 
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1. “Exile” Doesn’t Have to be Exile 

 
BT Chullin 92a 
 
[When it says] “He wrestled with a messenger, and prevailed; he wept, and made supplication unto 
him.” (Hosea 12:5), I don’t know who prevailed over whom. But when it says: “For you have 
wrestled with God.” (Gen. 32:29), I know that Jacob became master over the messenger. 
 
[When it says] “He wept and made supplication unto him,” I don’t know who wept unto whom. 
But when it says: “And he said: ‘Let me go,’” (Gen. 32:27), I know that the messenger wept unto 
Jacob. 
 
[When it says]: “For you have wrestled [with beings Divine and human].” (Genesis 32:29) Rabbah 
said: The messenger hinted to Jacob that two leaders were destined to come from him: the Rosh 
Galut (Exilarch) in Babylonia and the Nasi in the Land of Israel. From here, this was also a hint 
to him of the exile. 
 

 תישארב( רמוא אוהשכ .ימל רש השענ ימ עדוי יניא ול ןנחתיו הכב לכויו ךאלמ לא רשיו )ה ,בי עשוה(
 ימל הכב ימ עדוי יניא ול ןנחתיו הכב .ךאלמל רש השענ בקעי רמוא יוה םיהלא םע תירש יכ )טכ ,בל
 זמר הבר רמא ]םישנא םעו םיהלא םע[ תירש יכ בקעיל הכב ךאלמ רמוא יוה ינחלש רמאיו רמוא אוהשכ
 .תולג ול זמר ןאכמ לארשי ץראבש אישנו לבבבש הלוג שאר ונממ תאצל םירש ינש םידיתעש ול זמר

 
 

 

Hosea 12:5 
 
He wrestled with a messenger and prevailed - the 
other had to weep and implore him. At Bethel 
[Jacob] would meet him, there to commune with 
him. 
 

 וּנּאֶ֔צָמְִי֙ לאֵ־תיֽבֵּ וֹל֑־ןנֶּחַתְִיּוַ הכָ֖בָּ לכָֻ֔יּוַ ךְ֙אָלְמַ־לאֶ רשַׂיָּ֤וָ
 ׃וּנמָּֽעִ רבֵּ֥דְַי םשָׁ֖וְ

 

 

Genesis 32:27-29 
 
Then [the messenger] said, “Let me go, for dawn 
is breaking.” But [Jacob] answered, “I will not let 
you go, unless you bless me.” The other said, 
“What is your name?” He replied, “Jacob.” He 
said, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but 
Israel, for you have wrestled with beings divine 
and human, and have prevailed.” 
 

ֹיּוַ ֹיּוַ רחַשָּׁ֑הַ הלָ֖עָ יכִּ֥ ינִחֵ֔לְּשַׁ רמֶא֣ ־םאִ יכִּ֖ ךָ֔חֲלֵּשַֽׁאֲ אלֹ֣ ר֙מֶא֙
ֹיּוַ ׃ינִתָּֽכְרַבֵּ ֹיּוַ ךָמֶ֑שְּׁ־המַ וילָ֖אֵ רמֶא֥ ֹקעֲַי רמֶא֖ ֹיּוַ ׃בֽ  אלֹ֤ רמֶא֗
 םיהִ֛לֹאֱ־םעִ תָירִ֧שָׂ־יֽכִּ לאֵ֑רָשְִׂי־םאִ יכִּ֖ ךָ֔מְשִׁ ד֙וֹע רמֵ֥אֵָי בֹ֙קעֲַי
  ׃לֽכָוּתּוַ םישִׁ֖נָאֲ־םעִוְ
 

 
 

 

Rashi on “ םיהלא םע תירש  / Wrestled with God” (BT Chullin 92a) 
 
“Wrestled with God” refers to the Nasi in the Land of Israel, since they were s’mukhim (i.e. ordained 
with judicial powers sanctioned by Torah) … “And with humans” refers to the Rosh HaGolah. 
  

 )בכ תומש (םהינש רבד אבי םיהלאה דע םיהלא םיארקנו םה םיכומסש לארשי ץראבש אישנ - םיהלא םע תירש
 :הלוגה שאר םישנא םעו
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2. Minority Rights and the Ways of Peace 
 

BT Gittin 61a 
 
We provide for the non-Jewish poor with Israel's poor, we visit the non-Jewish sick with Israel's 
sick, and we bury the non-Jewish dead with Israel's dead, for the sake of the ways of peace. 
 

 םע םירכנ יתמ ןירבוקו לארשי ילוח םע םירכנ ילוח ןירקבמו לארשי יינע םע םירכנ יינע םיסנרפמ ר"ת
 .םולש יכרד ינפמ לארשי יתמ

 
 

BT Sotah 14a  
 
R. Chama son of R. Hanina said: “What does it mean - ‘You shall walk after the Eternal your 
God’ (Deut. 13:5)?’ Is it then possible for a human being to walk after the Shekhinah, for has it 
not been said, ‘For the Eternal your God is a devouring fire’ (Deut. 4:24)?! But the meaning is: 
to walk after the attributes of the Holy Blessed One. As God clothes the naked, so you, too clothe 
the naked (Gen. 3:21). As the Holy Blessed One visited the sick (Gen. 18:1), so you, too, visit 
the sick. As the Holy Blessed One comforted mourners, so you, too comfort the mourners (Gen. 
25:11). As the Holy Blessed One buried the dead, so you, too, bury the dead (Deut. 34:6). 
 

 הניכש רחא ךלהל םדאל ול רשפא יכו וכלת םכיהלא 'ה ירחא )ה ,גי םירבד( ביתכד יאמ אנינח יברב אמח יבר רמאו
 שיבלמ אוה המ ה"בקה לש ויתודמ רחא ךלהל אלא אוה הלכוא שא ךיהלא 'ה יכ )דכ ,ד םירבד( רמאנ רבכ אלהו
 ה"בקה םימורע שבלה התא ףא םשיבליו רוע תונתכ ותשאלו םדאל םיהלא 'ה שעיו )אכ ,ג תישארב( ביתכד םימורע
 ביתכד םילבא םחינ ה"בקה םילוח רקב התא ףא ארממ ינולאב 'ה וילא אריו )א ,חי תישארב( ביתכד םילוח רקיב
 .םיתמ רבק ה"בקה םילבא םחנ התא ףא ונב קחצי תא םיהלא ךרביו םהרבא תומ ירחא יהיו )אי ,הכ תישארב(
 

 
 

Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 251:1 
 
If one wilfully and repeatedly transgresses even one of the Biblical commands and does not repent, we 
are not obliged to support him or to lend him money. But we should support the idol-worshipping poor 
with the Jewish poor for the sake of peace. 
 

 אלֹּוְ וֹתוֹיחֲהַלְ בָיּחַ וֹניאֵ ,הבָוּשׁתְּ השָׂעָ אלֹּוְ הרָוֹתּבַּ תוֹרוּמאֲהָ תוֹצְמִ לכָּמִ תחַאַ לעַ דיִזמֵבְּ ןָירְבַעֲ אוּהשֶׁ ימִ
 .)ןיקִָזּנִּהַ קרֶפֶּ תרַמְָגּמִ רוּט( םוֹלשָׁ יכֵרְדַּ ינֵפְּמִ ,לאֵרָשְִׂי יֵיּנִעֲ םעִ םיבִכָוֹכּ ידֵבְוֹע יֵיּנִעֲ םיסִנְרְפַמְוּ .וֹתוֹולְהַלְ
 

 
 

Rashi on “ לארשי יתמ םע  / With the dead of Israel” 
 
Not in the Jewish graves, rather, deal with them if they are found amongst Jewish corpses. 
 

 :לארשי םע םיגורה םואצמ םא םהב ןיקסעתמ אלא לארשי ירבקב אל - לארשי יתמ םע
 

 
 

Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 367:1 
 
One buries the dead of the Gentiles and comforts their mourners in the interests of peace.  

 

 .םוֹלשָׁ יכֵרְדַּ ינֵפְּמִ ,םהֶילֵבֵאֲ םימִחֲנַמְוּ םיבִכָוֹכּ ידֵבְוֹע יתֵמֵ םירִבְוֹק
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3. The Imperative to Not Humiliate 

 
BT Bava Metzia 58b-59a 
 
Mishnah: You shall neither wrong a stranger, nor oppress them...  
 
Gemara: Rabbi Yoḥanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yoḥai: Greater is [the 
transgression of] verbal oppression than [the transgression of] monetary oppression, as with regard 
to [verbal oppression], it is stated: “And you shall fear your God.” (Lev. 25:17) But with regard to 
[monetary oppression], it is not stated: “And you shall fear your God.” … 
 
The tanna taught before Rav Naḥman bar Yitzḥak: One who publicly shames their neighbour is as 
though they shed blood. Rav Naḥman bar Yitzḥak said to him: You have spoken well, as we see 
that the red leaves [his face] and paleness comes (in its place, which is tantamount to spilling his 
blood). 
 
Abaye said to Rav Dimi: In the West, [i.e., Eretz Yisrael], with regard to what [mitzvah] are 
they particularly vigilant? [Rav Dimi] said to him: in [refraining from] humiliating [others]… 
 
Rabbi bar bar Chanah says [59a] It is preferable for a person to engage in intercourse with a woman 
whose married status is uncertain and not humiliate another in public…  
 
And Mar Zutra bar Toviyya says that Rav says; and some say Rav Ḥana bar Bizna says that Rabbi 
Shimon Ḥasida says; and some say Rabbi Yoḥanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yoḥai: 
It is preferable for a person to cast himself into a fiery furnace, than to humiliate another in 
public…  
 

 :ונצחלת אלו הנות אל רגו …׳ינתמ
 
 )זי ,הכ ארקיו( וב רמאנ הזש ןוממ תאנואמ םירבד תאנוא לודג יאחוי ןב ש"ר םושמ ןנחוי ר"א ... ׳מג
 ...ךיהלאמ תאריו וב רמאנ אל הזו ךיהלאמ תאריו
 
 תרמא אק ריפש ל"א .םימד ךפוש וליאכ םיברב וריבח ינפ ןיבלמה לכ קחצי רב ןמחנ ברד הימק אנת ינת
 .ארווח יתאו אקמוס ליזאד היל אניזחד
 
 … יפא ירווחאב ל"א יריהז יאמב אברעמב ימיד ברל ייבא היל רמא
 
 וריבח ינפ ןיבלי לאו שיא תשא קפס לע אביש םדאל ול חונ [59a] ןנחוי יבר רמא הנח רב רב הבר רמא
  …םיברב
 
 ר"א הל ירמאו אדיסח ש"ר רמא אנזיב רב אנח בר רמא הל ירמאו בר רמא היבוט רב ארטוז רמ )רמאו(
 …םיברב וריבח ינפ ןיבלי לאו שאה ןשבכל ומצע ליפיש םדאל ול חונ י"בשר םושמ ןנחוי
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Mishneh Torah, Laws of Human Dispositions 6:8 
 
It is forbidden to put an Israelite to shame, needless to say publicly. Although he who does put 
his fellow to shame is not flogged, it is a grievous sin.  
 
Thus did the chachamim say: “One who publicly puts their fellow's countenance to shame has 
no share in the world to come" (BT Sanhedrin 107a). A person is therefore obliged to guard 
themself against putting their fellow to shame publicly, regardless of whether they are young 
or old; not to call them by a name of which they feels ashamed, nor tell anyone in their 
presence about something of which they are ashamed. 
 
In what matters are we speaking of? Between one human and another. But if it concerns 
heavenly matters, if the sinner does not repent after being rebuked privately, they should be 
shamed publicly, and their sin should be proclaimed, and harsh words should be used in their 
presence, and they should be shamed and cursed until they return to goodness, just as all of the 
prophets in Israel did. 

 
 .אוּה לוֹדָגּ ןוֹעָ וילָעָ הקֶוֹל וֹניאֵ וֹרבֵחֲ תאֶ םילִכְמַּהַשֶׁ יפִּ לעַ ףאַ .םיבִּרַבָּ ןכֵּשֶׁ לכָוְ לאֵרָשְִׂי תאֶ םילִכְהַלְ םדָאָלָ רוּסאָ
 
 רהֵָזּהִלְ םדָאָ ךְירִצָ ךְכָיפִלְ ."אבָּהַ םלָוֹעלָ קלֶחֵ וֹל ןיאֵ םיבִּרַבָּ וֹרבֵחֲ ינֵפְּ ןיבִּלְמַּהַ )א זק ןירדהנס ארמג( םימִכָחֲ וּרמְאָ ךְכָּ 
 שׁוֹבּ אוּהשֶׁ רבָדָּ וינָפָלְ רפֵּסְַי אלֹוְ .וּנּמֶּמִ שׁוֹבּ אוּהשֶׁ םשֵׁבְּ וֹל ארָקְִי אלֹוְ .לוֹדָגּ ןיבֵּ ןטָקָ ןיבֵּ םיבִּרַבָּ וֹרבֵחֲ שֵׁיּבַלְ אלֹּשֶׁ
 .וּנּמֶּמִ
 
 םיבִּרַבָּ וֹתוֹא ןימִילִכְמַ רתֶסֵּבַּ וֹבּ רַזחָ אלֹ םאִ םִימַשָׁ ירֵבְדִבְּ לבָאֲ .וֹרבֵחֲלַ םדָאָ ןיבֵּשֶׁ םירִבָדְבִּ םירִוּמאֲ םירִבָדְּ המֶּבַּ
 :לאֵרָשְִׂיבְּ םיאִיבִנְּהַ לכָּ וּשׂעָשֶׁ וֹמכְּ בטָוּמּלַ רֹזחֲַיּשֶׁ דעַ וֹתוֹא ןילִלְּקַמְוּ ןיִזּבַמְוּ וינָפָבְּ וֹתוֹא םיפִרְחָמְוּ וֹאטְחֶ םימִסְרְפַמְוּ
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4. Leading From Hope, Not Fear 

 
BT Rosh Hashanah 16b-17a 
 
It is taught (in a baraita): Beit Shammai say: There will be three groups on the Day of Judgment: 
One of wholly righteous, one of wholly wicked, and one of those in the middle. The righteous will 
immediately be written and sealed for eternal life. The Wholly wicked will immediately be written 
and sealed for Gehenna… Those in the middle will descend to Gehenna (to be cleansed and to 
achieve atonement for their sins), [17a] and they will cry out and [eventually] ascend, as it is 
stated: “And I will bring the third part through the fire, and will refine them as silver is refined, 
and will try them as gold is tried; they shall call on My name, and I will answer them” (Zechariah 
13:9)… Beit Hillel say: He Who is “and abundant in kindness” (Exodus 34:6) tilts [the scales] in 
favour of kindness, (so that those in the middle should not have to pass through Gehenna)… 
 
But the heretics, and the informers, and the apostates, [and those] who denied the Torah, denied 
the resurrection of the dead, and separated from the ways of community, and who cast their fear 
over the land of the living, and sinned and caused the masses to sin… [all of these people] descend 
to Gehenna and are judged there for generations and generations… 
 
The rebellious Jews [who have sinned] with their bodies, who are they? Rav said: [This refers 
to] the skull that did not don tefillin. The rebellious of the nations of the world [who sin] with their 
bodies, [who are they?] Rav said: [They are those who engage] in the sin, (i.e., forbidden sexual 
relations). 
 
And those who cast their fear over the land of the living, [who are they?] Rav Ḥisda said: This is 
referring to [a communal] leader (parnas) who casts excessive fear on the community not for the 
sake of Heaven. Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: Any leader who casts excessive fear on the 
community not for the sake of Heaven will [be punished and] not see any Torah scholar among 
his sons, as it is stated: “Men do therefore fear him; he sees not any who are wise of heart” (Job 
37:24). 
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 םיקידצ םיינוניב לש תחאו ןירומג םיעשר לש תחאו ןירומג םיקידצ לש תחא ןידה םויל ןה תותכ 'ג םירמוא ש"ב אינת
 םיברו )ב ,בי לאינד( רמאנש םנהיגל רתלאל ןימתחנו ןיבתכנ ןירומג םיעשר םלוע ייחל רתלאל ןימתחנו ןיבתכנ ןירומג
 ןילועו ןיפצפצמו [17a] םנהיגל ןידרוי םיינוניב םלוע ןוארדל תופרחל הלאו םלוע ייחל הלא וציקי רפע תמדא ינשימ
 ימשב ארקי אוה בהזה תא ןוחבכ םיתנחבו ףסכה תא ףורצכ םיתפרצו שאב תישילשה תא יתאבהו (ט ,גי הירכז) רמאנש
  …דסח יפלכ הטמ דסח ברו םירמוא ה"ב …םהילעו ותוא הנעא ינאו
 
 ץראב םתיתיח ונתנשו רובצ יכרדמ ושריפשו םיתמה תייחתב ורפכשו הרותב ורפכש םיסרוקיפאהו תורוסמהו ןינימה לבא
 …ירודל הב ןינודינו םנהיגל ןידרוי ...םיברה תא ואיטחהו ואטחשו םייח
 
 .הריבעב בר רמא ןפוגב םלועה תומוא יעשופ ןילפת חנמ אלד אתפקרק בר רמא והינ יאמ ןפוגב לארשי יעשופ
 
 בר רמא הדוהי ר"א םימש םשל אלש רובצה לע הריתי המיא ליטמה סנרפ הז אדסח בר רמא םייח ץראב םתיתיח ונתנשו
 והוארי ןכל )דכ ,זל בויא( רמאנש םכח דימלת ןב האור וניא םימש םשל אלש רובצה לע הריתי המיא ליטמה סנרפ לכ
 .בל ימכח לכ הארי אל םישנא

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Pericles, (Fifth Century BCE Greek general) 
 
We believe that words are not barriers to deeds, but rather that harm comes from not taking 
instruction from discussion before the time has come for action. 
 

 
 
 

 

Jews and Words, Amos Oz and Fania Oz Salzberger 
 
Jews display a deeply rooted belief in the power of words to create and re-create reality, at 
times through prayer but at least as often by argumentative truth-seeking. 
 

 


