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Shiur #9- Oral Tradition and the Ethiopian Jews

1) ויקרא פרק כו פסוק מו
 אלה החקים והמשפטים והתורֹת אשר נתן ידוד בינו ובין בני ישראל בהר סיני ביד משה:

 
1a) רש"י ויקרא פרק כו פסוק מו 

 (מו) והתורת - אחת בכתב ואחת בעל פה, מגיד שכולם נתנו למשה בסיני:

 
 (2שמות רבה (וילנא) פרשה מז 
 המקרא אני נותן להם במכתב, והמשנה והתלמוד והאגדה אני נותן להם על פה, שאם יבואו עובדי כוכבים וישתעבדו בהם יהיו מובדלים מהם

 
 (3במדבר רבה (וילנא) פרשה יד 
 אם יאמר לך אדם למה לא נתנו בכתב דברי סופרים כשם שנתנו ד"ת אמור לו לפי שא"א לכתוב כל דבריהם  

 (4ספר העיקרים מאמר שלישי פרק כג 
 ועוד לפי שאי אפשר שתהיה תורת השם יתברך שלמה באופן שתספיק בכל הזמנים. לפי שהפרטים המתחדשים תמיד בעניני האנשים, במשפטים והדברים הנפעלים הם רבים מאד משיכללם ספר, על כן נתנו למשה בסיני על פה דרכים כוללים נרמזו בתורה בקצרה, כדי שעל ידם יוציאו החכמים שבכל דור ודור הפרטים המתחדשים. 

(5תלמוד בבלי מסכת גיטין דף ס עמוד ב 
דרש רבי יהודה בר נחמני מתורגמניה דרבי שמעון בן לקיש, כתיב:) שמות ל"ד( “כתוב לך את הדברים האלה”, וכתיב: )שמות ל"ד” (כי ע"פ הדברים האלה”, הא כיצד? דברים שבכתב אי אתה רשאי לאומרן על פה, דברים שבעל פה אי אתה רשאי לאומרן בכתב.
6) תלמוד בבלי מסכת גיטין דף ס עמוד א 
  דר' יוחנן ור"ש בן לקיש מעייני בספרא דאגדתא בשבתא, והא לא ניתן ליכתב! אלא כיון דלא אפשר - +תהלים קי"ט+ עת לעשות לה' הפרו תורתך 

These are the statutes and ordinances and laws, which G-d made between Him and the children of Israel in mount Sinai by the hand of Moses 
   
And the Torot – one in writing and one oral, to teach that they were all given to Moses at Sinai.  
  
Scripture I give to them in writing and Mishna and Talmud and Agadda I give to them orally, so that if the idol worshippers come and [Israel] is enslaved by them, they will be separate from them.    
 
If a person says to you, "why were not the words of the scribes given in writing like the  words of Torah?" Say to him: because it is impossible to write down all of their teachings. 
 
And furthermore, it is impossible that the Torah of G-d can be complete in such a way that it will suffice for all of time.  Since there are details that are always renewed regarding man and law and the things which occur are too many to be included in one book, therefore general paths was given to Moses orally at Sinai that are hinted to briefly in the Torah, so that [through the hints] the sages in every generation could extract the renewed details. 
 
R. Yehuda Bar Nachmeni the translator of R. Shimon Ben Lakish explained about the pasuk: “write for yourself these words” [which indicates that the Torah should be written down] and the Pasuk “for on the basis of these words” [which indicates that the Torah should be transmitted orally]; how should this apparent contradiction be resolved? Teachings that were handed down to Moshe in writing [the Torah] you are not permitted to transmit orally; teachings that were given orally [the Mishna and Gemara] you are not permitted to transmit in writing.

Rav Yochanan and Rav Shimon Bein Lakish delved into the books of the aggadatah about Shabbat. But this content should not have been written down!? Rather because there was no other possibility [it was permissible to write down] as it says “It is time to act on behalf Hashem lest they nullify Your Torah.
I. Overview:

· The Chanichim should be able to compare and contrast Judaism’s written and oral Traditions. They should better understand the role and significance of the Torah SheBeAlPeh in Judaism.  

· The Chanichim should think about the difficulties that the Ethiopian Jewish community faced as a result of their disconnect from the Torah SheBeAl Peh, and how they reacted.

II. How to Get Started—A Trigger!

1. Give the chanichim two minutes to think about a secret about themselves that they would not feel comfortable revealing to the rest of the group. After they think of the secret in their head, hand out a piece of paper and pens and ask them to write down the secret on the piece of paper.  

Discussion: 

· Ask the Chanichim if they were hesitant to write that secret down on a piece of paper and why it was hard for them to write it down. Presumably they will agree that by writing it down the secret is put out into the open and accessible to anyone. This is a scary and risky thing to do with really big secrets that could do a lot of damage if the wrong person got their hands on them. (Now you can tell the Chanichim to rip apart their pieces of paper so that no one ever finds out about their secrets.)

· Make the connection to the writing down of the Torah SheBeAlPeh in the 3rd century. Writing down the oral tradition was like writing down the secrets. 

· Discuss the differences between an oral and written tradition. The most obvious distinction between oral and print cultures is the way in which these cultures transmit information and values. Oral cultures teach information via verbal language while print culture spreads information through written texts. Although the transition between these cultures can be studied in purely technological terms, a transformation in cultures occurred as well. While oral cultures respect the elderly, engage in direct and experiential thought, and promote local cultures, print culture emphasizes the power of the reader and interpreter, specializes in abstract thought, and create global communities of individuals. 
· An oral culture preserves memories and lessons by saying over and over again what has been learned arduously over the ages. Constantly repeating and reliving lessons and memories ensures that the present generation will not forget the values of its past. Consequently, oral society honors the old men and women who specialize in conserving culture and serve as cultural repositories of information. The new generation depends upon its elders for knowledge and a direct link exists between the teacher and the student. Manuscript culture breaks this connection by introducing the concept of a scribe. Once scribes record an idea unto paper, the person who previously remembered that idea becomes obsolete. Manuscripts replace people as the storehouse of information. Because of this development, the respect that elders retained in an oral culture transfers to scribes who now enable the transmission of heritage. However, even within manuscript culture the original idea remained sacred. Scribes meticulously copied previous ideas; they did not insert any of their own. A linear connection existed from author to scribe, to reader.   
· (Now imagine coming into a society that has shared these rich and sacred secrets for so many years, and trying to break into that culture.)
2. Split your shiur group into two groups.  Give the larger group a complicated scene to act out.  Allow them 5 minutes to discuss how to act it out.  Have the smaller group guess what the scene was.  Then give the smaller group a different scene to act out and have the larger group guess what the scene was.

Discuss the difficulty of trying to break into and understand a group whose members share a secret with each other.

 Once you frame the shiur within the context of the written vs. Oral traditions make the connection to the Ethiopian Jewish community, who had no awareness of the Oral tradition until they came to Israel:

While Jews in other parts of the world were barely aware of the Ethiopian Jews for many years, the Ethiopian Jews thought they were the only remaining Jews. The few who remained Jewish had little contact with the outside Jewish world. This isolation caused them to not include the later Rabbinical laws and commentaries, and to continue to follow Judaism as it was practiced before the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. Mainstream Judaism had incorporated the Oral Law codified in the Talmud to guard against erosion of the faith through non-Jewish influences; in isolation, the Ethiopian Jews developed their own interpretations of the faith. They placed far more emphasis upon certain forms of ritual purification than did mainstream Judaism, but were less strict about conversion. They adopted monasticism, most likely from their Christian neighbors, and observed the Sabbath and dietary laws with meticulous care. They also added their own celebrations to the traditional pre-Talmudic feasts and fasts. They had absolutely no knowledge of the Hebrew language.
Christian efforts to convert the Ethiopian Jews during the nineteenth century brought their situation to the attention of Jews in other parts of the world. 
In 1867 Joseph Halevy went to Ethiopia to do something about the missionary onslaught. Many Ethiopian Jews were at first reluctant to talk to Halevy, fearing that he was simply another missionary. Halevy later described how he eventually earned the confidence of the Ethiopian Jews:
The name of Jerusalem which I had accidentally mentioned changed as if by magic the attitude of the most incredulous. A burning curiosity seemed all at once to have seized the whole company. "Oh, do you come from Jerusalem, the blessed city? Have you beheld with your own eyes Mount Zion, and the House of the Lord of Israel, the holy Temple?" … I must confess I was deeply moved on seeing those black faces light up at the memory of our glorious history.

III. Explanation of Mekorot with questions and topics for discussion

The Sources should provide the chanichim with some fundamental points regarding the role of the Torah SheBeAl Peh:

Source #1: There is an explicit Pasuk in the Torah which refers to the existence of the Torah SheBeAlPeh (the oral tradition). Rashi interprets the plural “Torot” as referring to the written and oral traditions. This source demonstrates that the oral tradition was indeed given from Hashem to Moshe, just like the written tradition. 

Source #2: This source shows that the oral tradition cannot be separated from the Jewish people. Even when the Jews go into exile and the written Torah is taken away from them, the gentiles can never take away the oral tradition from us. The oral tradition is part of what is means to be Jewish! Torah SheBeAlPeh is something that only Jews have and that therefore make the Jews unique. 

Source #3:  The nature of the Torah SheBeAlPeh is that it is impossible to write it down because it cannot be captured in written word; it is an infinite energy that describes the inner world of the Jew. 

Source #4:  The Torah SheBichtav is incomplete without its partner Torah SheBeAlPeh. So many sections in the Torah demand further explanation in order for us to fully understand them. Eating meat and milk, for example, comes from the Pasuk “Lo Tevashel Gedi B’Chalev Imo.” The Torah SheBeAlPeh is needed in order to fill out the picture, to analyze and interpret the meaning of the Torah.

Source #5: The gemara in Gittin (60b) cites a contradiction between two halves of one verse. God tells Moshe: "Transcribe for yourself these matters, for 'al-pi' (lit., by the mouth) of these matters I have signed with you a covenant and with Israel." (Shemot 34:27)

The first half of the verse suggests a written form of transfer ("Transcribe..."), while the latter half evokes a verbal manner of teaching and transmitting Torah. How, then, should Torah be conveyed? Ultimately, the gemara recognizes the fundamental difference between two segments of Torah: "she-bikhtav" (written) and "she-be'al peh" (oral); this verse teaches us that the original format of each must be maintained. Hence, the gemara derives two prohibitions: (1) Torah she-bikhtav cannot be rendered in the manner of be'al peh. (2) Torah she-be'al peh must not be written.

Why should this prohibition exist? Refer back to the trigger of writing down the secrets. There is a risk of spreading the secrets to the wrong people.  

Source #6: What was the reason that R. Yehuda HaNasi wrote down the Mishna? What were the risks and the potential benefits? This source shows us that in a time of emergency, when people will forget Torah, it is permissible to write down the Torah SheBeAlPeh.  

· Conclusion: 

· The distinction between the written and oral law in Judaism is of fundamental importance. While Hashem dictated to Moshe the unalterable words of the Torah, the oral tradition of the Torah SheBeAlPeh represented an entirely different, yet equally significant role in the transmission of Hashem’s will to His people. 

· Similar to the drastic changes that occurred when R. Yehuda HaNasi decided to write down the Torah SheBeAlPeh, the invention of the printing press also generated an increase in the accessibly of Torah. 

· A similar phenomenon is occurring in our generation, as we move further away from the experiential mode of transmission and closer to absolute dependence on the written word. 

· The transition of Ethiopian Jews from a religion of Torah SheBichtav to a religion of Torah SheBeAl Peh was extremely difficult.  It was like breaking into a clique of friends who have shared their secrets with each other all their lives.

