Two Centers: Meeting 1500 Years ago
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"Why is a reaching hand
Not meeting a sister hand?" (Rachel, Locked Garden)

Reish Lakish (A sage from Eretz Israel) was
swimming in the Jordan River.

Rabba bar bar Hana (A sage from Babylon)
came and gave him a hand to help him out.
Reish Lakish said to him: My God! | hate you
Babylonians,

As it is written:

“If she be a wall - we will build a silver turret
upon her,

if she be a door - we will cover her with
boards of cedar” (Song of Songs 8:9).

This is the meaning of the verse as it applies
to the Jewish people:

Had you rendered yourselves a solid bloc
like a wall and all ascended to Eretz Yisrael
in the days of Ezra™ - you would have been
likened to silver, which rot does not infest,
in the sense that you would have merited
experiencing the Divine Presence in all its
glory.

Now that you ascended like doors, and only
some of you came to Eretz Yisrael - you are
likened to cedar, which rot infests, and you
merit experiencing only partial revelation of
the Divine Presence.

*Ezra the scribe: one of the leaders of the
Jews in Persia in the 5th century BC. Led the
aliyah to Eretz Yisrael after the declaration
of Cyrus, king of Persia, which allowed Jews
to emigrate there.
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1. Literal meaning: What does Rabba
Bar Bar Hana want? What is Reish
Lakish’s claim?

2. What do you think led Reish Lakish to
respond the way he did?

3. Although Rabbi Bar Bar Hanna's
response is not recorded, how do you
think he would have responded?
What would your response be, if you
were in his place?

4. Fast-forward 1500 years: Is there a
similar  outreach among the
communities today? Who reaches
out and what is the reaction? What
are the mutual expectations?
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Resh Lakish (A sage from Eretz Israel) said:
May | be atonement for R. Hiyya and his sons.
For in ancient times when the Torah was
forgotten from Israel - Ezra came up from
Babylon and established it

it was again forgotten - Hillel the Babylonian
came up and established it.

again was it forgotten - R. Hiyya (From
Babylon) and his sons came up and
established it

1. According to Reish Lakish, what is
the relationship between the two
centers?

2. What could the sages of the Land of
Israel have answered? What could
have been written in the Jerusalem
Talmud about that question?

3. Fast-forward 1500 years: Is there a
resemblance to the relationship
today? Between the two
communities, who is the center and

who is the periphery? Who "re-
establishes" the Torah for whom?
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When Hanina, son of Rabbi Yehoshua’s brother, went to the
Diaspora, Babylonia, he would intercalate years and establish
months outside of Eretz Yisrael*. Because Judaism in Eretz
Yisrael had declined in the wake of the bar Kokheva rebellion,
he considered it necessary to cultivate the Jewish community
in Babylonia as the center of the Jewish people. Among other
things, he intercalated the years and established the months
even though the halakha restricts those activities to Eretz
Yisrael.

Eventually, the Sages of Eretz Yisrael sent two Torah scholars
after him, Rabbi Yosei ben Keifar and the grandson of
Zekharya ben Kevutal.

When Hanina saw them, he asked them: “Why did you
come?”

They responded: “We came to study Torah”.

Since he saw his standing enhanced by the Sages of Eretz
Yisrael coming to study Torah from him, he proclaimed about
them: "These people are eminent scholars of our generation,
and their fathers served in the Temple".

These two scholars, however, began to dispute every
decision Hanina rendered in response to questions raised in
the study hall.

He ruled it impure - ruled it pure;

he prohibited it - they permitted it.

Eventually, he proclaimed about them: “These people are
worthless. They are good for nothing and they know
nothing”.

They said to him: “You have already built up our names and
glorified us; you cannot now demolish. You have already built
a fence and you cannot break through it”.
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He said to them: "Why is it that when | rule something
impure, you rule it pure; when | prohibit it, you permit
it?"

They said to him: "We do this because you intercalate the
years and establish the months outside of Eretz Yisrael".

He said to them: "Didn’t Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef (A famous
Eretz Israel sage) also intercalate years and establish
months outside of Eretz Yisrael?"

They replied to him: "Leave the case of Rabbi Akiva, as,
when he left, he did not leave behind anyone as great in
Torah as he in Eretz Yisrael".

Rabbi Hanina said to them: "l also did not leave behind
anyone as great as me in Eretz Yisrael".

They said to him: "The kids who you left behind have
grown into goats with horns; they are greater than you
are. And they sent us to you, and this is what they said to
us: 'Go and tell him in our name: If he obeys - fine; and if
he does not obey - he will be ostracized.

And in order to underscore this, tell our brethren in exile:
“If they obey the Sages of Eretz Yisrael to excommunicate
Hanina - fine;

and if they do not obey us - it is as if they are seceding
from the Jewish people. They should climb a mountain;
Ahiya, one of the leaders of the Babylonian Jewish
community, will build an altar, Hananya, son of Rabbi
Yehoshua’s brother, who was a Levite, will play the lute,
and all will proclaim heresy and say that they have no
portion in the God of Israel.

This message had a profound impact on the people, and
immediately the entire nation burst into tears, saying:
“God forbid. We do have a portion in the God of Israel”.
They reconsidered their plans to establish Babylonia as
the center of the Jewish people.

* Would make decisions re the Hebrew calendar (e.g.
holiday celebrations etc.), which under the auspices of
the main Rabbinic authority of their time
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. Literal meaning: What is the debate
between the sages of the Land of
Israel and the sages of Babylon?
What is everyone's claim?

. What do you think about the actions
of both parties?

. What do you think about the final
decision? Would you decide the
same way?

. Fast-forward 1500 years: Is there still
a dynamic of power struggle
between the two centers? Does it
exist in our Mifgash?
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