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What Is the Talmud?
$H QDR

I¥ THE BIBLE is the cornerstone of Judaism, then the Talmud is the
central pillar, soaring up from the foundations and supporting the
entire spiritual and intellectual edifice. In many ways the Talmud is
the most important book in Jewish culture, the backbone of creativ-
ity and of national life. No other work has had a comparable influ-
ence on the theory and practice of Jewish life, shaping spiritual
content and serving as a guide to conduct. The Jewish people have al-
ways been keenly aware that their continued survival and develop-
ment depend on study of the Talmud, and those hostile to Judaism
have also been cognizant of this fact. The book was reviled, slan-
dered, and consigned to the Hames countless times in the Middle
Ages and has been subjected to similar indignities in the recent past
as well. At trimes, talmudic study has been prohibited because it was
abundantly clear that a Jewish society that ceased to study this work
had no real hope of survival.

The formal definition of the Talmud is the summary of oral law that
evolved after centuries of scholarly effort by sages who lived in Palestine
and Babylonia until the beginning of the Middle Ages. It has two main
components: the Mishnah, a book of halakhah (law) written in He-
brew; and the commentary on the Mishnah, known as the Talmud (or
Gemarah), in the limited sense of the word, a summary of discussion
and elucidations of the Mishnah written in Aramaic-Hebrew jargon.
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This explanation, however, though formally correct, is misleading
and imprecise. The Talmud is the repository of thousands of years of
Jewish wisdom, and the oral law, which is as ancient and significant
as the written law (the Torah), finds expression therein. It is a con-
glomerate of law, legend, and philosophy, a blend of unique logic and
shrewd pragmatism, of history and science, anecdotes and humor. It
is a collection of paradoxes: its framework is orderly and logical, every
word and term subjected to mericulous editing, completed centuries
after the actual work of composition came to an end; yer it is still
based on free association, on a harnessing together of diverse ideas
reminiscent of the modern stream-of-consciousness novel. Alchough
its main objective is to interpret and comment on a book of law, it is,
simultaneously, a work of art that goes beyond legislation and its
practical application. And although the Talmud is, to this day, the
primary source of Jewish law, it cannor be cited as an authority for
purposes of ruling,

The Talmud treats abstract and totally unrealistic problems in the
same manner in which it refers to the most prosaic facts of everyday
life, yer succeeds in avoiding abstract terminology. Though based on
the principles of tradition and the transmission of authority from
generation to generation, it is unparalleled in its eagerness to ques-
tion and reexamine convention and accepted views and to root out
underlying causes. The talmudic method of discussion and demon-
stration tries to approximate mathematical precision, but without
having recourse to mathemarical or logical symbols.

The Talmud is best understood through analysis of the basic ob-
jectives of its authors and compilers. What were they aiming at, those
thousands of sages who spent their lives in debate and discussion in
hundreds of large and small centers of learning? The key is to be
found in the name of the work: Talmud (that is, study, learning). The
Talmud is the embodiment of the greatr concept of mitzvat talmud
Torah—the positive religious duty of studying Torah, of acquiring
learning and wisdom, study which is its own end and reward. A cer-
tain talmudic sage who has left us nothing but his name and this one
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dictum had this to say on the subject: “Turn it and turn it again, for
everything is contained in the Torah. Regard it and grow old in it and
never abandon it, for there is no greater virtue.”

Study of Torah undoubtedly serves numerous practical purposes,
but these are not the crucial objectives. Study is not geared to the de-
gree of importance or the practical potential of the problems dis-
cussed. Its main aim is learning itself. Likewise, knowledge of Torah
is not an aid to observance of law but an end in itself. This does not
mean that the Talmud is not concerned with the values contained in
the material studied. On the contrary, it is stated emphatically that he
who studies Torah and does not observe what he studies would better
never have been born. A true scholar serves as a living example by his
way of life and conduct. But this is part of the general outlook of the
Talmud; for the student poring over the text, study has no other end
but knowledge. Every subject pertaining to Torah, or to life as related
to Torah, is worthy of consideration and analysis, and an attempr is
always made to delve into the heart of the matter. In the course of
study, the question of whether these analyses are of pracrical use is
never raised. We often encounter in the Talmud protracted and vehe-
ment debates on various problems that try to examine the structure
of the method and rto elucidate the conclusions deriving from it. The
scholars invested all this effort despite the fact that they knew the
source itself had been rejected and was of no legislative significance.
This approach also explains why we hind debates on problems that
were relevant in the distant past and were unlikely ever to arise again,

It sometimes occurs, of course, that problems or debates once
thought impractical or irrelevant gain practical significance in some
later age. This is a familiar phenomenon in the sphere of pure sci-
ence. Bur this development is of little consequence to the talmudic
student, as, from the ourtset, his sole objective has been to solve theo-
retical problems and to seek the truth.

The Talmud is ostensibly constructed along the lines of a legal
tract, and many people commit the error of thinking thar it is legal in
essence. It treats the subjects with which it deals—basic halakhah,
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biblical verses, or traditions handed down by sages—as natural phe-
nomena, components of objective reality. When a man has dealings
with nature, he cannot claim thart the subject does not appeal to him
or is unworthy of perusal, There are, of course, varying degrees of im-
portance to issues, but all are alike in that they are—they exist and
note must be paid to them, When the ralmudic sage examined an an-
cient tradition, he perceived it, above all, as a reality in itself, and
whether binding on him or not, it was part of his world and could
not be dismissed. When the scholars discuss a rejected idea or source,
their attitude resembles that of the scientist contemplating an organ-
ism that has become extinct because of its inability to adapt itself to
changing conditions. This organism has, in a manner of speaking,
“failed” and died out, but this fact does not detract from its interest
for the scientist as a subject of study.

One of the greatest historical controversies was that between the
methods of the “houses” (schools) of Shammai and Hillel, which
lasted for more than a century. It was eventually resolved in the fa-
mous dictum: “Both are the words of the living God, and the deci-
sion is in accordance with the House of Hillel.” The fact that one
method is preferred does not mean that the other is based on a mis-
conception. It, too, is an expression of creativity and of “the words of
the living God.” When one of the sages ventured to say a certain the-
ory was not to his liking, he was scolded by his colleagues, who in-
formed him that it was wrong to say of Torah, “This is good and this
is not.” Such a view is analogous to the case of the scientist who is not
permitted to say thart a certain creature seems to him “unappealing.”
This does not mean to imply that evaluations (even of appeal) should
never be made; they should, however, be based on consciousness of
the fact that no man has the right to judge or to determine thar a cer-
tain object lacks beauty from the purely objective point of view.

This analogy between the natural world and Torah is ancient and
was developed at length by the sages. One of its earliest expressions is
the theory that just as an architect builds a house according to a blue-
print, so the Holy One, Blessed be He, scanned his Torah in creating
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the world. According to this viewpoint, it follows that there must be
1 certain correlation between the world and Torah, the larter forming
part of the essence of the natural world and not merely constituting
external speculation on it. This way of thinking also engendered the
view that no subject is too strange, remote, or bizarre to be studied.

The Talmud reflects so wide a range of interests because it is not a
homogeneous work composed by a single author. When several peo-
ple collaborate on a book, they have in mind a certain specific aim
which lends the work character and direction. But the Talmud is the
end result of the editing of the thoughts and sayings of many scholars
over a long period, none of whom envisaged a final written work at
the time. Their remarks were inspired by life, growing out of the
problems submitted to them and the exchange of views between the
various sages and their disciples. This is why we cannot discern a clear
trend or a specific objective in the Talmud. Each debate is, to a large
extent, independent of others and unique, and each subject is the fo-
cus of interest art the time it is being discussed. At the same time, the
Talmud has an unmistakable and striking character of its own, which
does not bear the imprint of an individual, or of the editors, but is
collective, reflecting the quality of the Jewish people over a given pe-
riod. Not only where the thousands of anonymous views are con-
cerned, but also in cases where the identity of the author or
proponent is known, the differences between individuals are blurred
and the general spirit prevails. However violently two sages may dif-
fer, their shared traits and likemindedness must eventually become
evident to the reader, who then discerns the overall unity thar over-
comes all differences.

Since the Talmud is concerned with subjects, ideas, and prob-
lems, there evolved over the centuries the custom of quoting various
views in the present tense: “Abbaye says, Rabba says.” This stylistic
habit reflects the belief that the work is not merely a record of the
opinions of the scholars of past ages, and it should not be judged by
historical criteria. The talmudic sages themselves distinguished be-
tween personalities and periods (clarification of such questions is, in
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tact, an integral part of study), but the distinctions are only cited
when strictly relevant and are not employed for evaluation and dis-
cussion. For these scholars time is not an ever-lowing stream in
which the present always obliterates the past; it is understood organi-
cally as a living and developing essence, present and future being
founded on the living past. Within this wide-ranging process, certain
elements rake on more stable form, while others, pertaining to the
present, are flexible and much more changeable; the process as such,
however, is based on faith in the vitality of each element, ancient as it
may be, and the importance of its role in the never-ending, self-
renewing work of creation.

This process of renewal is closely connected to the centrality of the
query in the talmudic debate. To a certain extent, the entire Talmud
is framed by questions and answers, and even when not explicitly for-
mulated, questions constitute the background to every statement and
interpretation. One of the most ancient methods of studying the Tal-
mud attempred to reconstruct the question on the basis of the state-
ment that served as a response. It is no coincidence that the Talmud
contains so many words denoting questions, ranging from queries
aimed ar satisfying curiosity to questions that attempt to undermine
the validity of the debated issue. The Talmud also differentiates be-
tween a fundamental query and a less basic inquiry, a question of
principle and a marginal query. Voicing doubts is not only legitimate
in the Talmud, it is essential to study. To a certain degree, the rule is
that any type of query is permissible and even desirable; the more the
merrier. No inquiry is regarded as unfair or incorrect as long as it per-
tains to the issue and can cast light on some aspect of it. This is true
not only of the Talmud itself but also of the way in which it is studied
and perused. After absorbing the basic material, the student is ex-
pected to pose questions to himself and to others and to voice doubts
and reservations. From this point of view, the Talmud is perhaps the
only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even en-
courages the student to question it.

This characteristic leads us to another aspect of the composition and
study of the Talmud. It is impossible to arrive at external knowledge of
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this work. Any description of its subject matter or study methods must,
inevitably, be superficial because of the Talmud’s unique nature, True
knowledge can only be attained through spiritual communion, and the
student must participate intellectually and emotionally in the talmudic
debate, himself becoming, to a certain degree, a crearor.



