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"We are not the people of the book, but  
      the people of the interpretation of the book"   -Armand Abecassis 
 
"In the Jewish tradition the centrality of the text  
      takes the place of theological consistency."  -Moshe Halbertal 

 
  TIME  
 
Torah 
Neveim (Prophets)   TaNaKh 
K'tuvim (Writings) 
 
 Jewish Apocrypha (e.g. Ben Sira, Maccabees 1 & 2, Jubilees, 4 Ezra)  
 Septuagint (3rd Century BCE) 
 Samaritan Bible 
 Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) 
 Targum Onkelos (c. 110 CE) 
  Tannaitic Midrash e.g. 

 Mekhilta on Exodus 
 Sifra on Leviticus 
 Sifri on Numbers and Deuteronomy 

    Post-Talmudic Midrash e.g. 
o Midrash Rabba 
o Tanna Devei Eliyahu 

 
       Rashi (11th Century) 

       Mikra'ot G'dolot (16th Century) 
 
       Zohar (13th Century) 
 
  Mishnah 

Tosfeta 
  Talmud Yerushalmi 
  Talmud Bavli 
    

       Mishneh Torah (12th Century) 
      Arba'a Turim (13th Century) 
       Shulchan Aruch (16th Century) 
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The Canon: The Written Law 
 
Background: Moshe Halbertal on The Sealed Canon 
There are two basic types of canon: open and sealed. In the open one all the elements are canonical, 
and other canonical texts may be added at any time. An example of an open canon is a system of 
legislation that permits the addition of new laws whose legal status will be as binding as the existing law. 
In a sealed canon, by contrast, the status of the textual elements is exclusive, and no new texts of equal 
importance may be added. Not all Scriptures are bound and closed; in the Hindu tradition the sacred 
texts are by far more fluid and open than others. The Bible is the most prominent example of a sealed 
and exclusive canon. 
 
The chronology of the sealing the Bible is complex. The first aspect of this process is agreement on the 
list of canonical books, and the second involves the time when those books reached a relatively fixed 
version. As late as the generation after the destruction of the Second Temple, around 90 C. E., the Sages 
of Yavneh argue about the place of some books of the canon, although these disputes, for the most 
part, concern the writings rather than the prophets. There is also testimony of dispute over the book of 
Ezekiel and its place in the canon at the end of the Second Temple period. Nonetheless the canon seems 
to have been established during the Second Temple era, apparently during the late Persian or early 
Hellenistic period, perhaps as early as 150 B.C. Remnants of all the biblical books (aside from the book of 
Esther) were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, and Josephus mentions the existence of twenty-two 
books of the Bible prior to the rabbinic debates over the canon. 
 
The disagreements among the Sages, recorded in the Mishnah in the Tractate Yadaim, are about 
whether to exclude books already part of the canon, and not whether to include new items in the 
canon. Interestingly, none of the opinions censoring the existing canon was accepted. According to 
rabbinic tradition, the criterion for inclusion in Scripture depends upon whether or not the book was 
divinely inspired.  (From a rabbinic perspective this is a necessary but not sufficient condition. Thus not 
every prophecy was included in the Bible, only those that were relevant to future generations.)  Since, 
according to rabbinic tradition, prophecy ceased during the Persian period, any book after that time 
would by definition be excluded from the canon. Yet the cessation of prophecy is not a likely reason for 
the exclusion of the Apocrypha from the canon. Perhaps the need to exclude any possible additions to 
the canon explains how the rabbis determined when prophecy ceased and not vice versa. 
 
It is also very difficult to establish criteria for judging whether a book was divinely inspired, aside from 
its acceptance as such by the community. Nothing in the book of Ben Sira is particularly problematic, yet 
it is excluded from the rabbinic canon because of its late date. We can therefore assume that in the 
rabbinic circles the canon was regarded as sealed before the time of Yavneh, and its sealing is connected 
to a general view concerning the cessation of prophecy. 
 
On the other hand, although remnants of most of the existing canon were found among the Dead Sea 
Scrolls at least a century prior to Yavneh, additional authoritative texts were also found there, indicating 
that the Judean Desert sect might have had a larger canon. Some scholars claim that those texts, such as 
the Damascus Document and the various pesharim, are inspired interpretations of the established canon 
and not additions to the canon.  Others maintain that at least the Temple Scroll is not only an 
interpretation of Scripture but a new version of Scripture revealed to the members of the sect.  In 
addition, there is good reason to assume that some apocalyptic material that was excluded from the 
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rabbinic canon, such as the Book of Jubilees, was included in the Dead Sea canon. 
 
In addition to the difficulty of dating the sealing of the canon within rabbinic tradition, it possible that 
other Jewish groups might have had different canons. We lack sufficient historical knowledge to resolve 
this issue, however, and I do not intend to add speculation to existing conjectures concerning the 
chronology of the canon. I will focus on a different problem: the consequences of the sealing of the 
canon for the formation of the text-centered community. 
 
Rabbinic tradition speaks of the dual sealing of the Scriptures; on the one hand the Torah of Moses, the 
first five books of the Bible, and on the other, the sealing of the prophetic books and the writings that 
make up the rest of the Bible. The difference between the two sealing lies not only in the attribution of 
the Pentateuch to Moses, the greatest of the prophets, but also and primarily in a qualitative difference 
between the status of the Law of Moses and that of other prophecies. In the view of the Sages, the 
Torah of Moses is the only legislation allowed through prophecy. The Sifra comments on the verse 
"These are the commandments": "from this we learn that from now on no prophet can add anything 
new." The other prophets speak out on numerous subjects, but they do not enact new law. A prophet is 
not permitted to introduce a new festival, although he is allowed to foretell surrender or revolt against a 
Babylonian king . According to the Sages, if a prophet seems to create a new law it is in fact either a 
reform enacted without the authority of prophecy or a law emerging from an interpretation of the Law 
of Moses. The internal sealing of the Torah within the Scriptures served to restrict prophetic activity to a 
nonlegislative realm, or to put it more extremely, as Maimonides understood it, this internal sealing 
confined the prophets to the task of admonishing the people to obey the Law of Moses. 
 
Ref: People of the Book: Canon, Meaning and Authority (Harvard, 1997) 
 
Background: Lawrence Shiffman on The Bible and the DSS 
 
Among the most significant of the Qumran scrolls are certainly the biblical manuscripts.  These 
documents will shed important new light on the history of the biblical text in Second Temple times. 
 
The last statement is itself much more important than meets the eye.  In the early years of Qumran 
studies, it was thought that the biblical texts from Qumran would somehow illuminate the “original” 
text that emerged from ancient Israel.  This entire notion has been proven wrong.  It is now clear that 
the biblical text has a history of transmission, and that major parts of this history, which indeed testify to 
the place of Scripture in the Judaism of the post-biblical period, are to be understood from the scrolls.  
Indeed, we now know that many textual variants result not only from transmission, but from 
interpretation and linguistic updating, phenomena that, before the discovery of the scrolls, could not 
have been understood.  
 
Ref: Qumran and Jerusalem: Studies in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the History of Judaism (Eerdmans, 2010)  
 
Background: Geza Vermes on Textual Comparison 
 
In Exodus 10:5, both the traditional Hebrew Masoretic text (MT) and the Greek Septuagint (LXX) offer a 
succinct statement regarding the plague of locusts: 
 
And they (the locusts) shall eat every tree of yours which grows in the field. (MT, LXX) 
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By contrast, the Samaritan version has a longer account which we find also in a Hebrew fragment of 
Exodus from Qumran Cave 4. (The details supplementary to the traditional are printed in italics.) 
 
[And they (the locusts) shall eat ev]ery grass of the land and every [fruit of the tree of yours which grows 
in the field.] (4Q12, Sam) 
 
Clearly the expansion has no doctrinal import.  Hence the Cave 4 variant may, and probably should, be 
interpreted as an alternative reading of Exodus current among Jews before the parting of the ways with 
the Samaritans in the sixth century BCE. This reading was then adopted by the Samaritans but it 
continued to be copied, as the Qumran fragment indicates, by Palestinian Jews as well. 
 
Ref: The Story of the Scrolls (Penguin, 2010) pp. 104-105 
 
 
Background: The Masoretic Text 
 
The Masoretes (ba'alei hamasorah, Hebrew המסורה בעלי ) were groups of mostly Karaite scribes and 
scholars working between the 7th and 11th centuries CE, based primarily in present-day Israel in the 
cities of Tiberias and Jerusalem, as well as in Iraq (Babylonia).  
 
The Hebrew word mesorah (מסורה) in reference to the Masoretic Text regards the diacritic markings of 
the text of the Hebrew Bible and concise marginal notes in manuscripts (and later printings which note 
textual details, usually about the precise spelling of words.  The Masoretes devised the vowel notation 
system for Hebrew that is still widely used, as well as the trope symbols used for cantillation. 
 
The Dead Sea Scrolls have shown the MT to be nearly identical to texts of the Tanakh dating to 200 BCE 
but has numerous differences of both greater and lesser significance when compared to (extant 4th 
century) manuscripts of the Septuagint, a Greek translation (made in the 3rd to 2nd centuries BCE) of 
the Hebrew Scriptures that was in popular use in Egypt and Israel and that is believed by scholars to be 
the source often quoted in the New Testament. 
 

Background:  Canonization and Rabbinic Judaism 

The moment the text was sealed, authority was removed from the writers of the text and transferred to 
its interpreters; denied to the prophets and awarded to the Sages.   [...]  Unlike the authority of the 
priest, that of the scholar does not rest on the monopoly over ritual.  [...]  The [Sage] expert's authority 
is derived not from his exclusive role in the ritual but from his skills as interpreter of the sealed text.  

Before the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, the Sages seem to have been a totally uninstitutionalized 
force, and historians debate the extent of power and influence they exerted on the Jewish masses.  
After the destruction of the Temple, the Sages emerged as the only existing elite, and in the 3rd and 4th 
centuries they reached the height of their institutionalized power, although their actual impact on the 
general population still needs careful examination.  Among the most interesting changes that came with 
the rise of the Sages was the decline of priestly leadership.  According to one view, the priests had been 
the primary force in the transmission and interpretation of the tradition, and the decline of priestly 
leadership followed the destruction of the Temple.   Hence it began only in 70 CE, and even after this 
date the priests continued to hold a broader leadership role.  According to another view the shift began 
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before the destruction of the Temple, as early as the Hellenistic period in the 2nd century BCE, for the 
sages has already formed a popular and influential alternative to the priesthood while the Temple was 
still in existence.  

Ref: People of the Book: Canon, Meaning and Authority (Harvard, 1997) 
 
Three Rabbinic Stories Regarding Canonization  

 
 Ref: Bavli, Shabbat 13b 

 

 
 Ref: Bavli, Shabbat 30b 
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The Canon: The Oral Law 
 
Background: The Mishnah 

(Hebrew: משנה, "repetition") is the first major written redaction of the Jewish oral traditions and the first 
major work of Rabbinic Judaism.  It was redacted c. 220 CE by Rabbi Judah ha' Nasi.  
 
The Mishnah reflects debates between 1st century BCE and 2nd century CE by the group of rabbinic 
sages known as the Tannaim.  The Mishnah teaches the oral traditions by presenting cases being 
brought to judgment, usually with the debate on the matter. In this way, it brings to everyday reality the 
practice of the mitzvot as presented in the Bible, and aims to cover all aspects of human living, serve as 
an example for future judgments, and, most important, demonstrate pragmatic exercise of the Biblical 
laws, after the Second Temple was destroyed (70 C.E).   
 
The Mishnah consists of six orders (sedarim, singular seder סדר), each containing 7–12 tractates 
(masechtot, singular masechet מסכת; lit. "web"), 63 in total, further subdivided into chapters and 
paragraphs. The orders and their subjects are: Zeraim ("Seeds"), dealing with prayer and blessings, tithes 
and agricultural laws (11 tractates), Moed ("Festival"), pertaining to the laws of the Sabbath and the 
Festivals (12 tractates), Nashim ("Women"), concerning marriage and divorce, some forms of oaths and 
the laws of the nazirite (7 tractates), Nezikin ("Damages"), dealing with civil and criminal law, the 
functioning of the courts and oaths (10 tractates), Kodashim ("Holy things"), regarding sacrificial rites, 
the Temple, and the dietary laws (11 tractates) and Tehorot ("Purities"), pertaining to the laws of purity 
and impurity, including the impurity of the dead, the laws of food purity and bodily purity (12 tractates). 

Background: Self-Awareness of Canonization 

“And why  do they record the opinion of the individual against that of the majority, since the law follows 
the opinion of the majority?  So that if a court approves the opinion of the individual it may rely upon 
him, since a court cannot annul the opinion of another court unless it exceeds it both in wisdom and in 
number.”    

Ref: Mishnah Eduyot 1:5 

"What’s the difference between the Written Torah and the Oral Torah?  To what can it be compared?  
To a king of flesh and blood who had two servants and loved them both with a perfect love.   He gave 
each of them a measure of wheat and each a bundle of flax.  What did the wise servant do?  He took the 
flax and he spun a cloth.  He took the wheat and made flour: he cleansed the flour and ground, kneaded 
and baked it and set it on top of the table.  Then he spread the cloth over it and left it until the king 
would come.  The foolish servant, however, did nothing at all.  After some time the king returned from 
his journey and came into his house.  He said to his servants: my sons, bring me what I gave you.  One 
servant showed the wheat still in the box with the bundle of flax upon it.  Alas, for his shame.  Alas, for 
his disgrace.   

When the Holy One Blessed be He gave the Written Torah to Israel, he gave it in the form of wheat for 
us to make flour from it and flax for us to make a garment from it – using the rules of exegesis." 

Ref: Tanna Devei Eliyahu, Seder Eliyahu Zuṭa 2 (redacted 10th century) 
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Background: The Talmud 

Sometime between the years 600 and 725 C.E. a group of mostly anonymous collected and edited a vast 
number of the halakhic discussions that had taken place in the rabbinic academies of Mesopotamia from 
200 until the middle of the 5th century. The result was the Babylonian Talmud (the Bavli). Parallel 
halakhic discussions had taken place in Palestine that eventuated in a Palestinian Talmud (the 
Yerushalmi). As Palestine was in the Byzantine Empire and Mesopotamia in the Sassanian one, the two 
different compendia scarcely competed. But when the Muslim conquest in the 7th century united these 
two worlds, the authority of the caliphs stretched from Persia to the Pyrenees, and struggles between 
the heads of the Palestinian academies and those of Babylonia for hegemony took on sudden urgency. 

This was intensified by the rise of Jewish communities in Egypt, North Africa, and Spain that sought to 
take advantage of the economic opportunities of the new and vast empire. By 800-825 C.E. the 
supremacy of the Babylonian Talmud was assured. It became known simply as the Talmud, whose 
rulings were accepted as normative by Jews throughout the Muslim world (some ninety percent of the 
Jewish population of the time). The heads of the rabbinical academies in Mesopotamia, the geonim, 
became the acknowledged religious arbiters for the Jewish communities under Islamic rule. 

 The Talmud's authority spread more slowly in the tiny Jewish communities of Christian Europe. By the 
time the Ashkenazic community emerged in the late 10th century, the primacy of the Babylonian 
Talmud was generally accepted there as well, though it was not firmly ensconced until the mid-11th 
century. Rashi, who died in 1105 C.E., provided the great commentary that made the Talmud more 
accessible than it had ever been. The Talmud was already normative, but it was (and is) a difficult, 
abrupt, and in places almost telegraphic text. Its main points are stated, but the linkage of the various 
points, the flow, is left up to the reader to reconstruct. It is this linkage and flow that Rashi succinctly 
supplied. With a word or two, Rashi gave a clarity and tightness to the talmudic argument. Each 
discussion of the Talmud possessed now an unprecedented lucidity. 

 Nonetheless, the Talmud remained a vast, loosely organized corpus with many overlapping discussions. 
The tosafists, the great Franco-German glossators of the two centuries following Rashi, undertook the 
massive project of collating all of the talmudic discussions on a given issue, noting any contradictions 
among them, and resolving them in good dialectical fashion by distinguishing between two apparently 
similar cases or seemingly identical legal terms. The founder of the tosafist movement, the man who 
restored dialectic to the prominent place in halakhah that it had occupied in talmudic times, was Rashi's 
grandson, R. Jacob ben Meir, known more commonly as Rabbenu Tam, who died in 1171. He ranged 
freely over the entire Talmud and revolutionized all that he touched; he left, however, little written 
record of his thoughts. His teachings were preserved by his nephew, Rabbi Isaac, also known as Ri, who, 
together with his pupils, proceeded to subject every line of the Talmud to relentless, dialectical 
inquisition. The upshot of the far-ranging analyses in Ri's yeshiva in Dampierre, a tiny hamlet in 
Champagne, was inscribed by his disciples, and entitled simply "Tosafot" ("additions" [to Rashi]). The 
Tosafot swiftly spread throughout the diaspora and shaped decisively all subsequent halakhic thought, 
both in substance and in method. A somewhat abridged version of these glosses has been printed 
alongside every edition of the Talmud since the 1520s. 

Ref: The People of the Book - Since When?  by Haym Soloveitchik in The Jewish Review of Books #12 
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Background:  Midrash Agadah  

(Aramaic ה  tales, lore; pl. aggadot) refers to the homiletic and non-legalistic exegetical texts in the :אַגּדָָ
classical rabbinic literature of Judaism, particularly as recorded in the Talmud and Midrash.  In general, 
Aggadah is a compendium of rabbinic homilies that incorporates folklore, historical anecdotes, moral 
exhortations, and practical advice in various spheres, from business to medicine, usually referring to 
teachings found in a corpus of classical Jewish texts compiled between about 200 and 1000 C.E. 
 
Some of these early works read like verse-by-verse commentaries. Others may have originated in 
sermons linked to the weekly Shabbat Torah readings. The latter frequently take a form known as 
petichta (Aramaic for "opening"), in which a verse from the Prophets or the Writings is linked through a 
train of thoughts and associations with the opening verse of the Torah reading. 
 
Despite the editorial appearance of a sequential or running commentary, the rabbis also treated each 
interpretation of a verse as its own universe of meaning. Multiple interpretations are included side by 
side, and there was no attempt to give a unified reading of a given story.    
 
Already in the 12th century, Maimonides noticed that some Jews were either taking midrashic teachings 
too literally, or else writing them off as philosophically unsophisticated. Maimonides argued that 
midrash had to be approached as a code of metaphors hinting at deeper truths. 
 
Though the early forms of midrash aggadah have long since passed from use, the activity of midrash has 
left its imprint. Since the advent of printing, Jewish study Bibles have presented multiple interpretations 
of each verse on the same page with no attempt at resolution. 
 

Background:  Rashi's Commentary  

Rashi's commentary on the Tanakh — and especially his commentary on the Chumash — is the essential 
companion for any study. Drawing on the breadth of Midrashic, Talmudic and Aggadic literature 
(including literature that is no longer extant), as well as his knowledge of grammar, halakhah, and how 
things work, Rashi clarifies the "simple" meaning of the text so that a bright child of five could 
understand it.  At the same time, his commentary forms the foundation for some of the most profound 
legal analysis and mystical discourses that came after it. Scholars debate why Rashi chose a particular 
Midrash to illustrate a point, or why he used certain words and phrases and not others.  
 

Background:  Mikra'ot G'dolot  

 :Great Scriptures," is an edition of Tanakh (in Hebrew) that includes four elements" (מקראות גדולות)
 

1. The Biblical text according to the masorah in its letters, vocalization, and cantillation marks 
2. Masoretic notes on the Biblical text 
3. Aramaic Targum  
4. Biblical commentaries (most common and prominent are medieval commentaries) 
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Case Study 

 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 
 

-בְּכָל, �הֶי�-אֱ  הוָה-יְ  אֵת, וְאָהַבְתָּ  ה. אֶחָד הוָה-יְ , �הֵינוּ-אֱ  הוָה-יְ : יִשְׂרָאֵל, שְׁמַע ד
-עַל--הַיּוםֹ מְצַוְּ� אָנֹכִי אֲשֶׁר, הָאֵלֶּה הַדְּבָרִים וְהָיוּ ו. מְאֹדֶ�-וּבְכָל, נַפְשְׁ�-וּבְכָל לְבָבְ�

 וּבְשָׁכְבְּ�, בַדֶּרֶ� וּבְלֶכְתְּ� בְּבֵיתֶ� בְּשִׁבְתְּ�, בָּם וְדִבַּרְתָּ , לְבָנֶי� וְשִׁנַּנְתָּם ז. לְבָבֶ�
 מְזֻזותֹ-עַל וּכְתַבְתָּם ט. עֵינֶי� בֵּין, לְטֹטָפֹת וְהָיוּ; יָדֶ�-עַל, לְאותֹ וּקְשַׁרְתָּם ח. וּבְקוּמֶ�

 }ס{. וּבִשְׁעָרֶי�, בֵּיתֶ�
 

Hear, Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  And you shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 

being and with all your might.  And these words that I charge 
you today shall be upon your heart.  And you shall rehearse 
them to your sons and speak of them when you sit in your 

house and when you go on the way and when you lie down 
and when you rise.  And you shall bind them as a sign on your 
hand and they shall be circlets between your eyes.  And you 
shall write them on the doorposts of your house and in your 

gates. 
 

Translation: Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses (Norton, 2004) 
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Mishnah/Seder Zeraim/Tractate Berakhot/Chapter 1 

 Mishnah 1 
From when may one recite the Shema in the evening? 
From the time when the Kohanim go in to eat their terumah. 
Until the end of the first watch – so says Rabbi Eliezer. 
And the Sages say: Until midnight. 
Rabban Gamliel says: Until the break of dawn. 
It once happened that [Rabban Gamliel’s] sons came from a house of feasting. 
They said to [their father]: "We have not recited the Shema." 
He said to them: "If dawn has not broken, you are obligated to recite it." 
“[This is true] not only in this case; rather, in all cases where the Sages said that [some precept can be 
performed only] until midnight — the precept is [still in force] until the break of dawn. 
“[For example:] Burning the fats and organs [of the sacrifices, on the Temple altar] — this precept [can 
be performed] until the break of dawn. 
“[Another example:] All [sacrifices] which may be eaten for one day — the precept [of eating them can 
be performed] until the break of dawn. 
If that is so, why did the Sages say, "until midnight"? 
To distance a person from transgression. 
 
Mishnah 2 
From when may one recite the Shema in the morning? 
From when one can distinguish between techelet (blue) and white. 
Rabbi Eliezer says: [The earliest time for the Shema is when one can distinguish] between techelet and 
the color of leek, 
and one must finish reciting it by sunrise. 
Rabbi Yehoshua says: [One may recite the Shema] until three hours [of the day], 
for such is the way of the sons of kings, to arise at the third hour. 
If one recites [the Shema] later than this, he has not lost out, 
[but rather is] like one who reads the Torah. 
 
Mishnah 3 
The school of Shammai says: 
In the evening all people should recline and recite [the Shema], and in the morning they should stand, 
since it says [in the verse (Deut. 6:7)], “When you lie down and when you arise.” 
But the school of Hillel says: 
Each person may recite it in his usual way (posture), 
since it says (ibid.), “When you walk on the road.” 
If so, why does it say “when you lie down and when you arise”? 
—[It means:] at the time when people are lying down, and at the time when people are arising. 
Said Rabbi Tarfon: 
“I was once traveling on the road, 
and I reclined to recite [the Shema] in accordance with the view of the school of Shammai, 
and [by doing so] I put myself in danger of [attack by] bandits.” 
They [the other Sages] said to him: “You would have deserved to be guilty for your own fate, 
since you went against the view of the school of Hillel.” 

Ref: Wikisource 
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Bavli Gemara/Seder Zeraim/Tractate Berakhot/Chapter 1 
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The Canon: Halacha 

 
Mishneh Torah 
(Hebrew: נֶה ה משְִׁ תּוֹרָ  , "Repetition of the Torah") subtitled Sefer Yad HaHazaka ( החזקה יד ספר  "Book of 
the Strong Hand,") is a code of  halacha authored by Maimonides between 1170 and 1180 in Egypt.    
 
The Mishneh Torah never cites sources or arguments, and confines itself to stating the final decision on 
the law to be followed in each situation. There is no discussion of Talmudic interpretation or 
methodology, and the sequence of chapters follows the factual subject matter of the laws rather than 
the intellectual principle involved. 
 
Arba'ah Turim 
(Hebrew: בַּעָה טוּרִים אַרְ  ), often called simply the Tur, is a Halakhic code, composed by Yaakov ben Asher 
(Cologne, 1270 - Toledo c.1340, also referred to as "Ba'al ha-Turim", "Author of the Tur"). The four-part 
structure of the Tur and its division into chapters (simanim) were adopted by the later code Shulchan 
Aruch. 
 
The title means "four rows", in allusion to the jewels on the High Priest's breastplate: 

• Orech Chayim - laws of prayer and synagogue, Sabbath, holidays 
• Yoreh De'ah - miscellaneous ritualistic laws, such as shechita and kashrut 
• Even Ha'ezer - laws of marriage, divorce 
• Choshen Mishpat - laws of finance, financial responsibility, damages and legal procedure. 

 
Unlike the Mishneh Torah, the Tur is not limited to normative positions, but compares opinions on 
disputed points. (In most instances of debate, Rabbi  Jacob follows the opinion of his father, Rabbi Asher 
ben Jehiel, the Rosh.) The Arba'ah Turim also differs from the Mishneh Torah, in that, unlike 
Maimonides' work, it deals only with areas of Jewish law that are applicable in the Jewish exile. 
 
The two best-known glosses on the Arba'ah Turim are the Beit Yosef by Rabbi Joseph Karo begun  in 
1522 at Adrianople, finished in 1542 at Safed; and the Bayit Chadash by Joel ben Samuel Sirkis, known as 
the Bach, in Krakow 1631-40. 
 
Shulchan Aruch 
(Hebrew: רוּך שׁוּלחָן עָ  , literally: "Set Table")  is the most authoritative legal code of Judaism. It was 
authored by Rabbi Joseph Karo (known as the mechaber) in Safed in 1563 and published in Venice two 
years later.  The halachic rulings in the Shulchan Aruch generally follow Sephardic law and customs. 
 
Moses Isserles (known as the Rema) of Krakow glossed the Shulchan Aruch shortly after the Shulchan 
Aruch appeared and importantly highlighted Ashkenazic traditions and customs that differed from the 
Sephardic ones. The importance of minhag ("prevailing local custom") is also a point of dispute between 
Karo and Isserles: while Karo held fast to original authorities and material reasons, Isserles considered 
minhag as an object of great importance, and not to be omitted in a codex 
Since the 17th century, the Shulchan Aruch has been printed with Isserles' annotations in small print 
interspersed with Karo's text.   As commentaries on the work proliferated, more sophisticated printing 
styles became required, similar to those of the Talmud. 
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Mishna (excerpt) Bavli Shabbat 22b 

 

 

 

 
Gemara (3 excerpts) Bavli Shabbat 24a
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Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim, Siman 75 . One should be careful 
about [a woman's] uncovered hair and a woman's [singing] voice 
when reading the Shema, and also not to read it in the presence of 
nakedness.  

75:1. If a handbreadth of a woman's body is uncovered at a place where it is the 
custom  to cover it, even if she is his wife, then it is forbidden to read the Shema 
in her presence. {Rema: Some say specifically for his wife, but  for any other 
woman even less than a handbreadth [uncovered] is considered as nakedness 
(Hago'ot Maimoni Chapter 3). It would seem from the words of the Rosh that a 
handbreadth of a woman's body [uncovered] is considered as nakedness even 
for another woman [who wishes to read the Shema in the other's presence], but a 
woman herself, may read [the Shema] even if she is [completely] naked as per 
Siman 74. 

75:2. It is forbidden to read the Shema when the hair of a woman who normally 
covers it is uncovered. {Rema: even if she is his wife. But in the case of young 
girls who normally go with with their heads uncovered it is. {Rema: And the same 
law [regarding the hair of young girls] also applies to women's hair that normally 
pokes out of their hairbands (Beit Yosef in the name of the Rashbah), and all the 
more so the hair of a wig even if she usually covers it - Hago'ot Alfasi 
Hachadashim.}  

75:3. One should be careful not to hear* the voice of  a woman singing when he is 
reading the Shema. {Rema: And even his own wife. But her speaking voice is not 
considered "nakedness" (Beit Yosef in the name of the Ohel Mo'ed and the 
Hago'ot Maimoni.}  

[...] 

 
 
Credits: 
Wikipedia and MyJewishLearning.com 
The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic & Midrashic Evidence, Leiman (CAAS, 1991) 
People of the Book: Canon, Meaning and Authority, Halbertal (Harvard, 1997) 
The Story of the Scrolls, Vermes (Penguin, 2010) 
Qumran & Jerusalem: Studies in the DSS and the History of Judaism, Schiffman (Eerdmans, 2010)  
Koren Talmud (new English translation) 
 
Also recommended: 
Divine Law: A Tale of Two Concepts (And Three Responses), Hayes (video of lecture on YouTube) 
Eretz Israel, Bavel, and Their Talmuds: Did the Story Ever End?, Gray (audio on MechonHadar.org) 
Printing the Talmud: From Bomberg to Shottenstein, YU Museum (Ebook on printingthetalmud.org) 
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