
מגיד
MAGGID

Maggid logo Black.pdf   1   6/25/2009   10:32:51 AM

The Soul of the Mishna

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   1Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   1 28/04/2021   11:41:5328/04/2021   11:41:53



Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   2Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   2 28/04/2021   11:41:5328/04/2021   11:41:53



Yakov Nagen

Yeshivat Otniel 
Maggid Books

Translated by Elie Leshem

Yakov NageN

נשמת
המשנה

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   3Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   3 28/04/2021   11:41:5328/04/2021   11:41:53



The Soul of the Mishna

First Edition, 2021

Maggid Books
An imprint of Koren Publishers Jerusalem Ltd.

POB 8531, New Milford, CT 06776-8531, USA
& POB 4044, Jerusalem 9104001, Israel 

www.maggidbooks.com 

© Yakov Nagen 2021

Cover design: Yehudit Cohen

The publication of this book was made possible 
through the generous support of The Jewish Book Trust.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,  
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by  

any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise,  
without the prior permission of the publisher, except in the case  

of brief quotations embedded in critical articles or reviews.

isbn 978-1-59264-582-4, hardcover

A cip catalogue record for this title is  
available from the British Library

Printed and bound in the United States

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   4Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   4 28/04/2021   11:41:5328/04/2021   11:41:53



•

Lovingly dedicated to my parents

Azriel and Ahuva Genack

From you I have learned  
love of God, Torah, and the Jewish people. 

•

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   5Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   5 28/04/2021   11:41:5328/04/2021   11:41:53



•
Dedicated in honor of our children, 

With gratitude to those who have been 
and continue to be instrumental in their Jewish education, 

And in memory of Dr. Saul G. Agus z”l
 

Nicole and Raanan Agus

•

In memory of our grandparents,  
whose lives exemplified to us  

the Nishmat HaMishna
 

Anny and Kalman Singer z”l 
Yvonne and Julius Kuhl z”l 

Rose and Benjamin Berger z”l 
Frida and Shimon Laufer z”l and Aryeh Leib David z”l 

 
Rachel and Shimon Laufer and family

•

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   6Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   6 28/04/2021   11:41:5428/04/2021   11:41:54



Contents

Dvir’s Final Mishna  xiii

Introduction  xvii

A Jew in the Street and a Jew in the Home Berakhot 1:1 1

A Kingdom of Priests Berakhot 1:1 6

Our Father, Our King Berakhot 1:2 13

Wolf and Dog, Donkey and Wild Ass:  
Keriat Shema and Aesop’s Fables Berakhot 1:2 19

Each Person May Recite It in His Usual Way Berakhot 1:3 23

Halakha: Law and Life Berakhot 2:5 34

The Unanswered Prayer Berakhot 3:1 39

Tannaitic Prayer: Routine and Flow Berakhot 4:3–4 41

The Secret of the Early Pious People’s Prayer Berakhot 5:1 52

The Prayer of Rabbi Ĥanina ben Dosa:  
Intention and Prophecy Berakhot 5:5 57

The Order of the Blessings Berakhot, ch. 6 61

Bread from Heaven and from the Earth Berakhot 6:1 67

Where Is God? Berakhot, ch. 9 72

Love You to Death Berakhot 9:5 79

Laymen’s Blessings Berakhot 9:5 83

Connections of Peace Berakhot 9:5  87

Humble Charity Pe’ah 5:6 96

The First-Fruits Experience  Bikkurim 3:1 100

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   7Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   7 28/04/2021   11:41:5428/04/2021   11:41:54



First Fruits: Who Brings to Whom? Bikkurim, ch.3 103

Shabbat in Place Shabbat 1:1 106

The Source of the Shabbat Labors Shabbat 7:2 113

Checking for Ĥametz and  
Eliminating the Evil Urge Pesaĥim 1:1 122

Redemption of the Past and  
Redemption of the Present Pesaĥim 3:1 130

At the Seder We Are All Poor,  
We Are All Free Pesaĥim 10:1 132

The Four Acts of Seder Night Pesaĥim, ch. 10 135

The Haggada of Rabban Gamliel Pesaĥim 10:5 138

Four That Are Fewer Than One Rosh HaShana 1:1 145

The Elitists and the Democrats Rosh HaShana 1:7 152

The Journey of the Moonlight Rosh HaShana 2:2 155

From Amalek to Jericho Rosh HaShana 3:2 160

Shofar and Prayer Rosh HaShana 4:5 164

Communal Prayer and Individual Prayer Rosh HaShana 4:9 167

Withdrawal of the High Priest  
Before Yom Kippur Yoma 1:1 171

The Wife of the High Priest Yoma 1:1 178

The High Priest on Yom Kippur:  
A Journey of Personal Growth Yoma 1:6-7 182

The Goats and the Gates: Fate and Miracle Yoma 3:9 186

To Enter and Exit the Holy of Holies Yoma 5:1 193

Mortifications and Repentance,  
Atonement and Purity Yoma 8:1 197

Eating in the Sukka Is Like Eating an Offering Sukka 2:6 203

Sitting in My House, the House of the Lord Sukka 2:9 208

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   8Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   8 28/04/2021   11:41:5428/04/2021   11:41:54



 

The Four Species as Revelation Sukka 3:4 212

The Four Species as a Sacrifice Sukka 3:5–6 215

Nature’s Dance Sukka 3:9 223

The Water Libation as the Waters of Eden Sukka 4:9 228

Simĥat Beit HaSho’eva: The Celebration of  
the Temple and Its Annual Dedication Sukka 5:1 237

The Priests’ Procession  
on Simĥat Beit HaSho’eva Sukka 5:4 252

The Heroes of Tractate Taanit Taanit 4:1 259

You Shall Dance Before the Lord Your God Taanit 4:8 268

Nature and History Taanit, ch. 1, 4 275

Seeing the Face of God  
in the Temple and in the Torah Ĥagiga 1:8–2:1 278

Traditions and Disputes Ĥagiga 2:2 285

Virgins Marry on Wednesdays Ketubot 1:1 290

The Vows of the Wicked Nedarim 1:1 294

The Essence of Marriage Gittin 9:10 302

The Revelation of Elijah  
in Tractate Kiddushin Kiddushin 1:7 307

Acquisition and Obligation Kiddushin 1:6 315

Ox or Mr. Ox? Bava Kama 1:1 321

Human Dignity Is God’s Dignity Bava Kama 8:6 330

If Two People Are Grasping a Cloak Bava Metzia 1:1 336

Neighbors and Partners Bava Batra, ch. 1 340

The Dispute over Damages  
Between Neighbors Bava Batra 2:10 352

A Court of Truth Sanhedrin 1:1–3 356

King and Judge Sanhedrin, ch. 2 363

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   9Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   9 28/04/2021   11:41:5428/04/2021   11:41:54



A Singular Wonder Sanhedrin 4:5 366

Woman as the Priestess of Life:  
The Deeper Meaning of Nidda Impurity Shevuot 2:3–4 370

Love of Humanity in Tractate Avot Avot 375

A Person Is Defined by Giving Avot 5:10 379

My Beloved Knocks Tamid 1:2 383

The Time of Singing Is Come,  
and the Voice of the Turtledove Is Heard Tamid 1:4 390

As an Apple Tree Among  
the Trees of the Wood Tamid 2:2 395

My Beloved Put in His Hand  
by the Hole of the Door Tamid 3:6–7 399

Revealing the Heart Tamid 4:2–3 403

Bibliography  409

Index to Mishnayot by Letter of Hebrew Alphabet 413

Acknowledgments  415

Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   10Soul of the Mishnah Final Run.indd   10 28/04/2021   11:41:5428/04/2021   11:41:54



“The blessed Holy One said, ‘It is not good that 
the man should be alone; I will make him a 
helpmeet for him’ – that is the Mishna” 

(Zohar, Bereshit 1:27b)
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xiii

Dvir’s Final Mishna

In Ĥanukka of 2008, after years of exercising restraint, Israel launched 
Operation Cast Lead in the Gaza Strip, to defend residents of the south 
from unrelenting terror attacks. On January 4, 2009, the eighth of Tevet, 
the second day of the ground operation, the sad tidings arrived that the 
war had claimed its first victim among Israeli fighters. That was the day 
I first heard the name Dvir Emanuelof.

I, along with the rest of the people of Israel, was moved by Dvir’s 
story. Having lost his father, he could have forgone combat service; yet he 
insisted on serving as a commander in an infantry unit. I did not imagine 
that in the ensuing months I would learn much more about the short, 
rich, meaningful life of Dvir, of blessed memory, or that everywhere I 
would go I would run into people who knew and loved him. And I cer-
tainly did not anticipate finding out that I, too, had a connection, albeit 
indirect, with him. I had touched his life through my book The Soul of 
the Mishna, and he touched my life deeply after his death. 

It emerged that Dvir had identified to a large extent with the 
study method and approaches presented in The Soul of the Mishna. 
He studied the book alone often, and also studied it together with his 
mother, Dalia, in a regular ĥavruta study date. During a memorial event 
for Dvir thirty days after his death, the family asked me to explain what 
was behind my decision to write The Soul of the Mishna. The truth of 
my pre-prepared answer was reinforced by the life story of Dvir and the 
rest of his dear family. 

Although I teach in a yeshiva, I believe the main arena for the 
revelation of the Torah is outside the walls of the beit midrash, in the 
broader circles of the Jewish people. The source for the commandment 
to study the Torah is the verse in Shema that enjoins us to “talk of them,” 
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Dvir’s Final Mishna

to speak about the mitzvot. However, the verse does not tell us to do so 
in the beit midrash or the synagogue, but rather “when you sit in your 
house, and when you walk by the way” (Deuteronomy 6:7). The Torah’s 
place is in the home, within the family, in the conversation between 
parents and children; its place is on the road, where one encounters 
the outside world.

But what aspect of Torah is most suited for the house and the 
road? I believe that the Mishna has an important role to play there. That 
is because the Mishna is easy to study; it is written in accessible, suc-
cinct Hebrew, summarizing the conclusions while omitting the lengthy 
discussions that underlie them. However, these qualities are a mixed 
blessing – by the same token, they can make studying Mishna a banal, 
technical exercise in reading and recitation. We must therefore learn 
to see the Mishna as a rich, astonishing document, a book holding the 
promise of profound discoveries regarding Torah, God, and life. It was 
in order to expose that dimension of the Mishna that I wrote this book. 

When Dvir, of blessed memory, and Dalia set a regular study 
date, they opted to study the Mishna as a text, to truly encounter it. 
Their study was a fulfillment of the commandment and of the Torah’s 
vision as expressed in the verse “and you shall teach them diligently to 
your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house” – to 
put the Torah front and center in the home, at the heart of the relation-
ship between parents and children. To me, the story of the Emanuelofs 
gives special meaning to any reading of The Soul of the Mishna.

Following is a brief description of Dvir, as written by his mother, 
whose words attest to a life filled with love and sacrifice – for his family, 
for his people, and for God.

Yakov Nagen
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Dvir’s Final Mishna

Dvir

Dvir was born and educated in Jerusalem. 
Upon graduating from high school, he chose to attend the Ahavat 

Yisrael hesder yeshiva in Netivot, whose name [meaning “love of the Jew-
ish people”] is a testament to its mission as well as to Dvir’s character. 
He would study in that small, modest yeshiva for two years.

During Dvir’s second year of yeshiva, his father, Netanel, of 
blessed memory, died of a serious illness.

While studying at yeshiva, Dvir volunteered in various frame-
works: mentoring youth, patrolling with the Civil Guard, and delivering 
food to underprivileged families.

Despite the fact that, as an orphan, Dvir was exempted from com-
bat service, he decided to join the Golani Brigade, where he excelled and 
was sent to a commanders’ course. After graduation he stayed on as an 
instructor in the course and was marked for officers’ training. However, 
Dvir refused to begin the training without first serving in the field, so he 
was assigned as a sergeant in an infantry squad, which he commanded 
in the  war.

At home, too, Dvir never stopped studying. After discovering The 
Soul of the Mishna and studying it on his own, he was so excited he initi-
ated a regular study date with me. Every Shabbat afternoon that he was 
home from the army we would study together after the meal. Despite 
the heaviness and sleepiness of Shabbat afternoon, we never slacked off: 
we would sit together and study, with our conversation always wander-
ing to current affairs, in the home and in general.

The final mishna we studied together dealt with the significance 
of commandments within the family. It emphasized the importance of 
the father-son relationship and mutuality within family relations: “All 
obligations of the son upon the father…[and] all obligations of the father 
upon the son” (Kiddushin 1:7). 

It was not coincidence. Netanel and Dvir, father and son, both 
of blessed memory, were very close, and it was as though this mishna 
was written about them. Netanel fulfilled his obligations toward Dvir, 
to the full extent that the Mishna implies, and Dvir did the same for 
his father – in life, in illness, and in death (Dvir was privileged to recite 
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Dvir’s Final Mishna

Shema at the moment of Netanel’s passing). After losing his father, Dvir 
continued to fulfill his obligations toward me and toward the entire fam-
ily. It seems Netanel and Dvir wanted to carry on their mutual relation-
ship into eternity.

The chapter we studied concludes with a vision of intimacy 
between fathers and sons, the perpetuation of tradition through the 
line of succession. Dvir knew that he was safeguarding tradition; he was 
aware of his responsibility toward God, his parents, and his homeland. 

He was a link in the chain. 
Now, with Dvir gone, it is our responsibility to carry on our tradi-

tion in the light of his path: the path of faith, Torah, and service.

Dalia Emanuelof
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xvii

Introduction

Marcel Proust taught us that life’s biggest challenge is not to discover 
new lands, but to see the old ones with new eyes. This book attempts to 
realize that idea by studying the Mishna, which was redacted by Rabbi 
Yehuda HaNasi some 1800 years ago. 

The Mishna’s six orders and sixty-three tractates compile sayings 
attributed to Sages spanning the period from the destruction of the Sec-
ond Temple in 70 CE through the second century. The Mishna is the 
“iron pillar” of the Oral Torah (Leviticus Rabba 21), and the Talmud is 
largely an elaboration and commentary on it. 

The body of the Mishna is the halakha, the law; in this book I 
intend to uncover its inner spirit. I wish to reveal the ideas that under-
pin the Mishna’s laws, and, where possible, to elucidate their existential 
implications. Through contemplating the minutiae of the law, we can 
unearth important principles relating to God’s presence in the world, 
the connection between halakha and life, the relationships between par-
ents and children and between husbands and wives, social justice, the 
Temple, the Land of Israel, and more. 

But if we are to discover the soul of the Mishna, we must first 
adopt the right attitude in our study. One can uncover only what one 
is looking for. People tend to study Mishna in preparation for studying 
Talmud, or as a means of rounding out their general knowledge of Oral 
Torah. Though they may achieve these ends, the soul of the Mishna will 
remain hidden from these students. But when we approach the Mishna 
with an understanding of its inherent importance and with an awareness 
of halakha’s spiritual implications, we can encounter its soul. 
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Introduction

The Literary Method

In his research on the literary editing of the Mishna, my teacher Rabbi 
Dr. Avraham Walfish established a new method for studying it. Walfish 
proved that the editors of the Mishna consciously employed literary 
devices such as inclusio (envelope structures) and wordplay.1 He also 
showed that the editors used literary devices to convey meaning.2 It 
follows that studying the literary structure of the Mishna can reveal the 
stances of its editors on the laws that appear within it. 

A few of those literary devices follow:
Wordplay: When the editors of the Mishna choose to employ 

terms that have multiple connotations and associations, they can hint at 
additional meanings. Thus, for example, in Tractate Rosh HaShana, the 
Mishna relates the story of a father and son who came to the Temple to 
testify to having spotted the crescent moon, heralding the advent of a 
new month. According to the Mishna, the priests accepted his evidence 
and that of his son. The overt meaning is that the priests allowed the 
father and the son to testify together. But the expression used, “oto ve’et 
beno,” “him and his son,” also alludes to another, negative connotation 
that implies criticism of the priests’ conduct, by recalling a Torah prohi-
bition: “And whether it be cow or ewe, you shall not kill it and its young 
(oto ve’et beno) both in one day” (Leviticus 22:28).

Parallels: We often find in the Bible that phrases are repeated 
in multiple stories in order to draw parallels between them, so that one 
story serves as the subtext for the other.3 The Mishna, too, features par-
allels, often linking different tractates,4 and sometimes, as we will see in 
the next chapters, linking the Mishna and the Bible. The Bible’s influence 

1. Avraham Walfish, Literary Phenomena in Mishna and their Redactorial and Conceptual 
Meaning (master’s thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1994) [Hebrew], 33–60; 
“Wordplays in the Mishna,” Netuim 2 (1995) [Hebrew]: 75–95. 

2. Ibid.
3. Yair Zakovitch, Through the Looking Glass: Reflection Stories in the Bible (Tel Aviv: 

Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1995) [Hebrew].
4. Walfish, “Literary Considerations in the Redaction of the Mishnah and Their Mean-

ings,” Netuim 1 (1994) [Hebrew]: 51; Motti Perry, “Parallels Converge: Notes on the 
Literary Structure of Mishna Yoma,” Netuim 13 (2005) [Hebrew]: 40–45.
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Introduction

on the structure and content of the Mishna is not only an expression 
of the fact that the Written Torah is the foundation for the Oral Torah; 
it is also due to the fact that the Bible was the main book available to 
the Sages and students of the Mishna, and thus was a source of many 
motifs, ideas, and associations. Inspiration from the Torah is evident not 
only from the fact that the Mishna quotes directly from Torah verses 
and elaborates on its laws; biblical figures such as Elijah the Prophet, 
Moses, King David, and the lovers in the Song of Songs also inform the 
shaping of many mishnayot. These parallels suggest additional meanings 
with which the Sages sought to infuse the Mishna. 

Structure: The structure of an individual mishna or a chapter 
serves as a vehicle for drawing parallels between various elements, and 
can be expressive of a common idea. For example, the first and third 
chapters of Tractate Sanhedrin discuss judges, while the second chap-
ter addresses the laws of kings. The Mishna thereby links two types of 
leaders, the judge and the king. Another example can be seen in the 
first chapter of Kiddushin, which addresses two issues: property law 
and mitzvot. The fact that each topic includes ten items hints at a con-
nection between the two areas. 

An additional method of uncovering the Sages’ intentions is to 
pay attention to the overall approach of an individual Sage. For exam-
ple, Rabbi Akiva’s statements regarding the sanctity of the connection 
between husband and wife, and the importance of their love, can shed 
light on why he opines that a couple can divorce when one partner no 
longer finds the other attractive. 

Implications of the Laws
In the Mishna – more so than in the Talmud and halakhic Midrash – most 
laws pertaining to a topic are concentrated in one place. The Mishna 
thus makes it easier for scholars to examine groups of laws and analyze 
their implications. For example, the final chapter of Berakhot includes a 
lengthy list of situations in which one is required to bless God. Each of 
these blessings expresses appreciation for the role of God in a specific 
circumstance; therefore, analyzing all the blessings as a whole can shed 
light on the general question of His place in the world. Similarly, analysis 
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of the details of the laws in Tractate Pe’ah reveals the conception that 
pe’ah, the corner of the field left unharvested for the poor, is not con-
sidered a gift. Rather, it is seen as a property right of the poor – similar 
to the right of the field’s owner. It is reasonable to infer the Mishna’s 
underlying ideas in this way, because the Mishna, an ancient work, 
was compiled closer to the time when the foundations of halakha were 
coalescing. Back then, the connections between laws and the ideas that 
shaped them were more overt than in subsequent periods. 

In several places throughout this book I diverge from the prin-
ciples elucidated above, and adopt a more personal tone; for example, in 
the discussion of Tractate Yoma I relate two painful stories about life and 
death. I take this license because my goal with this book is to increase 
the Jewish people’s love for the Mishna and to reveal its riches, which 
can be found in the full range of possible interpretations. 

The Title of the Book
The book’s chapters, addressing hundreds of mishnayot, are organized 
according to the order of the Mishna itself. The name of the book, “The 
Soul of the Mishna,” is inspired by the words of the “Maggid Mesharim” 
(preacher of righteousness), the celestial entity that revealed itself to 
Rabbi Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulĥan Arukh. This maggid identifies 
itself as “the soul of the Mishna,” and explains that Rabbi Yosef merited 
the revelation in part because of his study of the Mishna:

“It is I, the Mishna, speaking through your mouth. I am the 
soul of the Mishna. For I, and the Mishna, and you unite 
as one. Therefore, you must revisit my mishnayot often, 
and you must not let your mind wander from them even 
for a single moment.”5 

I began to recite mishnayot, and went on to read five 
chapters. Then, as I was reading the mishnayot, the voice of 
my beloved knocked within my mouth, lilting. And it said, 

5. Maggid Mesharim on Parashat Tazria, cited in Dov Zlotnick, The Iron Pillar Mishnah: 
Redaction, Form and Intent ( Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1988), 60.
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Introduction

“The Lord is with you wherever you go.… But you must 
always cleave to me, and to the fear of me, and to my Torah 
and mishnayot.… By virtue of these six orders of Mishna 
that you know by heart, and by virtue of your practice of 
mortifications and asceticism…the heavenly host has per-
mitted me to speak with you as before.”6

I hope to enable the reader to encounter many parts of this masterful 
work by studying a wide range of mishnayot. And I pray that by loving 
the Mishna and cleaving to it, we will come to cleave with our hearts 
and souls to the root of the Mishna – God Himself. 

6. Maggid Mesharim on Parashat Bamidbar.
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1

A Jew in the Street and 
a Jew in the Home

Berakhot 1:1

From when may one recite Shema in the evening? 
From the time when the priests go in to eat their 
teruma [produce consecrated for priestly consump-
tion], 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 him: We have 
not recited Shema. He said to them: If dawn has not 
broken, you are obligated to recite it. And [this is 
true] not only in this case; rather, in all cases where 
the Sages said that [some precept can be per-
formed only] until midnight, their precepts are [still 
in force] until the break of dawn. [For example:] 
Burning the fats and limbs [of the sacrifices, on the 
Temple altar] – their precepts [can be performed] 
until the break of dawn. And [another example:] all 
[sacrifices] that may be eaten for one day – their 
precepts [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.

ברכות א, א

מַע  מֵאֵימָתַי קוֹרִין אֶת שְׁ
הַכֹּהֲנִים  עָה שֶׁ ָ עַרְבִית? מִשּׁ בְּ
תְרוּמָתָן עַד  נִכְנָסִים לֶאֱכֹל בִּ
מוּרָה הָרִאשׁוֹנָה,  סוֹף הָאַשְׁ
י אֱלִיעֶזֶר. וַחֲכָמִים  בְרֵי רַבִּ דִּ

ן  אוֹמְרִים, עַד חֲצוֹת. רַבָּ
עֲלֶה  יַּ מְלִיאֵל אוֹמֵר, עַד שֶׁ גַּ
אוּ  בָּ ה שֶׁ חַר מַעֲשֶׂ ָ עַמּוּד הַשּׁ
ה, אָמְרוּ  תֶּ שְׁ ית הַמִּ בָנָיו מִבֵּ

מַע.  לוֹ, לאֹ קָרִינוּ אֶת שְׁ
אָמַר לָהֶם, אִם לאֹ עָלָה 

ם  בִין אַתֶּ חַר, חַיָּ ָ עַמּוּד הַשּׁ
א  לְבַד, אֶלָּ לִקְרוֹת. וְלאֹ זוֹ בִּ
אָמְרוּ חֲכָמִים עַד  ֶ ל מַה שּׁ כָּ
עֲלֶה  יַּ חֲצוֹת, מִצְוָתָן עַד שֶׁ

חַר. הֶקְטֵר חֲלָבִים  ָ עַמּוּד הַשּׁ
עֲלֶה  יַּ וְאֵבָרִים, מִצְוָתָן עַד שֶׁ
אֱכָלִין  חַר. וְכָל הַנֶּ ָ עַמּוּד הַשּׁ

לְיוֹם אֶחָד, מִצְוָתָן עַד 
ן,  חַר. אִם כֵּ ָ עֲלֶה עַמּוּד הַשּׁ יַּ שֶׁ
ה אָמְרוּ חֲכָמִים עַד חֲצוֹת,  לָמָּ

דֵי לְהַרְחִיק אֶת הָאָדָם מִן  כְּ
הָעֲבֵירָה:
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Berakhot 1:1

What Does the Priests’ Feasting Have to Do with 
Keriat Shema?

From when may one recite Shema in the evening? From the 
time when the priests go in to eat their teruma.

While the opening of the Mishna is widely known, the connection 
between the question it poses and the answer is not. The solution to this 
mystery will reveal the Mishna’s attitude not only toward the meaning 
of Keriat Shema, but also toward fundamental questions regarding life 
and the essence of humanity. 

One would understand if the time for Keriat Shema in the evening 
would have been based on the definition of the beginning of the eve-
ning – say sundown or nightfall. Alternatively, since the source for the 
timing of the mitzva seems to be the term “when you lie down” (Berakhot 
2a; see also Mishna Berakhot 1:3), it could have been defined as bedtime. 
Why, then, does the Mishna choose to define it as the time when the 
priests go in to eat their teruma? The beginning of the priests’ meal is not 
merely a sign that it is time to recite Shema; rather, there is a substantive 
connection, for the Tosefta says: “From the time when the priests are 
able to eat their teruma [heave offering]. A sign for this is the coming 
out of the stars.”1 Thus, it is stated explicitly that the priests’ meal is not 
a sign that night has fallen, but rather the reverse – the stars coming out 
constitutes a sign that it is time for the priests to eat. This is the reason 
that the timing of the priests’ meal determines when we recite Shema. 

The Talmud provides further perspectives on the Mishna that 
can help us solve the puzzle: 

From what time may one recite Shema in the evening? 
From the time that the poor man comes [home] to eat 
his bread with salt till he rises from his meal…From what 
time may one begin to recite Shema in the evening? From 
the time that the people come [home] to eat their meal 

1. Berakhot 1:1; appears also in the Bavli, Berakhot 2b.
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A Jew in the Street and a Jew in the Home

on a Sabbath eve…From the time that most people come 
[home] to sit down to their meal. (Berakhot 2b)

The various opinions cited by the Talmud have a common thread: 
They all discuss the time when people come home in the evening to eat. 
We will thus rephrase the question: Why does the time when people 
come home in the evening to eat determine the time when they are 
required to recite Shema?

Why Do We Recite Shema Twice Every Day?
We can deduce the answer to our question by examining a second ques-
tion. The essence of the mitzva of Keriat Shema is to accept the yoke of 
heaven (Berakhot 2:2, 2:5). But why must we declare our acceptance of 
the kingdom of heaven twice a day? Why is once not enough? 

One possibility is that the declarations are meant to create a 
framework, bookending the day and defining everything that occurs 
in between as dedicated to heaven. In this model, Keriat Shema corre-
sponds to the tamid, the daily burnt offering, which is brought at sunup 
and sundown and signals the opening and closing of each day’s sacrificial 
rites in the Temple (Pesaĥim 58b).2

It turns out that this outlook informs the opinion of Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi, who states that in the evening one should say the 
Amida before Shema, which should be recited just before sleep: “Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi argues [differently]: Here there is an analogy between 
lying down and rising. Just as [at the time of] rising, the recital of Shema 
is adjacent to [rising from] bed, so also [at the time of] lying down, 
recital of Shema must be adjacent to [getting into] bed” (Berakhot 4b). 
It thus is not surprising that Rabbi Yehoshua also opines that “Though 
a person has recited Shema in the synagogue, it is a mitzva to recite it 
again upon his bed” (ibid).3

2. See midrashim below that compare Keriat Shema to the tamid sacrifice.
3. The problem with this approach is that if it were correct, the Torah should have 

stated, “when you rise and when you lie down,” instead of the reverse. 
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Berakhot 1:1

When You Sit in Your House, and When You Walk by 
the Way

There is, however, another possible reason for the requirement to recite 
Shema twice. Naturally, our day-to-day life is divided in two: the part 
that takes place outside the house, usually during the day, and the part 
that takes place within our homes, generally during the night. 

Yehuda Leib Gordon coined one of the mottos of the Jewish 
Enlightenment, or Haskala, movement: “Be a man in the street and a 
Jew in the home.”4 According to Gordon and other proponents of the 
Enlightenment, one’s Judaism is a personal matter that, as such, should 
be confined to the privacy of one’s home. This conduct is in contrast to 
the diametrically opposed behavior of others: Outwardly, they behave 
as Jews, but in their homes, away from others and the pressures of soci-
ety, they set their Judaism aside and do as they please. The requirement 
to recite Shema twice daily signals to us that one must accept the yoke 
of heaven in both spaces – the home and the street. I see this insight as 
already embedded in the verse that teaches the requirement to recite 
Shema: “And shall speak of them when you sit in your house, and when 
you walk by the way” (Deuteronomy 6:7). The verse teaches us that we 
must “speak of them,” the mitzvot, and accept the yoke of heaven wher-
ever we go, whether “in your house” or when leaving it to “walk by the 
way.” The rest of the verse, “and when you lie down, and when you rise 
up,” merely sharpens and reinforces the first distinction between the 
home and the street.5 Here lies the solution to the puzzle that opens 

4. From his poem “Awaken, My People,” published 1863.
5. One can raise several possible explanations as to the relation between the two sets 

of states. Perhaps one is a continuation of the other; lying down would thus be an 
extension of sitting in the house, and walking would extend the act of rising. Indeed, 
the time for the evening Shema begins based on “when you sit” and ends based on 
“when you lie down.”

It is also possible that each set reinforces the definition of the other. For example, 
“when you lie down” teaches us that sitting in the home is also associated with night-
time, while “when you sit in your house” shows that the obligation extends not 
only to the time when one is lying down, but rather to all of one’s nocturnal time 
in the home. See the Sifrei: “When you rise” – I might think, even if one rose in the 
middle of the night. It is therefore written, “When you sit in your house and when 
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A Jew in the Street and a Jew in the Home

the mishna: The definition of the requirement rests on the time when 
one enters one’s home to eat, which symbolizes the passage from the 
public to the private. The two spaces vary greatly in terms of the types 
of challenges that we face in them, and we must invest our effort in each 
one separately, so as to find the path that is unique to it. 

In the following chapter, we will turn to the second part of the 
puzzle: Why, of all people, it is the high priest, who, in eating the teruma 
offering, is emblematic of the state of “when you sit in the house”?

you walk by the way.” Scripture speaks of the common instance. This means that if 
the Torah had written only, “when you rise,” we would have thought that even one 
who rises in the middle of the night should recite Shema. “When you sit in your 
house and when you walk by the way” teaches us that only in that context does 
rising necessitate Keriat Shema.
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