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How Rabbi Yehuda Became One of the Most Authoritative Rabbis in History
By Yossi Ives
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Yehuda is the most common name in Talmudic literature, appearing a total of 7,302 times. Many outstanding scholars went by that name, notably Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi (Judah the Prince), who compiled the Mishnah, the foundational code of the Talmud, completed at the beginning of the 3rd century CE.
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a6479686]The Yehuda who appears most often, however, is Rabbi Yehuda ben Ilai—usually just referred to as Rabbi Yehuda—a leading scholar in the Land of Israel during the 2nd century CE. His rulings appear in all but one of the 63 tractates of the Mishnah, and he is cited more than any of his 1281 contemporary Tannaim—600 times in all.
Throughout the Babylonian Talmud—the immense compendium of scholarship based upon the Mishnah (developed over three centuries and completed circa 500 CE)—his teachings are mentioned over 3,000 times, more than any other scholar.

Stands Out as the Most Oft-Cited Teacher
Not only in the Talmud, but also in other classic texts (such as the Tosefta and Sifra), Rabbi Yehuda stands out as the most oft-cited teacher. Considering that he lived and taught in an era of truly outstanding Torah personalities—including Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Akiva, etc.—this accomplishment is truly extraordinary.
[bookmark: footnoteRef2a6479686]Moreover, the Talmud almost always sides with Rabbi Yehuda’s opinion when he and his illustrious colleagues disagree.2
[bookmark: footnoteRef3a6479686]Rabbi Yehuda was put on a pedestal, extolled for his great scholarship and appointed as the Rosh Yeshiva, head of the rabbinical academy, for 20 years. There is a passage in the Talmud3 that praises “the generation of Rabbi Yehuda ben Ilai” over those of Moses, Joshua and the pious King Hezekiah—high praise indeed.
So, we may ask, what was it about Rabbi Yehuda that enabled him to become such a towering Torah giant?

He Advocated Living Simply
Perhaps the most extraordinary thing we know about Rabbi Yehuda was that he didn’t own even a single item of outerwear! In fact, he and his wife shared a single cloak, taking turns to use it, as we can see from the following incident related in the Talmud:
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a6479686]Rabbi Yehuda’s wife went out to the market, collected wool, and made a thick cloak. When she would go out to the market, she would cover herself with it. When Rabbi Yehuda would go out to pray he would cover himself with the cloak and pray … On one occasion Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel [the Nasi or president], decreed a public fast. Rabbi Yehuda did not come to the house of the fast, where everyone gathered. The people said to Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel: Rabbi Yehuda does not have a garment to cover himself with. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel sent him a cloak, but Rabbi Yehuda did not accept it.4
[bookmark: footnoteRef5a6479686]He refused to accept material benefit from anyone, preferring to earn a living through his own hands. He would even carry an earthenware jug on his shoulder on his way to the House of Study, declaring that “Labor is great, for it brings honor to those who practice it.”5
[bookmark: footnoteRef6a6479686]Rabbi Yehuda advocated living simply, and was known for a saying (that rhymes in Hebrew) “Eat onions (batzel) and sit in the shade (tzel).”6

He Was Exceedingly Pious
[bookmark: footnoteRef7a6479686]Rabbi Yehuda’s piety was so renowned that when the Talmud tells a story about “a chassid,” a pious person, it usually refers to our Rabbi Yehuda.7
[bookmark: footnoteRef8a6479686]A typical story related in the Talmud8 describes Rabbi Yehuda strolling in his field on Shabbat when he noticed a breach in the fence. He began mentally planning how he would repair the fence the next day, but then remembered it was Shabbat and that it would be disrespectful to the holy day to contemplate mundane issues or plan actions to be taken on a weekday.
He was so distressed that he had allowed his mind to wander to mundane matters on Shabbat—even momentarily—that he punished himself by vowing never to repair the fence. After Shabbat, a miracle was performed for him and a caper bush (a thorny plant whose fruits have a high monetary value) sprouted, effectively blocking the hole in the fence.
One may get a sense of Rabbi Yehuda’s saintliness from a first-hand description of his countenance on Shabbat:
[bookmark: footnoteRef9a6479686]This was the custom of Rabbi Yehuda bar Ilai: On Shabbat Eve, they would bring him a bowl full of hot water and he would use it to wash his face, hands, and feet, and he would wrap himself, and sit in linen cloaks with ritual fringes, and he was like an angel of the L-rd of hosts.9

His Care for Others Was Renowned
Rabbi Yehuda advocated for prioritizing acts of lovingkindness, and indeed there are numerous accounts of him acting on his own teachings:
The Sages said about Rabbi Yehuda bar Ilai, that he would suspend the study of Torah to attend the removal of a corpse for burial and to attend the entry of a bride into the wedding canopy.
[bookmark: footnoteRef10a6479686]The Sages said about Rabbi Yehuda bar Ilai that he would take a myrtle branch and dance before the bride, and declare that she was beautiful and charming.10
Here was the greatest rabbi of his generation canceling his lecture so that a stranger could receive a dignified burial or an unknown bride would be celebrated on her special day. Such is the mindset of a truly selfless person.
[bookmark: footnoteRef11a6479686]One story is particularly striking. In a fit of anger, a man (who apparently was unhappy with his wife’s culinary abilities) said to his wife: “You are banned by an oath from benefiting from me in any way until you have given Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Shimon your cooked food to taste, so they can see for themselves what a bad cook you are.”11
When the woman brought her food to Rabbi Shimon, he adamantly refused to taste it. He insisted that the oath was ridiculous and inappropriate (as indeed it was). He also felt that this was the height of disrespect to a leading scholar.
By contrast, when the woman came with her request to Rabbi Yehuda, he tasted the food. He justified allowing himself to be humiliated in this way by arguing that if G‑d was prepared to have his name blotted out (in the case of the Sotah) to bring peace between a man and his wife, all the more so a mere mortal should be ready to suffer indignity to restore marital harmony.

An Example for the Ages
Rabbi Yehuda achieved stellar heights and authoritative rabbinic leadership not only because he was a towering intellect, but also a person of impeccable character and exceptional kindness. Almost 2,000 years later, he remains one of our most cherished teachers.
Above all, Rabbi Yehuda is an exemplar of sacrificing worldly convenience and earthly comfort for the sake of nobler pursuits. He foreswore all indulgences and eschewed any self-interest in favor of a life dedicated to a higher purpose.
[bookmark: footnoteRef12a6479686]At the very opening of the classic Ethics of the Fathers, the great Rabbi Shimon Hatzadik (Simeon the Righteous) taught that “The world stands on three things: Torah, Service of G‑d, and Acts of lovingkindness.”12 Rabbi Yehuda encompassed all three qualities to an exceptional degree. He was the living expression of our faith.
Perhaps it is unrealistic for every person to aspire to Rabbi Yehuda’s heights, but we can draw inspiration, select appropriate priorities, and occasionally give up on what’s easy in favor of what’s right. Like Rabbi Yehuda, we should dedicate more of ourselves to the pursuit of Torah knowledge, a life of piety, and a propensity for committing good deeds.

FOOTNOTES
1. Maimonides, introduction to his commentary to the Mishnah.
[bookmark: footnote3a6479686][bookmark: footnote4a6479686][bookmark: footnote5a6479686][bookmark: footnote6a6479686]2. Eruvin 46b. 3. Sanhedrin 21a. 4. Nedarim 49b. 5. Nedarim 49b. 6. Pesachim 114a.
[bookmark: footnote8a6479686]7. Or another Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yehuda ben Bava. 8. Shabbat 150b.
[bookmark: footnote10a6479686][bookmark: footnote11a6479686][bookmark: footnote12a6479686]9. Shabbat 25b. 10. Ketubot 17a. 11. Nedarim 66a. 12. Ethics of the Fathers 1:2.

Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org

Rav Avigdor Miller on
Praying to Hashem to 
Not Getting Sick
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QUESTION: You said at a previous lecture that a man should pray for health even when he has it; he should ask Hashem that he shouldn’t get sick. But doesn’t that contradict the idea of not opening your mouth to the satan by speaking of misfortunes that could occur (Brachos 19a)?

ANSWER: There’s a Jewish principle, not to speak about unfortunate possibilities. For example, a man shouldn’t say to his wife, “If one of us dies, then I’m going to Eretz Yisroel to settle.” It’s a Jewish principle in how we speak. It’s goyish to say like a boy said to his rebbe; he said, “Rebbe, if an ox would gore you and kill you, does he have to pay kofer?” You don’t talk that way. Jews don’t talk that way.

However, when it comes to tefillah, it’s just the opposite. You’re praying to Hakadosh Baruch Hu and that’s not and so we find everywhere that this kind of tefillah is employed. So, you have a right to ask Hakadosh Baruch Hu to protect you
from a whole list of misfortunes (Hashkiveinu, Maariv). 

Because when you’re praying to Hakadosh Baruch Hu, that’s the One to Whom you can unburden yourself and you don’t have to worry. But otherwise, in idle conversation, we don’t want to say anything that’s not happy. Even to make yourself unhappy is not virtuous. We always look at the sunny side of life and never mention misfortunes. 

There are some people who are crabby and are always thinking about what might happen and Hakadosh Baruch Hu says, “If you’re misusing the opportunity I gave you to be happy, then I’m going to make you unhappy; I’ll bring misfortune on you and now you’ll look back and regret the good old days when things were going well.”

So don’t talk about misfortunes and not happy things. But when it comes to prayer, then you can pray to Hakodosh Boruch Hu for all good things including that He should save you from all misfortunes. (Tape # 77 - July 1975)

Reprinted from an email of Toras Avigdor, based on the teachings of Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l. Adapted from (Parshas Beha’alosocho 5784)

[bookmark: caption8]Thoughts that Count

Speak to the people of Israel, and tell them to make fringes on the corners of their garments...and that they put upon the fringe of the borders a thread of blue (Num. 15:38)
This was done in ancient times; today, however, we do not know how to make this blue dye, and all eight threads of the tzitzit (fringes) are white. Symbolically, blue alludes to fear of G-d and avoiding the negative ("depart from evil"). White alludes to love, and the service of doing good deeds ("and do good"). From this we learn that in our times, the primary thrust of our Divine service must consist of love and positive actions. (Likutei Sichot)

And it shall be to you for fringes, that you may look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the L-rd (Num. 15:39)
Rabbi Meir explained: The Torah uses the singular "it" rather than the plural "them" because it is referring here to the Divine Presence: "Whoever fulfills the commandment of tzitzit is considered to be greeting G-d's countenance." The "blue thread" resembles the sea, which resembles grass, which resembles the sky, which should remind the wearer of the Throne of Glory. (Jerusalem Talmud, Brachot)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shelach 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim

Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Shlach 5784
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This week’s parsha raises the age-old issue of human behavior – altruism over personal interest and gain. While we all pay lip service to the concept and ideal of altruism when dealing with public affairs and the general good , we all remain human beings and the Talmud long ago posited that “a human being is first and foremost closest and prejudiced to one’s own self and interests.”
 
We Are Born as Selfish Grasping Individuals
The conflict between the general good of many and the private benefit to the few or even to one individual is the stuff of politics, government, power and influence. It is the basic motif in all human existence and history. Our sense of rectitude and conscience is constantly buffeted by self-interest and personal factors and reckonings. We are born as selfish grasping individuals and the challenges in life that follow all revolve about our ability to recognize and modify this basic human instinct.
 
The Innate Selfish and Purely Self-Interested Nature of Humans
One may say that all of the commandments and laws of the Torah come to enable us to counter this instinct that is part of us from the moment of our birth. This is what the rabbis meant when they taught us that the “evil instinct” - the innate selfishness and purely self-interested nature of humans – is with us from our first breath on this earth. The struggle to include others – family, community, fellow Jews and human beings generally – into our worldview is the story of our lives and existence.
 
The Torah attributes Avraham’s victory in this struggle and it is he, above all others, who is seen as our father and role model, the founder of G-d’s people.
 
In Jeopardy of Losing Their Titles, Power and Influence
One of the explanations offered by the commentators to the negative behavior and damning report regarding the Land of Israel is that the spies – who were the leaders of their tribes – were aware that when the Jews entered the Land of Israel, new leaders were to be chosen and they, the Jews, were in jeopardy of losing their titles and positions of power and influence. This awareness preyed upon their minds and prejudiced their view of the Land of Israel.
 
The Plague of Communal Leadership
Their perceived personal gain and position overwhelmed the general good of the people they were supposed to serve. This has always been a plague of communal leadership, when hubris and self-service dominate the sight of the leadership so that one is unable to distinguish between public good and one’s private interests.
 
Even worse, many times the private interest of the leader is disguised as being the public good. Dictators have always stated that “I am the state!” The great prophet Shmuel is characterized in the same category as Moshe and Aharon because of his selflessness in leading the Jewish people. The tragedy of the spies, and of the Jewish people of that generation generally, is this inability to rise over personal interests and view the general picture of Jewish destiny and accomplishment.
 
We Should Always Be Wary of the True Motives of 
Those Who Profess to Care for Our Public Good
Like many a leader blinded by one’s own agenda of ideas and events, the spies soon descended into falsehoods and slander to make their case. The tragedy in cases such as this is that the people often follow this flawed leadership, bringing calamity upon one and all. We should always be wary of the true motives of those who profess to lead us for the alleged public good.
 
Shabbat shalom.
Reprinted from the current website of rabbiwein.com


A Jew Should Never Fear to Fulfill the Commands of G-d
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
[image: Image result for photo of mordechai siev of ascent]
This week's Torah portion, Shelach, contains the story of the Twelve Spies. Rabbi Shneur Zalman, founder of Chabad Chasidism, explained the episode of the spies as follows:
The Twelve Spies were righteous individuals; the reason they wished to remain in the desert was out of concern for the Torah. The spies were afraid that the trials and tribulations the Jews would encounter in the Land of Israel would be too great, and their study of Torah and performance of mitzvot would suffer.

An Entire Day to Devote to
Torah Study without Distraction
In the desert, there was no need to worry about the ordinary necessities of life. Bread fell from the sky, water was provided miraculously from a well that accompanied the Jews, and their clothing grew along with their bodies and never deteriorated. The entire day was free to devote to Torah study without distraction.
By contrast, the spies recognized that even before the Jews could enter the land it would have to be conquered. Once they entered Israel they would have to farm the land and engage in business in order to obtain the same amenities. They worried that this preoccupation with worldly affairs would have a negative effect on the Jews' Torah and mitzvot. This, however, was the core of their transgression.
The spies failed to comprehend that if G-d commanded them to enter Israel, they were required to do so with self-sacrifice, and to put their trust entirely in Him. It was not their place to worry about potential difficulties.

“Do Not Rebel Against G-d!”
The only two who did not sin were Joshua and Caleb. "Do not rebel against G-d!" they insisted. There is nothing to be afraid of when one is carrying out His will.
A question is raised: If the spies were truly righteous, how could they have made such a terrible mistake? Indeed, when the spies first embarked on their mission, they recognized that the life-style the Land of Israel represented was radically different from the one in the desert. Nonetheless, they set out with the intention of fulfilling G-d's command. But by the time they returned they had changed their minds.
What caused them to falter is that seeing something in person is far different from hearing about it. When the spies saw for themselves the difficulties the Jewish people would face, they were stricken with fear. Thus, despite their good intentions, they brought back an evil report about the Land.

The Challenge to a Person’s Good Resolve
It sometimes happens that a person may resolve to increase in Torah and mitzvot, but finds it difficult when it comes to actually doing so. Although his initial intention was good, when he sees firsthand the obstacles he will need to overcome, he becomes discouraged and mistakenly believes it beyond his ability.
This, however, is not so.
In the words of Caleb, "We can easily go up and take possession of it, for we are well able to overcome it." When a Jew fulfills G-d's command, he will always be successful.


Reprinted from the Parashat Shelach 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn. Adapted from Volume 8 of Likutei Sichot.







Brother of Fallen Charedi Soldier: ‘The Army Does Not Respect Charedim’
 
[image: ]

The family of Yisroel Yudkin Hy”d, a charedi soldier who perished in Gaza, will visit his grave this week at the military cemetery on Mount Herzl to erect his tombstone.
Amidst their grief, the family has made an appeal to the Ministry of Defense. According to his brother Dubi, who commands a company of 93 soldiers, the Ministry of Defense has denied their request to inscribe the words ‘Hashem yikom domov – G-d shall revenge his blood’ on his tombstone.
“It is greatly disturbing us as a family that on Thursday, we must submit the wording of the headstone to the Ministry of Defense and my mother has asked that the words ‘G-d shall revenge his blood’ be written on his tombstone,” Dubi explained in an interview with Channel 14.
“This is the wording that charedi people write on their gravestones. The Ministry of Defense does not approve the word ‘Hashem’ [G-d], nor the root of the word ‘yikom,’ because revenge is forbidden, so the Ministry of Defense has not approved this.”
Dubi expressed his frustration, saying, “If you don’t respect the fallen charedi soldiers, then how do you want me to stay in the army? If you don’t respect my brother who fell during his service, why should I respect you at all?”
“We’re talking about drafting, we’re talking about charedim. The army is not built to take in charedim, it has no infrastructure for that. I’m not talking about Torah lessons, about mikvahs, about gender bases, I’m talking about weapons, about shoes.”
“I’m talking about a haredi soldier who is killed, the family wants it to be written, ‘G-d will avenge his blood,’ on the tombstone. It’s quite simple, it’s a simple request from my parents, and that’s what will show him respect. He grew up as a charedi, he was killed in the haredi regiment. They want these words to be written on the tombstone, so they come to the Ministry of Defense but they say, ‘No we are not approving these words,” he lamented.
Captain Yisroel Yudkin from Kfar Chabad, a 22-year-old combat soldier in the Kfir Brigade, was killed in battle in the northern Gaza Strip about six weeks ago.

Reprinted from the June 18, 2024 website of Matzav.com

More Torah Thoughts that Count

Making a sign to remind oneself to do something is always helpful and appropriate. A person shouldn't rely on memory alone, regardless of whether the obligation is physical or spiritual. (Peninei Torah)

That you may remember, and do all My commandments, and be holy to your G-d (Num. 15:40)
Said Rabbi Chanina ben Antignos: Whoever observes the mitzva of tzitzit will merit to live in the times about which the Prophet Zechariah said, "In those days it shall come to pass, that ten men from the nations of every language shall take hold of the robe of a Jew, saying, We will go with you; for we have heard that G-d is with you." (Yalkut Shimoni)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shelach 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim
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