Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism.
There are a number of different reasons why the Mishnah can be considered significant within Judaism, including the Mishnah working to explain the written Torah; it preserves the memory of practices before 200 CE, it includes a number of different opinions from Rabbis, and it covers numerous different topics.[footnoteRef:1] However, for the purposes of this essay I am going to focus on the Mishnah working to explain the written Torah and the fact that it helps to preserve the memory of the Second Temple period, and evaluate to what extent these factors make the Mishnah significant within Judaism.  [1:  Lex Rofeberg, ‘Why The Mishnah Is the Best Jewish Book You’ve Never Read’, My Jewish Learning, Date unknown, https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/why-the-mishnah-is-the-best-jewish-book-youve-never-read/ [Accessed: 24th May 2021]] 

The Mishnah is the physical record of the oral Torah that had been revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai at the same time that the written Torah had been revealed, and was passed through by Joshuah, the Elders, prophets, and the sages.[footnoteRef:2] As a result of the increasing commentaries on the oral Torah and the increasing threat that the teachings from the oral Torah, as they were revealed, would be lost, the decision was made to make a written record of the oral Torah, which was undertaken by Tudah Ha-Nasi,[footnoteRef:3] with the help and assistance of other Rabbis. The body of the oral Torah was completed approximately 200 CE,[footnoteRef:4] and was called the Mishnah which comes from the root sh-n-h meaning to repeat.[footnoteRef:5] This highlights the importance placed on remembering the oral Torah because it is written in a style that makes it easier to recite and recall, which is further highlighted by Jacob Neusner who stated that, “[The Mishnah is] small-minded, picayune, obvious, dull, routine - everything its age was not”,[footnoteRef:6] demonstrating that the Mishnah is therefore intended not only to be read, but also to be remembered and recited. Although the Mishnah was primarily written by Tudah Ha-Nasi, it has three distinct voices; the first voice is anonymous, the second is the voices of the sages, and the final is that of scripture.[footnoteRef:7] The Mishnah is divided into six general sections or seder (order): Zera’im (seeds), Mo’ed (season), Nashim (women), Nezikin (torts), Kodashim (sanctities), and Tohoroth (purities), and as a result the Mishnah includes extensive teachings on a wide variety of topics, from numerous different rabbis. Furthermore, the Mishnah is made of predominantly halakhic traditions, which refers to legal traditions, both for individual law and the body of law,[footnoteRef:8] and includes the halakhic traditions that are both "forbidden" (asur) and "permitted" (mutar).[footnoteRef:9] As a result, the Mishnah is considered the most important book, after the written Torah, making it significant within Judaism.  [2:  Philip Davies, ‘Judaism and the Hebrew Scriptre’ in The Blackwell Companion to Judaism (ed. J. Neusner and A. Avery-Peck) (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004) pg. 52]  [3:  Martin Goodman, ‘Mishnah’, Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2015, https://oxfordre.com/classics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-9780199381135-e-4222 [Accessed: 25th May 2021]]  [4:  Avraham Walfish, ‘Mishnah’ in The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion, (ed. R. Zwi Werblowsky and G. Wigoder) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) pg. 471]  [5:  David Kraemer, ‘The Mishnah’ in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4 (ed. S. Katz) pg. 299]  [6:  Jacob Neusner, Rabbinic Judaism’s Generative Logic, (New York: Global Publications, 2002) pg. 68]  [7:  David Kraemer, ‘The Mishnah’ in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4 (ed. S. Katz) pg. 304-5]  [8:  G. Stemberger, ‘The Formation of Rabbinic Judaism, 70-640 CE’ in The Blackwell Companion to Judaism (ed. J. Neusner and A. Avery-Peck) (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004) pg. 85]  [9:  Jewish Virtual Library, Mishnah, 2008, <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/mishnah> [Accessed: 25th May 2021]] 

One of the main reasons that the Mishnah is significant within Judaism is that it helps to explain the teachings of the written Torah as it “bridged the gap between the one class of law and the other”,[footnoteRef:10] and therefore works to allow for a better understanding of God’s will. This is important as many of the commandments within the written Torah do not provide practical advice on how one should carry out the commandments. One example of this is the commandment given for working on the Sabbath: [10:  Jacob Neusner, The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism (London: Routledge, 1999) pg. xiii] 

“but the seventh day is the Sabbath of the LORD your God, you shall not do any work – you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within your settlement.” (Ex. 20:10). 
Although this is a specific commandment, it does not provide advice or teachings on how it should be carried out, such as what classifies as work or who this applies to. The Mishnah is therefore significant as it provides further explanations on how the commandment can and should be obeyed. For example, in Mo’ed, the second seder in the Mishnah, it provides 39 prohibitions of work on the Sabbath laws.[footnoteRef:11] These include what fuels and wicks cannot be used (M. Shabbat 2:1), how animals can be used (M. Shabbat 5:1-4), what can be carried on the Sabbath (M. Shabbat 6:4), and provides a detailed list of acts that are considered work (M. Shabbat 7:4). This highlights how the Mishnah is significant within Judaism as it provides detailed discussions and rulings on how one can obey the commandments given in the written Torah. [11:  Sefaria, Mishnah Shabbat, date unknown, <https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Shabbat?lang=bi> [Accessed: 25th May 2021] ] 

In addition to rulings and discussions on how to obey the commandment to not work on the Sabbath, as well as other commandments given in the written Torah, the Mishnah is also significant within Judaism as it includes details on a number of different practices and festivals, including marriage. There are a number of teachings on how and when marriage ceremonies should be conducted. For example, “a virgin is married on Wednesday and a widow on Thursday” (M. Ketubot 1:1); this once again highlights why the Mishnah is significant within Judaism as it provides detailed and practical teachings on a number of different practices. The extent of the topics covered can also be seen when considering the number of tractates, with there being a total of 62 tractates, with each seder containing between 7-12 tractates in total.[footnoteRef:12] This further highlights the extent of the details that the Mishnah includes and the wide variety of topics covered, and thus the Mishnah is important within Judaism because it works in conjunction with the written Torah to provide further details of how one can correctly follow the commandments given in the written Torah. Furthermore, within each of the 62 tractates there is, for the most part, a single subject as the main focus. This results in the Mishnah being relatively easy to utilize and find further explanations of teachings of the written Torah, and thus it is more likely to be used than if it was difficult to navigate. This again highlights the Mishnah‘s significance as it covers a large number of issues in a format that is easy to use and therefore practical. [12:  Jacob Neusner, The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism (London: Routledge, 1999) pg 79] 

In contrast to this, some may argue that the Mishnah does not hold this significance within Judaism as its primary purpose was to serve as an anthology of rabbinic teachings,[footnoteRef:13] rather than containing legal precedent or being an authoritative work. As a result, it can be argued that the Mishnah does not hold as much significance within Judaism as the previous arguments suggest because it was not intended to be a commanding text, and as a result the teachings and explanations within the Mishnah are suggestions rather than authoritative instruction. In addition to this it can also be argued that the Mishnah does not hold as much significance, as many of the teachings in the written and oral Torah are not always symmetrical to each other.[footnoteRef:14] For example, when considering dietary and purity laws, the written Torah, when taking its literal message, states that consumption of carcasses is impure, whereas the oral Torah teaches that if there is no contact it does not transmit impurities.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Y. Brandes, ‘The Canonization of the Mishnah’, Journal of Ancient Judaism, 10(2) (2019) 145-180 (p.145)]  [14:  Jacob Neusner, The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism (London: Routledge, 1999) pg. xii]  [15:  Rabbi Bernie Fox, When the Written and Oral Tradition Contradict One Another, date unknown, <https://outorah.org/p/20197/> [Accessed: 26th May 2021] ] 

However, this argument does not diminish the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism because the traditional idea is that the Mishnah does contain, and was intended to contain and provide legal rulings, as the oral Torah did before the Mishnah was written.[footnoteRef:16] As a result, even if the argument that the Mishnah does not hold authoritative teachings, which is rejected by many, the Mishnah is still significant as it provides assistance in how the commandments should be carried out and thus helps Jews to follow the commandments set out in the written Torah and therefore God’s will.  [16:  Y. Brandes, ‘The Canonization of the Mishnah’, Journal of Ancient Judaism, 10(2) (2019) 145-180 (p.145)] 

A further reason the Mishnah is considered significant within Judaism is as a result of the Mishnah being a text to preserve the teachings and traditions. This makes the Mishnah valuable because remembrance is an important aspect of Judaism, which can be seen in a number of different practices and festivals performed. One example of this is that the order of services within the synagogue reflects the public sacrifices that took place in the Temple, with services in the morning (shahrait) and afternoon prayer (minkhrah) each corresponding to the times sacrifices took place in the Temple.[footnoteRef:17] A further example of memory and remembrance being important within Judaism is Hanukah, where the victory over the Greeks is celebrated and remembered, which is reflected in the primary ritual of lighting the menorah.[footnoteRef:18] This significance placed on memory, both in specific events and in daily worship also applies to the Mishnah. This is because the Mishnah was written down in order to preserve the teachings as they were given to Moses on Mount Sinai, as well as the traditions that were included in the oral Torah. The Mishnah was written down in fear that these traditions could be lost due to further war or dispersion such as what had happened after the Roman Jewish War in 66 CE.[footnoteRef:19] This highlights that the Mishnah is significant within Judaism as it has allowed for the oral Torah to be preserved and remembered over the centuries, and thus has achieved the original purpose of writing down the oral Torah in the 3rd Century CE. [17:  Tracey Rich, Jewish Liturgy, 2020, <www.jewfaq.org/liturgy.htm> [Accessed: 26th May 2021] ]  [18: Reform Judaism, History: The Hanukkah Story, date unknown, < https://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/hanukkah/history-hanukkah-story> [Accessed: 26th May 2021]]  [19:  E.P. Sanders, Judaism: Practices and Belief 63BCE-66CE (London: SCM Press, 1992) pg.3] 

However, this writing down of the oral Torah could result in the Mishnah having less significance than the oral Torah held. This is because once the oral Torah had been written down it became static and so the Rabbis could no longer expand the teachings of the Mishnah as had been done before, which is what led to the oral Torah becoming so large and needing to be written down, especially after the failed Bar Kochba Revolt.[footnoteRef:20] However, although the writing of the Mishnah does result in it becoming a set piece of scripture, this does not result in the Mishnah losing significance within Judaism, as it remains a piece of scripture that can be utilized and recalled to remember the teachings and traditions given to Moses on Mount Sinai, in addition to numerous sayings, arguments, and counter-arguments from a number of different Rabbis.[footnoteRef:21] [20: Berel Wein, The Mishnah, date unknown, <https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [Accessed: 26th May 2021] ]  [21:  British Library, First Complete Mishnah, date unknown <https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-complete-mishnah#> [Accessed: 26th May 2021]   ] 

In addition to the Mishnah being significant because of remembrance of the oral Torah, it is also significant within Judaism as it records important traditions that took place before the Mishnah was written. A key example of this is that the Mishnah includes rituals and traditions surrounding the Second Temple before it was destroyed in 70 CE.[footnoteRef:22] The seder Mo’ed includes multiple teachings and traditions of the Temple such as what should be done with “the surplus of [money set aside for] shekels” (M. Shekalim 2:5) including what sacrifices should be made for different occasions, such as childbirth, guilt-offerings, and peace-offerings. This gives the Mishnah significance within Judaism as it provides in depth details of what was considered the appropriate way to honour God when the Temple was the main way that respects were shown. Furthermore, by providing such details of sacrifices that were performed, the Mishnah is significant as it provides historical importance, in addition to spiritual importance. This historical importance can again be seen in other teachings surrounding the Temple. For example: [22: Jacob Neusner, Making Gods Word Work: A Guide to the Mishnah (London: Continuum International Publishing, 2004) pg. 11 ] 

If one dedicated his possessions to the Temple, and there was among them things which was fit for public offerings, they should be given to the craftsmen as their wages (M. Shekalim 4:6)
This again highlights the historical significance of Mishnah within Judaism as it demonstrates how sacrifices were performed and what sacrifices were considered appropriate for different events. The Mishnah provides considerable detail of Temple worship and therefore helps to preserve the traditions in the Temple and to remember the history of the Temple, and could be implemented if the Temple is ever restored. 
However, it could be argued that although the Mishnah does provide a historical account of the practices that took place in the Temple, this does not make the Mishnah as significant because it does not have a substantial effect on modern practices. For example, within Reform Judaism any prayers about animal sacrifice were omitted,[footnoteRef:23] and therefore it can be argued that the Mishnah does not hold as much importance as it dedicates a significant amount of space to historical traditions that are no longer performed within Judaism today. This is particularly true in Reform Judaism as there is more of an emphasis on moral commandments[footnoteRef:24] than with the focus on historical practices which are not performed today, nor are similar practices. Therefore the Mishnah has limited applicable teachings, and as a result its significance is reduced.  [23: Rabbi Jonathan Romain, Reform Judaism, 2009, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/judaism/subdivisions/reform_1.shtml> [Accessed: 26th May 2021]]  [24:  Rabbi Jonathan Romain, Reform Judaism, 2009, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/judaism/subdivisions/reform_1.shtml> [Accessed: 26th May 2021]] 

In contrast to this, the argument could be countered by considering different tractates in the Mishnah, such as:
On the twenty-fifth they set them up in the Temple. When [the tables] were set up in the Temple, they began to exact pledges [from those who had not paid]. … but not women or slaves or minors. (M. Shekalim 1:3)
This tractate, along with others, highlights that the Mishnah is significant within Judaism, as even within tractates that are discussing historical practices, the teachings show how different groups were expected to contribute to the Temple, which could be applied to how those groups should then contribute to the synagogue and the community in general. The above tractate highlights that despite discussing a practice that is no longer done, the underlying teachings still apply, in this case that women and minors do not have the same expectation when contributing economically to the community as men. Consequently, the Mishnah is significant within Judaism as it provides historical practices that are important to remember, as both the practices and the corresponding teachings can be applied to modern services.  
As a result of the Mishnah working to explain the teachings of the written Torah and helping to preserve the historical practices of Judaism before 200 CE, the Mishnah can be considered significant within Judaism. This is because although arguments such as the Mishnah working as an anthology of Rabbinic beliefs and practices[footnoteRef:25] should be taken into consideration when reading it and applying it to modern teachings in Judaism, it was these practices that were the foundation for many contemporary practices, thus giving the Mishnah significance. Furthermore, even if one were to only consider the Mishnah as an anthology of Rabbinic beliefs, this still results in it holding significance within Judaism as it helps to preserve the traditions and practices during the Second Temple period and before. Furthermore, one of the main reasons that the Mishnah is considered significant is because it provides detailed explanations of the teachings and commandments of the written Torah, which allows for Jews to have a better understanding of God’s Will and can learn how to obey God’s commandments by reading the Mishnah. Therefore, although there are factors that should be taken into consideration  when applying the teachings of the Mishnah today, it still remains significant within Judaism.   [25: Y. Brandes, ‘The Canonization of the Mishnah’, Journal of Ancient Judaism, 10(2) (2019) 145-180 (p.145)
 ] 





Bibliography:
· Brandes, Y. ‘The Canonization of the Mishnah’, Journal of Ancient Judaism, 10(2) (2019) 145-180
· British Library, First Complete Mishnah, date unknown <https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-complete-mishnah#>
· Davies, P. ‘Judaism and the Hebrew Scriptre’ in The Blackwell Companion to Judaism (ed. J. Neusner and A. Avery-Peck) (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004)
· Fox, Rabbi B. When the Written and Oral Tradition Contradict One Another, date unknown, <https://outorah.org/p/20197/>
· Goodman, M. ‘Mishnah’, Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2015, https://oxfordre.com/classics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-9780199381135-e-4222
· Jewish Virtual Library, Mishnah, 2008, <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/mishnah>
· Kraemer, D. ‘The Mishnah’ in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4 (ed. S. Katz)
· Neusner, J Rabbinic Judaism’s Generative Logic, (New York: Global Publications, 2002)
· Neusner, J. Making Gods Word Work: A Guide to the Mishnah (London: Continuum International Publishing, 2004)
· Neusner, J. The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism (London: Routledge, 1999)
· Reform Judaism, History: The Hanukkah Story, date unknown, < https://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/hanukkah/history-hanukkah-story>
· Rich, T. Jewish Liturgy, 2020, <www.jewfaq.org/liturgy.htm>
· Rofeberg, L. ‘Why The Mishnah Is the Best Jewish Book You’ve Never Read’, My Jewish Learning, Date unknown, https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/why-the-mishnah-is-the-best-jewish-book-youve-never-read/ 
· Romain, Rabbi J. Reform Judaism, 2009, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/judaism/subdivisions/reform_1.shtml>
· Sanders, E.P. Judaism: Practices and Belief 63BCE-66CE (London: SCM Press, 1992)
· Sefaria, Mishnah Shabbat, date unknown, <https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Shabbat?lang=bi>
· Stemberger, G. ‘The Formation of Rabbinic Judaism, 70-640 CE’ in The Blackwell Companion to Judaism (ed. J. Neusner and A. Avery-Peck) (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004)
· Walfish, A. ‘Mishnah’ in The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion, (ed. R. Zwi Werblowsky and G. Wigoder) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997)
· Wein, B. The Mishnah, date unknown, <https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/>

