Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Mishnah is the transcribed record of the Jewish Oral Law which Moses received on Mount Sinai along with the revelation of the Written Law that formulates the Torah, the Jewish holy book. It was referred to by the rabbis as the Oral Torah (Torah she-be- al peh) [footnoteRef:1]and together, the Oral Torah and the Written Torah are known as the Dual Torah.[footnoteRef:2] Initially, the Jewish Oral Law was not recorded or documented in text form but delivered through oral transmission by various scholars over the generations, “Moses received Torah from God at Sinai. He transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, the elders to the prophets, the prophets to the members of the Great Assembly”(Pivot Avot 1:1). It was following the defeat of the Bar Kokhba revolt (132CE- 135CE), and the exile of the Jews by Emperor Hadrian lasting until his death in 138CE, that the decision was made to document the Oral Law. It became clear that oral transmission was becoming more difficult and the Oral Law was at risk of being lost. It was after the reign of Rabbi Meir, that Judah Ha-Nasi (135CE-217CE), also known as Rabbi ‘Judah the Prince’ or ‘Our Holy Rabbi’ undertook the task of producing a physical copy of the Oral Law. Judah Ha-Nasi did not do this alone but with a great academy which accommodated great men, such as the Rabbi Chiya. This compilation of the Oral Law was composed between 200CE-220CE and is known as the Mishnah (from the Hebrew Root Shanah, translating as ‘to repeat’). [footnoteRef:3] [1:  David S. Ariel, What Do Jews Believe?, (London: Rider, 1996). pp. 140-141.]  [2:  Jacob Neusner, Uniting the Dual Torah: Sifra and the Problem of the Mishnah, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). p.15.]  [3:  Wein Berel adapted by Yaakov Astor, The Mishnah. In JEWISHHISTORY.ORG [online], [cited 7 November 2017]. Available From: <http://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/>.] 


For centuries, the leading rabbis were opposed for the Oral Law to be written down. This was because teaching the law orally meant closer connections between teachers and pupils. It was believed that teachers were a much better agent of the Jewish tradition than books. However, Judah Ha-Nasi was afraid that the Oral Law would be lost and forgotten following the deaths of numerous teachers as a result of the unsuccessful revolts. He believed the best option was for the Oral Law to be written down and preserved; There was a need for an Oral Torah and consequently the Mishnah was composed. The Mishnah is the most significant book of law following the Bible and is significant within Judaism.

The Sadducees, who were the priestly caste and contemporaries of the early rabbis would disagree. They considered the Written Torah to be authoritative and accepted its divine origin, but they rejected the Oral Torah. They believed solely in what is stated in the Written Torah. [footnoteRef:4] It could be argued that the Mishnah was not significant to all Jews and therefore not significant within Judaism as a whole. However, in contrast to the Sadducees, according to Orthodox Jews the Oral Torah or Mishnah is of equivalent authority to the Written Torah. This was because Oral Torah was already a part of the revelation to Moses on Mount Sinai. [footnoteRef:5] [4:  David S. Ariel, What Do Jews Believe?, pp. 140-141.]  [5:  Hans Kung, Judaism: The Religious Situation of Our Time, (London: SCM, 1992). p.135.
] 


The Mishnah is transcribed in a different Hebrew to the Hebrew Bible and contains halakhic (Legal) and aggadic (folklore) material, though the material is mainly halakhic. The Mishnah is an organised document of the Oral Law, in contrast to the Torah. For instance, to trace down the laws on the Sabbath in the Torah one would have to look up the numerous references in, Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. This means that you would have to read the entirety of the Torah or know the full contents from memory. In order to solve this issue, Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi organised the Mishnah topically. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud & Mishna. In Jewish Virtual Library [online]. Available from: <http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishna > [date accessed: 13/11/17]] 


The Oral Law within the Mishnah is divided into six sectors (orders), these are: Zeraim(seeds); Moed (Appointed Time); Nashim (Women); Neziqin (Damages); Kodashim (Holy Things) and Tohorot (Cleanness’s). The six sectors are also subdivided into further tractates (organizational elements), known as a masekhot. Each sector has from seven to twelve masekhot on a range of specific subjects, there are sixty-three masekhot overall. The Zeraim sector contains guidelines about agriculture and donations to be reserved for the poor, priests and Levites. The Zeraim sector is divided into a further eleven tractates, such as Berakhot (Benedictions) which is the daily prayers. The Moed sector covers the regulations about the Jewish festivals and special days throughout the year, such as Rosh Hashanah. Moed is split into a further twelve tractates for example, Shabbat which covers the laws that affect the Sabbath.  Nashim contains the rules concerning marriage, marriage rights and divorce. Nashim is distributed into seven additional sectors including Yevamot (Sisters- in- Law), this deals with levirate marriage and marriages practices that are prohibited. In addition, Neziqin contains regulations concerning civil and criminal laws, it is then divided into ten additional tractates such as, Baba Kamma (First Gate). The sector Kodashim debates sacrificial laws and service for the Temple such as ritual slaughter. This sector has eleven further tractates for example, Zevahim (Sacrifices) which reviews sacrifices within the faith. Tohorot deals with ritual impurity and the further twelve tractates include topics such as, Kelim (Things) that covers ritual uncleanliness. 

The contents of the Jewish Law persisted as a topic of discussion for the sages for hundreds of years and was studied thoroughly by generations of rabbis. Ultimately, these rabbinic discussions and debates on the contents of the Mishnah were written down and are known as the Gemara. The Gemara makes up the Talmud (Hebrew, ‘study’ or ‘teach’) along with the Mishnah (the Mishnah is the foundation on the Talmud). There are two Talmuds: the Palestinian Talmud (Talmud Yerushalmi) and the Babylonian Talmud (Talmud Balvi). The two Talmuds incorporate the same Mishnah but different Gemaras due to two different discussions taking place in the two independent places: Babylonia and Palestine. The Babylonian Talmud is more detailed and more complex than the Palestinian Talmud, making it the more authoritative of the two. These two places are where scholars would gather to study the Mishnah and the main goal of these discussions and debates were to make the Mishnah clear and to explain its contents. [footnoteRef:7] The significance of the Mishnah meant that its contents needed to be understood. The interpretations of the rabbis cited in the Mishnah are identified as Tanna’im (teachers, in Aramaic) in contrast to those cited in the Gemara which are identified as Amora’im (meaning, ‘interpreters’).[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism: history, belief, and practice, (London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 297-299.]  [8:  Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud & Mishna. In Jewish Virtual Library [online]. Available from: <http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishna > [date accessed: 13/11/17]] 


Although the content is explained in the Mishnah, there is not an explanation of what purpose the writer regards their work to be, for example, is it a book of law or a school book? As its contents instructs people what they should and shouldn’t do. We can gather it’s a law-code due to the topics covered but the intent is never stated by its writers. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Jacob Neusner, The Way of Torah: An Introduction to Judaism, (Belmont. Califormnia: Wadsworth Publishing Company 1992). pp. 32-33. ] 


The Mishnah adds, elucidates and arranges the commandments of the Torah, it explains how the Torah’s commandments should be acted upon and fills in the missing gaps. The Torah on its own, despite the six-hundred and thirteen commandments, is an inadequate guide to the Jewish way of life, it gives the commandments but does not explain them. The distinction between the Written Torah and the Oral Torah is clearly demonstrated by the mitzvah (‘commandment’) relating to doing work on the Sabbath. The written Torah states “Six days shall work be done, but on the seventh day you shall have a holy sabbath of solemn rest to the Lord; whoever does any work on it shall be put to death.” (Exodus 35:2 NRS). The Torah does not specify what is meant by work, and therefore the Mishnah provides guidance and states exactly what ‘work’ includes. As an example, “The main classes of work are forty save one: sowing, ploughing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, winnowing, cleansing crops, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing…” (Mishnah: Sabbath 7). It is thanks to the Mishnah that Jews know what they can and cannot do on the Sabbath day. 

Another example is the mitzvah about the laying of the teffilin. The Torah states, “… Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” (Deuteronomy 6: 6-9). Again, The Written Torah does not explain how to do this, however the Mishnah gives a detailed explanation. It is in the Mishnah that we discover that men should bind the teffilin between his eyes and to bind it to his weaker arm wrapping it around seven times every morning. The Mishnah is significant as it provides something concrete to follow; without the Mishna, it would be unclear of the aesthetic of the teffilin and how they should be binded.[footnoteRef:10]A further example is the commandment “You shall eat your fill and bless the Lord your God for the good land that he has given you.” (Deuteronomy 8:10). The Mishnah explains the particular blessings that should be recited after certain foods and how to rectify an error, for example reciting the wrong blessing.[footnoteRef:11] As a result, the Mishnah is significant to Judaism as it supplies an authoritative guide to helping Jews live their everyday lives. Without the Mishnah Jews would be lost and numerous laws and commandments in the Written Torah would be unfathomable.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Naftali Brawer, A Brief Guide to Judaism: Theology, History and Practice, (Philadelphia, PA: Running Press, 2008). p.20.]  [11:  MISHNAH. In Jewish Virtual Library [online]. Available from: < http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/mishnah > [date accessed: 13/11/17]]  [12:  Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud & Mishna. In Jewish Virtual Library [online]. Available from: <http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishna > [date accessed: 13/11/17]] 


Yet, it can be debated that the Mishnah is not significant within Judaism as it does not recognise its authors and does not specify a certain time or place. It also does not state its intended audience and fails to replicate the Hebrew of the Hebrew Bible. It is possible that the authority of the Mishnah was evident to its authors but not to anyone else. They made no effort in explaining why the document is authoritative and why the commandments should be followed.[footnoteRef:13] Written documents are also frozen in time; the Mishnah may have been significant within Judaism in the past but it could be argued that its importance has declined through time.  [13:  Jacob Neusner, The Way of Torah: An Introduction to Judaism, pp. 32-33. ] 


However, the form of the Talmud and its later developments meant this written document will never be frozen in time. It existed as and will stay as a living Oral Law. This is due to the work of Judah Ha-Nasi who composed the Mishnah in a system that would be a means for an active document and not a document only relevant to those from the past. Therefore, the Mishnah is significant within Judaism as the Talmud is a living document thanks to the order and structure of the Mishnah, keeping the Oral Law alive. The Mishnah has helped to communicate the whole Torah to the Jewish people for generations and will continue to do so in a way that preserves its significance to the Jewish faith. [footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Wein Berel adapted by Yaakov Astor, The Mishnah. In JEWISHHISTORY.ORG [online], [cited 7 November 2017]. Available From: <http://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/>. 
] 


To conclude, the Mishnah is significant within Judaism. The Oral Law was once at risk of being lost completely. Despite the closer connections with teachers through orally teaching the law, the law was saved and able to continue helping Jews live their lives. The Mishnah is organised in way that it is easy to follow and understand making everyday life for those of the Jewish faith easier, highlighting the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism. The fact that the Mishnah does not state its intended audience or why people should conform to it, is somewhat irrelevant as it stills fills in the gaps of the Written Torah by covering a range of topics and explaining the mitzvah. As a result, the Mishnah makes the Written Laws more fathomable and allows Jews to fulfil the commandments of the Torah. The Mishnah is significant to Judaism as it helps Jews to understand these laws and helps them to live their everyday lives.   
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