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Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism.
Introduction: 
The translation of the Hebrew term ‘Mishnah’ is ‘to repeat’ which explains greatly how the Oral Tradition of the Mishnah was originally repeated by word of mouth. Even before the Second Temple was destroyed, the Pharisees were preparing for a life without the Temple. In this essay, I will be evaluating on many different aspects of the Mishnah and if it was significant within Judaism for both the past and for today. Many Jews believe that Moses not only received the Torah on Mount Sinai but also received the Oral Law. With this, numerous discussions were held at Yavneh, in the attempt to further establish an understanding of not only the Torah but also what they, as Jewish scholars, must do to protect their religion. Since the destruction of the Temple, the focal point of Judaism was lost, and the Jewish people then needed to redefine Holiness; which the Pharisees saw was through the Torah and worship. Through evaluating the points discussed above and some other key issues within Judaism, I will further come to the conclusion on how significant the Mishnah was for helping the Jewish people to thrive after the loss of their Temple and also how the religion is still thriving today.
Significance after the Temple
Judah Ha Nasi made the decision to write down the Oral Tradition as before he collected all the discussions together, the Oral Tradition was only passed through word of mouth. With this, it had some disadvantages which included that nobody has a coherent understanding of these discussions until the decision was taken. According to Lavinia and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, “by the 3rd Century CE, oral interpretations of the law had become highly complex.”[footnoteRef:1] This further explains why the main reason that the oral tradition had to be written was due to the amount that was discussed and how different interpretations sparked even more debates. This further adds to the complexity and even greater the significance of the oral tradition shortly after the destruction of the Second Temple. [1:  Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism: A Short History (Oxford, England: Oneworld, 1999).p.43.] 

The Oral Law is that of what Moses handed down through generations by word of mouth, which Moses received at the same time as the Torah on Mount Sinai. Further noted by Brian Lancaster, with the Oral Torah, the “term is used to emphasize the unbroken line of tradition from Moses himself,”[footnoteRef:2] which also emphasises the significance of the Mishnah due to the idea that it was given to Moses alongside the Torah, showing further the importance of the Oral Torah for Jewish people. With this, however, Jewish law forbade for the Oral tradition to be written down. As also mentioned by Naftali Brawer, until the Mishnah was created, “it was forbidden to record in writing any of the Oral Torah.”[footnoteRef:3] However, to save the Torah and their religion, they had to write down the oral tradition. As further mentioned in the book of Psalms, “it is the time to do something on behalf of God because your Torah has been desecrated.” (Pslams 119: 126) With this, Ha Nasi found that as the Jewish people were under the threat of extinction, this meant that the Torah was at risk also. He decided that writing the Mishnah would go against the Torah, but only for the benefit of the future of the religion and its people.  [2:  Brian Lancaster, Elements Of Judaism (Shaftesbury, Dorset: Element, 1998).p.28.]  [3:  Naftali Brawer, A Brief Guide To Judaism (England: CONSTABLE & ROBINSON, 2008).p.21.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]With the Oral Tradition being passed down by word of mouth, it was slowly becoming dangerous and also due to the defeat of the final revolt lead by Bar Kokhba, this ended badly for the Jewish people. Judaism was banned from Jerusalem after this, which stressed further the importance and the need to have the Oral Tradition written down. As mentioned by Yosef Eisen, “times would become unstable again, and Jews would scatter throughout the world,”[footnoteRef:4] this further shows that there was a need for the Oral Tradition to be written down after the destruction of the Second Temple due to Jewish people living outside of Israel, in the Diaspora, which would make it harder to continue with the religious life they previously had with the Temple. [4:  Yosef Eisen, The Compilation Of The Mishnah, Chabad.Org, 2018 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2714790/jewish/The-Compilation-of-the-Mishnah.htm  [Accessed 27 September 2018].] 

For many, their lives had changed drastically after the temple was destroyed and many began to question how they could remain Jewish without their Temple. While being in exile, as mentioned by Brawer, “the standard of Jewish observance had slipped considerably,”[footnoteRef:5]  which implies greatly how life was very difficult for the Jewry of Palestine at this time. With this, however, the as further mentioned, “the guidance of Ezra and Nehemyah raised the standard of Jewish worship.”[footnoteRef:6] With the guidance of the two men previously mentioned and the preparation from the Pharisees even before the destruction of the Temple, at Yavneh was crucial to the survival of Judaism. As without their Temple, this further allowed for the Oral Law to be created as a written form in that of the Mishnah, signifying greatly on the importance of the Mishnah after the destruction of the Temple. [5:  Naftali Brawer, A Brief Guide To Judaism (England: CONSTABLE & ROBINSON, 2008).p.108.]  [6:  Naftali Brawer, A Brief Guide To Judaism (England: CONSTABLE & ROBINSON, 2008).p.108.] 

Within the Mishnah, it is compiled of 6 different sections that all have discussions and explanations on everything in the Torah. With these different sections, they all have the explanations on what can be done through different circumstances, for example with some regulations on the festivals, which is mentioned under the section titled Mo’ed. With the Mishnah however, as mentioned also is that, “…The surplus is free for common use… they agree that the surplus falls to the Temple fund.” (Mishnah: Shekalim 2.3) This shows how even through payment of sins; the Temple is still the focal point of the discussion within the Mishnah. Even though there is no longer a Temple, it is still being mentioned about which implies greatly on the future hopes within Judaism of a new life with a Temple again. However, without the Temple, most things mentioned in the Mishnah cannot be completed or are otherwise done differently today. The significance of this is how many Jews feel that by including the Temple in the Mishnah today, that there is the hope of a future with a Temple and also how the Rabbis of today are still committed to preserving Jewish continuity.
Some began to question further how it was possible to remain Jewish and to keep their religion alive after the Second Temple was destroyed. This also brought the question of how the Jewish people could even continue their faith without the Temple. Jacob Neusner commented on how the Rabbis had defined what being Jewish meant in terms of “laws that might be kept by Jews living in every civilization.”[footnoteRef:7] The significance of this is how the Rabbis were thinking of ways that the Jewish people could continue their faith without the Temple even before the Temple was destroyed. Also mentioned by Cohn-Sherbok, the most important law that must be kept by the Jewish people, in order to survive, is that the “Jews must remain faithful to God.”[footnoteRef:8]  The Mishnah explains how this can be completed, through reciting the Shema daily. This is very significant also to how the Jewish faith has continued even after the destruction of the Temple and even how they can continue with their faith in God and their religion outside of Palestine. Through the Shema, Jewish people can be observant even without their Temple. This further allows the Jewish people to continue their faith wherever they are situated through the understandings within the Mishnah. [7:  Jacob Neusner, The Way Of Torah (Encino, CA: Dickenson Publ. Comp., 1974).p.6.]  [8:  Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism: A Short History (Oxford, England: Oneworld, 1999).p.17.] 

Significance of the Mishnah today 
For many Jewish people today, the Mishnah can be seen as very significant due to the main reason that the Mishnah is still an ongoing discussion. As Leon Wieseltier mentions in The Story of the Jews, “the interpretation never ends,”[footnoteRef:9] which elaborates further on the importance of the Mishnah for Jewish people today. With this it also allows for new interpretations to be added to an ongoing commentary. This further shows the significance of the Mishnah due to the contributions of Rabbis since it was first created to now still being discussed. Simon Schama later mentions that the Mishnah was “written for an endless future,”[footnoteRef:10] which implies greatly on the significance of the Mishnah being one of an ever-changing nature. As there are still Jewish people debating and reading about the Torah, there will always be differing opinions on what the commands mean to anyone. This also relates to how relevant the Mishnah can be for today, with newer commentaries relating to modern day also making it significant in the lives of current Jews.  [9:  Simon Schama, The Story Of The Jews [DVD] United Kingdom: BBC Worldwide Ltd, (2013).]  [10:  Simon Schama, The Story Of The Jews [DVD] United Kingdom: BBC Worldwide Ltd, (2013).] 

Another major significance of the Mishnah is how without it, there would not have been a need to have discussions on it, further creating the Gemara. As the Gemara was made through the discussions of the Mishnah, it then led to another great text within Judaism: the Talmud. As Brawer states that “scholars subjected the Mishnah to intense analysis, giving rise to a much broader and deeper body of Jewish law known as the Talmud.”[footnoteRef:11] This further implies that without the Mishnah, there would not have been any further discussions which would have been the creation of the Talmud. Noted clearly by Cohn-Sherbok also is that “as soon as [the Talmud] was compiled and written down, it became the authoritative text for teaching.”[footnoteRef:12] This is very significant within Judaism for today as these discussions are still taking place, to combine the understandings of the religion already compiled from thousands of years ago into a more modern, more relatable series of works.  [11:  Naftali Brawer, A Brief Guide To Judaism (England: CONSTABLE & ROBINSON, 2008).p.23.]  [12:  Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism: A Short History (Oxford, England: Oneworld, 1999).p.49.] 

Under the division within the Mishnah titled Zeraim, it mentions about how to dedicate a successful vineyard to the Temple; as it says that they “a man must not behave himself unseemly while opposite the Eastern Gate [of the Temple] since it faces the toward the Holy of Holies.” (Zeraim:5) For the Jewry of today, this extract from the Mishnah is clearly unachievable. As the Temple was destroyed however, with the inclusion of the Temple, it is very significant within the Mishnah due to the hope of a return to the Promised Land and also the hope to one day rebuild their Temple. This further shows the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism, even though the relevance of including the Temple may not be fully understood, this can further not only unite all Jews with this future hope but also allow the religious community to flourish.
From the past, the Pharisees or Rabbis today, were committed to preserving Jewish continuity through the synagogue and Torah study rather than through the Temple. As also mentioned by Dan Cohn-Sherbok, that the “platform of the Pharisees was the synagogue… where the community would gather to hear the reading of the law and listen to the Pharisaic expositions.”[footnoteRef:13] With the Pharisees preparing for a life without the Temple, this paved the way for how Jews could still practice their religion without the Temple. This further signifies the importance of the synagogue within Judaism, with also a focus on Torah study by the Pharisees further exploring the Mishnah.  [13:  Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism: A Short History (Oxford, England: Oneworld, 1999).p.37.] 

As mentioned previously, the Mishnah is continuously being added to which can allow for more updated ideas and for answers to modern implications which may not have been relevant when the Mishnah was first written. As Schama further notes how Judaism “should have withered away and perished”[footnoteRef:14] after the destruction of the Temple but they grew even greater from this. He went on to explain that the main reason why Jews did not perish was due them “setting down rules for living that would allow Jews to keep their identity in tact,”[footnoteRef:15] which can be seen through Jewry today in numerous parts of the world, with large communities in America and in Manchester. With this, the evidence of the survival of Judaism, after so much persecution, can be seen clearly with the thriving communities throughout the world today, with many who remain strictly observant still.  [14:  Simon Schama, The Story Of The Jews [DVD] United Kingdom: BBC Worldwide Ltd, (2013).]  [15:  Simon Schama, The Story Of The Jews [DVD] United Kingdom: BBC Worldwide Ltd, (2013).] 

Conclusion:
With all the previously discussed points put into consideration, I feel strongly that the Mishnah is regarded as a very significant text within Judaism. There have clearly been many instances within Jewish history relating to the Mishnah and its significance to Judaism both in the past and even today. As previously discussed, the most significant change that came about when the Mishnah was created was that the lives of Jewish people hadn’t been affected to greatly, due to the previous discussions of the Pharisees who had a great impact on how the lives of the Jews at the time and even the Jewish population of today are affected. By obeying the Torah and the commandments, they stayed committed to their faith, since the initial destruction of the Second Temple and even through their lives without the Temple. The Mishnah is seen as very significant within Judaism as a reminder of their survival through two Temple destructions, numerous exiles and later in history with large amounts of persecution. Yet Judaism has remained and remains to be a very large religion which is practised globally, even with different variations within the faith, understanding of the scripture is one of the key aspects of Judaism.  With also the works of the Pharisees and the Rabbis after them, preparing for a life without the Temple was difficult but this decision has ensured the survival of Judaism through to today. It is further clear how their contributions have successfully allowed for the religion to grow across the globe, from where they were during the time of the destruction to how they live in the Diaspora today.
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