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Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah within Judaism

The Mishnah is one of the most significant religious texts to be found in Judaism. It is a collection of a number of different rabbinic teachings and discussions which were originally conveyed orally after the destruction of the second temple of Jerusalem in 70 CE. It deals with a variety of different aspects in the Jewish life including the festivals, the Jewish law and prayer. 
The beginning of the Common Era was an unsettling time for the Jewish people. After the Second Temple located in Jerusalem was destroyed by the Roman Empire in 70 CE, the main focal point of Jewish worship and authority had been removed. This left a widespread issue for the whole of Judaism spreading from those living in Jerusalem to the Diaspora (Jews located outside of Israel living in such places as Babylonia or the Mediterranean). The remaining authoritative members of the Jewish community which mainly consisted of Rabbi’s (these were teachers and those who had been educated in the Jewish law and teachings) decided that they would focus on the Torah and look to it to guide them.
As the shift of importance moved from the worship in the Second Temple to the Torah. Judaism had yet again adapted to the new circumstances which had once again occurred after a major disaster, the first being the synagogues becoming a significant role in Jewish life after being exiled from Israel to Babylon in the 6th century BCE. Rabbis were finding it difficult to follow the Oral Laws as they had grown far too great for the community to accurately uphold. 
Instead of the possibility of future generations of Jews forgetting the great Oral Laws which had been handed down to them, one Rabbi named Judah ha-Nasi came to the conclusion that he would take these Oral Laws and convert them into written form, this important task took place in the early 3rd Century CE. The Mishnah became very significant to Judaism during this time as it allowed for Rabbi’s and Jewish communities to clearly view the Oral law and to correctly practice their beliefs like their ancestors had prior to them. (Cohn-Sherbok, 2003, p.116).
The Oral laws and discussions by Jewish scholars in the Mishnah are categorized into six main sections (also known as orders), these sections are then further categorized into a number of separate chapters (also known as tractates). 
The first section of the Mishnah is called the Zeraim, it primarily dealt with the topic of agriculture (Robinson, 2001, p.325). At the beginning of the first chapter of the Zeraim, which is called the Berakhot, it discusses at which periods of the day in which a person must recite the Shema (The Shema is one of the most significant prayers to be found within Judaism, it plays a central part to Jewish worship services). This discussion of what time the Shema must be recited is very important to a Jew’s daily life. Instead of the Mishnah giving just one answer to the question which is asked, it gives different answers by separate Rabbi’s;
From what time do they recite the Shema in the morning? From the hour that one can distinguish between [the colours] blue and white. R. Eliezer says, “Between Blue and Green.” And one must complete it before sunrise. R. Joshua says, “Before the third hour. “For it is the practice of royalty to rise [at] the third hour. [Thus we deem the third hour still to be ‘morning.”                                                                                 - (Neusner, 1988, p.3)
From this passage from the Berakhot we can see that the two Rabbi’s Eliezer and Joshua have both answered the question to when in the morning you must recite the Shema. The Rabbi Eliezer states that you must do this in the morning when you can identify the colours in the sky, however the Rabbi Joshua states that you must do it prior to the third hour of the day. When Joshua mentions the third hour, he is referring to the hours of the Jewish day instead of that which is used in Western societies such as the United Kingdom. They calculate how many hours are in a day from looking at the amount of daylight there is from sunrise to sunset per day, they will then divide this into twelve parts[footnoteRef:1]. So in this scenario the third hour would not in fact be 3 a.m. but instead would be the third Jewish hour from sunrise. [1:  Chabad.org. 2017. Jewish Hours. [ONLINE] Available at: http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/526872/jewish/Hours.htm. [Accessed 4 December 2017].] 

The next section found in the Mishnah is called the Mo’ed, this primarily dealt with the festivals and important days which took place in the Jewish year. The first chapter of the Mo’ed covers the weekly observance of Shabbat. This chapter would be of significance within Judaism as it gives Jews the ability to correctly follow one of the most important days to be found in Judaism. The fifth commandment given to Moses on Mount Sinai by God states that:
“Remember to keep the Sabbath day holy. Do all your work in six days. But the seventh day is a sabbath to honor the Lord your God. Do not do any work on that day. The same command applies to your sons and daughters, your male and female servants, and your animals. In six days the Lord made the heavens, the earth, the sea and everything in them. But he rested on the seventh day. So the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.”                                                                              - (Exodus 20:8 – 11. New International Reader’s Version)
From this commandment we can see that the Sabbath must be upheld correctly to uphold the covenant which was made between God and Moses on Mount Sinai. This chapter clarifies what Jews can and cannot do on the Sabbath day, for example this would include what forms of labour they are not allowed to perform. It states that there are 39 categories of labour which are prohibited and these include such activities as; those who kindle a fire, those who put out a fire and those who bake any food. With these teachings and instructions on Shabbat from the Mishnah, Jews will successfully uphold the covenant and not break the 5th commandment. 


The next section found in the Mishnah is the Nashim, this covers the rules and regulations regarding divorce and marriage (Robinson, 2001, p.325). They discuss such subjects such as the Get (the divorce document which is given by the husband when a divorce is needed), the laws which talk about levirate marriages (Neusner, 1988, p.337) and different scenarios in which adultery is committed. 
The fourth section to be found in the Mishnah is the Nezikin, it covers the punishments given to criminals and the laws concerning civil and idolatry. In the first chapter called Baba Qamma, it spends time discussing and outlining the different types of damages which can occur to one’s property and the repercussions. For example in this chapter it states what would happen if a dog or a goat broke somebodies utensils:
“The dog or the goat which jumped from the top of the roof and broke utensils – [the owner] pays the full value of the damage [they have caused]; because they are attested danger’ The dog which took a cake [to which a cinder adhered] and went to standing grain. Ate the cake, and set the stack on fire- for the cake the owner pays full damages, but for the standing grain he pays only for half of the damages [his dog caused].                                                                                                      – (Neusner, 1988, p505).
This quotation shows that the Mishnah contained a large variety of discussions and laws regarding every aspect of the Jewish life, in this example it shows the repercussions of the damages caused by an owner’s dog. Although this example may not be relevant to Jews living in the 21st century, it still shows how significant it is to Judaism when it puts detail into such circumstances as the example shown. 
The fifth section to be found in the Mishnah is the Kodashim, it discusses topics which relate to the temple, this would include the layout of the temple, the sacrifices which would have taken place and priesthood. One of the other important subjects which are covered in this chapter is the Kashrut. The Kashrut is the dietary laws in which Jews must follow, it contains a list of food which are forbidden, which foods are Kosher (permitted) and which foods are to be separated from each other. As the Kashrut are observed throughout the year, it is important for Jews to follow it correctly and by following the Mishnah they have the ability to do so. 
The sixth and final section of the Mishnah is the Tohorot, this section primarily focuses on the ritual purities and the impurities found within Judaism. Although most of the ritual purities in this section are linked to the Second Temple and have in turn become irrelevant to most Jews in the 21st century, there are a few which do remain relevant. One of rules regarding purity which is still followed today is that menstruating women remain impure unless they have entered the Mikveh (this is a bath which is used during rituals, festivals and conversion). 


The American scholar Jacob Neusner states in his book “The Mishnah A New Translation” that the Mishnah is indeed significant to Judaism: 
“The Mishnah is important because it forms the foundation for the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds. It therefore stands alongside the Hebrew Bible as the holy book upon which the Judaism of the past nineteen hundred years is constructed. - (Neusner, 1988, page xv)
From this quotation we can see how Neusner puts the texts and commentaries that are found within the Mishnah can even be compared to the Hebrew Bible (Also known as the Tanakh). Considering that the Tanakh contains the Torah (this contains the first five books of Moses. These five books are Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), the Nevi’im (the books of the Prophets; an example would be the book of Samuel) and the Ketuvim (The third and final part of the Tanakh, this includes books such as Psalms) and is one of the most important pieces of literature in the entirety of Judaism, this clearly shows how significant it is to Judaism. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Mishnah has played an integral part in the history of Judaism since the disaster of the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE. The Mishnah also played an important part in the change from the worship and rituals which took place in the Second Temple to the focus on the Torah, as it contained discussions and answers relating to the teachings found in the Torah. It allowed the Jewish community and the Rabbis to be able to transmit the Oral laws and teachings in a form which would not be forgotten or misinterpreted over the generations. It showed its significance to Judaism as it allowed Jews to clearly view the different laws and teachings written by former Rabbi’s and other Jewish academic scholars over the centuries.
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