Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism
In my essay, I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism. There are a lot of significance that the Mishnah holds within Judaism as the Mishnah is ‘the earliest compendium of Jewish law completed in the second century’.[footnoteRef:1] I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah by explaining its historical context, what is the Mishnah and how it works. By exploring these sections, it will allow me to see the significance of the Mishnah. [1:  Brawer,Naftali, A Brief guide to Judaism Theology, History and Practice, (Indiana, Running Press, 2008), page 250.] 

    Galilee was the centre of Jewish life after the death of Hadrian, which was after the Bar Kokbha Revolt between the years of 132-135 CE. After the death of Hadrian the prohibitions against Judaism were abrogated. So, after the repeal, the leadership was taken over by scholars such as Rabbi Simeon ben Gamaliel II and Rabbi Meir, so the ‘rabbi’s emerge as a decisive force in Jewish life’.[footnoteRef:2] The leadership of scholars allowed the study and instruction of rabbinic law to start to flourish. However, the generation after Rabbi Meir was the ones to assemble the Mishnah. The Mishnah was ‘produced in about 200 CE under the scholarship of Judah, patriarch (Nasi) or ethnic ruler of Jews of the land of Israel’.[footnoteRef:3] Judah Ha-Nasi, who was also known as ‘our Holy Rabbi’, compiled the oral Torah between 200-220 CE. This complied work was then called the Mishnah, which from the Hebrew shanah translates as ‘to repeat’. The word was originally used in early rabbinic circles to give reference to a variety of teaching or sets of rabbinic law. However, ‘Rabbi Judah’s Mishnah quickly gained priority and was soon known as ‘‘our Mishnah’’ or simply the Mishnah.’[footnoteRef:4] Even though Judah collate the Mishnah, he did not start the Mishnah from scratch, ‘he was the one who was the redactor or editor of the Mishnah, not its creator’.[footnoteRef:5] The Mishnah is the first written record of the Oral Torah, as the oral law before the Mishnah, was not a formalised text or permanent record. It was passed on from scholar to scholar to the next, and from one generation to the next’ orally. Until Rabbi Judah gathered together notes and put them together, ‘individuals in earlier generations had kept notes that summarised the oral law, but these notes were kept private’.[footnoteRef:6] Rabbi Meir, who took leadership to allow rabbinic law to flourish, was one of the individuals who kept these notes of the oral law. However, the notes were not organised, nor did they always reflect the different opinions in Jewish law. So, Rabbi Judah the prince, published the Mishnah in ‘an organised, authoritative form a generation after Rabbi Meir.’[footnoteRef:7] Around the time of the construct of the Mishnah, there was a problem that Rabbi Judah had to overcome. The problem was that the Jewish Law instructed that the oral law remains oral, so in other words it was impermissible for the oral law to be written down. However, Rabbi Judah reasoned with the Jewish community by mentioning that the Torah may be forgotten due to the conflicts that were happening around this time, and there could be a time where ‘Jewish people could be threatened with extinction’[footnoteRef:8]. To follow on with this point, I agree with Rabbi Judah’s decision to persuade the Jewish community to write down the oral law as it is significant for the teachings of oral law to be passed down through generations in a way that would ensure it would not be forgotten and secondly, the significance of writing the oral law is that the Mishnah, when studied, can be easier to remember.  [2:  Thomas, Rhodri, Early Jewish Literature: Codification of the Oral Torah, (2021)< https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].]  [3:  Neusner, Jacob and Peck-Avery J, Alan, The Blackwell Companion to Judaism, (John Wiley and Sons, 2008).]  [4:  Katz T. Steven, Cambridge History Judaism, Volume 4 the late Roman-Rabbinic period, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006) Pages 299-315.]  [5:  Wein, Berel, Mishnah, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
]  [6:  Wein, Berel, Mishnah, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].]  [7:  Wein, Berel, Mishnah, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
]  [8:  Wein, Berel, Mishnah, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
] 

              There is a suggestion that the Mishnah was not written for the general Jewish community, even though Rabbi Judah took the chance in being allowed to write down the oral law and convincing the Jewish community. The audience the Mishnah is assumed to have been ‘formulated for rabbinic sages and their disciples and not for a mass audience’[footnoteRef:9], due to the language used in the Mishnah. The Mishnah’s language, which is rabbinic Hebrew, was not used commonly in the Jewish population in Galilee in the second century, ‘the system of grammar and syntax distinctive to Mishnah expresses conventions intelligible to the members of a particular community’[footnoteRef:10], so in other words it was for rabbis. To follow on, another point to suggest that the Mishnah is aimed at a particular audience is that it focuses on expertise. Steven T Katz mentions this idea by saying ‘the Mishnah commonly refers with little or no explanation to concepts or institutions that are unlikely to be fully comprehensible to any but a specialised audience’[footnoteRef:11]. An example of this would be ‘’the shema’’, some of the shema is  [9:  Katz T. Steven, Cambridge History Judaism, Volume 4 the late Roman-Rabbinic period, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006).
]  [10:  Neusner, Jacob, Form and Meaning in Mishnah, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 45, no. 1, (1977)< JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1463387> [Accessed 29 May 2021]. Page 27.]  [11:  Katz T. Steven, Cambridge History Judaism, Volume 4 the late Roman-Rabbinic period, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006).
] 

‘From when does one recite Shema in the morning? From when a person can distinguish between sky-blue [tekhelet] and white. Rabbi Eliezer says: From when one can distinguish between sky-blue and leek-green. And one must finish reciting Shema until the end of the period when you rise, i.e., sunrise... Rabbi Yehoshua says: One may recite the morning Shema until three hours of the day, which this is still considered when you rise, as that is the habit of kings to rise from their sleep at three hours of the day. While there is a set time frame for the recitation of Shema, one who recites Shema from that time onward loses nothing.’ (M.Berakhot 1:1)
So from this verse, it has given a discussion as to when it would be most appropriate to recite the shema, however I agree that to understand the meaning of the verse, you will firstly have to know the recitation of the shema, and secondly a good knowledge of which one would seem more accurate.
          The significance of the Mishnah is due to it being the written oral law. The Mishnah’s context of the Halakhah is contrasted with Aggadah. However, its predominately more Halakhic. Halakhah translated means ‘the way in which one walks’[footnoteRef:12], so refers to the laws and these can be applied to everyday life. An example that this would be relevant to traditions and can be applied to everyday life is divorce. In the Mishnah, it provides the ideal and traditional way of divorce, it says ‘The mishna relates that initially, a husband who wished to render the bill of divorce void would convene a court elsewhere and render the bill of divorce void in the presence of the court before it reached his wife.’ (M.Gittin 1:4). So, the meaning of this verse is that the court must know of the divorce before the subject of divorce can be known by the wife. The passage goes on to explain what the husband will have to do to get a divorce, and other elements to it such as, who can write the bill of divorce. Even though the concept of Halakhah is the reference to laws and the way in which they can be applied, it can refer in a way to a spiritual sense, and how following these laws can be a way of showing dedication as ‘halakhah could be more accurately described as a moral or a spiritual discipline which the initiate freely accepts in order to draw closer to the ideal of divine service.’[footnoteRef:13] To follow on, the contrast to Halakhah is Aggadah. ‘Aggadah’ translates to ‘that which one tells’[footnoteRef:14]. The Aggadah in the Mishnah technically refers to anything that the Halakhah does not to refer to, so in other words the Aggadah refers to non-legal traditions within the Mishnah. In my opinion, I think the Aggadah gives more significance to the Mishnah as it provides the reader with folklore, medical advice, parables and prayers, which can be as fundamentally important as the law as it gives Judaism a sense of the beginnings of tradition, rather than just laws and also to further my opinion the Aggadah ‘investigates and interprets the meaning, the values, and the ideas which underlie the concrete forms of religious life – as opposed to the specific rules which actually govern that life.’[footnoteRef:15] So, this gives aggadic scripture an informal context, which may be a way to understand a concept. [12:  Thomas, Rhodri, Early Jewish Literature: Codification of the Oral Torah, (2021)< https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
]  [13:  Jewish Virtual Library, Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud and Mishnah, (date unknown), <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishnah> [accessed on 29th May 2021].]  [14:  Thomas, Rhodri, Early Jewish Literature: Codification of the Oral Torah, (2021)< https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
]  [15:  Jewish Virtual Library, Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud and Mishnah, (date unknown), <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishnah> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
] 

           Furthermore, the Mishnah is divided into six sections and they are all known as ‘seder’, or translated as ‘order’. There are sixty-two in all of them and most of them are organised into topics which gives guidance on the laws of agriculture, criminal law and other topics. However, this is fundamental in the significance of the Mishnah as within these six sections everything is mentioned, no matter how mundane, the Mishnah emphasises everything. Also, by the Mishnah putting emphasis on everything, no matter how small, suggests that there is holy in everything and everything has guidance to it. The six sections within the Mishnah are ‘Zera’im’, or translated as ‘seeds’, or also known as agriculture. So, this would include laws on plants and seeds, tithes, first fruits and so on. The second is Mo’ed, which translates to ‘season’ and this concerns subjects such as the sabbath, judgement day and passover. The third is Nashim, which translated means ‘women’, which is the laws concerning marriage, adultery, divorce, and so on. The next of the order is Nezikin, which means torts and this is the subject of wrongs, injuries, inadvertent sin. The last two orders are Kodashim, which translates as sanctities and this is the laws of things such as temple sacrifices and temple architecture. Then there is Tohoroth, which means purities and the subject of this order are tent purity, issues with blood and so on. Within these six orders there is a further division into individual treatises on specific subjects, this is known as the Masekhet. These include seven to twelve individual tractates and there are sixty-three all together. Furthermore, tractates don’t just paraphrase scripture, but instead there is a sense of development with spiritual laws with different ways of thinking. An example from a tractate is Mo’ed, in this tractate there is a specific focus on seasons with festivals, so within the tractate Mo’ed, it mentions the laws regarding the pilgrimage festivals, these would be Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot. In the Mishnah, it mentions that ‘one may water an irrigated field on the Moed [intermediate days of Pesach and Sukkot, upon which some forms of melakhah are prohibited] and during the Sabbatical year’(M.Moed Katan 1:1), this is an example of the guidance offered on what is prohibited when there are festivals.
           To add to this, during the centuries following the completion of the Mishnah, there were extensive discussions about the contents in the Mishnah, which led to the Gemara. The fundamental significance of the Mishnah is that it was combined with the Gemara to create the Talmud. Gemara, when translated from Hebrew means ‘completion’. The Gemara is the discussions, debates of the Amoraim, these are the generations of scholars that are after the completion of the Mishnah in the 6th century. The Mishnah gives significance to the Talmud as it is ideas of the law, so the Gemara is the analysis and discussion of the Mishnah. The significance of the Mishnah is that it contributed to the Talmuds which ‘drew together the entire received heritage of law and theology and restated the whole in a new intellectual idiom and in a definitive formulation.’[footnoteRef:16] To follow on, the Mishnah gives significance to the Talmud as the laws and guidance given within the Mishnah and then combined with the Gemara allowed discussion, which allowed the development of Judaism and serves as a reminder of folklore, history and laws. These commentaries and discussions were created into what is known as the Talmud. Two Talmuds were created, one by Babylonian rabbis and the other by Palestinian rabbis, however the Babylonian version is seen as the most significant of the both, so was seen significantly more authoritive. However, there is one rule, which is the Gemara’s must begin with a reading from the Mishnah, so an example of this would be that the Mishnah teaches ‘If a man hired labourers and ordered them to work early in the morning and late at night, he cannot compel them to work early and late if it is not the custom to do so in that place’ (M.Bava Metzia 7:1). The Gemara then comments how the man could mention that he paid the labourers extra for longer hours, however this is not clarified so the labourers could answer back and say the extra pay could be for better quality work, rather than longer hours. That would be a valid reason for the increase in pay.  [16:  Neusner, Jacob, The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism,(London, Routledge, 1999).] 

             After all points that evaluates the Mishnah’s significance considered, I think the Mishnah has a fundamental significance to teaching in Judaism as it gives important information and wisdom on laws, which is the context of Halakhah and the informal side of the Mishnah, which is the Aggadah which concentrates on folklore, medicine, and anything that is not to do with laws. Further points that show the significance of the Mishnah is that no matter how mundane a situation is, at least in one of the tractates, will have the guidance to that situation. The development of the Mishnah shows its significance due to being combined with Gemara to create the Talmud, so the laws in the Mishnah has been discussed and interpreted through generations of scholars, which allows the laws to remain relevant through discussion. However, the Mishnah gives a sense of tradition as through the tractates there are around 150 mentions of a variety of sages noted by name from Hillel and Shammai and also Judah Ha-Nasi himself, which I find significantly important as it gives a sense of the roots of the Mishnah.


Bibliography
· Brawer,Naftali, A Brief guide to Judaism Theology, History and Practice, (Indiana, Running Press, 2008), page 250.
· Jewish Virtual Library, Judaism: The Oral Law- Talmud and Mishnah, (date unknown), <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-oral-law-talmud-and-mishnah> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
· Katz T. Steven, Cambridge History Judaism, Volume 4 the late Roman-Rabbinic period, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006).
· Neusner, Jacob and Peck-Avery J, Alan, The Blackwell Companion to Judaism, (John Wiley and Sons, 2008).
· Neusner, Jacob, Form and Meaning in Mishnah, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 45, no. 1, (1977),<www.jstor.org/stable/1463387> [Accessed 29 May 2021].
· Neusner, Jacob, The Four Stages of Rabbinic Judaism, (London, Routledge, 1999).
· Thomas, Rhodri, Early Jewish Literature: Codification of the Oral Torah, (2021)<https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].
· Wein, Berel, Mishnah, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the-mishnah/> [accessed on 29th May 2021].






      


Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism


 


In my essay, 


I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism


. There are a lot of significance 


that the Mishnah holds within Judaism as the Mishnah is ‘the earliest 


compendium of Jewish law 


completed in the second century’.


1


 


I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah by explaining its 


historical context


, what 


is the Mishnah and how it works.


 


By expl


oring


 


these 


sections,


 


it will allow 


me to see the significance of the Mishnah.


 


   


 


Galilee was the centre of Jewish life 


after the death of Hadrian


, which was after the Bar Kokbha 


Revolt between the years of 132


-


135 


CE.


 


A


fter the death 


of Hadrian the prohibitions against 


Judaism 


were


 


abrogated. 


So


,


 


after the repeal, 


the


 


leadership 


was taken over by 


scholars such as Rabbi 


Simeon ben Gamal


iel II 


and Rabbi Meir, so the ‘rabbi’s emerge as a decisive 


force 


in Jewish life’.


2


 


The 


leadership of


 


scholars allowed 


the


 


study and instruction of rabbinic law 


to 


start to flo


urish.


 


However, 


the 


generation 


after Rabbi Meir was the ones to assemble the Mishnah.


 


The Mishnah 


was ‘produced 


in about 200 CE under the scholarship of Judah, patriarch 


(Nasi) or ethnic ruler 


of Jews 


of the land of 


Israel’.


3


 


Judah


 


Ha


-


Nasi, who was also known as ‘our Holy Rabbi’, 


comp


iled the


 


oral Torah between 


200


-


220 


CE. This complied work was then 


called the Mishnah, which 


from


 


the Hebrew


 


shanah


 


translates as ‘to repeat’.


 


The word was originally used in 


early rabbinic circles to give reference to 


a 


variety of teaching or sets of rab


binic law. However, 


‘


Rabbi Judah’s Mishnah quickly gained priority 


a


nd was soon known as ‘‘our Mishnah’’ or simply the Mishnah.


’


4


 


Even though Judah 


collate th


e 


Mishnah, he did not start


 


the Mishnah from scratch, 


‘he was the one who was the redactor or editor 


of the Mishnah, not its creator’.


5


 


The Mishnah is the first 


written record of the Oral Torah, as the or


al 


law before the Mishnah, was not a formalised 


text or permanent record. It was passed 


on from 


scholar to scholar to the next, and from one generation 


to the next’


 


orally. Until 


Rabbi 


Jud


ah 


gathered together notes 


and put them together


,


 


‘individuals in earlier 


generations had kept notes 


that summarised the oral law, but these notes were kept private’.


6


 


Rabbi Meir, who took leadership 


to allow 


rabbinic law to flourish, was one of the indiv


iduals who kept these notes of the oral law


. 


However, the notes were not organised, nor did they a


lways reflect the different opinions in Jewish 


law. 


So, Rabbi Judah


 


the prince


, 


published the Mishnah 


in ‘an organised, authoritative 


form a 


generation after 


Rabbi 


Meir.’


7


 


Around the time of 


the construct of the Mishnah, there was a 


problem that Rabbi Judah


 


had to


 


overcome. The problem was that 


the Jewish Law instructed that 


the oral law remains oral


, so in other words it was 


impermissible for the oral law 


to be written


 


down.


 


However, Rabbi Judah reasoned with the Jewish community 


by mentioning that 


the Torah may be 


forgotten 


due to the conflicts that were happening around this time, and 


there could be a time


 


 


1


 


Brawer,


Naftali


, 


A


 


Brief guide to 


Judaism


 


Theology, History and Practice


, (


Indiana, 


Running Press, 2008), page 


250


.


 


2


 


Thomas, Rhodri, 


Early Jewish Literature: Codification 


of the Oral Torah, (2021)< 


https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/


> [accessed on 29


th


 


May 2021]


.


 


3


 


N


eu


sner, Jacob and 


Peck


-


Avery 


J, Alan, 


The Blackwell Companion 


to Judaism


,


 


(John


 


Wiley and Sons, 2008).


 


4


 


K


atz T. Steven, 


Cambridge 


H


istory 


J


udaism


, 


Volume 4 the late 


Roman


-


Rabbinic period,


 


(Cambri


d


ge, 


Cambridge University Press,


 


2006)


 


Pa


g


es


 


299


-


315


.


 


5


 


Wein, Berel, 


Mishnah


, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the


-


mishnah/> [accessed on 29


th


 


May 2021].


 


 


6


 


Wein,


 


Berel


, 


Mishnah


, 


(date unknown),<


 


https://www.jewishhistory.org/the


-


mishnah/


> [accessed on 29


th


 


May 2021].


 


7


 


Wein, 


Berel, 


Mishnah


, (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the


-


mishnah/> [accessed on 29


th


 


May 2021].


 


 




Evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism   In my essay,  I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah in Judaism . There are a lot of significance  that the Mishnah holds within Judaism as the Mishnah is ‘the earliest  compendium of Jewish law  completed in the second century’.

1

  I will evaluate the significance of the Mishnah by explaining its  historical context , what  is the Mishnah and how it works.   By expl oring   these  sections,   it will allow  me to see the significance of the Mishnah.         Galilee was the centre of Jewish life  after the death of Hadrian , which was after the Bar Kokbha  Revolt between the years of 132 - 135  CE.   A fter the death  of Hadrian the prohibitions against  Judaism  were   abrogated.  So ,   after the repeal,  the   leadership  was taken over by  scholars such as Rabbi  Simeon ben Gamal iel II  and Rabbi Meir, so the ‘rabbi’s emerge as a decisive  force  in Jewish life’.

2

  The  leadership of   scholars allowed  the   study and instruction of rabbinic law  to  start to flo urish.   However,  the  generation  after Rabbi Meir was the ones to assemble the Mishnah.   The Mishnah  was ‘produced  in about 200 CE under the scholarship of Judah, patriarch  (Nasi) or ethnic ruler  of Jews  of the land of  Israel’.

3

  Judah   Ha - Nasi, who was also known as ‘our Holy Rabbi’,  comp iled the   oral Torah between  200 - 220  CE. This complied work was then  called the Mishnah, which  from   the Hebrew   shanah   translates as ‘to repeat’.   The word was originally used in  early rabbinic circles to give reference to  a  variety of teaching or sets of rab binic law. However,  ‘ Rabbi Judah’s Mishnah quickly gained priority  a nd was soon known as ‘‘our Mishnah’’ or simply the Mishnah. ’

4

  Even though Judah  collate th e  Mishnah, he did not start   the Mishnah from scratch,  ‘he was the one who was the redactor or editor  of the Mishnah, not its creator’.

5

  The Mishnah is the first  written record of the Oral Torah, as the or al  law before the Mishnah, was not a formalised  text or permanent record. It was passed  on from  scholar to scholar to the next, and from one generation  to the next’   orally. Until  Rabbi  Jud ah  gathered together notes  and put them together ,   ‘individuals in earlier  generations had kept notes  that summarised the oral law, but these notes were kept private’.

6

  Rabbi Meir, who took leadership  to allow  rabbinic law to flourish, was one of the indiv iduals who kept these notes of the oral law .  However, the notes were not organised, nor did they a lways reflect the different opinions in Jewish  law.  So, Rabbi Judah   the prince ,  published the Mishnah  in ‘an organised, authoritative  form a  generation after  Rabbi  Meir.’

7

  Around the time of  the construct of the Mishnah, there was a  problem that Rabbi Judah   had to   overcome. The problem was that  the Jewish Law instructed that  the oral law remains oral , so in other words it was  impermissible for the oral law  to be written   down.   However, Rabbi Judah reasoned with the Jewish community  by mentioning that  the Torah may be  forgotten  due to the conflicts that were happening around this time, and  there could be a time    

1

  Brawer, Naftali ,  A   Brief guide to  Judaism   Theology, History and Practice , ( Indiana,  Running Press, 2008), page  250 .  

2

  Thomas, Rhodri,  Early Jewish Literature: Codification  of the Oral Torah, (2021)<  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/497626/mod_resource/ > [accessed on 29 th   May 2021] .  

3

  N eu sner, Jacob and  Peck - Avery  J, Alan,  The Blackwell Companion  to Judaism ,   (John   Wiley and Sons, 2008).  

4

  K atz T. Steven,  Cambridge  H istory  J udaism ,  Volume 4 the late  Roman - Rabbinic period,   (Cambri d ge,  Cambridge University Press,   2006)   Pa g es   299 - 315 .  

5

  Wein, Berel,  Mishnah , (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the - mishnah/> [accessed on 29 th   May 2021].    

6

  Wein,   Berel ,  Mishnah ,  (date unknown),<   https://www.jewishhistory.org/the - mishnah/ > [accessed on 29 th   May 2021].  

7

  Wein,  Berel,  Mishnah , (date unknown),< https://www.jewishhistory.org/the - mishnah/> [accessed on 29 th   May 2021].    

