Precious Jewels: How Do We Learn From Each Other?

A. Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 3a-b
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1. Our Rabbis taught: Once Rabbi Yochanan ben Beroka and Rabbi Eleazar ben Chisma went to visit
Rabbi Yehoshua at Peki'in. He said to them: “What was new in the bet midrash today?” They said to
him, “We are your students and from your waters do we drink.” He said to them, “Even so, it is
impossible for there to be a beit midrash without something new. Whose Shabbat was it to teach?”
[The students said] “It was the Shabbat of R. Elazar ben Azariah”. Rabbi Yehoshua asked: “And what
was the theme of his aggadic discourse today? They said, “The section “Assemble”. “And what did he
teach about this?” “Assemble the people the men and the women and the little ones [and the strangers in
your midst so that they will listen and they will learn and they will fear God and keep all the words of this
Torah] (Devarim 31:12). If the men came to learn, the women came to hear, but why do the little ones
come? In order to grant reward to those that bring them.” Rabbi Yehoshua said to them, “There
was a precious jewel in your hand, and you sought to deprive me of it.” The students continued,
“[Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah] further expounded... And he also took up the text and expounded The
words of the wise are as goads, and as nails well planted are the words of masters of Assemblies, which
are given from one shepherd (Kohelet 12:11). Why are the words of the Torah likened to a goad? To
teach you that just as the goad directs the cow along its furrow in order to bring forth life to the world,
so the words of the Torah direct those who study them from the paths of death to the paths of life...

2. The masters of assemblies these are the disciples of the wise, who sit in large assemblies and occupy
themselves with the Torah, some pronouncing impure and others pronouncing pure, some
prohibiting and others permitting, some disqualifying and others declaring fit. Should a person say:
How in these circumstances shall I learn Torah? Therefore the text says: All of them are given from
one Shepherd. One God gave them; one leader uttered them from the mouth of the Lord of all creation,
blessed be He; for it is written: Also make your ear like the hopper and acquire a perceptive heart to
understand the words of those who pronounce impure and the words of those who pronounce pure,
the words of those who prohibit and the words of those who permit, the words of those who
disqualify and the words of those who declare fit. Rabbi Yehoshua then spoke to them in the following
words: It is not an orphan generation in which Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah lives!

3. But why did [the students] not relate [Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah’s teaching] directly? It was because of
the incident that happened. As it was taught in a baraita: Once Rabbi Yossi ben Durmaskit went to



visit Rabbi Eliezer at Lod. Rabbi Eliezer said to him, “What was new in the Beit Midrash today?” Rabbi
Yossi ben Durmaskit said, “They decided by vote that in Ammon and Moab the tithe of the poor should
be given in the seventh year. Rabbi Eliezer said to him “Yossi, hold out your hand and receive your
eyes.” He held out his hands and received his eyes.
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4. Rabbi Eliezer cried and said: The counsel of God is with those who fear God, and God’s covenant informs
them. Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Go and say to them, “Do not think much of your voting. [ have
received a tradition from Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, who heard [it] from his teacher, and his
teacher from his teacher, that it is a halakhah of Moses at Sinai that in Ammon and Moab the tithe of
the poor is to be given in the seventh year. What is the reason? Many cities were conquered by those
who came up from Egypt, and were not re-conquered by those who came up from Babylon; since the
first consecration held [only] for the time, but did not hold for the future [permanently], and they
were set aside in order that the poor might be rely upon them in the seventh year.

5. It was taught: When his mind was calmed Rabbi Eliezer said: May it be God’s will that Yossi’s eyes will
return to their place. And they returned.

B. Tosefta Sotah 7:7 (2nd century Israel)
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Perhaps a person will say to themselves, since the Academy of Shammai says something is impure and
the Academy of Hillel says something is pure, this guy prohibits and this lady permits, why should I learn
Torah?... Make for yourself a heart of many rooms and put into your heart the words of the Academy of
Shammai and the words of the Academy of Hillel, the words of those who declare something impure and
the words of those who declare something pure...
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