Traditional versus Academic Talmud Study: “Hilkakh Nimrinhu le-Tarvaihu” 
Rabbi Dr. Richard Hidary

Among the many thousands of people who spend time studying Talmud today, one finds a split between the traditional learning found in yeshivot and the academic research conducted in universities. Before we can evaluate the relationship between these two approaches and the value of each, we first need to define these terms better and trace where this split actually began.

Let us define “academic” study as the analysis of the history of a text, including evaluation of manuscript variants, grammar and lexicography, issues of redaction, the historical context in which it was composed and other comparative studies. Let us further define “traditional” learning as the study of the substance and content of the text, such as the reasoning of each side of a mahloket and the conceptual basis for a given halakhic position.

Consider the following quotation:

How was the Mishnah written? Did the Men of the Great Assembly begin to write it followed by the sages of each generation who each added small amounts until Rabbi [Yehuda ha-Nasi] came and sealed it? On the other hand, most of it is anonymous and an anonymous Mishnah is by R. Meir? Furthermore, most of the sages mentioned in it are R. Yehudah, R. Shimon, R. Meir and R. Yose who are all the students of R. Akiva?...

The order of the Sedarim is clear; however, regarding the Massekhtot, why is Yoma before Shekalim and Sukkah before Yom Tov and both of them before Rosh ha-Shanah? And so, too, regarding every Massekhet that was not ordered together with others that are similar in content?

And the Tosefta about which we heard that R. Hiyya wrote it – was it written after the Mishnah or at the same time as it? Why did R. Hiyya write it? If it is additional material that explains issues in the Mishnah, then why did Rabbi [Yehuda ha-Nasi] not include it? After all, it is also stated by the Sages of the Mishnah?

So, too, the Baraitot – how were they written? So, too, the Talmud – how was it written?

“And the Saboraic sages – how were they ordered after Ravina, who reigned after them as the heads of the yeshivot from that time until today and how long did they each reign?

This is not the syllabus of the “Introduction to Talmudic Literature” course I took at Revel. Nor is it a copy of the major comprehensive exam I took as a graduate student at NYU. This is the list of questions that the learned Jews of Kairouan, Tunisia, sent to Rav Sherira Gaon in the year 987. The Gaon’s responsum remains one of the most important sources for the history of Rabbinic texts and their transmission. If the Gaon and his correspondents concerned themselves with questions of the redaction of the Mishnah and the Talmud, does that turn them into academics?

Consider another quotation:

In some versions of the Gemara, it is written that if one tells his fellow, “Only repay me in front of witnesses,” and the other claims “I did repay you before this person and that person but they went to a foreign land,” he is not believed. However, this is a scribal error which caused the teachers to err based on those books. I have researched the old versions and have found one that is reliable and I have received in Egypt part of an ancient Gemara written on parchment as they used to write five hundred years ago. I have found two witnesses in the parchments regarding this halakha and in both of them it is written, “If he claimed, ‘I repaid before this person and that person and they went to a foreign land,’ he is believed.” 

This is not written by a Geniza scholar in Cambridge or a Talmudic text critic in Hebrew University. This is from Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot malveh ve-loveh 15:2. If Rambam made efforts to obtain the best manuscripts and evaluate them, does that make him untraditional? Are those of us who take time to read Talmudic manuscripts from the Cairo Geniza – perhaps some of the very manuscripts used by Rambam – also being untraditional?

Obviously not. Using the definitions above, it seems clear that the Gaon and Rambam were both traditional as well as academic. The vast majority of their halakhic writings discuss the content of Halakha and the explanation of the Mishnah and the Talmud. However, they also devoted time to such academic issues as the establishment of the text and its redaction. They pursued questions about the form and history of the Talmudic text not as ends in and of themselves, but rather in order that their substantive commentaries and legal decisions should have firm textual and historical bases. They did not think that issues of form and content are contradictory or that diachronic versus synchronic analyses are mutually exclusive. Rather, they felt that each area deserves serious attention and is essential for a full and precise understanding of the other.

In short, the split between “traditional” and “academic” study is fairly modern and somewhat unfortunate. One finds manuscript analysis and discussion of redaction in the works of all of the Rishonim right alongside and within their substantive commentaries. All of the Rishonim lived before printing was invented and therefore had to deal with manuscript analysis.

The split began when the Wissenschaft scholars began to explore mainly academic types of questions. This led the traditionalists to reject any issues that these Enlightenment scholars discussed. However, there were always Sephardic Aharonim who were not affected by such polemics and Ashkenazi Aharonim who were able to rise above them and continued to combine substantive and conceptual learning together with discussion of the form and history of the text. A few names that come to mind are the Gaon of Vilna,
 Rabbi Yisrael Moshe Hazzan,
 Rabbi Nahman Nathan Coronel,
 Rabbi Abdallah Somekh,
 and Rabbi Yehiel Yaakov Weinberg.
 Further examples of “academic” concerns in the commentaries of the Rishonim and Aharonim have been well-documented and need not be repeated here.

Just as traditional learning benefits from academics, so, too, academic Talmud suffers without traditional learning. Most academic Talmud scholars today began their training in a yeshiva. Except in the cases of a few exceptionally brilliant people, the deficiencies in scholarship in Second Temple and Rabbinic literature by individuals without a yeshiva background or some kind of equivalent are evident. Very few people can gain the skills necessary to dissect and follow the reasoning of a difficult sugya without years of traditional havruta learning. A graduate seminar that only meets weekly for a couple of semesters simply does not suffice.

On the other hand, the typical yeshiva curriculum is limited to halakhic portions of the Bavli. Traditional learning thus provides few skills in learning Aggadah, Yerushalmi or Midrash. While skills acquired through traditional learning go a long way in helping to read any Rabbinic text, the particular style of the Yerushalmi, for example, does require special attention. Academic study has the benefit of including all of Rabbinic literature within its curriculum. Our appreciation and understanding of both the form and the content of Aggadah especially has greatly increased in recent years due to the application of literary studies to the stories in the Talmud.

While the worlds of academic and traditional Talmud study are generally mutually beneficial, there are some areas of conflict and some methodological challenges. Reading academic literature, one will inevitably confront extreme minimalists who deny almost categorically the historicity of Rabbinic stories and reject the authenticity of all attributions. Furthermore, one occasionally encounters scholars who maintain an irreverent or even mocking attitude towards the Talmudic texts or who pass off as nonsense anything that they do not yet understand.

The problems raised by these scholars, however, are usually easily solved, and I believe that, in general, too much skepticism can lead to as much historical inaccuracy as too little. Most scholars in the field of Rabbinics are observant Jews and even less observant Jews and non-Jews in the field do most often maintain a sense of respect for these sacred texts and take good methodological caution before passing blanket judgments on the world that created them. In fact, one prominent scholar who is not generally observant nevertheless makes a point of wearing a kippah whenever he studies Talmud.

The most important remaining challenge is finding enough time to perform both traditional and academic forms of analysis. Luckily, many time-saving tools are now available to our students today that did not yet exist when I was studying in YU only fifteen years ago. No longer does one have to travel the entire globe tracking down Talmud manuscripts as Rabbi Raphael Nathan Rabbinovicz did.
 Most manuscripts of the Mishnah, Tosefta, Midrash, and Bavli are now available on the Internet.
 Transcriptions of most Bavli manuscripts are available on the Lieberman Institute CD-ROM
 so you do not even have to spend time deciphering the handwritings of the ancient scribes. A glance at the Yefe Enayim
 and a quick search on the Bar-Ilan Responsa CD-ROM yield Rabbinic parallels to every line of a sugya. A search on RAMBI
 or a walk down the library aisle with BM call numbers (for “Bet Midrash”? Of course, go to BS for “Bible Studies”) will usually produce whatever previous research has been published on the perek or topic you are studying, so you do not have to reinvent the wheel.

I believe that even a 5-10% investment of one’s learning time in “academic” areas of textual and historical analysis will yield results many times over in the precision and depth of a student’s substantive analysis. Every Talmud student should be drilled on basic dates, such as when the Mishnah was composed, and know the names of the cities where the twenty most often quoted Tannaim and Amoraim were active, what generation they lived in, and who their teachers and students were. I would further propose the introduction of some of the following into the curriculum: readings from Iggeret Rav Sherira Gaon; basics of manuscript analysis; introduction to Aramaic grammar; an outline of the history of the Jews in Israel and Babylonia during the Talmudic era and the functions of basic Rabbinic institutions such as, the Nasi, the Resh Galuta, the Yeshiva, the kallah and the sidra; the background cultures of the Romans and Sassanians; how to find and use Midrash Halakha, Tosefta, Yerushalmi and Gaonic material; background on the biographies, methods and works of the Rishonim; and approaches to the study of Aggadah.

Yeshiva University already employs some of the most brilliant and talented minds in both areas of traditional and academic Talmud study. Not many institutions in the world offer such a range of learning opportunities under one roof.
 When faced with the choice of how best to praise Hashem – “the Healer of all beings” or as “the Doer of wondrous acts” – Rav Pappa chose both.
 When we are faced with the question of how best to plumb the depths of Devar Hashem, let us also choose both. “Hilkakh Nimrinhu le-Tarvaihu.”

Rabbi Dr. Richard Hidary is Assistant Professor of Jewish Studies at SCW.
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� Rabbi Coronel (1810-1890) was born in Amsterdam, was active in Jerusalem and Safed and authored, among other halakhic works, Beit Natan, a collection of manuscript variants for Massekhet Berakhot. See Encyclopedia Judaica for more details.


� Hakham Abdallah (1813-1889) was a respected posek and Rosh Yeshiva of the prestigious Midrash Beit Zilkha in Baghdad. Upon receiving a copy of Dikduke Soferim only ten years after its publication, he immediately saw its value. In Zibhe sedeq ha-hadashot, siman 140, he writes:


A book has come into our hands whose title is Dikduke Soferim by Rabbi Rephael Natan Neta` the son of Rabbi Shelomo Zelkind, who is still alive in Ashkenaz, may Hashem lengthen his days and years. He merited to enter into the Bavarian State Library in Munich and found there a great find: a manuscript of the Babylonian Talmud from the year 1390. It contains many variant readings from the Talmudic text in our printed editions. There are many sugyot that are difficult but according to the reading in that manuscript they can be explained with ease.
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� See his introductions to various volumes of Dikduke Soferim.


� See links at my website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.rabbinics.org" ��www.rabbinics.org�.


� The Saul Lieberman Institute of Talmudic Research of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s Sol, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://eng.liebermaninstitute.org" ��http://eng.liebermaninstitute.org� and in our libraries.


� Written by Rabbi Aryeh Leib Yellin (1820-1886) and found in the back of the Vilna Shas.


� “Reshimat Ma’amarim be-Madda’ei ha-Yahadut,” available at: � HYPERLINK "http://jnul.huji.ac.il/rambi/" ��http://jnul.huji.ac.il/rambi/�.


� I had the privilege of learning under many Ramim at Yeshivat Har Etzion at the same time that I studied various aspects of academic Talmud at the adjoining Makhon Herzog. I was introduced to manuscript analysis and Midrash Halakha by Dr. Mordechai Sabato and to the study of Aggadah by Dr. Avraham Walfish and Rav Yoel Bin Nun. I and many other students found this combination to be invaluable.


� Bavli Berakhot 60b.


� “Therefore, let us say both of them,” ibid.





