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Preamble to the Book

This is the fruit of my great labor which I present to the speakers of Arabic. While acknowledging my insufficiencies and deficiencies, I hope that my desire for serving them, and my devotion, will intercede for me with them in removing misunderstanding between them and the most ancient race among them, which is the Israelite race — the source of the prophets and the spiritual guides — from which I am honored to descend, and that they will show indulgence towards my arrogance in undertaking that which those of high motivation and complete competence and sufficient knowledge failed to achieve out of fear of the magnitude of its size, and its multiple volumes, and the complexity of its language.

The volumes of the Babylonian Talmud arose from this volume, known as “Pirkei Avot,” i.e., the Chapters of the Fathers. For even though it was not counted within the Babylonian Talmud, to which I consecrated my lifetime and the years of my youth to Arabicize, it is intertwined with it. It is indispensable reading for anyone wanting to know how the Talmud developed until it was written down in its present form.

As for the Talmud, it is an expression of the tradition and oral instruction that Moses the prophet gave to his people during the writing down of the Torah, and his successors gave it to our ancestors for preservation until Rabbi Judah the Prince, and those who came after him, wrote it down, as you will see in the following introduction.

And as for the volume we are publishing presently, it is an expression of the manner of development of the Mosaic commandments, instructions and traditions, from generation until the next, to the completion of the Talmud; and it mentions the most important men of each generation from among the generations of Talmudic Sages, and it presents the transmitted sayings, teachings and judgments of each one of them. It is, then, an introduction to learning the ethics of the lawmakers whose legal and judicial views, and whose disputes and episodes, the Talmud transmits.  

The Israelites had adopted calling the Five Books of Moses by the name [4] the “Written Torah,” and naming the Talmud the “Oral Torah” or the “Transmitted Torah,” and to considering the word “Torah” free from any limitation in its indicating of knowledge, for the Talmud contains not only religious observances, but also civil, political and military laws, and also everything the masters (a’imma) knew of the philosophical, natural, medical, health and astronomical sciences. It is, then, the sum of the knowledge and sciences of the people of that time.

And after this volume — a fitting introduction containing everything one must know in order to understand the intricacies of the Talmud and its peculiarities, and to comprehend the opinions of the Talmudists, which again is a compendium of religious and civil laws —  we will continue with its Arabicization and publication until the book has been completed in its entirety, if we are granted the time to complete it. 

It is fitting for us to point out that the entire Mishnah was not furnished with its commentary, the Gemara (see the explanation of these expressions below), in one time and place, and consequently we find two Talmuds, the first of which is known as the Jerusalem Talmud, and it has been translated inadequately into most of the languages of Europe; and the second one, and the more important of the two, is the great Talmud known as the Babylonian Talmud, whose number of volumes surpasses thirty.

And we have strong hopes that in doing this we have contributed a valuable service for all Easterners, and if we have succeeded in bringing it to perfection, then that is our desired intent; otherwise we suppose that we have encouraged interest in it among those who come after us.

It delights me to acknowledge here thanks to his excellency, the serving scholar [note: the sense of this title evades me] and the eminent master, the Rabbi Harun Mendel Kohen, the great religious leader of the European Israelite sect in Egypt, who has helped me with his inexhaustible knowledge and assisted me with his astute opinions. He has my great thanks. 

And thanks to his excellency, the fine and meticulous historical writer, Jurji Effendi Zaydan, [5] for he was the original initiator of the Talmud translation project, and he has relinquished to me his project out of his kindness.

And thanks to his excellency, the serving scholar and the eminent master, Rabbi Masoud Hayy Ben Shimon, for his facilitating methods of research for me, which guided me to rare, useful books. 

And I ask his excellency, the exalted rabbi and important scholar, Rabbi Eliyahu Hazzan, chief rabbi of the Israelite community in the port of Alexandria, to accept my feelings of gratitude for the encouragement, support, and help he showed me.

And I send forth feelings of affection and expression of heartfelt thanks to his excellency, the virtuous, learned and consummate Sir Musa Jiʿan, the renowned Talmudist, and to his excellency, the cultured and brilliant writer, Yehudah Kohen, for their presenting me with their translation of the text of this book, which is still in manuscript. 

What can I say in praise of the glorious leaders and exemplary dignitaries, the foremost among them his excellency Moyiz bek Qattawi, leader of the court of religious minorities in Egypt; and his excellency monsieur Felix Suares, our great benefactor; and his excellency Baron de Menashe, leader of the court of religious minorities in the port of Alexandria; and Sir Menahem and Sir Mahlouf Kohen, supporting dignitaries who furnished the project with capital, until I managed to move it from the domain of visualization into the domain of work. May the name of the benefactors be blessed from now and forever.

[6]
The Introduction

Before proceeding with the translation of this volume, we have seen it necessary for clarifying what will be shown that we explain the development of the Oral Torah from Moses until Rabbi Judah the Prince, who put the Mishnah to writing.

For Moses handed over the Written Torah and the Oral Torah to his successor, Joshua son of Nun, and to Eleazar son of Aaron, the High Priest, and to Phinehas son of Eleazar son of Aaron,[footnoteRef:0] and to the remaining seventy elders whose selection was conducted from the tribes of the Israelites,[footnoteRef:1] and from whom the first Sanhedrin[footnoteRef:2] was formed under the leadership of Moses, afterwards under the leadership of Joshua. [0:  See below for the relationship of Phinehas son of Eleazar with the personality of Elijah the Prophet.]  [1:  Num. 11:16.]  [2:  The Sanhedrin or Sanhedrim is the supreme religious council and the great judicial court.] 


And after the death of Moses, his tradition and his oral teachings remained widespread among those sages,[footnoteRef:3] and among individuals of the common people contemporaneous with them, until Joshua handed them over to the one who came after him, [7] by way of oral instruction; and that one handed them over to his successor, and his successor to his successor, until they reached Rabbi Judah the Prince.  [3:  Below is an explanation as to how Moses taught the Written and Oral Torahs to his contemporaries, according to Maimonides’ Introduction to Seder Zeraim in his Commentary on the Mishnah: Know that every commandment and prohibition that Moses received was received with its explanation. And when he received the divine command, he would enter the Tent of Meeting, and Aaron would follow him, and he would teach him the divine command and its interpretation. Then Eleazar and Ithamar, his two sons, would enter, and Moses would teach them what he taught their father. Then the elders would enter and he would teach them what he taught them. Then a group of the masses would enter and he would teach them the same lesson. Then Moses would go out and Aaron would review the same lesson for everyone. Then Aaron would come out and his two sons would review the same lesson. Then they would go out and the elders would repeat that lesson to the public. And each of them would have heard it four times.] 


And these recipients can be divided into four groups: the first division is known as the Judges; the second division is the Prophets; the third division is the Great Assembly; and the fourth division is the Tannaim.[footnoteRef:4] And the last of them is Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi, i.e., the Prince, who is also known as Rabbeinu ha-Kadosh, i.e., our holy master, and Rabbi, i.e., my master.[footnoteRef:5] And he is the one who put to writing the teachings of the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) in six volumes, which he called the Shisha Sidrei Mishnah, i.e., the Six Orders of the Mishnah. And the Sages of his time unanimously agreed upon them, without exception and with no opposition. [4:  The scholars whose opinions are mentioned in the Mishnah.]  [5:  Maimonides said that the important Sages of the Mishnah were called by their names without prefatory titles, as in “Hillel” and “Shammai.” Following them were the Sages called by rabbeinu and rabban, and then the Sages called by rabbi and abba, such as Rabban Gamaliel and Rabbeinu ha-Kadosh and Rabbi Meir and Abba Shaul.] 


And each group of those four divisions is composed of twelve generations, with each generation among them receiving, without interruption, from the generation which preceded it. And we are speaking only of the lead recipients, aside from the sages and disciples who would orally receive teachings, and their interpretations, from their teachers in every generation, without being permitted to put them to writing — for that was forbidden for them; except that sometimes a student would write things down  from the oral teachings, and the explanations of the teacher, in a small register, which he would preserve for himself, hidden from his teacher, such that those registers, known by the name “hidden volumes,” multiplied. And these both contradicted and were in agreement with the Mishnah, and he omitted from it all that was not in agreement with it. 

[8]

Division of the Judges

These are the great judges who ruled Israel after Joshua son of Nun;[footnoteRef:6] some of them had with them other judges and elders whom we are not mentioning due to the lack of their entry into the chain of transmitted tradition and the chain of authorities on which tradition is based. [6:  Joshua son of Nun is not mentioned in the quote from Maimonides in footnote four, even though he was the recipient of the Law after Moses, because Joshua was attending the Tent of Meeting, as is narrated in the Torah and as you will see below. ] 


1. Othniel son of Kenaz

He was the brother of Caleb son of Jephunneh — having had the same mother — and he belonged to the tribe of Judah. He ruled the Israelites for a period of forty years, after saving them from Cushan-rishathaim,[footnoteRef:7] king of  Aram. And that was in the year 2516 of creation according to the Hebew calendar. [7:  Judg. 3:10.] 


And with this judge for the first seventeen of the years of his rule was his brother, Caleb son of Jephunneh; and Eldad and Meidad, who are mentioned in the eleventh chapter of the book of Numbers. And the High Priest was Eleazar son of Aaron, followed by Phinehas his son. And it is said that the battle between the tribes of Israel and the tribe of Benjamin occurred during his time,[footnoteRef:8] and that a thousand households from the tribe of Benjamin refused to participate in this civil war, migrating to the land of Romania; and it is said to the city of Worms, which is in Germany. Word of them ceased. [8:  It is the battle of Gibeah, narrated in Scripture.] 


2. Ehud son of Gera

And he belonged to the tribe of Benjamin. He ruled the Israelites for a period of eighty years, after which [9] he killed Eglon, king of Moab, as is detailed in the book of Judges.[footnoteRef:9] And he delivered his people from the Moabites, who ruled the land during the end of the period of his predecessor. And that was in the years 2556 of creation, and the High Priest during his time was Shamgar son of Anath, and he is the one who delivered Israel by raiders from the Philistines.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Judg. 3:15ff.]  [10:  Judg. 3:31.] 


3. Barak son of Abinoam

He was from the tribe of Naphtali. He ruled jointly with the prophetess Deborah, wife of Lapidoth. They are the ones who were victorious over Sisera, the commander of the armies of Jabin, king of Canaan. And that was in the year 2636 of creation. And they ruled a period of forty years. And they have a wonderful song written down in the book of Judges.[footnoteRef:11] And some of the masters (a’imma) have claimed that the prophetess Deborah was the wife of Barak son of Abinoam himself, not the wife of Lapidoth, as comes to mind at first glance, for the word “lapidoth” is not a personal name for a man but rather the plural of lapid, i.e., torch, and that Deborah had been called with this title because she was keen on setting up the torches and wicks necessary for the Tent of Meeting, so her contemporaries called her with the name eishet lapidot, i.e., Lady of the Torches. [11:  Chapter 5.] 


4. Gideon son of Joash

He was from the tribe of Manasseh and is also known as Jerubaal, i.e., “Let Baal[footnoteRef:12] Contend,” for he tore down the idols that were in his father’s house. And he ruled Israel for a period of forty years after having triumphed over the Midianites — who were occupying Judea with a mighty army — and having ousted them from it. [10] And that was in the year 2676 of creation. And among the marvels told of the battles of Gideon and his victories is that he managed, with few people, to vanquish the huge army, and that was by his good selection of aides and the appropriateness of his battle planning. [12:  This word has the meaning “husband,” and it has appeared in the names of many of the Semitic pagan deities, such as Baal Pe’or, Baal Zephon, Beelzebub and Baal Neco.] 


And overlapping with the rule of Gideon is the rule of Abimelech — son of his concubine —  who killed all of his brothers to establish the kingship for himself, though he did not rule long. Rather, he was killed by a woman who stoned him with a spinning mill[footnoteRef:13] in the city of Tbyṣ. [13:  Judg. 9:53.] 


5.  Tola son of Fuah

Or Tola son of Puah. And he belonged to the tribe of Issachar. And he ruled for a period of twenty-three years. And that was the year 3719 [note: supposed to be 2719?] of creation. And his country was in the hill of Ephraim, in the city of Shamir.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Judg. 10:1-2.] 


6.  Jair the Gileadite

He was of Gildeadite origin, and he was of the tribe of Manasseh. And he ruled for a period of twelve years, and that was from the year 2749 of creation. And nothing is mentioned of his deeds and his battles in Scripture, and after his death there transpired a period lasting some seventeen years during which the nation lacked political leaders. And the Transmitted Torah remained during the interim in the protective care of the presevers of the oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) of the priests — those of the line of Phinehas son of Eleazar son of Aaron. And it is said in the protective care of Phinehas himself, about whom it said that he is the same person as Elijah the Gileadite, the renowned prophet, who did not die but rather ascended alive in a fiery chariot to the heavens, as is mentioned in the book of 1 Kings — requital for his religious zeal during the incident of worship at Baal Peor, as is mentioned in the Torah.[footnoteRef:15] And he is Mar Elias among the Christians, and Al-Hadar in Islam. [11] And it is said that the civil war with the tribe of Benjamin occurred during this period, not during the time of Othniel son of Kenaz, as we reported on page 8. [15:  Num. 25:7.] 


7.  Jephthah the Gileadite

He was also of the tribe of Manasseh. He ruled Israel for a period of six years after having prevailed over the armies of the Ammonites, whom he removed from the borders of Judea. And that was in the year 2781 of creation. And it is mentioned about him in Scripture that he killed his one daughter in fulfillment of his vow.[footnoteRef:16] And there is a long tradition about him discussed in the Talmud, which will be mentioned in its place. And it objects greatly to his killing his daughter due to the lack of permissibility of human sacrifice in Jewish law. [16:  Judg. 11:34.] 


8.  Ibzan of Bethlehem

He was of the tribe of Judah. He ruled Israel for a period of seven years. And that was in the middle of the year 2787 of creation. And during his period there occurred the Great Famine, which forced Abimelech [note: supposed to be Elimelech], the husband of Naomi, and his two sons, Mahlon and Chilion, to migrate from their homeland and place of residence to the land of Moab, where he married his two sons to Moabite girls. And they are Orpah and Ruth, as is mentioned in the book which is named the book of Ruth. And some of them have alleged that this Ibzan is the same person as Boaz, who is mentioned in that book, and who marries Ruth after her widowhood and her coming with her mother-in-law to the land of Israel. And she bore children, one child of her offspring being King David.

9.  Elon the Zebulunite

He was from the tribe of Zebulun. He ruled Israel for a period of ten years, and that was in the year 2793 [12] of creation. And he died in Aijalon in the territory of Zebulun.

10. Abdon son of Hillel

Abdon the Pirathonite, whose origin is Pirathon, of the cities of the hill of Ephraim. He belonged to the tribe of Ephraim. He ruled Israel for a period of eight years. And that was in the year 2803 of creation. And he is distinguished for the multitude of his offspring and his stirrups.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Judg. 12:13.] 


11.  Samson the Danite, son of Manoah[footnoteRef:18] [18:  A strange account for the birth of this judge is described in Scripture: an angel brought news to his childless mother about his birth and commanded her with a vow of God and to refrain from alcoholic beverages and from all that which those who vow unto God refrain; see Judg. 13ff.] 


Samson the mighty, who spoke in riddles of the power of his strength, and who belonged to the tribe of Dan. He ruled Israel for a period of twenty years, after having prevailed over the Philistines. He became renowned for his battles with them and his victories over them, as well as his death in their captivity, resulting from the betrayal of his lover, Delilah. 

And the beginning of his rule was in the year 2811 of creation. And among the remarkable facts that are told about his courage is that the Philistines made a truce with the Israelites for twenty years after his death because they were wary that Samson had appointed as a successor to himself a son equal to him in bravery and powerful strength.

12.  Eli, the High Priest

He was from the tribe of Levi, and his ancestry is connected with Ithamar, the second scion of Aaron. And through him the high priesthood passed by way of succession to the descendants of Ithamar until it was taken by Abiathar; and Zadok succeeded him, returning the high priesthood to the line of Eleazar.

And Eli ruled Israel for a period of forty years, the first of them within the calculation of [13] the rule of the mighty Samson, for this ruler remained during these years in Philistine captivity until he was killed with those who were killed under the rubble of their temple — which he destroyed with a strong arm — as is mentioned in its account in the book of Judges. And the beginning of the rule of Eli, then, was in the year 2830 of creation.

And at the end of the period of this ruler, his sons ruled in his name, due to his advanced years. And they comported themselves badly such that the people had an aversion to them and lost confidence in them. And at that time the might of the Philistines intensified over Israel and they captured many of its cities and they afflicted them severely with their successive raids and victories. And its men did not have a skilled commander to lead them to victory and triumph, as Samson had done. And also during that time the reputation of Samuel the prophet began to spread in the country of Judea, with the nation beginning to revere him as a prophet and scholar, though he only received leadership after the death of his teacher, Eli the priest.

And the battles with the Philistines ended with the defeat of the Israelites and the falling of the Ark of the Covenant that had been with them into the grip of their enemies, for the Philistines took it as war booty with what they had plundered. And a report of that reached Eli unexpectedly, and he fell from his seat and died instantly. And that was in the year 2831 of creation. 

[14]
Division of the Prophets

The prophets of the Israelites are ranked. Among them is the rank of hozeh, i.e., the seer, and it is the greatest. And following it is the rank of ro’eh,[footnoteRef:19] i.e., the seer, and after it is the rank of nabi, which is taken from the expression niv s’fatayim, i.e., speech of the lips. And this last title is general, and its meaning is the “statements” or “what is said.” And we find, for example, Gad the seer (hozeh), Iddo the seer (ro’eh), and Samuel the prophet (nabi). [19:  It has, in fact, been said that the ro’eh and the nabi are synonymous, neither one superior over the other. ] 


Many of these prophets had written books containing their prophecies and their deeds, except that most of them were lost, as the composition of Solomon, which he composed in the natural sciences and is referenced in Scripture, was lost. Nothing remains of the books of the prophets except those that are established in the Scripture that is in our possession today.

And the sign of prophecy was the loss of all senses during the revelation, except speech. And the prophet would tell his sayings and recite his prophecy while his presence was absent, as if he were dead. However, at the time of revelation he was rational and sound in awareness, carrying out all the religious and civil duties imposed by the Torah on every Israelite male patriot irrespective of lineage, and avoiding all that is forbidden and legal prohibitions. 

And when a prophet fulfilled all these conditions,[footnoteRef:20] and his prophecy did not conflict with the Written Torah or the Transmitted Torah on any matter, his sayings were venerated and he was regarded among the group of prophets. Otherwise, his prophecy was rejected, judgment was passed on him, or he was considered crazy, as occurred frequently in the history of Israel. [20:  Here are the conditions of prophecy as written down by Maimonides: 
If a prophet says “revelation has come to me from one of the planets or from one of the idols, instructing me to worship it,” he should be killed. Likewise if he claims that God inspired him to perform this worship. And for these two claimants, one should not listen to proof of the prophecy, nor should you ask him for a verse. And if a prophet comes and claims revelation was revealed to him from God, and it corroborates the Torah, however he adds to it a new commandment, claiming it was revealed to him; or a command annulling one of the rules of the Torah, he should be killed. And if a prophet comes and accepts what is in the Torah and walks in accordance with its orders and prohibitions, you should ask him for the verses that confirm his dignity. And when it is confirmed, he is considered a prophet; otherwise he is sentenced to death or insanity. ] 


And below is a listing of the leaders (a’imma) of this division. 
[15]

1. Samuel

Samuel was the son of Elkanah son of Jeroham son of Elihu son of Tohu son of Zuph of the tribe of Levi. And his family resided in Ramah, among the cities of the hill of Ephraim. And the name of his mother was Hannah, who was childless and vowed that she would dedicate her first born to the sanctuary if she should be blessed with children. And Samuel was born unto her and she rejoiced greatly. And she composed her renowned poem, which the Israelites still sing in the opening section of their prayers until our very day. And when her son was weaned, she brought him to Shiloh and handed him over to Eli the priest. And his account is written down in the books of 1 and 2 Samuel.

And in the days of Samuel the people demanded that he select for them a king to govern them. So Samuel selected for them Saul[footnoteRef:21] son of Kish of the tribe of Benjamin, as he set great hopes on him due to his bravery and gallantry, and as he saw on his face awe-inspiring features, and his tall stature. So he anointed him as king over Israel and handed over to him civil authority while preserving spiritual authority for himself. [21:  1 Sam. 9:15.] 


And Samuel received the Transmitted Torah from Eli the priest in the year 2871, and it remained in his care until the year of his death when he was fifty-three years old, which was in the year 2884.

[16]
And when King Saul disobeyed the instruction after the famous battle with the Amalekites, in which he brought Agag, king of the Amalekites, as a captive instead of killing him in the moment of [Agag’s] falling into his hold, as Samuel had instructed him, this prophet became angry at him, and he threatened him with a future punishment. Then he attacked Agag and killed him with his hand.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  1 Sam. 15:33.] 


Immediately following that Samuel went to the house of Jesse of the tribe of Judah and anointed David, his youngest son, as king over Israel,[footnoteRef:23] during Saul’s life; thereupon the two of them ruled simultaneously until Saul died during his battle with the Philistines. And his son Ish-bosheth[footnoteRef:24] succeeded him, though he did not last long as king and David stood alone, as is written down in the book of Kings. And the kingship remained in the family of David until the days of the Babylonian captivity. [23:  1 Sam. 16:13.]  [24:  2 Sam. 2:8.] 


And it is told about Samuel that he had a virtuous mind, clean hands, and was blameless; wandered around the country for teaching, guiding and reconciling enmity between families and between individuals, refraining from the exploitation of anyone, or accepting the hospitality of anyone, thus setting an example in integrity. 

And during this period Ahiah son of Ahitub was the one entrusted with the high priesthood in the sanctuary at Shiloh.

2. Gad and Nathan

After the death of Samuel, Gad the seer and Nathan the prophet, who were present in the days of David and the days of his Solomon, received the leadership (ʼimāma). And the high priesthood was in the custody of Abiathar until [17] the days of King Solomon, who ascended the throne in the year 2924, and who completed the building of the Temple in Jerusalem. And that was in the year 2935. And during it Zadok the priest received the high priesthood. And the account of Nathan and David on the matter of the wife of Uriah the Hitttite, mentioned in the book of Kings, indicates the scope of the authority of prophets over kings during that era. 

3. Ahijah the Shilonite

Ahijah the prophet, the Shilonite, was of the tribe of Levi. He received [the leadership] from them during the end of the days of Solomon, and that was in the year 2962 of creation. And with Ahijah the Shilonite were Ido the seer and Shemariah the prophet. And after those aforementioned had received the leadership (ʼimāma) for two years, Solomon died; and succeeding him was his son Rehoboam, who ruled for seventeen years. And in his era the kingdom split into two parts: a part following Rehoboam formed the kingdom of Judah, and a part following Jeroboam son Nebat formed the kingdom of Israel. And the high priest during that time was Ahimaz, or Ahimaaz.

And in the days of these leaders, the prophets, Jeroboam died; and succeeding him was his son Abijah, who ruled approximately three years. And at that time the high priest was Azariah the Priest; and he is not Azariah son of Oded the prophet, mentioned above.

4. Elijah

Elijah the Tishbite, the Gileadite, the priest, belonged in the opinion of most to the tribe of Levi, though there are those who say he was from the tribe of Gad, and those who say that he was from the tribe of Benjamin. There are also those who say that he is the same person as Phinehas son of Eleazar son of Aaron, as was mentioned; see page 10. This prophet received the leadership (ʼimāma) from the one who preceded him, and joining him in spiritual authority were Azariah son of Oded the prophet, and Hananiah the seer, and Jehu, and Obadiah, and Gabriel, and Micaiah son of Imlah. And some of them have books mentioned [18] in Scripture. And the time of this receiving corresponded with the year of the accession of Asa son of Abijah, king of Judah, i.e., in the year 2983 of creation. And he ruled for a period of forty-one years, and his son Jehoshaphat succeeded him. And he ruled twenty-three years. And the high priest was Jehoram, then Jehoahaz.

During that time the Great Famine took place in Samaria, lasting three years. And the events of Ahab, king of Israel, with Elijah took place, which are mentioned in the book of 1 Kings. 

And it is told that Elijah was highly ascetic in terms of his food and dress. And he is the herald whose arrival the Israelites anticipate before the coming of the Messiah. (See the last two verses in the last chapter of the book of Malachi.)

5. Elisha

Elisha son of Shaphat, of the tribe of Gad, received the leadership (ʼimāma) from Elijah after his ascent to heaven in the fiery chariot, as is mentioned in the book of 1 Kings. And the beginning of his leadership (ʼimāma) was in the year 3043 of creation. And in his time there occurred the story of the healing of Naaman the leper, the Aramean commander; and the victory of the king of Israel over the army of Ben-Hadad, the king of Aram, who besieged Samaria and caused the Great Famine there; and the story of the revivification of the Shunammite woman's son, whom it is said is the same person as Habakkuk the prophet, the author of the book found with his name in Scripture; and the story of the woman of the prophet who received the blessing from her oil, at his instruction.

And with him was Jonah son of Amittai — who is mentioned in the Arabic translation of Scripture under the name Younān, and in the Qur’an under the name Yūnus — who was swallowed by the whale, as is mentioned in the book bearing his name in Scripture. Furthermore, Zechariah, son of Jehoiada, the priest, who later on became the High Priest, as you will see.

[19] 

And the king in his time was Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat, who ruled from the year 3047 until the year 3055. Subsequently his mother Athaliah succeeded him, and she ruled for six years after having killed all offspring of her husband, except Jehoash (or Joash) who succeeded her. And he was six years old right after the rebellion which Jehoiada, the High Priest, carried out against her, resulting in her death and the return of the kingship to the house of David.

As for those who occupied the high priesthood in that era, they are: Joshua, then Jehoiada (who installed Jehoash as king when he was six years old) then Zechariah, who joined together the leadership (ʼimāma) and the high priesthood. However, he was killed in the sanctuary at the command of Jehoash, who forgot his kindness and preferred his father Jehoiada over him. And the Israelites believe that the destruction of the First Temple, which is mentioned in the Lamentations of Jeremiah, indeed was in atonement for this great crime.

6. Hosea

Hosea son of Beeri the prophet, of the tribe of Reuben, succeeded the aforementioned in the year 3090 of creation. And Amos was with him. And the High Priest was Zedekiah. And it is mentioned in the book Shalshelet Ha-kabbalah (i.e., the Chain of Received Tradition) that this Hosea died in Babylon and instructed his Israelite brothers who were there to bury him in the Holy Land. However, owing to the long distance, the great hardship, and substantial danger to which they would have been exposed if they followed his command, he returned to them and ordered them that, after his death, they should place his corpse in a coffin, fasten it on a camel and set it free, and the camel should travel on its own; and the burial would be where that camel would kneel down. And it came to pass like this, as after his death the camel, carrying the casket of the deceased, travelled until it reached the Upper Galilee, i.e., to the city of Safed, and it knelt down in the cemetery which [20] is still there at the foot of the mountain until today. And some residents of the city came and found the casket, and they opened it and saw the corpse of the prophet Hosea, and at its side was a paper on which was written who he was and what was his will. So they buried him with befitting celebration and veneration, and his grave is still in the cemetery of Safed until now. And people seek blessing in visiting it, as they seek blessing in visiting the many shrines belonging to the Israelites found in the outskirts of that holy country.

And the king in his time was Joash son of Ahaziah, then his son Amaziah son of Joash.

7. Amos

Amos the prophet belonged to the tribe of Asher, and he was the author of the book of Amos. He received the leadership (ʼimāma) in the year 3110, and he lived during the days of the king Amaziah son of Joash, who was victorious over the Edomites in the battle (note: what does this say?) in the year 3112, and during the days of his son, the king Uzziah, who ascended to the throne while his father was alive. And this king is mentioned in chapter fifteen of 2 Kings under the name of Azariah son of Amaziah, and it was he who was stricken with leprosy.

And the high priest was Joel the priest, then Jotham, then Uriah.

8. Isaiah

Isaiah, the son of Amoz, is called the King of the Prophets for his eloquence and the power of his words. And he is from the tribe of Judah, even from the royal family, as his father, Amoz, was the brother of Amaziah the king, who has been mentioned to you. He received the leadership (ʼimāma) in the year 3140. However, he began to prophesy during the era of Amos, and he lived a long life, for he prophesied before four kings of Judah who were his contemporaries: his cousin Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah. And this king [i.e., Hezekiah] married his daughter, as mentioned in the book of Kings. [21] This prophet had a harsh tone throughout his speech, though he was most patriotic, as it appears evident to one who devotes himself to looking at his sayings, which are of the utmost eloquence.

And the High Priest during his time was Hoshaiah.

9. Micah the Morashtite

The prophet Micayahu was from the town of Moresheth, from the tribe of Judah. His lineage is not clearly stated in the books we have read, but we think it probable that he was from the tribe of Judah. He is the author of the book known by his name in Scripture. And he had begun to prophesy from the days of his predecessor, Isaiah. And he prophesied before the king Jotham, and the king Ahaz, and the king Hezekiah, though he only received the leadership (ʼimāma) in the year 3160. And the High Priest at the time was Shallum the priest. And in his time, the Assyrians captured the Gadites and the Reubenites, and half the tribe of Manasseh, who were on the other side of the Jordan, after the invasion of King Shalmaneser, king of Assyria, who raided the kingdom of Israel in the days of its king, Pekah son of Remaliah. And that was in the year 3187. The destruction of the kingdom of Israel would be completed in the days of King Hoshea, the successor of Pekah son of Remaliah.

10. Joel

Joel, son of Pethuel the prophet (not to be confused with Joel the priest, whom you have seen was high priest during the days of Amos). His lineage is not clearly mentioned in the books before us, but it is mentioned in the Talmud that he is a descendant of Samuel the prophet, i.e., belonging to the tribe of Ephraim. He received the leadership (ʼimāma) in the year 3190 of creation, though he prophesied before that to Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. There is a book in Scripture bearing his name. Also with him was the prophet Nahum of Alqosh, the author of the book bearing his name, and the prophet Habakkuk, the author of the book Habakkuk. It has been said about [22] the latter that he was the son of the childless Shunammite woman[footnoteRef:25] who was serving the prophet Elisha, and Elisha prayed on her behalf, and she was blessed with Habakkuk. And he died, and she appealed for help from the Prophet Elisha, and he revived him for her. However, this opinion is weak; it is inconsistent with the historical facts.  [25:  2 Kings 4:8.] 


Also with him was the prophet Zephaniah — son of Cushi, son of Gedaliah, son of Amariah, son of Hezekiah — the author of the Book of Zephaniah, which is mentioned in Scripture after the aforementioned books.

All of them received [i.e., the leadership] from those who preceded them. They were not all simultaneous, but they were assembled under the name of Joel’s court because they were members of it. Subsequently they headed it, and they all counted as one recipient.

It is said that the reason for considering these recipients as one recipient, and grouping them under one designation, is because they migrated from the Holy Land[footnoteRef:26] during one era. [26:  It is the land of Judea; and this migration preceded the Great Exile.] 


And in the ordering of the former books of Scripture, you find the book of Joel after the book of Micah.

And the High Priest during that era was Seraiah.

11. Jeremiah, son of Hilkiah

And in the Hebrew Scriptures he is called yirmĕyāh or yirmĕyāhû, son of Hilkiah, and he is one of the priests who lived in Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, and he was a prophet, priest and leader. He received the leadership (ʼimāma) in the days of Josiah, the son of Amon, king of Judah, and he was the one who prophesied the destruction of the Temple and the victory of Nebuchadnezzar over Judea and its captivity to Babylon. It was he who composed those influential elegies, known as the Elegies of Jeremiah. And to him the renowned book of Jeremiah is also attributed.

[23] And with Jeremiah there was another prophet named Uriah son of Shemaiah, and in their days, Eliakim succeeded his father Josiah, and this king killed Uriah the prophet unjustly.

And during this era Nineveh was destroyed. And Jehoiachin, also known as Jeconiah, succeeded his father Eliakim. Then he died, and succeeding him was his brother Zedekiah, during whose days the Babylonian victory over Judea was completed. They destroyed the Temple, and they were led from Judea into captivity. And that was in the year 3338 of creation. This captivity is known in history as the Babylonian Exile, which the Israelites still mourn on the ninth day of Ab to the present day. And the words of Jeremiah almost reach the rank of the words of Isaiah in terms of eloquence, abundant meanings and lofty expression.

12. Ezekiel, son of Buzi

Hezekiah [apparently an error] was a priest from the tribe of Levi, and he began to prophecy from the year 3332, meaning six years before the devastation of the Temple in Jerusalem. Among the members of his court were Baruch ben Neriah and Jehozadak, brother of Ezra, the renowned writer of the book of Ezra, which is among the books of the Scripture.

And among the widely-known contemporaries of Ezekiel was the prophet Daniel, whom Ashpenaz,[footnoteRef:27] the chief of the eunuchs of Nebuchadnezzar, called Belteshazzar. It was he who was thrown in the lions’ den as punishment for his continuation of Israelite worship, the lions not harming him and his emerging from the den unscathed. Among his contemporaries also were Hananiah, named Shadrach, and Mishael, named Meshach, and Azariah, named Abed-nego, whom Nebuchadnezzar threw into a fiery furnace for not abandoning their religion. [24] The fire only burned their shackles without harming their clothes, to say nothing of their skin.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Dan. 1:7.]  [28:  Dan. 1:7.] 


And during this time the number of prophets exceeded in number, all of whom handed over the leadership (ʼimāma)[footnoteRef:29] to those following, until it reached the members of the Great Assembly. And they are the individuals of the third division. [29:  Dan. 3:19ff.] 


This prophet began to prophesy in the last days of the first Temple, and he warned his nation of the destruction of the Temple and Nebuchadnezzar’s capture of Judea. 

And in the conveyance of his prophethood to his people, he employed strange methods, which are mentioned in his book. Its interpretation is mentioned in the Talmud, which eliminates its strangeness and refutes its mystery.

We need not speak at great length here in alerting readers of this book about the difference between the kingdom of Judah from the kingdom of Israel, for they had been separated[footnoteRef:30] from one another since the days of Rehoboam, son of Solomon. The first [i.e., Israel] ended with the victory of Shalmaneser, king of Assyria, over Samaria,[footnoteRef:31] while the second [i.e., Judah] with the victory of Nebuchadnezzar over Jerusalem. [30:  [This note is unclear to me] Because of not mentioning the short terms of their tenure, so I believe.]  [31:  See page 17.] 


[25]
The Great Assembly

At this time the great leadership (ʼimāma) was in the custody of twelve men, including the most prominent and renowned sages, the leaders of the age; among them were the last prophets, the authors of the books of the Minor Prophets. And all of them were found in the final years of the Babylonian exile, and in the early years of the era of the return of the Israelite nation — by the command of Cyrus —  to the land of Palestine, where their independence was partial independence, under the rule of an Israelite governor appointed by order of the king of the Persians. And this era is known in history as the period of the Second Temple.

And these twelve leaders are mentioned by their names in the books of the Writings,[footnoteRef:32] which include the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. And they are the ones who led the way in introducing this Israelite national renaissance, which resulted in the rebuilding of the Temple, the walls of Jerusalem, and the return of the ancient people to its country, governing itself under the custodianship of King Cyrus, who is said to be a descendant of Esther,[footnoteRef:33] the cousin of Mordecai, who married Ahasuerus. [32:  The Torah is divided among the Israelites into three sections. The first is Torah, i.e., the books of Moses. And the second is Nevi’im, i.e., the books of the prophets, the last of which is Malachi. And the third is Ketuvim, i.e., the holy documents, which includes the Psalms of David, the parables of Solomon, the book of Job, Song of Songs, the book of Ruth, the Lamentations of Jeremiah, the book of Esther, the book of Daniel, the book of Ezra, the book of Nehemiah, and the book of Chronicles.]  [33:  See the book of Esther.] 


Here are the names of the aforementioned leaders: the prophet Haggi or Hagggai, author of the book bearing his name; (2) the prophet Zechariah[footnoteRef:34] (and he is not Zechariah son of Jehoiada, the high priest and prophet, who was killed at the command of Joash in the same Temple, as Jeremiah indicates in his Lamentations); and this leader [26] has a book bearing his name in Scripture; (3) the prophet Malachi, who was the last of the Israelite prophets, for after him divine revelation was suspended; (4) Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, the first of the Jewish governors under the authority of the Perisan king; (5) Mordecai Bilshan; (6) Ezra, the priest and writer, to whom is credited establishing the script known as the square or the Assyrian script, and it is called in that tongue a national renaissance; (7) the priest Joshua, son of Jehozadak; (8) Seraiah; (9) Reaiah; (10) his son Mispar; (11) Rehum Baanah ; (12) Nehemiah son of Hacaliah from Scripture, and to him is attributed the book bearing his name from among the books of the Writings. And it includes the history of the return of the Israelites from Babylon, the events of building Jerusalem and the Temple, and the genealogy of the Israelite families. [34:  He is Zechariah son of Berechiah son of Iddo.] 


And with these twelve leaders were one hundred and eight other sages in the capacity of advisors and caretakers, besides members of the Sanhedrin and serving members of the priesthood. And all these great men in Israel came together and agreed upon enacting the appropriate rules for the life of the nation, arranging the daily prayers[footnoteRef:35] and the rituals and acts of worship, as you will see in the first volume of the volumes of the Babylonian Talmud, known as Berakhot. [35:  These prayers were translated into living languages such as French, English and Italian, and they are widespread in libraries all over the world.] 


The High Priesthood was initially in the custody of Jehozadak the priest, and then he was succeeded by Simeon, who is known by the designation “the Just,” and whose name will be mentioned in what is related about him in the first chapter of this book.

And the religious leadership belonged to the leaders (a’imma), and the administration of justice to the Sanhedrin, and divine service to the priests. Thus the conditions of the nation were regularized, and its affairs were put in order. The kings had sovereignty over Judea, [27] respecting the leaders and revering the Sanhedrin for their abundant learning and sound judgment. 

The Last Members of the Great Assembly

And among the men of the Great Assembly, and among the Sages of the Mishnah, there was found a group of recipients of the leadership (ʼimāma) who did not enter into the institution of the Great Assembly in actuality, but they were connected to it owing to their being contemporaries to it, and they acquired knowledge from it. And they were called sh’yarei knesset ha-gedolah, i.e., the last men of the Great Assembly. And among them were Simeon the high priest, known as “the Just,” and Rabbi Dosa son of Harkinas (or Harhinas).

And succeeding them in the leadership (ʼimāma) were the Tannaim, a word traced to matnitin, i.e., the study, and it is a translation of the Hebrew word mishnah into the jumbled Chaldean language, which is the colloquial language of the Talmud, as is well known.

And during the days of the Great Assembly, the books of Scripture and the Prophets were gathered for the first time, though this arrangement changed later on, as we will mention in its time.

[28] 
The Division of the Tannaim

The Mishnah was composed from the totality of the original inherited traditions, the opinions which every generation of the generations of the leadership (ʼimāma) would consider in applying new decisions and rules, and the rulings established by the consensus of the men of the Great Assembly. It is an expression of the traditions that the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) circulated, containing administrative, judicial, religious, ritual and political opinions. And it is the basis of the Talmud, as you will see. And the book which we are commencing to translate and explicate now is a part of this Mishnah.

And below are the twelve receiving generations of the Sages of the Mishnah, in chronological order.

1. Antigonus, man of Sokho[footnoteRef:36] [36:  I.e., from the people of Sokho, and likewise concerning “man of Zeredah” and “man of Jerusalem.”] 


He received the leadership (ʼimāma) from Simeon the Just in the year 3460 of creation. And among his contemporaries was Rabbi Eleazar son of Harsum, the high priest, who was among the Sages of the Mishnah. And during his era the neighboring nations oppressed the Israelite nation, and they tried containing them and their harm, and they were saved from them time after time, without losing their independence. And you will see details of these incidents in the following volumes of the Talmud.

2. Jose, man of Zeredah, and Jose, man of Jerusalem

The leaders (a’imma) Jose son of Joezer and Jose son of Johanan received [the leadership] from those who preceded them, and that was in the year 3500 of creation. And in their time the high priest was Eleazar the priest. He was the one who selected, from among the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ), seventy-two elders and sent them to [29] Talmai, i.e., Ptolemy, king of Alexandria, in accordance with the demand of that king. He placed each of them in a room by himself, and he asked them to write the Written Torah. And they wrote an edition of it for him, which is the famous Septuagint, to which translators and researchers of Scripture turn to this very day.[footnoteRef:37] And it is said that Ptolemy compared what the ḥuffāẓ each wrote separately and found that they did not differ in what they wrote, not in a single letter; however, the Israelites do not accept the Septuagint as holy, denying all its contradictions with their edition of the Torah, and believing that its contradictions are a distortion later inserted into the Torah for religious purposes.     [37:  The story of the Septuagint translation is said to be incorrect, and that the Israelites, when they lived in Alexandria and their number increased, sent for some of the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) of Jerusalem, and they helped them translate the Torah into Greek. And in Alexandria they established a temple like the Temple of Jerusalem; it is mentioned in the Talmud repeatedly under the name of Beit Haniyu or Hanif.
] 


3. Joshua son of Perachiah and Nittai of Arbela

These two received the leadership (ʼimāma) from those who preceded them, and that was in the year 3560 of creation. And the high priesthood was in the custodianship of Johanan the priest, father of Mattathias the priest, father of the Maccabees, widely known as the Hasmoneans.

4. Judah son of Tabbai and Simeon son of Shetach

They received from the aforementioned in the year 3620 of creation, and in that era the force of persecution from the Greek nation — which succeeded the Persian nation in having dominion over Judea — weighed heavy. And they tried with violence, cruelty and bloodshed to make the Israelite nation replace its worship [30] with Greek idol worship.

And Antiochus, king of Syria, dispatched army after army to Judea until he conquered the nation and forced it to leave a statue of Jupiter in the Temple; and to offer pigs as sacrifices in place of the animals that the Torah regards as permissible; and to abolish circumcision and the Sabbath. And some of the Jews obeyed him unwillingly, and some of them were martyred unjustly. And most fled to the mountains, where they were safe from persecution and murder, and they continued with their laws and their beliefs. And among those stationed was Mattathias son of Johanan, the high priest.

But the Greek rulers knew about them, and their disobedience of the orders of Antiochus harmed them. He sent an army of soldiers to fight them, who attacked them on the Sabbath day, while they refrained from fighting them and were punished with the utmost cruelty. And a great number of them were killed, and the rest had recourse to flee.

Then those remaining from among those stationed gathered together and agreed to fight those who fought them, even on the Sabbath day. And they turned over their leadership to Matthias and his sons, whom they called the Maccabees,[footnoteRef:38] and they attacked the armies of Antiochus and vanquished them and dispersed them, ejecting the Greeks from the borders of Judea. Then Mattathias cleansed the Temple and ruled the nation independently, and he was the king and the high priest at the same time. [38:  From the word Maccabee, which is an acronym of these words: Mi kamokha ba’eilim YHWH, which means, “Who compares to you among the mighty, O God,” and this phrase is the slogan of the Maccabees.] 


And succeeding Mattathias was his son, Judah Maccabee, the renowned hero and the mighty commander by whose hand the independence was accomplished. Subsequently, his second son, Jonathan; then his third son, Johanan; then his fourth son, Simeon. And as for his fifth son, whose name was Eleazar: he died without assuming the kingship.

And during the entirety of the Maccabean state, which is also known in history and in the Talmud under the name [31] Hasmonean state, the Israelite nation achieved complete independence, powerful in its strength and terrifying all the neighboring nations, until the period of the king Hyrcanus, who became a Sadducee after the ignorant Elazar Poera humiliated him publicly and angered him greatly in how he attacked him with his biting words and painful rebuke. Thus the nation was split into two parts: the Sadducee sect and the Pharisee sect.

And in the year 3648 of creation there occurred civil strife among the heirs of the Hasmonean throne, which paved the way for the Romans to intervene in Israelite politics. And that was a prelude to the spread of Roman dominion on that independent country, making it a Roman province.

5. Shemiah and Abtalon

These two received the leadership (ʼimāma) from those who preceded them in the year 3722 of creation, and they were not originally Israelites, but rather Judaizers, those faithful to conversion to Judaism. And among their well-known contemporaries was the very learned Akiba son of Mahaliel. And two years after their receiving the leadership (ʼimāma), i.e., in the year 3724 of creation, the period of the Maccabean state, which had ruled the Israelites for a period of one hundred thirty years, came to an end, the land subsequently passing into the hands of the Romans, who installed Herod, one of the slaves the extinct [note: this word doesn’t make sense to me] family, as king over Judea. 

6. Hillel and Shammai

The two heads of the great Israelite academies, they received the leadership (ʼimāma) from those who preceded them, and that was in the year 3728 of creation. And Hillel, who was called the Elder, was highly deliberate, exceedingly patient, and generous. It is told about him that one day a pagan of influential means visited him [32] and asked him to convert him to Judaism under the condition that he teach him the Torah and the religious obligations as succinctly as possible. So Hillel said to him: “Memorize this commandment: ‘that which is hateful to you do not do to your fellow’; then go on your way at once and learn the law slowly, and know that all divine orders and prohibitions are built on this enduring basis.”  

And Hillel had an academy, and Shammai had another academy, and in each of them there were a great number of Sages, preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ), and students. And during the era of these two academies, controversy about applying legal regulations to everyday conditions began; and Hillel’s academy had opinions, and Shammai’s academy had contradictory opinions, except that Hillel’s academy always tended towards greater flexibility and leniency than Shammai’s academy, and now, for the most part, the accepted opinion is that of Hillel’s academy.

And Hillel the Elder was from the line of King David, so they called him by the term ha-nasi, i.e., the prince. And ten generations of his offspring successively inherited this title, until the time of Hillel II, who is the Hillel the Prince from among the Sages of the Gemara, i.e., the elucidation of the Mishnah.

And Hillel the Elder and his offspring were called by the title ha-nasi even during the time of the Maccabean and Herodion kings, their contemporaries, and after the destruction of the Second Temple and Israel’s loss of its independence for the second time. And through all this period religious authority was in possession of the leaders (ruʼasāʼ) as receiving leaders (a’imma), and as princes (umarā’) of the lineage of David.

And among the remarkable narratives told about Hillel the Elder is that during his arrival to Jerusalem from Babylon, his birthplace, he was poorly dressed due to his severe poverty; and when he went to the academy of  Shemiah and Abtalon to attend the learned discussions, as did the rest of the Sages, the gatekeeper refused to admit him when he saw [Hillel’s] worn out rags. But because of [Hillel’s] intense passion for learning, he climbed to the roof of the academy and looked down through the skylight overlooking the great hall, trying to hear the discussions of the teachers, and their teachings, and their rulings. And during one [33] of the days that he was in that position, snow fell on him, without his noticing it or feeling it — for he was listening completely to the learning and the debate — and the snow accumulated on him, which attracted the attention of some of the students, who hurried to him and rid him of it. And when they exchanged words, they found him to be among the most distinguished of scholars, so they honored his house and seated him among them in a rank that he deserved.

And before Hillel and Shammai, religious rules were decided by consensus, without one differing from the second. And when debate occurred between their two academies, thus began a period of dispute about applying the inherited rules to new circumstances, which came into existence according to the pattern of civil and human advancement; and from then on this process was repeated, becoming a basis for religious discussions among successors. And the questions and answers multiplied, the discussion branched out, and the scope of the Talmud expanded, until it became its great familiar size.

As for the high priest in the period of these two leaders: it was Hyrcanus, a descendant of the royal Maccabean house, though he is not Hyrcanus the king, whom we have already mentioned. 

7. Rabban Simeon I

The son of Hillel the Elder and his successor, he received the leadership (ʼimāma) from his father, and leadership (riʼāsa), in the year 3768 of creation. He is the first of the Tannaim called by the title “rabban,” i.e., “our master” — in place of “rabbi,”  i.e., “my master” — which became its term. And he was the second of the nesi’im, i.e., the leaders. And in his time the high priesthood was under the custodianship of Hanameel the Egyptian and Ishmael Fabi. And they had assumed the office during the final years of the leadership of Hillel the Elder himself. 

8. Gamaliel I

And he is called Rabban Gamaliel the Elder in order to distinguish him from his grandson, Rabban Gamaliel II, [34] who is mentioned below. He received the leadership (ʼimāma) and the leadership (riʼāsa) from his father, and they remained in his custodianship until the year 3810 of creation.

And the high priest during his time was Rabbi Ishmael son of Elisha the priest, and he was the last of the great priests. And Titus, the Roman commander, had killed him when he conquered Jerusalem and burned the Second Temple. After that there occurred the long siege, a report of which is written down, with its atrocities, in the history of the renowned Josephus, whom among the Israelites is known as Joseph Ben Gurion.[footnoteRef:39] And among the well-known contemporaries of Rabban Gamaliel were Rabbi Samuel the Younger and Nahum the Scribe. [39:  He is one of the great army commanders who fought the Romans at the outset, however it did not take long before he reconciled with them and got close to them, as is written in his history of falsities against his brethren, whom were under siege in the fortress of Jerusalem. [not 100% sure on this note]] 


9. Rabban Simeon II

Rabbi Simeon, son of Gamaliel (known as Rashbag, Rabbi Simeon son of Gamaliel the Elder), and his successor, was a recipient from his father in the year 3810. Titus had killed him, along with those killed from among the important members of the nation, after the conquering of Jerusalem. And that was on the ninth day of the month of Ab during the year 3828 of creation. And that is a calamitous date for the Israelite nation, because the destruction of the First Temple occurred on the same day, and likewise the destruction of the fortress of Betar, which was the last of what remained of Israelite independence.

And people have exaggerated in the count of the dead whom Titus the tyrant killed, for they have said that their number reached 1.1 million persons, and that the number of captives whom he sent to Rome reached sixteen thousand prisoners. And that is apart from those killed in the war known as the War of Eleazar, and apart from the women and the children [35] who starved during the siege and after it, and apart from those killed by Roman soldiers after the conquest, without offense and without reason.

And during this period Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai managed to escape from the conquerors, and he fled to the city of Jabneh, where he gathered around himself all the elders of the Israelite Sages, and they established there their famous academy, known in the Talmud under the name the Academy of Jabneh.

10. Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai 

A companion of Rabban Simeon II and Rabban Gamaliel II, and from among the students of Hillel the Elder, he assumed the leadership (ʼimāma) and the leadership (riʼāsa) after his escape to Jabneh, when Rabban Simeon son of Gamaliel was killed, and they remained in his custodianship from the year 3828 until the year 3833, i.e., five years.

And this leader was far advanced in years, as he died when he was one hundred twenty years old. And he had received knowledge from the same Hillel the Elder. And among what is told about him is that he entered the academy when he was forty years of age — because before that time he worked in travel and commercial transportation — and that he remained occupied with teaching and learning until he reached the age of eighty, and he became renowned for his knowledge and high awareness. And he entered into membership of the Sanhedrin, until he assumed its leadership, in which he continued until he died.

New legal and administrative rulings influenced by this leader (ʼimām), the leader (raʼīs), are still the topic of consideration, to this day.

11. Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai

The son of Rabban Simeon II, whom Titus killed, this leader (ʼimām) received the leadership (riʼāsa) and the leadership (ʼimāma) from Johanan son of Zakkai, in the year 3833. And this leader was called Rabban Gamaliel [36] of Jabneh in order to distinguish him from his grandfather, Rabban Gamaliel the Elder, and he was the eighth of the receiving leaders, as you have seen.

And Rabban Gamaliel of Jabneh was a contemporary of most of the Tanaaim whose names are mentioned in the Mishnah.

And among his well-known contemporaries was Rabbi Akiba, the great teacher, and leader of the famous nationlistic band, who had with him twenty-four thousand disciples, from whom he formed an army, whose leadership he handed over to Bar Kokhba, whom Josephus, the biased historian, called Bar Koziba, i.e., son of the liar. And it is a disgraceful name that disavows the truth, for this Bar Kokhba was one of the greatest leaders, for he and the disciples of Rabbi Akiba revolted, rising in the face of the Roman conquerors who subjugated Judea after they had conquered Jerusalem and burned the Temple and caused a massacre among those who feared its strength from among the men of the nation.

And Bar Kokhba and his brave men fought the Roman armies, in life-risking battles, out of desire to return independence to their nation, in emulation of the Maccabees who preceded them. And the base of their military activities was the fortified city of Betar. However, in spite of their perseverance they did not have success, as they were waiting for their revolt for many years, and in the end the multitude of Romans overcame their bravery. And all of them were killed, and with them were killed Rabbi Akiba and Bar Kokhba. 

And the Romans killed as a result of this revolt what are said to be approximately ten million Israelites — in order to destroy this nation of great zeal and revolts, which concerned them with its battles and successive revolts in demanding the return of its lost independence. And at that time, from the Israelites there only survived a few persons who hid in the inner portions of [note: a place name?], and who took refuge in mountain summits. They later migrated to foreign countries. And from this one understands the reason for the [37] small number of Israelites in the world, for one might expect that their number would be greater than what it is — due to their great antiquity, the abundance of their children, and the stability of their community — despite all the persecutions they have faced.

And the destruction of Betar occurred on the ninth day of the month of Ab in the year 3880. And it was the final period of Israelite political independence, and the greatest national calamity in their history.

12.  Rabbi Simeon III

Rabbi Simeon son of Gamaliel II, known as the one of Jabneh, assumed the leadership (riʼāsa), and the leadership (imāma), after the death of his father. And he formed a supreme court from the remaining students of Rabbi Akiba, and from those learned folks and preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) who had been saved from the punishing Roman sword. And in the year 3881 the number of ḥuffāẓ decreased, and he feared for the oblivion of the transmitted Torah. So the Sages consulted about lifting the ban on writing it down, and they unanimously consented to the writing down of the Mishnah. And commencing in this great task was Rabbi Judah the Prince, son of Rabban Simeon III, with the help of the Sages of his era. And he was the last of the Tanaaim and the first of the Amoraim, who are the Sages of the Gemara, those who furnished the Mishnah with their elucidations.

And Judah the Prince is known by the name Rabbeinu ha-Kadosh, i.e., our holy master. And sometimes he would be called only by the expression Rabbi, i.e., our master. 

[38]
Rabbi Judah and the Mishnah

This great leader (ʼimām) gathered together the sayings of his contemporaries, and those leaders (a’imma), teachers and the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ) who preceded him, and he arranged them systematically and divided them into various topics, into six volumes, each of which contains different sections. And he called each section by the name masekhet, i.e., orders, or volumes, and he divided each masekhet, or masekhta, into chapters, and every chapter into individual topic bodies (mutūn). And the individual topic body is expressed by the Hebrew word mishnah (plural: mishnayot).  And below is a listing of the volumes of the mishnah. 

The First Order of the Mishnah

Seder Zeraim, i.e., the books of agriculture. And it contains all the duties, commands, and prohibitions imposed on the Israelite when he occupies himself with agricultural business and when he receives the yields of what he planted. And Rabbi introduced his composition with this book because agriculture is the basis of the people’s work, that through which is harvested the necessary material nourishment for preserving life. And, since it was among the Israelite’s duties that he begin each one of his actions with the specific prayer for that act, as you will see, Rabbi Judah began with this book (Masekhet Berakhot), i.e., the volume of blessings and prayers. The rest of the volumes are as follows:

First: Masekhet Berakhot, which includes the prayers and their times, and the specific blessings for every action. And the Babylonian Sages of the Gemara have furnished a commentary for it, and it comprises the first volume of the Babylonian Talmud.

Second: Masekhet Pe’ah, which discusses the portion of cultivated land one is required to leave [39] for the poor to take possession of its yield.[footnoteRef:40] And he placed this discussion before others because this duty becomes obligatory as soon as harvest time arrives, i.e., before beginning any agricultural work.   [40:  Lev. 17:9.] 


Third: Masekhet Demai, which discusses the grains gathered on the threshing floor before the tithe[footnoteRef:41] and terumah[footnoteRef:42] are sorted from them, and the rest of what the Torah imposes in terms of sorting the produce of the land. [41:  Deut. 14:22.]  [42:  Ex. 25:1.] 


Fourth: Masekhet Kil’ayim, which discusses all the procedures of this prohibition found in the Torah: “Do not sow your vineyard with two kinds of seeds,”[footnoteRef:43] and with enumeration of the categories which farmers are forbidden from planting together. [43:  Lev. 19:19.] 


Fifth: Masekhet Shevi’it, which discusses the topic of the sabbatical year of the land.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Deut. 15:1ff and Lev. 25:4.] 


Sixth: Masekhet Terumah, which discusses the duty which the Torah imposes on farmers and priests.

Seventh: Masekhet Ma’aser Rishon, which discusses the first tithe which is required to be separated from the threshing floor.

Eighth: Masekhet Ma’aser Sheni, which discusses the second tithe.

Ninth: Masekhet Hallah, which discusses the portion which must be separated from the dough prior to baking.

Tenth: Masekhet Orlah, which discusses the circumcision of the fruit trees, [40] as the Torah prohibits eating the fruit of trees during the first three years.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Lev. 19:23.] 


Eleventh: Masekhet Bikkurim, which discusses the first fruits which are required to be presented in the Temple.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Deut. 7:2.] 


And all of these latter ten volumes are not furnished with commentary in the Gemara, for the Gemera was written after the destruction of the Temple and the exile of Israel from its land, and after that the Israelites did not return to occupying themselves with agricultural labor. And discussion and legal opinions on these topics became rare, as attention had been turned away from them. 

The Second Order of the Mishnah

Seder Moed, i.e. the books of the holidays. And it discusses the duties of the Israelite during the Sabbath and during all the holidays and fasts, and it includes the following volumes: 

First: Masekhet Shabbat, which discusses the commandments and prohibitions specific to the Sabbath day. And its commentary is in the Gemara, and this constitutes the second volume of the great Babylonian Talmud.

Second, Masekhet Erubin, which also discusses some of the matters of the Sabbath, and its commentary is in the Gemara.

Third, Masekhet Shekalim, which discusses what the Israelite is required to do in terms of duties in fulfillment of the obligation narrated in Ex. 30:13. 

Fourth, Masekhet Kippurim, which discusses the great fast which is commanded in the Torah.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Lev 16:29.] 


[41]

Fifth, Masekhet Pesahim, which discusses the Passover and the duties organized around it, and it is furnished with commentary in the Gemara.  

Sixth, Masekhet Sukkot, which discusses the Feast of Tabernacles and its duties, and the plants from which the shelter is made, and the palm and its accessories, such as the myrtle and the willow and so on, and the manner of performing the raising, and the methods that were used to inform the Israelites who resided outside Jerusalem of the dates of the holidays. 

Seventh, Masekhet Shavuot, which discusses the Feast of Weeks, which is when the Torah was revealed.

Eighth, Masekhet Beitza, which discusses some of the obligations common to all the festivals. 

Ninth, Masekhet Rosh Hashanah, which discusses the beginning of the year and what is related to it.

Tenth, Masekhet Ta’anit, which discusses the fasts which the prophets imposed.

Eleventh, Masekhet Megillah, which discusses the festival of Esther and the celebration with the recitation of her book.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  See the book of Esther from among the books of Scripture.] 


Twelfth, Masekhet Mo’ed Katan, which discusses what one is obligated and what one is not obligated to do during the middle portion of the festivals.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  The first and last days of each holiday are considered to be almost like the Sabbath day, however it is permissible to work in the days between them to a certain degree.] 


The Third Order of the Mishnah

Seder Nashim, i.e., the books about women, and in it are the rules of marriage, divorce, and the vows of a wife and what is related to that. And this book is divided into seven volumes, and they are:

[42]

First, Masekhet Yevamot, which discusses the matters of the marriage of a widow of a deceased brother without any offspring.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Deut. 25:7.] 


Second, Masekhet Ketubot, which discusses marriage and the wedding ceremony and the dowry document and the like.

Third, Masekhet Nedarim, which discusses vows according to their various kinds. And Rabbi Judah placed this discussion in the Order of Women because most of the rules of vows appearing in the Torah are concerned with the vows of wives and daughters, and their affirmation and their nullification, by virtue of the will of the husband or the father.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Num. 30:9.] 


Fourth, Masekhet Nezirut, i.e., the volume about ascetic pious men, and it discusses those who make a vow for themselves, or those consecrated by their relatives, such as Samuel and Samson, as is described in Scripture.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  See Samuel and Judges. ] 


Fifth, Masekhet Gittin, i.e., divorce documents, which discusses divorce and its causes, and its rules, courts and documents.

Sixth, Masekhet Sotah, which discusses the rules of a husband’s jealousy concerning his wife.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Num. 5:12ff.] 


Seventh, Masekhet Kiddushin, which discusses the methods of a husband’s acquiring of a wife, and the ways of marriage.

The Fourth Order of the Mishnah

Seder Nezikin, i.e., the book of civil and penal laws, and liabilities, [43] and the formation of courts, and what is related to that. And it is divided into six parts, the first of which is divided into three sections, known as the “three gates.” And the second of the six divisions is also divided into two parts: Sanhedrin and Makkot. The total number of volumes in this Order, then, is nine, its explanation as follows:

First, Masekhet Bava Kamma, i.e., the volume of the First Gate. And it discusses the liabilities and some of the penal laws arising from injuries caused to others as a result of wells, goring oxen, and the like. 

Second, Masekhet Bava Metzia, i.e., the volume of the Middle Gate. And it discusses the laws and liabilities of tenants, trustees, and borrowers, and all this is connected to these subjects.

Third, Masekhet Bava Batra, i.e., the volume of the Last Gate. And it discusses the laws concerning property, real estate, business association, rent, mediation, selling, and inheritance, and all that is connected with that.

Fourth, Masekhet Sanhedrin, i.e., the volume of the high court, which discusses arbiters, courts, and rulings.

Fifth, Masekhet Makkot, i.e., the volume of lashes, which discusses many of the corporeal punishments.

Sixth, Masekhet Shevu’ot, i.e., the volume of the rules of oaths.

Seventh, Masekhet Eduyot, i.e., the volume of the rules of testimony and witnesses.

Eighth, Masekhet Avodah Zarah, i.e., the volume of blasphemy and idol worship and what relates to that in terms of rules and punishments, and everything that is connected with this subject.

Ninth, Masekhet Avot, which comprises the first five chapters of the book of Pirkei [44] Avot, which we will commence translating and explicating in this volume. And this volume was not furnished with commentary in the Gemara like the rest of the volumes furnished with commentary in the Gemara, though there is found an edition of it furnished with the commentary of a single person from among the leaders (a’imma), and it is known by the name Avot de-Rabbi Natan. 

The Fifth Order of the Mishnah

Seder Kodashim, i.e., the book of sacred things, such as sacrifices and oblations, and what is related to it, such as the laws of slaughter, and what is permissible to eat and what is not permissible to eat from the sacrifices. And it contains eleven volumes, a listing of which follows:

First, Masekhet Zevachim, i.e., the volume of sacrifices. And it contains the sacrifices prescribed to offer in the Temple by the priests themselves, which is explained in the beginning of the book of Leviticus, as becomes clear from consulting the Torah.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Lev. 5:15.] 


[Note: there seems to be a printing error here. #2-8 are listed under the sixth order]

Ninth, Masekhet Tamid, i.e., the volume of continuous oblations, and it relates the manner of those offerings presented in the Temple.

Tenth, Masekhet Middot, i.e., the volume of measurements, and it contains the architecture of the Temple and the shape and manner of its building, and all that relates to its inspiring design, according to what is mentioned in the book of Chronicles.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  2 Chronicles 2:3. ] 


Eleventh, Masekhet Kinnim, and it discusses what must be done should the sorting of the slaughtered birds, intended for various oblations, confuse the priest, such that it becomes dubious to him how to treat all of them according to the relevant rituals for each type of the types of offerings, as is well known. 

[45]

The Sixth Order of the Mishnah

Seder Tohorot, i.e., the book of purity and impurity and their character, and it contains twelve volumes.

First, Masekhet Keilim, i.e., the volume of vessels, and it contains the details of what receives impurity and what does not receive impurity, and the manner of purifying what becomes impure, and all the subjects related to this context.

Second, Masekhet Oholot, i.e., the volume of tents, and it discusses the impurity which descends upon that which is in the vicinity of a deceased body.

Third, Masekhet Nega’im, i.e., the volume of leprosy and the impurity that is acquired from it.

Second, Masekhet Menahot, i.e., the volume of oblations, and it discusses the obligatory offerings for the people.

Third, Masekhet Hullin, i.e., the volume of what is permissible, and it discusses what is permitted for the general populace to eat from the sacrifices. 

Fourth, Masekhet Bekhorot, i.e., the volume of firstborns, and it discusses the rules of offering of pure firstborn beasts, and the ransom or killing of impure firstborn beasts, according to what is stated in the Torah.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Ex. 13:12ff.] 


Fifth, Masekhet Arakhin, i.e., the volume of the ransom of those taking a vow of their own value to the Temple, according to the method mentioned in the Torah.[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Num. 6:2.] 


Sixth, Masekhet [note: this seems it should read Temurah; unclear what text says] Temurah, i.e., the volume of exchange, and it discusses the exchange
[46] of that which is dedicated for the sacrifices. 

Seventh, Masekhet Keritot, i.e., the volume of those cut off, and they are those people who commit prohibitions whose perpretror is said to be cutting himself off from the community of Israel, such as one who eats that which is fermented[footnoteRef:58] on Passover, or one who does not fast on the Day of Atonement,[footnoteRef:59] and the like. And the perpetrators of these sins cut themselves off, with heavenly retribution, if they commit them intentionally; and they are obligated with a sacrifice if they commit them unintentionally. And therefore Rabbi Judah placed, together in one volume, the rules of these sacrifices after the rules of those who are cut off.  [58:  Ex. 12:18.]  [59:  Lev. 23:29.] 


Eighth, Masekhet Me’ilah, and in it are the rules of sacrifices imposed upon perpetrators of sins that are less severe in degree than that sins whose sacrifices are mentioned in the volume of Keritot.

Fourth, Masekhet Parah, i.e., the volume of the heifer, which discusses the subject of the red heifer,[footnoteRef:60] which it is specified in the Torah for purifying the impure with its ashes, after fulfilling the prescribed preparation.  [60:  Num. 19:2.] 


Fifth, Masekhet Tohorot, i.e., the volume of purity, and it discusses the kinds of slight impurities for which the number of days of seclusion does not surpass one day, and the method for purifying all impurities. 

Sixth, Masekhet Mikva’ot, i.e., the volume of ablution, and it discusses the amount sufficient for purifying water.

Seventh, Masekhet Niddah, i.e., the volume of menstruation.

Eighth, Masekhet Makhsirin, i.e., the volume of materials suitable for ablutions. 

Ninth, Masekhet Zavim, i.e., the volume of flowing liquids, and it discusses impurity [47] of those afflicted with these diseases.

Tenth, Masekhet Tevul Yom, i.e., the volume of the rules of those performing ablutions.

Eleventh, Masekhet Yadayim, i.e., the volume of ablutions of the hands.

Twelfth, Masekhet Utzkin, i.e., the volume of stems, and rules ascribed to fruits with respect to attaining impurity by means of the fruits.

So the number of volumes of the Mishnah is therefore 61, to put it more correctly, and there are five hundred twenty three chapters in it, and within each chapter a number of individual topic bodies, commensurate with the importance of that chapter, as you will see.

And in the Talmud they have gone to great lengths to praise Rabbeinu ha-Kadosh and to enumerate his virtues and noble traits and humility; and it is said in this sense: “From the day of Rabbi Judah’s death humility ceased”; and it is said about this leader that he was an investigator of the Hebrew language and its etymologies and conventions, such that the Sages of his day would ask for the service of his house in explicating Hebrew expressions whose meanings were equivocal to them;[footnoteRef:61] and it is also said of him that he possessed immense wealth and far-reaching influence, such that some of them exaggerated and said that the stable forearm of Rabbi was richer than King Nishapur.[footnoteRef:62]  [61:  After the Babylonian captivity, the language of the masses differed from the pure language, for the colloquial language had become a mixture of Aramaic, Syriac and Hebrew, as well as some Persian, Greek, and Latin, such that understanding some of the words of the Torah itself had become difficult among some of the educated class. ]  [62:  We have translated the words of Shabur the king; the translation is correct for Nisabur the King, however we cannot guarantee.  [not 100% sure about this note]] 


And he was famous and highly influential such that it was said about him “We have not seen, since the days of Moses, knowledge and greatness gathered in one person like how they were gathered in the person of Rabbi.” And that was because [48] the rulers of his time would speak of his amity and get close to him and venerate his position, in spite of the bad conditions that the Israelite nation had experienced after a succession of tragic events, which we have indicated.

So when Rabbi Judah saw that life had come to oppress the people of his nation, and that the number of students of knowledge engaged merely for the love of knowledge was declining each day, and that the many recurring persecutions against the Israelites had forced them to depart from one country to the next time after time and had forced them to disperse to the far reaches of the country, he obtained a declaration from the court of his father for the writing down of the Mishnah. So he convened the Sages of his era, and its preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ), and its elders, and he began transcribing from each one of them his oral traditions which he had been received from his teacher in a chain going back to the original legislator, whether it be the prophet Moses or whomever established that law if it were not Moses, and he wrote them down and approved them with the others. And he added all whose legal validity could be confirmed,  including all the legal rulings extracted by methods of application of inference from the Written Torah and the Transmitted Torah, and all the rules established by the consensus of predecessors for preserving the religion and keeping the orders of the Torah, and all the customs and practices passed down by the leaders of each generation from the previous generations — until the six volumes, which have previously been described, were extracted from the sum of this entirety. And he wrote them down and presented them to the sages and the ḥuffāẓ (preservers of oral tradition) and the elders, and after their approval of it, he permitted its copying for whomever wanted it, and he permitted students of knowledge to study the Oral Torah from within a written book, which had not been permitted before that period.

It is true that in the hands of some of the Sages there bad been found small volumes containing some of the oral traditions, however it had been forbidden for the public to read them, as each scholar had been permitted to write down what he had received from his teacher only for himself, hidden from his brothers and the teacher. And all those hidden volumes were abrogated, especially all that did not correspond with the rules of the Mishnah, which became [49] second after the Torah. And it is said that its name is derived from the term mishneh l’melech, i.e., the king’s deputy. And it is said, in fact, from the word shinah, i.e., repeating the lesson. And what we see is that the intended meaning of the Hebrew word “mishnah” corresponds to the same meaning as the Arabic term matnun. 

And the Mishnah, as you will see, is part of the Talmud, which is a term for the sum of the main body of traditions to which is added its commentary, known as the Gemara, i.e., the completion. And it is an expression of the explanations and conclusions which the later Sages built upon the text of the Mishnah itself. Ravina and Rav Ashi and their two sons had gathered most of them by the same method in which Rabbi Judah had proceeded in gathering together the Mishah, and therefore you see that the number of volumes of the Talmud is much greater than the number of volumes of the Mishnah. 

And the Sages of the Gemara are known by the name Amoraim, which is derived from the word amora, which means the interpreter. And it has been said that there are three patriarchs of Torah: the first is the prophet Moses, the second is Ezra the scribe,[footnoteRef:63] and the third is Rabbi Judah the Prince. [63:  See pages 25-26.] 


And along with the Mishnah and the Talmud there are other writings, some of which are mentioned in the Gemara by way of quotation only, as they are not equal to the Mishnah in their intellectual and eccelesiastical position. 

[50]
Texts Subsequent to the Mishnah

And among the writings which were composed after the Mishnah were the marginal notes of Rabbi Hiyya (who was one of the students of Rabbi Judah the Prince) in which he commented on the Mishnah, and it is the composition known by the name Tosefta d’Rabbi Hiyya, to which the arguments of the Amoraim in the Gemara sometimes refer. And among them also is the composition of Rabbi Hoshaiah known as Tosefta d’Rabbi Hoshaiah, though its importance is lesser than the first. And also among them is the composition of Rav known as “Sifra and Sifre” which is mentioned in the Talmud.

And there also are found other individual topic bodies written in language less eloquent than the language of the individual topic bodies of the Mishnah, and each one of these is called a baraita. For the most part these agree with the wording of the rulings of the Mishnah, though sometimes they disagree. They are mentioned a great deal in the Talmud, cited by the disputants from among the Amoraim within their discussions.

All of these compositions are considered valid so long as their wording does not contradict the wording of the Mishnah, and whenever it is possible there is reconciliation between their rulings and the rulings of the Mishnah, which is faultless in its sanctity among all the Sages of the Talmud.

And it is worth pointing out that the language of the Torah is superior to the language of the Mishnah, and this text is more eloquent than those which follow it, and those texts which follow the Mishnah are less penetrated with the Chaldean Aramaic language than is the Gemara.
 


