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T ANA DEBE ELIYY AHU ON

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TORAH STUDY

INTRODUCTION

Tana debe Eliyyahu, which has been described as "the jewel of
haggadic literature" is almost a unicum among Rabbinic works
in that it bears the stamp not of an editor but of an author who
may have flourished, so sundry scholars say, during any century-
take your choice-between the third to the" tenth C.B., in-and
again there is a choice-Palestine, Babylonia, Rome, or southern
Italy. Our tentative opinion is in accord with Meir Friedmann
and Mordecai Margulies who maintain that Tana debe Eliyyahu's
author flourished in the third or fourth century.

The name Tana debe Eliyyahu, which means literally "Teacher
of:' or "Teaching according to the School of Elijah," may be
translated "The Wisdom of the School of Elijah." The principal

,. editions of the work are: Venice, 1598, which reproduced a MS
of the year 1186; Prague (Samuel Raida's edition), 1677; War-

saw, 1880; and Meir Friedmann's Vienna, 1902-04, based on a

Vatican MS of the year 1073, the edition used for the translation
offered herein. An anonymous abridgment in Yiddish (New York,
5716 (1956), offset) is the only other translation available.

The following selection from Chapter 2 of Tana debe Eliyyhau
has been translated from the Friedmann edition p. 8-11 and p. 13.

Blessed oebe the Preserver of the wor:d, blessed be He)., in

whose presence no man is favored more than another, from whose
presence clear shining and light (come) to. the world, from
whose presence rains come to the world, and tender grass comes
into the world. The reward of the righteous who work them-
selves to the bone in study of words of Torah is that Scripture
regards them as though it is they who bring clear shining and
light into the world, as though it is they who bring rains and
blades of tender grass into the world. Hence it is said (Because
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of the righteous) . . . clear shining, rain, even tender grass spring-
ethout of the earth (2 Sam. 23:4).

(Having in mind the people of Israel from whom come those
who can achieve righteousness through their mastery of Torah),
king David went on to say: I will declare the Holy One's acts
of mercy and lovingkindness which He performs for the people
of Israel each and every hour, each and every day. Every day a
man (of Israel) sells himself to evil, but is redeemed;l every day
in the evening his spirit is taken from him and deposited with
the spirit's true owner and in the morning it is restored to him,
as is said, Into Thy hand 1 commit my spirit, and then Thou dost
release it to me, 0 Lord God, Thou who art to be relied on2
(Ps. 31 :6). Every day miracles are performed for a man
(of Israel) as great as the ones performed for those who went
out of Egypt; every day redemption is bestowed upon him like
the one bestowed upon those who went out of Egypt; (ER page
9) every day such sustenance is given him (as was given him)
on his mother's breast; and every day the same punishment is
inflicted upon him for his misdeeds as is inflicted upon a child
by his teacher. But why should God have such concern for the.
children of Israel? Because, as you can see for yourself, it is the
seed of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (who declare His glory, the
seed concerning) whom God asked (in eager anticipation of
their coming), "When will these appear so that I may hear words
in praise of Me from their mouths?" (So desirous was God of
hearing such words that) nine hundred and seventy-four genera-

tionsbefore He created the world, He made great changes in His
original plans for mankind (and waited for only twenty-six gen-
erations before giving the Torah to Israel) .3

(It may be asked, however, why God took the trouble to
change His plans in regard to mankind, particularly since), ac-
cording to a Psalm of David, The heavens (themselves) declare
the glory of God (Ps. 19:2). The answer may be, of course, that
the heavens are incapable of speech and so could not actu-
ally voice the glory of God.4 Nevertheless, the fact that the heav-
ens were created at the very beginning of time shows that they

are indeed fit to declare the glory of Him who spoke the word
that brought the world into being. Remember that the world, all
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of it-man and beast and the fowl of heaven-is sustained in
life only through the interaction of heaven and earth which makes
crops grow dunng the six months of winter and makes them
ripen during the six months of summer. All of the inhabitants
of the world live on these crops-indeed, all of God's handiwork
does.

(Another reason that the heavens are fit to declare God's glory
is that even one small sector of them overlooks, so to speak, all
of mankind) . The entire inhabited world, I once heard the Sages
say, occupies an area corresponding to the region in the heavens
between Ursa Major and Scorpio.5 Whereupon I asked: My
Masters, may I who am no more than dust under your feet say
something in reply to you? They answered: Say it. I then said:
My Masters, all the inhabitants of the world reside under a single
star. They said: "Prove what you say," and I replied: "Yes, I
will," and went on: My Masters, let two men take up a position
anywhere in the Land of Israel and take note of a star directly -
above their heads: at sunrise or at sunset, on the fist, or fifth
or fifteenth day of the month. Let them then travel to the great
city of Rome. Win not the star that they saw rise directly above
their heads in the Land of Israel be the very same one that rises
above the great city of Rome? In short, as I said, all the inhabi-
tants of the world reside under a single star.

(Another reason that the heavens are fit to declare the glory
of God is the beauty in the arrangement of the stars). Is it not
of great significance that the beauty of the seven stars of the
Pleiades derives from their having been arranged in the heavens
in a fixed relation to one another? By such arrangement, says
Scripture, G the generations of mankind are taught appreciation
of how art gives beauty to substance.7 A man should not say,
therefore, Why is not the entire sky paved solid with stars? (For
him to understand that the beauty of the Pleiades comes from
the way they are aranged and not from the stuff they are made
of) , let him consider the parable of a king who had a solid ingot
of gold. If he put the solid ingot as an ornament on his head,
would it become him? His wisdom and understanding made him
think otherwise. So he took a half sela's weight of gold from the
ingot and had it made into a linked chain which he hung around

143



TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

his neck. Such transformation is the way of beauty. Even so did
the Holy One, may His great name be blessed for ever and ever
and ever, arrange the stars in the sky, giving to each its proper
place and thus creating their beauty. iT(ER page 10) (Still an-
other reason that the heavens are fit to declare the glory of God
is the presence of the sun in them, the sun whose speed is awe-
some, whose silence is utter, and whose disappearance at night-
fall is complete). Consider, said the Sages, every day the sun
travels a distance that at an ordinary pace would require five
hundred years. Consider, furthermore, that in its journey from
the remote place where it rises to the remote place where it sets,
not a sound is heard in its journeying and its going down, nor is
it seen after it sets and before it rises. Moreover, the velocity of
the sun in its journey through the heavens, every day traveling
a distance that at an ordinary rate of speed would require five
hundred years, is so precisely adjusted to the circumference of
the tree of life- (the earth, that is-as to enable the sun to
circle the entire tree in one day) .8 Hence it is said, How great are
Thy works, 0 Lord, (their precise adjustment shows how) very
deep are Thy thoughts (Ps. 92:6).

A further comment on How great are Thy works, 0 Lord-
(how great is their infinite variety) ! Just think how many kinds
of cattle there are in the world, how many kinds of beasts there
are in the world, and how many kinds of fish there are in the sea!
And within each kind is there even one whose voice is like an-
other's, or whose. look is like another's, or whose disposition is
like another's, or whose flavor is like another's? (Indeed, only to
think of the variety of mankind itself, as) the Sages taught in
a Mishnah, "is to proclaim the greatness of the King of kings of
kings, the Holy One, blessed be He. For if a man strikes many
coins from ~ die, they all resemble one another-in fact, they
are all exactly alike. But, though the King of kings of kings, the
Holy One, blessed is He, fashioned every man in the stamp of
the first man (Adam), not a single one of them is exactly like his
fellow" (Sanh 4:5). Hence it is said, How great are Thy works,
o Lord, (in their infinite variety)! (Ps. 92: 6 ) .

Another comment on For the Leader. A Psalm of David. The
heavens declare the glory of God (Ps. 19: 2): Do they not al-
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. ways hold the same course,9 a course from which they never de-
part? Nevertheless, great as is His joy in their unswerving obedi-
ence to His will, an obedience true of all the work of His hands,
His supreme joy is not so much in the heavens as it is in the seed
of Abraham (for whose sake on two separate days, He actually
changed the heavens' unaltering course. In fact th~ first of these
two days heralded another like it), as we are told in the very
next verse: One day heralds another10 (Ps. 19:3). What are the

two days that Scripture refers to here? The first was a day in the
life of Moses, a day which heralded a particular day in the life of
Joshua. Of another day (of victory) in Moses' life, it is said, By
means of this day, (0 Israel), I will begin to stir up dread of
thee . . . among the peoples under the whole extent of heaven
(Deut. 2:25). If you ask: But since the Holy One extirpated

(the kingdoms of) Sihon and Og, who was present there to de-
clare Moses' victory to the peoples of the world? It was the sun
standing still in the heavensll (that proclaimed his victory
throughout the world). And where do we find it intimated that the
sun did, in fact, stand still for Moses? In an earlier verse which
tells us that during his war against Amalek, Moses' hands were
heavy. . . and Aaron and Hur stayed up his hands". . . until the
going down of the sun (Exod. 17: 12). By the words until the
going down of the sun can Scripture be saying that the sun stood
still for Moses until12 he had vanquished Amalek (and that
only then did it go down) ? Yes, for it was this day of Moses'

victory that passed on the word to a day in the life of

Joshua of a victory when the sun would stand still for him also.
Such is the intimation of the words Whisper into Joshua's ears
the prayer (Exod. 17: 14) by which Scripture meant: May it be
the will of God that as the sun stood still for me, (Moses), so
may it stand still for you, ( Joshua). Where, indeed, do we find
it intimated earlier in Scripture that the sun was to stand still
for Joshua? In the verse Joshua said in the sight of Israel: Sun,
stand thou still upon Gibeon, does not the verse go on to say
further Is this not written in the Book of Jashar, (the Upright
One's Book), 13 that the sun would stay in the midst of heaven

(Josh. 10: 12-13)?
(God's joy, we thus see, is not so much in the heavens' declara-
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tion of His glory as it is in the seed of Abraham's preoccupation
with His Torah). Hence, in extended comment, (what the heav-
ens specify in their declaring God's glory is) not only, as pre-

viously asserted, the (plain) fact that One day heralds another
(Ps. 19:3). But what these words, when read Day uttereth speech
to the day, further suggest, is that the daytime is the proper time
for the study of Torah-study of the Five Books, the Prophets,
and the Writings. And the conclusion of the verse Night declar-
eth knowledge to the night (ibid.) is taken to mean that the

nighttime is the proper time for study of Rabbinic exposition of
Torah.14 In addition to Torah and exposition of Torah, the Ha-
lakhot, (those unwritten laws which govern the daily conduct of

Jews), are to be studied, the laws of which it is said, There is no
spef!ch (concerning them). there are no words (concerning

them), neither is there heard the Voice that validates them15 (Ps.

19:4). (ER page 11) For all such studies, The gathering1G

(that occupies itself) with them is gone out all over the world
(Ps. 19: 5 ) -that is to say, all over the world Jews gather in
academies where during discussion everyone is given the oppor-
tunity to voice his agreement (or dissent),17 thus causing people
to listen attentively to discussion. of words of Torah. (Never-
theless, the greatest understanding of Torah, of Rabbinic expo-
sition of Torah, and of Halakhot is to be attained) in the Land of
Israel, as is said, But their words are in the Land which is upper-
most18 (ibid.). As the Land of Israel has all six kinds of terrain,19
and so is described as "The Land which is supreme in terrain
among all other lands"20 (Prov. 8: 26) , (so the Land of Israel
presents supremely all modes of study and hence is supreme
among all other lands in understanding of Torah) .

In another comment the words previously read Their words
are in the Land which is uppermost (Ps. 19: 5) are now read
Their words to the world's uttermost ends, and are taken to refer.

to the study of Aggadot whereby God's great name is hallowed
to the ends of the world.21

For them hath He set out a tent in the sun (ibid.), (which is
to say that to house the words of Torah, the Holy One set out
the Tent of Meeting in the open). A parable will explain further
how the verse is to be understood. There was a mortal king who
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kept precious stones and pearls of purest ray in his palace, and
the people of the kingdom offered to buy them for a goodly

sum- (that is, for their complete loyalty) --(provided the gems
would be their own private property~. The king told them: I
will let you buy them; not, however, to be hidden away for the
exclusive use of one people but open to all the peoples of the
world. Likewise, when the Holy One-may His great name be
blessed for ever and ever-gave the Torah to Israel, He meant
it to be left open for all the peoples of the world,22 as is said, J

have not given it in secret (lsa. 45: 19) .

(The voice of the Lord is also gentle (Ps. 29:4)) : The Holy
One then went on to reassure Israel, saying to them: My children,
I swear by My throne of glory that (ther father of) 23 a boy who is
busying himself for My sake with Torah in his teacher's house
will receive the reward which I already have at hand for such
a father, for (by his concern for his child's instruction), he will
have avoided the transgression of (neglect of Torah). Even for
a man who knows no more than how to behave properly and
who has only a slight acquaintance with Scripture, the reward
he is to receive lies before Me already, for (by his behavior and
by his minimal acquaintance with Scripture) he will have avoided
the transgression (of neglect of Torah).24 Even for a man who
has neither Scripture nor Mishnah but comes early, mornings
and evenings, to the synagogue or to the academy where having
in mind My great name he reads the Shema and having in mind
My great name recites the Tefillah, the reward he is to receive
lies before Me already, for (by such awareness of _My name) he
avoids the transgression (of neglect of Torah. It is thus possible
for every man in his own way to avoid the transgression of ne-
glect of Torah), for The voice of the Lord heweth out (number-
less) flames of fire (Ps. 29:7).

NOTES

1. The comment is based on With Him. is plenteous redemption, and He
wil redeem Israel from all His iniquities (Ps. 130:7-8).
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2. Thus, according to ER, the Psalmist surrounded by enemies demonstrates

that God is indeed men's stronghold (Ps. 31:5). JV: Into Thy hand 1 commit,
my spirit, Thou hast redeemed me, 0 Lord, Thou God of truth. Cf. Luke 23:46.

3. God's original plan as indicated in the verse The word which He was to
command after a thousand generations (Ps. 105:8, 1 Chron. 16:15) was that one
thousand generations should pass before He gave the Torah. Foreseeing their
wickedness however, He changed His plan; sweeping away nine hundred and

seventy-four generations that were to have been created, He gave the Torah to
Moses in the twenty-sixth generation from Adam. See MTeh 90:13, and 105:3
(YJS, 13,2,95 and 181).

Again ER emphasizes not the punitive aspect of God but the love that is His.
4. "The answer may be . . . could not actually declare the glory of God" is

a paraphrase of what more literally may be translated: "But since the heavens
are incapable of narrating the work of creation, why does Scripture say, The
heavens declare the glory of God?"

5. Heat is said to emanate from the first, and cold from the second. See

B.Ber/Pes 58b, and Pes 94a.
6. Job 38:31 reads: Canst thou bind (or: link) the chains of the Pleiades?

On the number of stars in the Pleiades, see W. M. Feldman, Rabbinical Mathe-
matics and Astronomy (London, 1931), p. 214.

7. "Of how art gives beauty to substance" is an extended paraphrase of the
literal "The proper (or, desirable) way on earth."

8. The tree of lie is said to extend over an area of five hundred years' jour-

ney (Gen. Rabbah 15:6), corresponding in size to the entire earth out of all of
which (see Gen. 2:9) presumably it was made to grow. Hence here the tree is
understood as a metaphor for the earth.

9. "The coursing of the sun is its praising Him." See MTeh 19:1 (YJS, 13, 1,
281).

10. IV: Day unto day uttereth speech. Cf. MTeh 19:8 (YJS, 1J, 1,278).
11. Moses is said to have made the sun stand stil on three occasions: (I) during

the battle with Ama1ek, (2) during the war against Sihon and Og, and (3) at the
time when Moses commanded heaven and earth to stand stil and listen to him,
saying Give ear, ye healJens, and I wil speak and let the earth hear the words

of my mouth (Deut. 32:1). See Ginzberg, Legends, 6,45-46.
12. (Perhaps the reasoning is based on the basic meaning of 'ad (from 'adah,

"to advance, to pass over"), so that until the going down of the sun could be
rendered "the setting of the sun having been advanced, deferred, passed over.

in favor of a later hour." L.N.)
13. Targum Jonathan on 2 Sam. 1:18 translates Book of lashar as "the Torah."
14. Interpolating the word midrasan, "exposition of," before se/ketubim, which

is taken to mean "all of Scripture," hence "Torah." So Louis Ginzberg in OT,
p. 282, n. 274. Ginzberg's proposed reading follows Rabbinic association of the
day's brightness with Scripture, and the night's mystery with its Oral Exposition.

See MTeh 19:7 (YJS, 13, 1, 276-77); PR 15:6 (YJS, 18, 1, 314); and PRKM 5:6,
p.88.

Friedmann interpolates the word le/an, "during the night of," and reads
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the passage: "And declaretJi knowledge (ibid.), those parts of the writings-
(Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther)-composed during the night (ibid.) of exile:'

15. Those laws which are said to be "like mountains hanging by a hair. for
Scripture's teaching thereon is scanty and the rules many" (Hag. 2:8). Thus the
many kinds of work prohibited on the Sabbath are not even referred to in the
Five Books in which only plowing and sowing (Exod. 34:21). kindling fire (Exod.
35:13). and gathering sticks of wood (Num. 15:32) are expressly prohibited.

16. JV: Their line. But apparently the commentator takes kw, "line," as a
nominal form of kwh, "collect"-hence, "gatherings of people in academies," So
Schick.

1 7. See Rashi on B.Sot 27a.
18. JV: And their words to the end of the world.
19. Tilth. soil. sad. 'valley, desert. and earth's foundation. See PRKM 23:10:

and Sif Deut. 37 (ed. Finkelstein, p. 70).
20. JV: The beginning of the dust ?f the world.
21. In the spirit of the utterance, "If you wish to come to know Him by whose

word the world came into being, study Aggadah. For you wil thus come to know
Him by whose word the world came into being and you wil also cleave to His
ways" (Sif Deut. 49. ed. Finkèlstein. p. 115).

22. Cf. Mek, 2. 198.

23. "(the father) "-as construed by Haida.
24. So Haida who bases his interpretation on MTeh 1:17 (YJS, 13, 1, 23). But

see Louis Ginzberg's note in Organic Thinking, Max Kadushin, (New York,
1938), p. 310.
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