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Parashat Shemini: Kosher Reptiles

Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York'
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Judaism With Open Arms

The following shall be impure for you from among the

things that swarm on the earth...
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Bavli Sanhedrin 17a

Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: They place on the
Sanhedrin only one who knows how to render a
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carcass of a creeping animal pure by Torah law.

Tosafot on Bavli Sanhedrin 17a?
Who knows how to render a creeping animal pure
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Rabbeinu Tam finds it difficult to understand why
someone would be praised for "purifying a sheretz,”
since the Torah explicitly declares it impure...

1. God Respecting Moshe

Ben Ish Hai, Ben Yehoyada on Bavli Sanhedrin 17a

"One does not appoint to the Sanhedrin except one
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who knows how to purify the sheretz according to
the Torah." Tosafot raised the question: What
significance is there in the cleverness of nonsense to
purify a sheretz that the Torah has declared impure?
And it seems to me, with God'’s help, that our Sages
(Mishnah, Avot 1:18) said: "The world exists through
justice." So it's hard to understand why there is so much
emphasis on this, since one is required to render true
judgment, and if he does not, he is committing a
transgression. Therefore, they say that one who knows
how to purify the sheretz according to the Torah is
qualified for the Sanhedrin. This is because, if they
possess such wisdom and do not follow empty
reasoning, they acquire a merit in this mitzvah, which is
worthy of maintaining the world. And when it says that
one should appoint those who are experts, it does not
refer to expertise in Torah alone—since that is obvious.
Rather, it refers to knowledge in natural sciences and
other wisdoms, which are sometimes required for the
matters that come before them.

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.
2 This translation and the two afterwards were prepared with the assistance of ChatGPT.



Peri Tzadik on Parashat Vaethanan, Devarim 15:2
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descendant of Yaakov is ever truly lost. That's why the
third meal doesn't require Kiddush. And the Arizal would
drink wine during this meal—but only in the middle, not

role—even water, which represents Torah (as in Ta’anit
7a), and especially the Oral Torah, symbolized by the
miraculous well in the desert that tasted like all drinks,

The statement in Sanhedrin (17a) that only someone
who "knows how to purify a sheretz" (a creature the
Torah calls impure) can sit on the Sanhedrin is
explained—not as praise for meaningless cleverness,
as Tosafot questions—but as referring to someone
capable of finding merit even for a sinner who
confesses but has not yet changed. This is like the
Gemara in Ta’anit (16a), which compares such a person
to one who immerses in a mikveh while still holding the
sheretz—his immersion is ineffective until he lets go.
Yet the truly wise judge can still see the potential for
eventual purity, believing that the truth will ultimately
reach the person's heart. Avraham Avinu, though
defined by kindness and love, also embodied awe and
zeal, as the Midrash (Ruth Rabbah, Parshat Matot)
says: “Be like those called God-fearing—like Avraham.”
That’s why, in the Shabbat morning meal, which
corresponds to Avraham, Kiddush over wine is required
before eating—to sweeten judgment and awaken
mercy, as the Zohar explains through the phrase “pass
wine and bring wine.” But at the third Shabbat meal, a
time known as “ratzon deratzin” (a will of wills), when
there is no anger at all, there is no need for wine or
Kiddush to sweeten judgment. This meal reflects
Yaakov Avinu, whose trait is pure mercy, always
seeking merit for others, and ensuring that no

before eating—as a symbol of closeness and divine

love, like in the verse “Eat, friends; drink and be
intoxicated, beloved ones” (Song of Songs 5:1).
Because the essence is in the drinking itself, not
necessarily in the wine, other drinks can fulfill this

as taught in the Mekhilta.

2. Nomos and Narrative

Robert Cover, “Nomos and Narrative,” Narrative, Violence, and the Law, 95-96

...The rules and principles of justice, the formal institutions of the law, and the conventions of a social order are,
indeed, important to that world; they are, however, but a small part of the normative universe that ought to claim
our attention. No set of legal institutions or prescriptions exists apart from the narrative that locate it and give it
meaning. For every constitution there is an epic, for each Decalogue a scripture.

Big Question: Why would the Talmud make such a radical statement about a seemingly
impossible task? What’s the larger goal?
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http://www.joshuarabin.com

