


In this way we seek to recount the
challenges these women faced in their
spiritual quests, their achievements, and
the disappointments they experienced.

It may seem that such female leaders are
vestiges of the past. To be sure, there are
certainly women today who study and
teach hasidic thought, culture and history.
Moreover, there are women who provide
spiritual guidance and leadership —both
in the hasidic world and beyond. Yetin the
present climate, it is difficult to imagine a
publicly acknowledged female leaderin
contemporary hasidic society.

Viewed from this perspective, Surah is

truly a remarkable woman.

Though it would be inaccurate to suggest
that the admorit plays the same
traditional leadership role as the admor,
Surah's sphere of leadership goes beyond
the social conventions. Surah has been a
regular traveler to communities outside
Israel. She works hard to raise funds for
the needy, and when she has visited
primary-school-age children, she has
spoken briefly and bestowed blessings on
those in attendance. Any time she visits
Belz institutions around the world, sheis
received as royalty.

Surah presents aniconicimage. She
covers her entire head with a distinctive
type of head covering. The hat fits tightly

on her forehead and temples and blooms
above her head, towering above her like a

crown, or perhaps... like a spodik!

Certainly, Surah Rokachis aregal figure in
hasidic society. Given her reputation and
stature in the community, the Belzer
Rebbetzin is the most prominent woman in
contemporary Hasidism and our honored
Ushpizin this Sukkot.

WRITTEN BY LEVI COOPER
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RABBI HIYYA

Rabbi Hiyya, often referred to in Talmudic texts as
Rabbi Hiyya Rabba, or Rabbi Hiyya Hagadol,
belongs to a very select group of Talmudic figures
who have the descriptive "the great" added to their
name. This "greatness" of Rabbi Hiyya, however,
appears to have been of a particular nature, one
that is both meaningful and merits his seat among
this expanded "Ushpizin."

Rabbi Hiyya appears in many narratives and
anecdotes within Talmudic literature, offering
details of his story and glimpses into his character
and personality. He originates from the Babylonian
Jewish community, but relocated to Eretz Yisrael
to study with Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi, where he
soon became a close member of Rebbe's inner
circle, often seen as a close associate and
assistant to Rebbe in his leadership role as the
Nassi. The relationship between these two
scholarsis anintriguing one, characterized by
mutualrespect and admiration, yet also, on
several occasions, strong criticism, reservations

and vast differences of opinion.

One such dramatic conflict is narrated in the
Talmud Bavli, Moed Katan T16a. Rebbe Yehuda
HaNassi prohibited the teaching of Torah outside
in the public square, reserving it for the elite in the
Beit Midrash. Yet Rabbi Hiyya defiantly opposes
this decree by taking his two nephews and
disciples, Rav and Rabba bar Hanna, to teach them

intentionally outside where others could hear.

RABBI HIYYA



Despite being a member of the Rabbinic
innermost circle of his time, we learn
Rabbi Hiyya's role as the defender of the
"outsiders” and those on the fringes. He
insists on the appropriateness, even
perhaps the necessity, for Torah to be
taught and studied outside the inner
circles of the Beit Midrash. His Babylonian
origins perhaps play arole in this
orientation and identity, sensitizing him to
the risks and dangers of centers of
authority that seal themselves off from
the social and geographic peripheral

influences.

This theme of the outsider interplays with
the traditional role conventionally
assigned to Rabbi Hiyya in the literary and
textual history of the Oral Tradition. Rabbi
Hiyya is associated as the collector and
transmitter of the "baraitot,” texts left out
of the Mishna when it was redacted by
Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi at the beginning of
the 3rd century. Rabbi Hiyya collects
these excluded sources and preserves
them for posterity in the Talmudic Beit
Midrash. He is specifically associated with
the text of the Tosefta —an edited
collection of Tannaitic sources which
serves asacompanion text and
commentary to the Rebbe's Mishna. His
contribution, therefore, is to make certain
that, as texts become canonized and gain
centrality and authority, other mar-
ginalized teachings continue to remain

part of the world of Torah and tradition.

This perspective creates a context for
understanding another, initially perplexing,
statement made regarding Rabbi Hiyya
found in the Talmud Bavli, Sukka 20a

... as Reish Lakish said: | am the atonement
for Rabbi Hiyya and his sons, as initially,
when the Torah was forgotten from the
Jewish people, Ezra ascended from
Babylonia and reestablished it. The Torah
was again forgotten, and Hillel the
Babylonian ascended and reestablished it.
When the Torah was again forgotten, Rabbi
Hiyya and his sons ascended and

reestablished it.

This strikingly "Babylonian” perspective on
the history of Torah and the Jewish people,
emphasizes how, time and again, the Torah
is forgotten in Eretz Yisrael, and individual
Rabbinic figures arrive from Bavel to
restore Torah to the people. The first two
instances of this —Ezra during the time of
the first Return to Zion after the first exile,
and Hillel at the dawn of the great
flourishing of Rabbinic Judaism as the
classic Tannaitic period begins towards the
end of the second Temple period —make
historical sense. Within the narrative of
Rabbinic tradition, it seems appropriate to
describe these two historical periods as
confronting a reality of nearly forgotten
Torah, subsequently invigorated and
infused by the arrival of these two strong
and influential figures —Ezra and Hillel.
However, the third instance cited in this text
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isindeed puzzling. How could the
generation of Rabbi Hiyya and his sons be
described as a time in which the Torah
was forgotten? Surely in the generation
of Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi, the world of
Torah and its study is flourishing and
thriving!

Perhaps the solution to this liesin the
context drawn above. The Torah is not at
risk of being forgotten because of a lack
of Torah leadership, but precisely the
opposite! Because of the strength and
charisma of the authoritative center of
learning, those marginalized voices
coming from the periphery are at risk of
being lost. Itis the contribution of Rabbi
Hiyya, and his role as "outsider” and the
preserver of these "outside" traditions

that keeps the Torah whole and complete.

Itis only a combination of a strong center
of learning and authority together with a
strong representation of all voices in the
conversation that makes for a truly
vibrant and meaningful world of Torah.
Forthis reason, itis time we follow Rabbi
Hiyya's lead and bring these peripheral
figures and their Torah into our Sukkot
with seats of honor.

WRITTEN BY LEAH ROSENTHAL
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*
Nehama
Leibowitz

NEHAMA LEIBOWITZ

In the spirit of the seven righteous leaders of the
Jewish people we usherinto our Sukkah as our
guests, itis fitting that we invite Professor Nehama
Leibowitz, the unsurpassed expositor of the Bible
in the twentieth century. Nehama —as she
encouraged her students to address her—
revolutionized Bible study, demonstrating a
carefully crafted pedagogy that made Torah study
accessible, interactive, relevant, challenging, and

above all, meaningfulin a modern age.

Nehama Leibowitz was bornin Latvia in 1905,
received her doctorate in education in Berlin c.
1920, and immigrated to Israel c. 1930. From her
arrivalin Israeluntil her death in 1997, she made it
her mission to teach Bible to students of all levels,
backgrounds and socio-economic conditions: she
traveled throughout the country, Bible in hand,
engaging with factory workers, kibbutz members,
soldiers, new immigrants —allin addition to the
university students she educated at Tel Aviv and
Hebrew Universities. Nehama's reach grew even
more dramatically when she began producing
weekly worksheets —her no-frills mimeographed
“gilyonot"—on the Torah portion. For more than
thirty years, she mailed these pages to anyone in
the world who requested them; the recipient
would fillin answers to her text-based questions
and mail the pages back to her. Remarkably,
Nehama would pore over each and every missive,
inserting pointed comments and corrections, allin

her own hand.

NEHAMA LEIBOWITZ
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At its core, Nehama's methodology was
based on the search for "kushiyot,” the
difficulties small and large that permeate
the biblical text, and which are
discoverable only upon close and
exacting reading. With her emphasis on
revealing, and then focusing on, the
problems in the text —rather than
glossing over them or seeking facile
solutions —Nehama empowered her
students to become part of the interpretive
process. In carefully perusing the textin
the search foritsinherent difficulties,
students would frequently anticipate the
questions most commonly posed by the
classical commentators and would often
anticipate their resolutions as well.

For Nehama, although discovering
meaning in the biblical text was of utmost
importance, it was critical that meaning
be achieved through rigorous analysis
and utter faithfulness to the text's
language and form. Meaning was never to
be imposed upon the text, but was to flow

outward from it.

To illustrate Nehama's approach, here is
Genesis 18:1, a passage that,
appropriately, centers on the topic

of guests:

The Lord appeared to him [Abraham] in
the terebinths of Mamre... looking up he
saw three men standing near him...he ran

from the entrance to the tent to greet

them...and said... “let a little water be
brought.. let me fetch a morsel of bread...”

As always, Nehama began by challenging
her students to locate the difficulties in the
text. In this case, we note that God's visit
seems to be devoid of content: itis
accompanied by neither speech nor action,
thus posing the problem of an
anthropomorphic presentation of God. In
addition to this theological difficulty is a
syntactical one: although the chapter
opens with an entirely new scene and
situation, Abraham is referred to not by
name, but by pronoun (the Lord appeared

to him).

In her analysis, Nehama focused on Rashi's

interpretation, which posits that God's visit

—with no stated purpose —was intended for

no other reason than to "visit the sick.” In

support of Rashi's reading, we note that the

previous passage concludes with
Abraham's circumcision; it is thus
reasonable to conclude that God now
arrives just to "be" with his beloved servant
following his surgery. Further support for
this reading may be found in the use of the
pronoun instead of Abraham's proper
name: although the passage begins a new
story, itis also an extension of the previous
narrative, with God now paying respects to

the ailing patriarch.

Nehama found great poignancy in the
notion of a divine visit—or, as she
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extrapolated, any visit between people —
thatis purely relational and not at all
transactional: an opportunity to just “be”
with another, with no agenda in mind. But
along with this, Nehama stressed the fact
that the social/moral message emerged
from careful methodology. Only by
exploring the text's anomalous language
and content does the value of "just

visiting" emerge.

To segue from this guest-centered
passage back to the notion of inviting
Nehama as our honored Sukkot guest:
Nehama is worthy of our invitation
primarily due to her groundbreaking
contribution to Torah study in the modern
age. But beyond this, her character and
personality would make her an ideal
guestin any setting. Nehama was
genuinely, keenly, interested in, and
solicitous of, the people around her. Her
erudition, her wisdom and her expansive
life experience made her a great
conversationalist; her wonderful sense of
humorand her lack of religious posturing
made visiting with her unthreatening and
thoroughly enjoyable.

In her humility, Nehama instructed that
her tombstone contain no more than the
dates of her life and the words “Nehama
Leibowitz, teacher." At the memorial
service following her death, a relative
called upon all those who had learned
from her, and who now felt bereft, to

recite the mourner’'s kaddish in unison.
Although Nehama did not have biological
children, the room erupted with the sounds
of kaddish by her many heirs, who will
carry on her legacy into the next generation

and far beyond.

By inviting Nechama into our Sukkah we

join those in continuing her legacy today

WRITTEN BY JUDY KLITSNER
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