Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18)

Essay 8: Why Abraham sent Eliezer to find a wife for Isaac, and the statement in Yoma that
Eliezer knew Torah and taught it to others.
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Let us consider the verse[s], “Abraham said to the senior servant of his household, who
had command of all that he owned, ‘Put your hand under my thigh and I will make you swear
by the L-rd, the G-d of Heaven and the G-d of the earth, that you will not take a wife for my son
from the daughters of the Canaanites among whom I dwell, but will go to the land of my birth and
get a wife for my son Isaac.” ” (Gen. 24:2—4). It’s worth questioning what Scripture is coming
to teach us with the words, “who had command of all that he owned.” What difference does
it make if he “had command of all that he owned”? How do we profit or gain from this?'
Another question is why Scripture calls him “the senior servant of his household”; what
difference does this make?
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It’s worth stating that the verse needs to solve why Abraham sent his servant to take
a wife for Isaac, for weren’t servants suspected of all forbidden activities and foremostly
unchaste behavior? For example, we find that women and servants don’t join together to form
a zimun (a group of at least three for saying a blessing after a meal) due to the rabbis’ concern
that they had a tendency of engaging in promiscuity (Berachot 45b). For this reason, Scripture
reads, “the senior servant of his house,” as it is brought in the third chapter of Yoma (28b),
“Eliezer, servant of Abraham, was an elder and sat in yeshiva, as it is stated: ‘Abraham said
to the senior servant of his household, who had command of all that he owned.” Rabbi Elazar
said: He was proficient in the Torah of his master. ‘He is Damascus (Dammesek) Eliezer’ (Gen.
15:2). Rabbi Elazar said: [The word Dammesek is a contraction of] he who draws (doleh) and

* English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein.
' Cf. Ps. 120:3: “What can you profit, what can you gain, O deceitful tongue?”
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gives drink (mashke) to others from his master’s Torah.” If he taught others and was an elder,
it is obvious and certain that he was not engaged in unchaste behavior.
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Rather, it’s difficult how Eliezer could possibly teach his master’s Torah to others and
how he was entitled to yeshiva, as it’s known that it is forbidden for a man to teach Torah to
his servant.” Certainly Abraham, who “fulfilled even the mitzvah of the joining of cooked
foods” (Yoma 28b),’ wouldn’t engage in this prohibition of teaching Torah to a servant. lLe.,
Abraham’s fulfillment of the joining of cooked foods shows that he was concerned not only about
Biblical law but even about rabbinic law.
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In fact, we read in a Mishnah in the second chapter of Ketubot (page 28a): “These are
deemed credible to testify as adults with regard to what they saw when they were minors. A
person is deemed credible to say: that so-and-so would leave school to immerse in order to
partake of terumah,” and therefore he is a priest.*
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The Gemara asks:

Perhaps he is only the servant of a priest, who is also allowed to eat
terumah? |The Mishnah] supports Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi, as Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said: It is prohibited for a person to teach his servant
Torah. lL.e., if the Mishnah considers a student eating terumah as proof that the
student is a priest, it must not think that a servant could be a student. The Gemara
asks: Is Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi correct that one may not teach his servant Torah?

2 Mishneh Torah, Sefer Kinyan, Servants, 8:18: “It’s forbidden for a man to teach his servant Torah, but if he
teaches him, he [still] doesn’t go free.”

3 As quoted in Essay 6 for this parsha, “Rav said, ‘Abraham our Patriarch fulfilled the entire Torah before it was
given’” (Yoma 28b). The same page gives as an example a rabbinic law, the eruv tavshilin, a mixture of cooked foods.
It is ordinarily forbidden on a holiday to do any act in preparation for the following day, even if the following day is
the Sabbath (upon which it is forbidden to cook). However, the sages created a halachic device, the eruv tavshilin, by
which food is cooked or baked and set aside on the day before the holiday, allowing one to cook food on that holiday
for use on the Sabbath that immediately follows it.

4 Terumabh is a tithe on produce that can be eaten by a priest, his family, and his servants.
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But isn’t it taught in a Baraita: A servant whose master borrowed from him,’ or
whose master made him steward over his property,® or who donned Tefillin in
his master’s presence,’ or who read three verses from the Torah scroll in the
synagogue,® does not necessarily emerge to freedom?’ le., these abilities or
privileges don’t prove that a person is a free man, and if a servant is able to read the
Torah in synagogue, how did he learn how to do this other than being taught by his
master, either directly or at school? The Gemara answers that there in the Baraita
the servant read in the synagogue at his own initiative, and by this initiative he
could have also taught himself to read the Torah. In contrast, when we say it is
forbidden to teach Torah to a servant, we refer to it being forbidden where [the
master] treats [the servant] with treatment typical of his children, and sends him
to school.!® So testimony that a student eats terumah is proof that he is not a servant,
and is in fact a priest.

- (Ketubot 28a-28b)
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Regarding the words, “does not necessarily emerge to freedom,” Rashi explains: “It
doesn’t say that if he hadn’t freed him that he wouldn’t borrow from him. Also, he wouldn’t
necessarily prevent him from behaving as a free man. We hear from this that there is such a
thing as a servant that learns Torah.”
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According to Rashi’s explanation, “We hear from this that there is such a thing as a
servant that learns Torah,” it appears that [the following] entered the mind of the questioner

> One would ordinarily think that a master can take his servant’s property without asking permission, but the
Baraita shows this isn’t necessarily true.

¢ This shows a high degree of trust not ordinarily shown to a servant.

7 A servant is obliged to observe only the mitzvot incumbent upon women: i.e., the negative mitzvot and those
positive mitzvot that are not time-bound. One would think that a servant wouldn’t don Tefillin (a time-bound mitzvah),
especially in the presence of his master, but the Baraita shows this isn’t necessarily true.

8 Some in the synagogue might be insulted if a servant is called up to the Torah.

9 The word eved (72v) is variously translated as servant, slave, or bondsman. Some English translations
differentiate between a Hebrew slave (whom they refer to as a servant or bondsman) and a non-Hebrew slave (whom
they refer to as a slave). This translator has used the word servant, as Jewish law requires that even non-Hebrew slaves
be treated well.

10 As stated in footnote 2, the Rambam rules that a master cannot teach Torah to his servant. The RaN disagrees,
saying there’s no prohibition against teaching Torah to a servant, only against treating him as a son. The concern is
that people will incorrectly believe the servant is a free man and then will arrange a marriage with him. The Radbaz
and the Bach (Yoreh De’ah 267:60), say that one shouldn’t teach Torah to a servant, just as one shouldn’t teach Torah
to a woman (see the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer in Sotah 3:4).
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(i.e., Rashi). Our Mishnah taught that there was a certain man who left school to immerse
etc., but there’s no need to fear that he could be a servant, because a servant doesn’t learn
Torah, and this supports Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi. As [the Gemara] teaches the opinion of
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi that it is forbidden for a master to teach his servant, Rashi wondered
if this is because a servant shouldn’t learn at all, from any source? But afterward the Baraita
taught, “or who read three verses from the Torah scroll in the synagogue,” which suggests that
a servant is allowed to learn. The conclusion reached is that it is learned from this Baraita that
there is such a thing as a servant who learns, as per Rashi’s explanation.
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If it’s true that a servant shouldn’t learn at all, then why did Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
only say that it is forbidden for a man to teach his servant Torah? It would have been
preferable if he had informed us explicitly that it is forbidden for a servant to learn Torah,
which would have made known a prohibition for both a master and also for others to teach
the servant. Certainly, one doesn’t feed prohibited foods to a servant, so one wouldn’t teach
Torah to a servant if it were forbidden for the servant to learn Torah at all.
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Alternatively, he could have merely said, “It’s forbidden for a servant to learn Torah,”
i.e., forbidden for everyone to teach him. Rather, from the fact that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
specifically gave the example of saying that a servant’s master is forbidden to teach him, perhaps
we can learn that if the servant wants to learn on his own, [the master] does not prevent him.
But if so, then even without the Baraita that taught, “or who read three verses from the Torah
scroll in the synagogue,” we could learn from Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi himself that there is
such a thing as a servant who learns Torah. Thus, we return to our original question: since a
servant can learn Torah on his own, and even be taught by people other than his master, then why
don’t we fear that the one seen leaving school is a servant? Also, how does this Mishnah
support the opinion of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi?
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It needs to be said that the questioner has a different opinion, and as the Lechem
Yehuda writes on the laws of servants: “that the Canaanite servant simply isn’t an expert in
our Torah,” because he is a Canaanite and doesn’t know to read Scripture and to learn.
“Perhaps you’ll say that in the time of his service, he was obliged a bit in the mitzvot, and
thus that he was learning and understanding on his own from what he saw and heard. But
this is not so, because as he was compelled to the service of his master, he wasn’t free to learn
without the permission of his master.” (Lechem Yehuda, Laws of Servants, 8:18.)!! Because of
this, there is support for the teaching of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi, that we shouldn’t fear
[that the one seen leaving school] is a servant, both because it is forbidden for a master to
teach his servant, and also because the servant isn’t able to learn without the permission of
his master.
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After this analysis, we return to the question of how he read in synagogue? If per
Rashi’s explanation there is such a thing as a servant who learns Torah, then how would he
know to read if his master hadn’t taught him? The solution is that it happened from the
servant’s initiative, that he was a wise servant and understood the Torah before he became a
servant. Then everything written by Rashi, of blessed memory, is fine.

229 0030 7 N2 W ,DTI3R7 TV MY TP 77IR 127 VIV MW WK X YIR 73T A3IYY X33 nnvm
2 1R 72Y X9 2771R % RY 299) 2R N2 1R WK L% C0oR T ,pI00 Dy 2" wsw ins ,a"apna
I 12 103 27728y MR I 02 DY) L, 0w 127 12 197 KD oR 7in%P K

Now we come to our subject. Regarding Eliezer, it’s impossible that he knew the Word
of Torah before he became a servant to Abraham, at a time when people didn’t recognize the
Holy One, Blessed be He, as Rashi explained on the verse, “The L-rd, the G-d of heaven, who
took me from my father’s house” (Gen. 24:7). In Gen. 24:3, Abraham instructs Eliezer and refers
to the Creator as “the G-d of Heaven and the G-d of earth.” But in Gen. 24:7, in referring to his

1 Rabbi Yehuda Ayash (1700-59), Algerian rabbi, av beit din of Algiers. Lechem Yehuda (Livorno [Leghorn],
vol. 1, 1745; vol. 2, 1758) is a commentary on the Rambam’s Sefer HaMitzvot and on the Mishneh Torah. The
reference is to the law previously brought from the Mishneh Torah, Sefer Kinyan, Servants, 8:18: “It’s forbidden for
a man to teach his servant Torah, but if he teaches him, he [still] doesn’t go free.”
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youth, Abraham only refers to the Creator as “the G-d of Heaven,” as if to say that people did not
acknowledge Him at that time, so it’s as though He wasn’t “G-d of earth” then.!? It is therefore
obvious that Eliezer couldn’t have learned Torah in such days of ignorance; so how did he learn
Torah? He must have learned it after beginning his service to Abraham. Since a servant doesn’t
have permission to learn if his master won’t give him permission, you must say that Abraham
gave him permission.
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We return then to the difficulty of how [Abraham] gave permission to his servant to
learn Torah, if it is forbidden for a person to teach his servant Torah, and as giving him
permission to learn is as if he taught him. Furthermore, how could he place him to sit in
yeshiva, as we see “the senior servant of his household,” as explained in Yoma 28b? Because of
this difficulty, Scripture adds “who had command of all that he owned.” I.¢., [Eliezer] wasn’t
serving Abraham non-stop, rather Abraham placed him in a position as though he wanted
him to be the master of Abraham’s properties. Because of this, the servant had leisure time, and
by himself dealt wisely with his leisure time and made sure to learn Torah.
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According to what it says in the third chapter of Yoma (28b), “who had command of
all that he owned,” “Rabbi Elazar said: that means in command of the Torah of his master,”
i.e., Eliezer had a certain level of proficiency in the Torah. We’re able to restate it, that Eliezer
was only learning the laws [applicable to] a servant, and it was certainly permissible for him
to learn this, in order to fulfill the mitzvot in which he was obliged. As it says in the seventh
chapter of Sanhedrin (59a), non-Jews, who are only obliged “in their seven mitzvot,” are able
to learn the Torah. When [Eliezer] was old and sat in yeshiva, he was only teaching the laws
of servants to other servants.

12 Rashi on Gen. 24:7: “Here he did not say ‘and the G-d of the earth,” whereas above he said, ‘And I will make
thee swear etc. ... [and the G-d of the earth].” But, in effect, Abraham said to him: Now He is the G-d of Heaven and
the G-d of the earth, because I have made him (i.e., His Name) a familiar one in peoples’ mouths: but at the time when
He took me from my father’s house, He was G-d of Heaven only and not G-d of the earth, for people did not
acknowledge Him, and His Name was not commonly known on earth.”

Rashi’s source is Gen. Rabbah 59:7: “Rabbi Pinchas said: Before I [i.e., Abraham] made the One known to his
creatures [humanity], he was “the G-d of Heaven,” but now that I have made G-d known to his creatures, the One is
also “G-d of the earth.”
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The Gemara (Yoma 28b) is precise to say that he “draws and gives drink to others
from his master’s Torah,” specifically from the Torah of his master. It was not sufficient to
say “draws and gives drink to others,” rather it was specifically the Torah of his master that
was the source of the laws of servants that he was teaching. It also specifically says “to others,”
which was to other servants, as if to say, others who were servants like him.
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Also, in this way it was necessary for Scripture to say, “who had command of all that
he owned.” That is, as mentioned above, Scripture was forced to say “the senior servant of
his household,” implying that he was old and sat in yeshiva and therefore wouldn’t be suspected
of sexual immorality. This created a difficulty how the servant learned Torah, accordingly
[Scripture]| concludes, “who had command of all that he owned,” meaning one who had
command of the Torah of his master, as if to say [Eliezer] only learned and taught the laws
of servants.



