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Chapter 111 — Mishnah 9
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Rabbi Shimon said: if one is learning [ Torah] while walking on the road and interrupts
his learning and says, “how beautiful is this tree” or “how beautiful is this newly ploughed
field,” Scripture accounts it to him as if he were accountable for his life.
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Question 1: “What specific function did the interruptions serve”' while walking on the
road?

Question 2: Especially what function was served by this interruption of “how beautiful
is this tree” or “how beautiful is this newly ploughed field”?

Question 3: Why does it say “Scripture accounts it to him”?

Question 4: Why doesn’t it explain what this Scripture is?

Question 5: What is the intent of this language “as if he were accountable for his life”?
It should have said, “he is accountable for his life.”

The commentators’ already noted these issues, but they disagree whether the text
reads “Rabbi Yaakov says” or “Rabbi Shimon says.” The Midrash Shmuel rules that the
correct version is “Rabbi Yaakov says.” We too may say that Rabbi Yaakov follows his own
reasoning. And if the version is “Rabbi Shimon,” perhaps in this matter he agrees with Rabbi
Yaakov.

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at http://zstorah.com

! Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura DeNedavah, 1:1:9: “And what function did the interruptions serve? To give Moses time
for reflection between parshah and parshah and verse and verse.”

2 Midrash Shmuel and Tosefet Yom-Tov.
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For it is brought in the Midrash on the verse, “And the heavens and the earth were
finished”’:

Rabbi Eliezer said in the name of Rabbi Yaakov, it is written, “Remove
the dross from the silver, and a vessel will emerge for the refiner.”* This is
analogous to a bathtub that was filled with water, and there were two ornamental
bowls in it. As long as it was full of water, the handiwork of the bowls was not
visible. Once someone opened the drain and emptied the water from it, the
handiwork of the bowls became visible. So, too, as long as the world was chaos
and void, the labor of the heavens and the earth was not visible. Once the chaos
and void was uprooted from the world, the handiwork of the heavens and the
earth became visible.

- Gen. Rabbah 10:2
The Yefeh To’ar writes that:

This statement—that once chaos and void were removed, the work
became visible—is an allusion to the intellectual soul, which comprehends all
the nature of heaven and earth, but whose operations are not visible while it is
screened by materiality that restrains it. But when the material is removed
from the world, its sovereignty and perfection are revealed—and this is at
death.

It is also possible that this alludes to Israel. When they are in exile, their
stature and perfection are not visible, because of the material constraints and
afflictions that restrain them. But when the exile is removed, their stature will be
revealed and their perfection will be seen.

- Yefeh 1o ’ar on Gen. Rabbah 10:2

3 Gen. 2:1.
4 Prov. 25:4.



Approach I — Metaphysical: Undermining the protective function of Torah
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Now, in the field, harmful forces are common, as they said regarding the Friday night
blessing of “Me’ein Sheva”> and “Yiru Eineinu” after “Hashkiveinu” on all nights,’ and all
roads are presumed dangerous.” These harmful forces are called “chaos and void.” When a
person walks along the road and wishes to be saved from them, he occupies himself with the
light of Torah in order to uproot and distance from himself those harmful forces, which are
the chaos and void of the Sitra Achra (i.c., side of evil), as it is written regarding the verse,
“engraved [charut] [n1711] on the tablets,”® read not “engraved” but “freedom” [cherut] [mr],
freedom from the Angel of Death, etc.’ That is, Reish Lakish taught that after receiving the Torah,
the Jewish people would have become immortal had they not sinned with the Golden Calf. '

Thus, with regard to Question 1 asking what specific function the interruptions served, the
answer is that they break off his occupation with Torah, which was protecting him in a dangerous
environment.
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Question 2 asked more specifically about the effect of his comments on the beauty of trees
or a field. The answer is that if he interrupts his Torah learning and says, “How beautiful is
this tree, how beautiful is this newly ploughed field,” even though his intention is to thank the

5> Me’ein Sheva (“PIR) 07w 7P 19°7¥ 28 ,87137) 71233 23737 9877) is recited by the chazzan after the Shabbat ma’ariv
prayer. Shabbat 24b states that the Friday night service was lengthened because of danger. Rashi there explains that
danger refers to harmful forces, that there was concern that some people would leave synagogue before others. Thus,
they lengthened the prayer so that everyone could leave at the same time, for safety from these harmful forces.

¢ Hashkiveinu is the 2" prayer after the Shema on weeknights, and Yiru Eineinu is part of the 3" prayer after the
Shema. Tosafot to Berachot 4b: “Why do we then recite the blessing Yiru Eineinu and other verses after
Hashkiveinu? . .. So that while one is saying it, one’s friend who came late is able to finish his prayer at the same
time, so that one will not go home leaving the other stranded on his own.”

7 Yerushalmi Berachot 4:4: “Rebbi Simeon bar Abba in the name of Rebbi Hanina: Any road is presumed to be
dangerous.”

8 Ex. 32:15.

° Ex. Rabbah 32:1.

10 Avodah Zarah 5a.



Holy One, Blessed be He, for the good trees He created in His world, nevertheless, he
contradicts himself. For if he is learning Torah in order to remove from himself the chaos and
void of the harmful forces, which stem from the materiality of the world, how can he praise
that very chaos and void—namely, the physical things that darken the light of the soul, whose
actions are not seen in perfection in this material world? Therefore, he is accountable for his
life, for it appears that the deeds of this world are dear to him, even though through them
the light of his soul is darkened.

Whereas, if he had not interrupted his Torah learning, it would have appeared that
words of Torah were more precious to him than physical things, and by this merit the soul
would shine more with the light of Torah, and some portion of the darkness of chaos and void
would depart from [his soul].

Approach Il — Theological: Affirming a defective reality

PWRI2 W YW RIWY A 99 " 9wn oPNR o2y 710" PI0D OV WITH2 WOMRT 0N 7772 7R3 R
5OV . 1IPOR 70X TAXY DR LI9T7 029778 2OURT PR DY DI ,PIRMY T°X 27700 e D) by 0990%
nay v PR *92 957 KUY ARYY NpRIY 07102 R0 12 03 IRIY 2151 X7 1PN 953 K721 Koy ayum

5"33 WISy IRA 790 Wew in 01y DY 123w poyna? PIphpa 1pn? iX112 oy Anavng oIx avyn?

Alternatively, in another approach: As is stated in the Midrash on the verse, “And
G-d blessed the seventh day”!'':

Everything that was created during the six days of Creation requires
some action and perfection. Mustard requires sweetening, lupines require
sweetening, wheat requires grinding, and even man needs to be perfected.

- Gen. Rabbah 11:6

The reason that everything was not created perfected is because harmful forces were
also created in the world.!> Indeed, now that everything was created without perfection, there
is praise for human action that partners with the Creator to repair the defect and to engage
in the settlement of the world, as explained by the Yefeh To’ar.'’

While Gen. Rabbah 11:6 doesn’t cite Scriptural support, Toldot Shimshon will later
reference the end of Gen. 2:5, that plants had not yet sprouted “because there were no human
beings to till the soil.” This supports the idea that the world is inherently defective without human
intervention.

' Gen. 2:3.

12 Pirkei Avot 5:6, listing demons as having been created at twilight on Eruv Shabbat. [As to why harmful forces
were created, human action would have been irrelevant in a perfect world; so the creation of harmful forces created a
space where human choice manners. Also, the harmful forces provide a resistance to the repair of the world, and make
possible the praise and merit that humans deserve for our efforts of Tikkun Olam, repairing the world.]

13 Yefeh To’ar on Gen. Rabbah 11:7.
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Now, one who walks along the road in a place of harmful forces and learns Torah in
order to distance them from himself, as above, and then interrupts his learning and says,
“How beautiful is this [cultivated] tree,” or “how beautiful is this newly ploughed field,” for
they are works of human hands'“—why were works of human hands needed? Because
everything was created without perfection. Why was it created without perfection? Because
there are harmful forces in the world.

It follows that when he praises human handiwork, it is considered as if he takes
pleasure in the fact that the world was created without perfection. Consequently, since the
world's imperfection is tied to the existence of harmful forces, praising the ploughed field is seen
as an implicit admission that he takes pleasure in the existence of harmful forces in the world.
Therefore, Scripture ascribes to him as if he were accountable for his life, for now, because
of his speech, it is possible that the harmful forces will come upon him, since he admits with
his mouth that he takes pleasure in their existence, contrary to his original intent in learning
Torah, which was to distance them from himself.

Approach 11l — Kabbalistic: Arousing forces of accusation

NI NIP2T 22 29 108332 niaRa 92 ,"ATWE oW 991" pI0D P WATnR R an? 21 308 772 703 X
5"oy NP 7177 X1 ,10102 177 7972 DR WY TN Ayn 002 D01y man 00103 2OTWE) NinINg 190 oRY
92 9" 1M TV Y72 ,00p R0 D0YiY ,niana: Ntz AxY,"IN0R" Ronna w1 7iRT T

DOI0RD 9YR2 NI SAM0p 03 ,ARI RITY I TORT AT LIRD %) L9173 1987 020 i

Alternatively, there is another approach, close to what we said regarding the Midrash
on the verse, “when no shrub of the field was yet on earth and no grasses of the field had yet
sprouted, because the L-rd G-d had not sent rain upon the earth and there were no human beings
to till the soil.”'® The Midrash states:

All the trees were created for the benefit of all creatures, such that even
spirits and demons benefit from dwelling within them.'® There was once a man

14 The plural “they are works of human hands” means that the tree too was not growing wild, but was a cultivated
fruit tree planted, pruned, and maintained by human effort to achieve its stature. This would certainly be the case along
the roads of 18™ Century Italy, and perhaps also along the roads of the Land of Israel in the 2" and 3" Centuries.

15 Gen. 2:5.

16 The words “such that even spirits and demons benefit from dwelling within them” does not appear in our edition
of Gen. Rabbah, but is explained by Yefeh To ar.



who harvested his vineyard and slept within it, and a spirit came and harmed
him.

- Gen. Rabbah 13:2

In Remezei Torah,'” we find that mt [siach] [“shrub”] has the numerical value of 318,
the same as that of Mwp [kitrug] [“accusation”]. This teaching is meant to emphasize the danger
of the natural world, where forces of strict judgment can be activated to prosecute someone for
spiritual deficiencies.

Even in pits and ditches, harmful forces rule, as is known.'®

They also said, “Whoever is greater than his fellow, his evil inclination is greater.
So too here: this tree or field that is beautiful, its accusing force is correspondingly greater
than others.
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Now with this understanding, the Tanna is effectively saying: If he is learning words of
Torah in order to be saved from the harmful forces found on the road, and afterward
interrupts to say, “How beautiful is this tree” or “this field,” thereby praising the accuser
that dwells in that tree or field, it is as if he were accountable for his life. The answer to
Question 3, then, why this Mishnah says “Scripture accounts it to him,” is that through his words
he arouses that power of impurity, and he no longer has the Torah to protect him.

Therefore, the Tanna stated simply, “Scripture ascribes to him,” because the exact
verse is not definitively established. According to the first approach, it is derived from the
verse from Proverbs mentioned in Gen. Rabbah 10:2: “Remove the dross from the silver, and a
vessel will emerge for the refiner.”

According to the second approach, it is derived from Gen. Rabbah 11:6, and while not
explicitly quote, we can refer to the end of Gen. 2:5, “and there were no human beings to till
the soil.”

According to the third approach, it is derived from the beginning of Gen. 2:5, as
mentioned in Gen. Rabbah 13:2, “when no shrub of the field was yet on earth.”

17 Remezei Torah, literally “hints of Torah,” does not mean a specific sefer by that name, but generally refers to
interpretations, often mystical or via gematria (numerical value), that reveal hidden meanings in the Torah. This
teaching appears in Yalkut Reuveni, parashat Bereisheet.

18 Yerushalmi Yevamot 16:6: “Rebbi Abun said, damaging spirits are as frequent in cisterns as they are frequent
on the fields.” See also Gittin 66a, discussing the possibility of a demon being in a pit.

19 Sukkah 52a.



Thus the answer to Question 4, why this Mishnah didn’t say which verse was relevant, is
that there are different approaches, each supported by a different Scriptural text.

But in any case, the teaching stands correctly—each according to his view—ifrom the
Midrashes cited above.

Question 5 asked why the Mishnah states “as if he were accountable for his life.” The
answer is that his action of interrupting his Torah learning does not constitute direct, certain self-
endangerment, but rather creates a condition that can be understood—through multiple interpretive
frameworks—as functionally equivalent to endangering one’s life.
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Question 6: If praising a tree is problematic, what about the blessing we make in the
days of Nissan on flowering trees, “Who created in it good creatures and good trees for the
benefit of mankind?”?° The answer is that this purpose of the good creatures and good trees is
specifically for the benefit of mankind, not for harmful forces.

Furthermore, one who sees good trees blesses, “Such things He has in His world,”?'
and is not blessing on beauty, but only on goodness.

Furthermore, he makes the blessing in general terms, and does not say “this tree,”
“this field,” etc.

20 Berachot 43b.
21 Berachot 58b.



