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Chapter III – Mishnah 21 
  

  ., פַּרְפְּרָאוֹת לַחָכְמָהוְגִימַטְרִיּוֹתנִּין וּפִתְחֵי נִדָּה, הֵן הֵן גּוּפֵי הֲלָכוֹת. תְּקוּפוֹת ירַבִּי אֱלִעֶזֶר בֶּן חִסְמָא אוֹמֵר, קִ 

  

Rabbi Eliezer ben Chisma1 said: [The laws of] mixed bird offerings and the [laws of 

calculating the] beginnings of menstruation—indeed, these are essential parts of the laws, 

[while] astronomical [calculations] and [calculating] gematrias are the appetizers of wisdom.   

- - - - - - - - - - 

רֶת, אֲבָל כְּנֶגֶד זֶה לאֹ הֲוָה  וֹכֵן גָּדוֹל וּבַעַל מִסְפָּר וְתִשְׁבּוֹשֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הָיָה ת, וּשְׁמוֹ נָאֶה לוֹ לְאוֹת אֱמֶת,  "תָּעֹז לֶחָכָם  הַחָכְמָה "

אֶת  וּבָא לְלַמֵּד דַּעַת    עַד שֶׁבָּא אֵצֶל רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא וַעֲשָׂאוֹ חָכָם גָּדוֹל, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי קָרוּ לֵיהּ חִסְמָא.  לּוּ לְמִפְרַס עַל שְׁמַעייָדַע אֲפִ 

שִׁלְפִי שֶׁהָיָה    מּוּד הַחֲכָמוֹת שֶׁמַּחְכִּימוֹת אֶת בַּעֲלֵיהֶן, וְהוּא מֵעִיד עַל עַצְמוֹ,י הָעָם, שֶׁאַף כְּשֶׁאֵינָם עוֹסְקִים בַּתּוֹרָה, יִבְחֲרוּ לָהֶם לִ 

    ם פְּנִימִיִּים שֶׁל הַתּוֹרָה, דִּכְתִיב בָּהּ "יָהֵב חׇכְמְתָא לְחַכִּימִין".כָּנֵס בַּחֲדָרִיירֶת, זָכָה לִ וֹדָּד בְּחָכְמַת הַהַנְדָּסָה וְהַתִּשְׁבּוּשִׂכְלוֹ מְח

 

“Wisdom is more of a stronghold to a wise man,”2 and his name is pleasant to him as 

a sign of truth. That is, initially [Rabbi Eliezer] was a great astronomer and a master of 

numbers and geometry, but in contrast to this, he did not know even know how to perform 

the spreading out of the Shema,3 until he came to Rabbi Akiva and he made him a great sage, 

and because of this, they call him Chisma, viz, “he has grown strong.”  

He came to teach the people via this Mishnah that even when they are not engaged in 

the Torah, they should choose for themselves the study of wisdom that makes wise those who 

master [the subjects], and he testified about himself, that he followed this practice. Since his 

mind was sharpened by the wisdom of engineering and geometry, he merited to enter into 

the inner chambers of the Torah, as it is written, “He gives the wise their wisdom.”4 

   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com 
1 In some texts, the sage is referred to as Rabbi Eliezer ben Chisma, which does not mean “the son of Chisma,” 

but may mean “a native of [the town of] Chisma.” In other texts, he is referred to as Rabbi Eliezer Chisma, with 
“Chisma” being an adjective for “has grown strong.” While the Toldot Shimshon presents the reading “ben Chisma,” 
he apparently considers “Chisma” to be related to wisdom rather than a place name. 

2 Eccl. 7:19. 
3 This refers to leading part of the daily prayers, possibly the first blessing of the reading of the Shema. 

Commentaries on Megillah 23b discuss this further. 
4 Dan. 2:21. 
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דּוּשָׁא קָא מַשְׁמָע לָן, ידַן, חִ וּמָה שֶׁאָמַר "הֵן הֵן גּוּפֵי הֲלָכוֹת", מַקְשִׁים הַמְּפָרְשִׁים, וְכִי שְׁאָר הַדִּינִים אֵינָם גּוּפֵי הֲלָכוֹת. וּלְדִי
בֶת הַקִּינִין, הֶעֱלָה הָרַמַ"ע בִּתְשׁוּבוֹתָיו  וֹרוּשׁ דִּבְרֵי הָרַמְבַּ"ם זַ"ל בְּדִין תַּעֲרינוּ שֶׁבְּפֵ יוְהַיְ ,  הָרִאשׁוֹנִיםכְרַחַת עַל דְּבָרָיו  וּוּרְאָיָה מ

, עִם כָּל זֶה, לְחָכְמָה  סִימָן כ"ג,  תְּחַשֵּׁב לוֹ, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאִם נִמְלַ    שֶׁהַכֹּהֵן שֶׁאֵינוֹ נִמְלָ אֶלָּא שֶׁמֵּעַצְמוֹ וּמִסְּבָרָתוֹ הָיָה עוֹשֶׂה כָּ
פּוֹגְעִין  כְּהַהִיא דְּסוֹף פֶּרֶק הַנִּשְׂרָפִים, הַגּוֹנֵב אֶת הַקַּסְוָה, וְהַמְּקַלֵּל בְּקוֹסֵם, וְהַבּוֹעֵל אֲרַמִּית, קַנָּאִין    בְּבֵית דִּין, אֵין מוֹרִין כֵּן.

חֲכָמִים. כִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן   הַ וּשִׁבְחוְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן    ,ית דִּין, וְאִם נִמְלְכוּ בִּשְׁעַת מַעֲשֶׂה, אֵין מוֹרִין לָהֶם כֵּןוְאֵין קַנָּאִין נִּמְלָכִין בְּבֵ בּוֹ.  
ן  ייֵּים לֵיהּ, וְלָא רְשׁוּתָא, דְּהָא עֲדַיִ דַּאי אִיסְתַּ ]וַ [נְקָא, וְהִלְכְתָא  ודְּאִגַּרְתָּא, אִיהוּ לֶיהֱוֵי פַּרְוַ   קַרְיָינָאגַּבֵּי פִּינְחָס, דְּאָמַר לֵיהּ מֹשֶׁה,  

  עכ"ל.  וְלאֹ רָאָה אֶת מַעֲשָׂיו. " אֶל־הַקֻּבָּה"לאֹ בָּא אַחֲרֵי זִמְרִי 
 
Regarding what he said, “Indeed, these are essential parts of the laws,” the 

commentators5 ask if the remaining laws are not essential parts of the laws? For us, the novelty 
wants to teach us something else indirectly, and there is compelling evidence for his first 
words, namely, in the explanation of the Rambam, of blessed memory, on the laws of the 
mingling of the mixed bird offerings,6 raised by the Rema MiFano7 in his responsa, siman 23. 

The Rema MiFano writes regarding the priest who does not consult anyone [regarding 
how to proceed with a complication in a mixed bird offering] but on his own and by his own 
opinion he does [such-and-such an action], even though he’s considered to have wisdom, 
nevertheless, if he had sought advice from a court, they would not have instructed thus. This 
is as the one discussed at the end of the 9th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, entitled “And these are 
the ones who are burned”: “[Regarding] one who steals a vessel for a libation, and one who 
curses with a sorcerer, and one who engages in intercourse with an Aramean woman, zealots 
strike him [and kill him].”8 I.e., by acting without consulting anyone, the priest is acting as a 
zealot. 

Zealots do not consult a court, and if they were to consult at the time of the incident, 
they would not be instructed thus, but nevertheless the sages praised him. As we found 
concerning Pinchas, to whom Moses said, “Let him who reads the letter [of the Law] be the 
agent [for executing it].”9 The halacha definitely is proved by him, and he does not have 
[advance] permission [to act from the court], because [prior to his zealous action] he has not 
followed Zimri into the chamber and hasn’t [yet] seen the action.10 

 
   , וְזֶהוּ "הֵן הֵן" דִּקָאָמַר.לּוּ אִם יַעֲשֶׂה נֶגֶד הַדִּין מִסְּבָרָתוֹ, נִקְרְאוּ גּוּפֵי הֲלָכוֹתיוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי קָא מַשְׁמָע לָן, שֶׁדִּינֵי קִינִים אֲפִ 

 
Because of this, [the Tanna] wants to teach us something indirectly, that the laws of 

mixed bird offerings, even if done in opposition to the law in accordance with [the priest’s] 
opinion, are called essential parts of the laws, and this is the meaning of “indeed, these,” as 
he said. 

  

 
5 E.g., Rabbi Binyamin HaKohen (“Rabach”), Avot Olam (Venice, 1719). 
6 Rambam’s Commentary on the Mishnah, Kinnim 1:2; Mishneh Torah, Sacrifices Rendered Unfit 8:5. 
7 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Fano”) (1548–1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the 

Talmud, She’elot u’Teshuvot. 
8 Sanhedrin 81b. 
9 Sanhedrin 82a. 
10 Cf. Num. 25:8. 
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מְאֹד, הֵן הֵן גּוּפֵי תּוֹרָה, שֶׁכָּתַב שָׁם הָרַב הַנַּ"ל בִּתְשׁוּבָה סִימָן כ"ד,   רָחוֹקשְׁנוּ בְּאֶפְשָׁרִי  וְאַף בְּדִינֵי פִּתְחֵי נִדָּה, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁנִּ 
כָמִים לְלַמְּדֵנוּ גּוּפֵי תּוֹרָה אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ נִמְנְעוּ חֲ   ., וְכַמְּאֹרָעוֹת הַזָּרִים בְּתַכְלִיתמְאֹד מַתְּנִי לְהוּ  רָחוֹקלְּהוּ פִּתְחֵי נִדָּה, בְּאֶפְשָׁרִי  דְּכֻ 

רֶ הַהוֹרָאָה בְּכָל חֲלָקֶיהָ, וְגַם כְּדֵי לְחַדֵּד אֶת הַתַּלְמִידִים. עכ"ל. וְאַף חָכְמַת הַהַנְדָּסָה  וֹפֶן שֶׁיַּעֲלֶה עַל הַדַּעַת, לְהַמְצִיא צוֹבְּכָל א
 וּמוֹעֶלֶת לְהָבִין תּוֹרָתֵנוּ הַקְּדוֹשָׁה.רֶת מְחַדֶּדֶת אֶת הַשֵּׂכֶל, וֹוְהַתִּשְׁבּ

 
Even in the laws of [calculating the] beginnings of menstruation, even though they 

were taught regarding a very remote possibility, indeed, these are essential parts of Torah. A 
woman needs to avoid intimacy with her husband during menstruation, and needs to check herself, 
based upon her regular cycle, to see if menstruation has begun. However, when a woman’s cycle 
becomes irregular, the laws can become very complex. This is what is being discussed, according 
to the Bartenura, who says that a woman might even be required to immerse 95 times, according 
to one who holds that immersion at its proper time is a commandment.11 

 This is as the aforementioned rabbi, the Rema MiFano, wrote there in his responsa, 
siman 24, that all [the calculations of] menstruation days, he would teach the very remote 
possibility, and similar very strange events. Rather, the sages did not refrain from teaching 
us essential parts of the Torah in every way that comes to mind, to provide the need for 
instruction in all its parts, and also to sharpen the students. 

 Even the wisdom of engineering and geometry sharpens the mind, and is effective to 
understand our holy Torah. 

  
דִּפְשִׁיטָא הִיא, הוֹאִיל שֶׁהֵן דּוּשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהֵן גּוּפֵי הֲלָכוֹת, דְּמִלְּתָא  ירוּבִין וְכִלְאַיִם, שֶׁבָּהֶן אֵין שׁוּם חִ יוְאָתֵי שַׁפִּיר דְּלאֹ נָקַט עֵ 

    בִּמְצִיאוּת קָרוֹב וְאֶפְשָׁרִי.
 
It’s fine that [the Tanna] didn’t take as an example the laws of Eruvin12 and Kilayim,13 

for there is no novelty within them to say that they are essential parts of the laws, for this is 
obvious, since they are in reality close and possible.  

  
לַּת  וּוֹת בְּנֵי הָאָדָם לְהַכִּיר גְּדוּמַה שֶׁטָּרַח עוֹד בִּתְקוּפוֹת וְגִימַטְרִיּוֹת, גַּם אֵלּוּ אֵינָם הַבְלֵי עוֹלָם, אֶלָּא פַּרְפְּרָאוֹת לְהַמְשִׁי לִבּ

ד הַחֲכָמָה, וְ"רֵאשִׁית  וֹכִילַת הַפַּת, כָּ מִתּוֹ יְדִיעַת אֵלּוּ הַדְּבָרִים, יִהְיוּ נִמְשָׁכִים כֹּל אָדָם לִלְמכְּמוֹ הַפַּרְפֶּרֶת הַמַּמְשִׁי אֲ ,  הַבּוֹרֵא
וֹ פַּרְפְּרָאוֹת, לְפִי  אֶלָּא שֶׁהֵם כְּמ  בּוּר שָׁנָה וְכַיוֹצֵא.יוְעוֹד הֵם מִגּוּף הַתּוֹרָה מַמָּשׁ, שֶׁהַתְּקוּפוֹת צְרִיכוֹת לְעִ   ". חָכְמָה יִרְאַת ה'

שֶׁיִּלְמ הָאָדָם  עַל  חוֹבָה  חִ וֹ שֶׁאֵינוֹ  הָעַמִּים,  יד  לְעֵינֵי  חָכְמָתוֹ  לְהוֹדִיעַ  עָלָיו  חוֹבָה  שֶׁיּוֹדְעָם,  שֶׁמִּי  אֶלָּא  וּמַזָּלוֹת,  תְּקוּפוֹת  שּׁוּב 
   אָמַר "וְאֵת פֹּעַל ה' לאֹ יַבִּיטוּ" וְכוּ'.   כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק כְּלָל גָּדוֹל, כֹּל הַיּוֹדֵעַ לַחְשֹׁב בִּתְקוּפוֹת וּמַזָּלוֹת וְאֵינוֹ חוֹשֵׁב, עָלָיו הַכָּתוּב

 
All the effort that he had expended in astronomical [calculations] and [calculating] 

gematrias, they are not vanities of the world, rather appetizers to arouse the hearts of man 
to know the greatness of the Creator. They are like the appetizers that arouse the eating of 
the bread, so from the knowledge of these [secular sciences], every man will be drawn to 

 
11 Obadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro (c. 1445–c. 1515) (“The Bartenura”), Italian rabbi best known for his 

popular commentary on the Mishnah. 
12 Eruvin deals with carrying objects on the Sabbath and festivals. 
13 Kilayim deals with the prohibition against crossbreeding seeds, crossbreeding animals, and mixing wool and 

linen. 
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learn wisdom, and “the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the L-rd.”14 Also, they are literally 
from the essential part of the Torah, that astronomical [calculations] requires instituting a 
leap year and the like.15 But they are like appetizers, because there is no obligation upon a 
man to learn the importance of astronomical [calculations] and the movement of 
constellations, but for one who does know them, it is obligatory for him to make his wisdom 
known to the eyes of the nations, as it says in the 7th chapter of tractate Shabbat entitled “A 
significant principal”: “Anyone who knows how to calculate astronomical seasons and [the 
movement of] constellations and does not do so, [Isaiah 5:12] says about him: ‘They do not 
take notice of the work of the L-rd, and they do not see His handiwork.’ ”16  

  
רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, גִּימַטְרִיָּא "יְפַת־מַרְאֶה". הִיא פַּרְפֶּרֶת לְחָכְמָה, הֲגַם שֶׁבְּלָאו הָכִי הָיִינוּ  יוְאַף הַגִּימַטְרִיָּאוֹת, כְּגוֹן "אִשָּׁה כֻשִׁית", שֶׁפֵּ 

,וּמ מִדִיָנִית הָיְתָה, וְכַמָּה מִקְרָאוֹת קוֹרְאִים כּוּשִׁי אַף לְמִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ, כְּגוֹן "עַל־שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ כּוּשִׁית הָיְתָה, אֶלָּא    כְרָחִים לְפָרֵשׁ כָּ
ה פַּת,  ן בַּיַּלְקוּט. אֶלָּא שֶׁבִּתְקוּפוֹת וְגִימַטְרִיָּאוֹת אֵין לְאַבֵּד זְמַנּוֹ בָּהֶם, שֶׁהֲרֵי הֵם פַּרְפֶּרֶת, וְהַתּוֹרָ יוְעַיֵּ   ,"דִּבְרֵי־כוּשׁ בֶּן־יְמִינִי

נְחָס דַּף ר"כ סוֹד תְּקוּפוֹת  יהַר פָּרָשַׁת פִּ וֹן בְּזיבֵּרַ עַל הַפַּת, פָּטַר אֶת הַפַּרְפֶּרֶת. עַל הַפַּרְפֶּרֶת, לאֹ פָּטַר אֶת הַפַּת. וְעַיֵּ   וּתְנַן,
  וְגִימַטְרִיָּאוֹת פַּרְפְּרָאוֹת לַחֲכָמָה. 

 
Even the gematrias are an appetizer of wisdom. For example, Num. 12:1 states that 

“Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had taken [into his 
household as his wife]: ‘He took a Cushite woman [אִשָּׁה כֻשִׁית],’ ” for which Rashi explained that 
the word Cushite17 has the gematria of 736, the same as “a beautiful woman” [מַרְאֶה יְפַת].18 For 
without this teaching of Rashi that “Cushite” is synonymous with “beautiful woman,” we would 
be compelled to explain this, for [Moses’s wife] was not a Cushite, rather she was a Midianite. 
A number of readings state “Cushi” even for someone who is not, for example, “A song of 
David, which he sang to the L-rd, concerning Cush, a Benjaminite,”19 and see in the Yalkut 
Shimoni.20  

Rather, in astronomical [calculations] and [calculating] gematrias one shouldn’t 
waste his time, for they are an appetizer, while the Torah is the bread. It was taught in a 
Mishnah, “One who recited a blessing over the bread exempted the [need to recite a blessing 
over the] appetizers [as they are considered secondary to the bread]. [However, one who recited 
a blessing] over the appetizers did not exempt [the need to recite a blessing over] the bread.”21 

See in the Zohar, parashat Pinchas, page 220b (paragraph 139), “the esoteric secret of 
astronomical [calculations] and [calculating] gematrias is [that they are] appetizers to wisdom.” 

 
* * * 

 
14 Ps. 111:10. 
15 The Hebrew calendar is a lunisolar calendar. I.e., it is based on lunar months, but it is also important for the 

holidays to fall in the proper (solar) season. Thus, a leap month is inserted seven times in 19 years. 
16 Shabbat 75a. 
17 With the pleine spelling [כּוּשִׁית], rather than the deficient spelling of Scripture [כֻשִׁית] that excludes the vav. 
18 Gen. 12:11. 
19 Ps. 7:1. 
20 Perhaps referring to Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Behaalotcha, remez 737:12 
21 Mishnah Berachot 6:5; Berachot 42a. 


