Toldot Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Livorno 1776

Chapter IV — Mishnah 17
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Rabbi Shimon said: There are three crowns: the crown of Torah, and the crown of
priesthood, and the crown of royalty, and the crown of a good name supersedes them all.
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“The knowledge of the Holy One is understanding”': The Tosafists of blessed
memory, at the beginning of tractate Rosh Hashanah (2a) note that in all places where the
Talmud says there are a certain amount of a certain category, it teaches “there are” such-and-
such a number of such-and-such a thing. For example, “there are four types of trustees,”? “there
are three deficiencies [with regard to sacred animals],”® “there are three types of wine not subject
to [the halacha of] exposure,” “there are three types of houses,” “there are three types of stones,”®
and “there are three types of trees.”’

Question 1: But it still requires analysis—why is the enumeration necessary? Why not
just say, “There is the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of royalty”?

Question 2: Furthermore, there is a question about what the commentators were precise
about: That [this Mishnah] should have placed the word “and” only on the final item, for
such is the way of the Torah, as in “the Tabernacle, its tent, and its covering.”8

Question 3: Further, why does this Mishnah say that there are three crowns, when it
appears that they are four together with “a crown of a good name”?

Question 4: Finally, what does it mean that it “surpasses them”?

: English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com
! Prov. 9:10 (omitting prefixed vav).

2 Mishnah Shevuot 8:1; Shevuot 49a.

3 Chullin 17b.

4 Avodah Zarah 30a.

5 Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:7; Avodah Zarah 47b.

¢ Ibid.

7 Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:7; Avodah Zarah 48a.

8 Ex. 35:11.
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It can be said that initially one might have thought that the crown of Torah is not a
crown like the others. For one who has priesthood or kingship—they do not depart from him
even for a single moment. Even when he eats and drinks and sleeps and stands in unclean
places, in the bathhouse and the like, he is always a priest or a king. But the crown of Torah—
when he stands in the bathhouse, or when he sleeps, or when he engages in worldly matters—
he cannot engage in Torah nor contemplate it, and the Torah withdraws from him and from
his mind at that time. If so, there is a difficulty: Why did he place the crown of Torah at the
beginning of the list of them all?
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But when we examine it well, the anonymous “Rabbi Shimon” is Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai, and he follows his own view, as he holds in Berachot 35b: “This book of the Torah
shall not depart from your mouth.”® Just as for the crown of priesthood and the crown of
kingship, when one has merited them, they are attached to him always, at every hour and
every moment, so too for the crown of Torah. One who wishes to merit it must fulfill the
requirement that “this book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth,” which implies at
every time, hour, and moment.
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Therefore, the Tanna taught: “There are three crowns.” That is, they are three, to
exclude the initial thought that the crown of Torah would not be considered a crown. He
further teaches “there are,” meaning they are all equal in the respect that even the crown of
Torah is constantly attached to him, as explained above.
On the contrary, he placed the crown of Torah first, that since it is derived via
homiletic exposition of a Torah verse, it is dear to him. Further, a person merits the “crown
of Torah” through his toil and labor, which is not the case with priesthood and kingship,

? Josh. 1:8.



which come automatically, without personal effort. Further, the Torah is more beloved than
all of them, for even in a priest and a king the crown of Torah applies, as it is written,
“Through me, kings reign,”'’ and one does not give priestly gifts to an unlearned priest,'!
and a Torah scholar who allows an ignorant priest to recite the blessing before him is liable
to death at the hands of Heaven.'?

Thus, the answer to Question 1, as to why the crowns were not just listed, but identified as
three in number, is to teach that the crown of Torah is equal to the crown of priesthood and the
crown of kingship. For each of these crowns, it is constantly attached to the one who wears them.
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Question 2 asked why a vav, representing the word “and” was included not only for the
final crown of a good name, but also for the crown of priesthood and the crown of kingship.

The answer is that since a sage who has also merited the crown of priesthood and
kingship is not designated by the name of the crown of Torah and is not recognized by it, for
he is called only “king” or “high priest,” therefore it teaches “and the crown of priesthood
and the crown of kingship” with a vay, to say that the crown of Torah is included within the
crown of priesthood and the crown of kingship, even though it is not so recognizable.
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Perhaps you will say, but in truth the Torah is not with him constantly. So too it is
difficult to understand according to the view of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, who says that the
teaching, “this book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth” is to be taken literally.
But itis impossible to say that it is literally so, for in many instances and places it is impossible
for words of Torah to be in his mouth, as discussed above.
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It appears to me that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai follows his own view, for at the end of
Bava Metzia (118b) we discuss a case of two gardens, one above the other, i.c., a garden on an
upper terrace that borders another garden on the next lower terrace, and there are vegetables
growing in between. “Rabbi Shimon said: Any [vegetables] that the [owner of the] upper

10 Prov. 8:15.
' Chullin 130b.
12 Megillah 28a.



[garden] can stretch out his hand and take, those [vegetables] are his, and the rest [belong] to
[the owner of the] lower [garden].”

Rashi explains: The rest belongs to the lower one, for the upper one himself has
effectively declared them ownerless with respect to him, etc.

IR 77ynY IR iP¥y R Niva 39 w002 7R it oY i NI R on yinnopa aRiv) 1hovs a?iv ,on) 0om
9232 ,79¥nY% ' N0 .0%iva DY 0°3yn2 1Y nxi 1innag abivy ,1en a1ing winy KoY axin 11y ount
YW 92X 9om 310 77IRT 90 Wy XD Ry a1 2,19 R, 0780 07 TR Twna’ 1100 a1y 21 1t

AR "0g2 M gw 210 1T DR uIwn? P17 11%YT 1R 07 K22 NN a7RY WK XY W) Aniv) 22iRy

JAN22 00127 "En TT 77T 190 WY Ipn TRV, 0) 227 ROIT NI YONRI "33 ivys 03,77
AP W90 PVPIN AON TPPY W RY a2y PN a2

So too here: the upper world and the lower world are like two gardens one above the
other, and the person is in between, able to incline himself either upward or downward. The
upper world desires that the Torah not depart from his mouth, while the lower world desires
that he pursue the pleasures of the world. The person stands between competing domains—
spiritual aspiration and physical necessity—and belongs to whichever exerts a legitimate claim at
a given moment.

According to Rabbi Shimon, whenever the upper world can draw this person to itself,
he belongs to it, and about this it is said, “this book of the Torah shall not depart from your
mouth” is to be taken literally. But at times when he eats and drinks and sleeps—for it is
impossible for a person to live otherwise—the upper one cannot stretch out its hand and take,
for the Torah said, “and you shall live by them.”'® L.e., we are commanded to live by G-d’s
mitzvot, and not that die by them.'* In most cases, one may violate a prohibition in order to save a
life, and certainly we are allowed to eat and drink, rather than starve ourselves to death in an
attempt to fulfill the admonition that “this book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth.”
Thus, the crown of Torah does not mean constant engagement in Torah in a literal sense, but as the
maximal possible attachment within human limits.

Likewise, when he stands in the bathhouse or the privy. Thus it is appropriate that it
states, “this book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth,” to the extent that it is
possible. For that which is impossible, the upper one itself has declared ownerless.
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This is well explained, for there in Bava Metziah, continuing the discussion of the terrace
gardens, we say: “Efrayim the scribe, a student of Reish Lakish, says in the name of Reish Lakish:
The halacha is in accordance with Rabbi Shimon. They stated [this case] before [the Persian]

3 Lev. 18:5.
14 Avodah Zarah 27b.



King Shapur. He [agreed and therefore they] said to him: Let us pay tribute to Rabbi
Shimon.”!?

It is difficult to understand: What is different about this reasoning of Rabbi Shimon
that they praised it so much, more than many other reasonings and rulings of Rabbi Shimon
himself? Rather, because from this reasoning, another difficulty in the words of Rabbi
Shimon himself is resolved—regarding that statement that “this book of the Torah shall not
depart from your mouth” is to be taken literally within what is possible. Therefore, they praised
him and said, “Let us pay tribute to Rabbi Shimon.”
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We have explained above for Question 1 that our Mishnah identified there as being three
crowns, rather than simply listing them, in order to show that the crown of Torah was equal to the
crown of priesthood and the crown of kingship.

But then Question 3 asked about the listing of the crown of a good name, which would
seem to bring the total to four crowns.

Also, Question 4 asked why our Mishnah concludes, “and the crown of a good name
surpasses them.”

We have said that one who has merited the crown of priesthood and kingship—even
though he is a sage—is not designated by the name of the crown of Torah and is not so
recognizable by it. That is because within the category of priest and Kking lies the greatness of
Torah.

Nevertheless, with a “good name” it is not so. For even if a person is called a sage or
a priest or a king, if he merits a good name more than others, they will crown him and call
him also by a good name. They will say: that sage, or that priest, or that king merited a good
name, as they said regarding Rabbi Akiva, “fortunate are you that you merited a [good]
name.”'® Therefore, the answer to Question 3 is that [a good name] is not equal to the others,
but is superior to them, and thus it is not fitting to say “there are four crowns,” which would
suggest that all four were equal to each other. Rather, [the crown of a good name] is a matter
unto itself and surpasses them. Thus, the answer to Question 4 is that with regard to all the
crowns, the crown of a good name is mentioned alongside them, rather than being silently
incorporated into each of the other crowns. The crown of a good name is not a parallel crown, but
is a qualitative enhancement that can accompany any of the other crowns.
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15 Bava Metziah 119a. In our version, “King Shapur says to them: “Let us pay tribute to Rabbi Shimon.”
16 Yevamot 16a.



