
February 23, 2023
Dear Shearith Israel family,

The Email Section Formerly Known as “Covid-19 Update.” Thanks to many for supportive
reactions to my request for a phrase, symbol, icon, short-hand, or a talisman to remind us that
we are still observing our minimal but effective Covid-19 protocols but are not ignoring the fact
that things could change.  I was a bit disheartened to hear from one (former) reader, who
“would be happy to never hear the term Covid from a shul again” – and chose to exercise his
right never to hear again by ceasing to read our weekly email.  I am grateful for his comments.  I
am even more grateful to another reader, who has hung in, read my distractions, and offered
several really good suggestions for signage at the Synagogue itself.  So have a few others, with
our thanks.

Other emails took the occasion to offer some constructive criticism of our website, our general
announcement policy, our efforts to keep our Congregation informed, and some really “out
there” areas of Synagogue life.  In general, these emails are deeply appreciated.  Whatever in
my email prompted the reaction, thank you.

Still, though, we haven’t received a perfect answer to my question about the weekly update
here.  My current idea is to ask again for a clever response.  Failing receiving one, I think we will
borrow from what the press did with Prince, when he changed his name to a wordless symbol.
Remember the annoying, “artist formerly known as Prince”?  Well, here, too – this will be The
Email Section Formerly Known as Covid-19 Update. Verily, that is clunky, uninspired, even
boring (but less bad than “😷”).  Surely we can do better.

The Shortest Daf With a Deep Message? The worldwide, communal Daf Yomi cycle is holding
this week in the 30s in Tractate Nazir.  Is page 33 the shortest in the entire corpus of the
Talmud?  I’m willing to give two points for a definitive answer.  Page 33a contains only a few
lines of Talmudic text, while page 33b contains exactly none.  The balance of both pages is fully
taken up with essential commentaries on the subjects bruited in the prior and subsequent
pages.  (By the way, like the prior Tractate (Nedarim), Nazir too does not have Rashi’s
commentary.)

Surrounding the Curious Case of Daf 33a/b are discussions of subjects near the center of the
Tractate’s message.  The Tractate as a whole, like Tractate Nedarim before it, deals with how
words can affect major modes of conduct and, correlatively, how major modes of conduct turn
on words.  The subject is fundamental to the human condition; we are a species differentiating
itself by our power of speech (and more recently by our power to build and program computers
to recognize and mimic speech).  I wonder if the subject is even more fundamental than that.
Isn’t elevating speech to a legal status, and legislating that many important things depend on
speech (oral or written), just one facet of imitateo Dei, or imitating G-d?   I haven’t seen this
anywhere, so I assume it’s wrong, but just as the Almighty willed into being Life, The Universe,
and Everything (Douglas Adams, thanks for the phrase) with words, do we aspire to imitate one



part of the Almighty’s Essence by the use of words?   Why else are words such as blessings so
fundamental to our religion?

On the pages preceding and succeeding 33a/b, since we are considering subjects relating to
words, word meaning, etc., it is not surprising that many permutations of the use of the words
are considered.  Words are linked to consequences.  Nor is it surprising that one of the
permutations linking word and consequence are errors in speech.  This part of the Tractate asks
questions such as what is the legal rule if words are spoken in error, if the error is intentional, of
what does the error consist (e.g., expressed intent, or the physical object of the speech)?

It is in this context that pages 32 and 34 raise a fun set of hypotheticals.  In discussing whether
an erroneous consecration of an object or a person is effective, the Talmud posits the following:
Let us suppose there are six people walking along the road.  Let us suppose further that another
person is approaching them.  One of the group says, if the person approaching us is x, then I will
become a nazir.  A second says, if the person approaching us is not x, then I will become a nazir.
A third says, I will become a nazir if one of the two of you becomes a nazir. The fourth, I will
become a nazir if neither of you becomes a nazir. The fifth, I will become a nazir if both of you
become nazirs.  And the sixth, I will become a nazir if all of you become nazirs.  (Page 34 repeats
the hypothetical with nine potential outcomes.)

It is immediately apparent that some of the statements cannot in logic be correct.  (Which, tell
me quickly for 2 points, but I think it’s a little tricky.)   For a corpus dedicated to the employment
of strict logic, what gives?   Why doesn’t the Talmud reject those on the basis of ill-logic?  More
important, while we are considering conundrums, how do we explain Beit Shammai’s
conclusion that in the hypo given all six are nazarites!?

Both of these questions are answered when we learn that Beit Shammai ascribes legal effect
even to erroneous assertions – that is, Beit Shammai sees that in some way each of the six
people is invoking nezirut, so Beit Shammai ignores the surrounding noise and declares that
becoming a nazir is serious business, and each of the six declarants said enough to justify
nezirut status.

Put another way, don’t fool around with words.  They have important consequences.

Built Back Better.

The Shearith Israel Winter Songbook NEEDS YOU! Suggestions for great winter songs have
temporarily crawled to a halt.  Is it because I have begged you to forego holiday tunes?  To that I
say, tough!  There are as many great winter songs as there are for other seasons.  I’m going to
list where we are now, with a near-final request to get your great Winter suggestions in now:

● California Dreamin’, of course, The Mamas and the Papas

● Wintertime Love, by The Doors

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N-aK6JnyFmkby
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GoS9FOu1hmg


● Here Comes the Sun, by the Beatles

● Baby It’s Cold Outside, here sung by Dean Martin

● It Happened In Sun Valley, Glenn Miller Orchestra, for the movie Sun Valley Serenade.

Faith reports that one of the stars of the movie was Sonja Henie, the Norwegian ice

skater

● I am a Rock, by Simon and Garfunkel, with its overall mood and specific alliteration of

“deep and dark December”

● Sunshine Makes Me Happy, by John Denver

● Season Suite: Winter (Official Audio), by John Denver

● Hazy Shade of Winter, by Simon & Garfunkel

● I've Got My Love To Keep Me Warm, by Billie Holiday & Her Orchestra (Verve Records

1955)

● The Frozen House from "Dr Zhivago"

Parasha Poetry. Jay Harwitt leads the limerick parade today with this funny one for Parashat
Terumah:

G-d gave Moses the plans with great care
So that He could live with us, right there.

It would cause quite a fuss
If He moved in near us

In His earthly Divine pied-à-terre.

Dr. Susan Vorhand is faithful and timely with a deep haiku on the parasha as well:

Conformed to His will
The Mishkan, a home for God

Within each of us.

One for the Books. In our book-recommendation corner, Alan Zwiebel recommends Let There
Be Light: The Real Story of Her Creation, by Liana Finck.  Finck is a cartoonist and a frequent New
Yorker contributor.  The blurb describes the book, a graphic novel, as “A bold retelling of the
Book of Genesis, starring a female God.”  Alan begs us to consider the “essential premise of the
book.”  We will – and it better hold up.

Thank you all.  Bless us all.  Shabbat shalom.  Happy Adar!  Here! Kaminando kon Buenos.

Louis Solomon, Parnas

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQetemT1sWc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UwY0VjJUzXQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqhqnGQcokA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKY-smJ6aBQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g5sbTHMP0Ig
https://youtu.be/cTniFYt4jao
https://youtu.be/bnZdlhUDEJo
https://youtu.be/JVW7tECW-ZA
https://youtu.be/cGd87xRnEAI

