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Sat 4 Nov 2017 / 15 Cheshvan 5777       B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi  
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Lunch and Learn in honor of Maurice Mizrahi’s completion of Tractate Taanit 

 
 

Is irreverence towards God acceptable? 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Jews have a long history of a scrappy relationship with God.   
They address God with irreverence, impertinence, impudence, 
flippancy, rudeness, chutzpah, sauciness, even dismissiveness.   
After all, our collective name, “Yisrael”, means “He who struggles with 
God”. Examples: 
 
-In popular literature:  Sholom Alechem’s Tevye the Dairyman (aka 
the musical Fiddler on the Roof).  Tevye says to God:  

Sometimes I wonder, when it gets too quiet up there, if You are thinking, 
“What kind of mischief can I play on My friend Tevye?” “You sustain the 
living with loving kindness” [it says in the Amidah] and, sometimes, with a little 
food”.  It may sound like I'm complaining, but I'm not. After all, with Your 
help, I'm starving to death three times a day. Am I bothering You too much? 
I'm sorry. I know, I know. We are Your chosen people. But, once in a while, 
can't You choose someone else?  As the Good Book says... Aaahh, why 
should *I* tell *You* what the Good Book says? 

 

-In jokes, such as: 
A man orders a pair of pants from a tailor. The tailor promises to have 
them ready in a week, but takes six weeks.  The pants are nice and fit 
perfectly, but the customer can’t resist criticizing the tailor: “You know, it 
took God only six days to make the world. And it took you six weeks to 
make just one pair of pants.” 
And the tailor replies: “Ah, but look at these pants, and look at the world!” 

 
-In sayings: If God lived on Earth, all His windows would be broken. 
[Yiddish proverb] 
 
-In the liturgy: On Yom Kippur, we say: 

Avinu Malkenu 'aseh l'maancha im lo l'maanenu. 
Our Father, our King, act for Your sake if not for ours. 
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Examples from Tradition: 
 

1-Berating God: Honi the Circle Drawer 
 

The people said to Honi the Circle Drawer [Honi M'agel]: “Pray for rain to 
fall.” He replied: Go and bring in the ovens [on which you have roasted] 
the paschal offerings so that they do not dissolve.  
[These portable ovens were made of clay and could dissolve in water. He 
assumed his prayer would be answered!] 
 
He prayed and no rain fell... So what did he do? He drew a circle [on the 
ground], stood within it and exclaimed: “Master of the Universe, Your 
children have turned to me because they believe me to be like a member 
of Your household.  I swear by Your great name that I will not move from 
here until You have mercy upon your children.”  
 
Then light rain began to drip.  So he exclaimed: “It is not for this [rain] that 
I have prayed, but for rain [that fills] cisterns, ditches and caves.”  
 
Then [lashing] rain began to come down with great force.  Every drop was 
as big as the opening of a barrel, and the Sages estimated that no drop 
was less than a log.  
So he exclaimed: “It is not for this [rain] that I have prayed, but for rain of 
benevolence, blessing and bounty.”  Rain then fell normally.   
 
At some point, the Israelites in Jerusalem were compelled to go to higher 
ground [for shelter], to the Temple Mount, because of the rain. They came 
and said to him: “In the same way as you have prayed for [the rain] to fall, 
[now] pray for the rain to end.” ...  [He did and it did.]  
 
At that point, Shim'on ben Shetach [the head of the Sanhedrin] sent him 
[this message]: “If you were not Honi, I would have placed you under a 
ban for the petulant way with which you acted before God.  But what can I 
do to you, when you importune God and he accedes to your request, like 
a son who importunes his father and the father lets him have whatever he 
wants! 
[Taanit 19a and 23a] 

 

(Aside: Honi is also the original Rip van Winkle: 
One day [Honi] was journeying on the road and he saw a man planting a 
carob tree.  He asked him, How long does it take [for this tree] to bear fruit? 
The man replied: Seventy years. He then asked him: Are you certain that 
you will live another seventy years? The man replied: I found [ready grown] 
carob trees in the world [when I was born]. As my forefathers planted 
these for me, so I, too, plant these for my children. 
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Honi sat down to have a meal and sleep overcame him...  He continued to 
sleep for seventy years. When he awoke he saw a man gathering the fruit 
of the carob tree and he asked him, Are you the man who planted the tree? 
The man replied: I am his grandson.  
So he exclaimed: It is clear that I slept for seventy years. 
[Taanit 23a]  ) 

 

2-Mocking God’s offers: Eleazar ben Pedath 
 

Rabbi Eleazar ben Pedath found himself in very great poverty... and had 
nothing to eat... The rabbis came to inquire about him... [He told them: I 
had a dream just now:] The Holy One, Blessed be He, was sitting next to 
me and I asked Him: How long will I continue to suffer in this world?  
And He replied: Eleazar, my son, would you like me to turn the world back 
[to its very beginnings] and create it anew? Perhaps then you might be 
[re]born at a time when there is [more] food?  
I replied: All this [upheaval], and then only “perhaps”? ... 
I then asked Him, are the years I have lived more than the years I have 
left in this world?  He replied: Yes.   
I then said to Him: If so, I do not want [you to turn the world back, because 
this would delay my arrival in the World to Come]. 
[God] replied: As a reward...  for refusing [my offer] I will grant you in the 
next world thirteen rivers of balsam oil as clear as the Euphrates and the 
Tigris, which you will be able to enjoy.  
I asked: [That's all?] And nothing more? ...  Am I asking from someone 
who is limited [in what he can give]?  
[God] then flicked me with His fingers on my forehead and He said to me: 
Eleazar, my son, I have [made a ray of light radiate from your forehead.] 
[An expression of love.] [Taanit 25a] 

 

3-Ignoring God’s opinion: The oven of Akhnai  
 

We learned elsewhere: If [an oven] is cut from separate tiles, with sand 
between the tiles [to hold them together], Rabbi Eliezer declared that it 
could not become impure, but the Sages declared that it could...   
 
It has been taught: On that day Rabbi Eliezer brought forward every 
imaginable argument, but they did not accept any of them. 
 
-[Rabbi Eliezer then] said to them: “If the halachah agrees with me, let this 
carob-tree prove it!” The carob-tree was then torn 100 cubits out of its 
place (some say 400 cubits).  
They retorted: “No proof can be brought from a carob-tree.” 
-Again he said to them: “If the halachah agrees with me, let the stream of 
water prove it!” The stream of water then flowed backwards. 
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They rejoined: “No proof can be brought from a stream of water.” 
-Again he urged: “If the halachah agrees with me, let the walls of the 
House of Study prove it.”  At this point, the walls inclined to fall.  
-But Rabbi Yehoshua rebuked [the walls], saying: “When rabbis are 
engaged in a halachic dispute, what business do you have to interfere?” 
Hence they did not fall, in honor of Rabbi Yehoshua, nor did they resume 
the upright position, in honor of Rabbi Eliezer, and they are still standing 
thus inclined. 
-Again he said to them: “If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved 
from Heaven!” 
-A Heavenly Voice then cried out: “Why do you dispute Rabbi Eliezer? 
The law agrees with him in all matters.” 
 
-But Rabbi Yehoshua sprang to his feet and exclaimed: “It [says in the 
Torah:] Lo bashamayim hi -- the Torah is not in heaven.” [Deut. 30:12].  
 
What did he mean by this?  Rabbi Yirmiah said: [He meant] that the Torah 
has already been given at Mount Sinai [and it is up to us to interpret it].  
We pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because [God] has long ago 
written in the Torah at Mount Sinai: Go along with the majority opinion. [Ex. 

23:2]. 

 
Rabbi Nathan met Eliyahu [the Prophet] and asked him: “What did the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, do at that time?”  
He replied: “He laughed [with joy], saying, “My children have defeated me, 
My children have defeated me!'”” 
[Baba Metzia 59a-b] 

 
This passage has been called the “keynote of the Talmud”, the 
rabbis’ declaration of independence.  The rabbis tell God that the 
Torah is out of His hands, and that we on earth will decide what it 
means by majority vote, without interference from Above.  God 
evidently approved, and liked to see His children take charge so 
decisively.   
 
Rabbenu Chananel, an 11th-century Tunisian sage, even said that the 
voice from heaven was a test of whether the rabbis would hold their 
ground, and that they passed the test. 
 
Issue: A natural object cannot become impure.  A man-made object 
can, but only when it is completed. Here, the oven is made of parts, 
so each part cannot become impure.  Rabbi Eliezer ruled that even 
as a whole the oven cannot become impure.  His colleagues ruled 
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that once the oven is put together, it is “completed” and therefore can 
become impure.  (Spirit versus letter of law.) 
  
Later Sages said that the majority rendered the wrong decision.  But 
no matter.  The 12th-century Sage Nachmanides (the Ramban) said 
even Sages, will make mistakes, but it is better to let them make  
decisions applicable to all than having different laws for different 
Jewish communities. 
 
Talmud also says: 

If the Torah had been given in a fixed form, the situation would have been 
intolerable...  
Moses said before God, “Lord of the Universe, tell me what the decision is 
in each manner of the Law.” 
God replied: “The majority must be followed.  When the majority declares 
a thing permitted, it is permitted, and when the majority declares a thing 
forbidden, it is forbidden…  The Torah is capable of interpretation, with 49 
points [arguing one way] and 49 points [arguing the other way].” 
[Sanhedrin Y 22a] 

 

4-Not necessarily agreeing with God: Shim'on bar Yohai 
 

Rabbi Shim'on bar Yohai observed: There are four things that the Holy 
One, blessed be He, hates, and I, too, dislike them... [Niddah 16b-17a; also 

Lev. R. 21:8] 

 

He agrees with God’s general idea, but doesn’t go as far as God:  
God “hates” these things, but he only “dislikes” them! 
 

5-Teaching God so He changes His mind: Moses 
 

God said to Moses [in Exodus]: I will punish the children for their parents' 
sins. [Ex.  20:5] 
Moses said to him: Master of the Universe! Many wicked people have had 
righteous children. Shall the children bear the sins of their fathers?  
-Abraham was righteous, yet his father Terah worshipped images. 
-King Hezekiah was righteous, yet his father Ahaz was wicked.  
-King Josiah was righteous, yet his father Amon was wicked.  
Is it right that the righteous should be punished for the sins of their parents?  
 
God said to him: You have taught Me something! By your life, I shall 
cancel My words and confirm yours. So it says [later in Deuteronomy]: 
Parents shall not be put to death for their children, and children shall not 
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be put to death for their parents [Deut. 24:16]. And by your life, I shall record 
these words in your name. As it says [later in 2 Kings]: According to what 
is written in the book of the law of Moses, as the Lord commanded, saying: 
Parents shall not be put to death for their children, nor children for their 
parents. [2Kings 14:6] 

[Numbers Rabbah 19:33] 

 

6-Ignoring God: Pirkei Avot 
 

Moses received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua; Joshua 
to the Elders; the Elders to the Prophets; and the Prophets transmitted it 
to the Men of the Great Assembly. [Avot 1:1] 

 

This opening passage, in “Crown of Mishna”, establishes legitimacy 
of Jewish tradition.  But God is not mentioned.  Sinai is not a name of 
God.  Maharal [16

th
-century Prague] explains: 

-To say “Moses received the Torah from God” might imply that only Moses 
could transmit Torah, which is not true. 
-When a rabbi teaches a student, it creates a bond between them. To say 
“Moses received the Torah from God” might imply that Moses could create 
a similar bond with God, which is not respectful to God. 
-Emphasizing “Sinai” shows how important the place was. 
God was speaking and it was Moses’ job to remember. It was as if the 
Torah came “from Sinai” since God was not necessarily interacting with 
anybody. 

Not convincing. 
 

7-Asserting that God needs man 
 
[See my d’var Torah on this subject.] 

 
Mystical tradition says that God needs us for four reasons: 
 
1-God needs us because He loves us – Both parental love and 
passionate love.  Five times in the Torah, including in the Ten 
Commandments, God says: 

I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God. [Ex. 20:5]  

 
2-God needs us to increase His power.  The Psalmist says:  

נּו ֹעז ֵלאֹלִהים  תְּ
T'nu 'oz l'Elokim -- Give strength to God. [Ps. 68:35] 
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3-God needs us for His very existence.  Rabbi Shim’on bar Yochai 
taught: 

It is written [in Isaiah], “You are my witnesses, said the Lord… and I am 
God” [Isaiah 43:10]. This means: “When you are My witnesses, I am God, 
but when you are not My witnesses, it is as if I am not God.” [Sifre Devarim 

34:6; Pesikta de Rav Kahane 12:6] 

 
4-God needs us to take over from Him.  Midrash: 

[Rabbi El’azar, the son of Rabbi Yosei said:] The Holy One, blessed be He, 
first addressed Israel as “daughter” [in Psalms; then “sister” in the Song of 
Songs, then “mother” in Isaiah].   
Thereupon Rabbi Shim’on bar Yohai arose and kissed [Rabbi El’azar] on 
his forehead [saying]... “If this had been the only thing I learned in life, I 
would have been satisfied.” [Exodus Rabbah 52:5] 

 

Some would say all this is heretical.   
Others would say that it motivates us to increase our observance.   
Rav Nachman of Breslov once said: 

The day that you were born is the day God decided the world could not 
continue without you. 

 
Question: What do you think of this way of interacting with God? 

 


