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Kindly take a moment to study MISHNAS CHAYIM in the merit of 
 a fellow Jew who passed away with no ,שרה חיה בת סעדיה ע״ה

relatives to arrange Torah study on behalf of her neshamah.

לזכר נשמת חיים צבי בן אברהם יצחק ע״ה

The Spreading of 
Knowledge

And the Answer Is...
The Gemara in Bava Kamma (66) reports that Rabbah 
asked R’ Yosef a particular question (concerning the topic 
of halachic acquisition), and R’ Yosef answered it. That in 
itself is nothing unusual, of course. The mainstay of Talmud 
Bavli is the vast record of shakla-v’tarya (“back and forth”) 
— the stimulating and intricate Talmudic discussions that 
took place among the Masters. What is striking about this 
particular dialogue is the sheer duration Rabbah had to wait 
to receive his answer:

וְתַּרְתֵּין עֶשְׂרִין  יוֹסֵף  לְרַב  רַבָּה  בֵּה  קָשִׁי  מִילְתָא  הַאי  רָבָא:   אָמַר 
שְׁנִין, וְלֹא אִיפְרְקָה עַד דְיָתִיב רַב יוֹסֵף בְּרֵישָׁא וּפִּרְקָהּ.

“Rava said: Rabbah asked R’ Yosef about this matter and 
remained perplexed for a period of twenty-two years. It 
was not resolved until (at the conclusion of this period) R’ 
Yosef was appointed to lead the Academy, at which point he 
supplied the answer.”

This is indeed a curious circumstance. If R’ Yosef knew 
the answer, why didn’t he respond immediately instead 
of waiting twenty-two years? Most likely, he himself was 
unsure and did not attain clarification until he spent years 
contemplating the issue: twenty-two, to be exact. But the 
Gemara’s statement above supplies another interesting 
detail: right before he finally gave Rabbah his long-awaited 
answer, he first assumed the position of rosh yeshivah. What 
was the significance of this milestone in R’ Yosef’s career? 
While we are indeed happy for his achievement, it does 
not seem to bear much relevance to the issue at hand; why 

mention this seemingly incidental tidbit at all?

The truth is that this appointment may actually have been 
the catalyst to resolve Rabbah’s double-decade dilemma. 
This emerges from a fundamental idea based on this week’s 
parshah. 

shefA

The chief kohein is known as the Kohein Gadol — the High 
Priest. This week’s parshah, however, makes reference to 
him with a slight variation: )מֵאֶחָיו . Literally: “The kohein 
who is greater than his colleagues” (Vayikra 21:10). This 
elongated title not only appears superfluous but may even 
carry somewhat “elitist” connotations. Is it necessary to 
“rub it in,” so to speak, to the other kohanim and stress that 
this one individual is somehow greater than everyone else?

The Hafla’ah, however, clarifies the significance of this 
appellation; according to his explanation, the phraseology 
in no way diminishes the dignity of the “common” kohanim 
but actually adds to their prestige, for the Torah here is 
identifying the source of the Kohein Gadol’s greatness 
and enhanced status. It is precisely because he is placed 
at the helm of officiating in the Temple and serves at the 
head of the priestly caste that he is imbued with a greater 
measure of sanctity and spiritual influence. He receives his 
spiritual gifts directly from the Almighty and in turn shares 
them with the priestly charges whom he guides. But it is 
they who ultimately determine the magnitude of the shefa 
(spiritual emanation) that will be showered upon him, since 
he requires it in order to bestow it on them. The result of 
this arrangement is that the spiritual grandeur of the Kohein 
Gadol is principally derived from his brothers — his 
“gedulah” (greatness) is מֵאֶחָיו.



For background purposes, we present here a brief 
synopsis of the Creation schedule, in which the items 
created on any given day of the Six Days of Creation 
are mentioned:
Day #1: Heaven and earth (and light).
Day #2: Firmament separating between the upper 
waters and the lower waters (the latter being the yam 
[sea]).
Day #3: Trees, grass, and all vegetation.
Day #4: Heavenly bodies of illumination (sun, moon, 
stars).
Day #5: Flying creatures and denizens of the sea. 
Day #6: Animals and man.

The Mishnah in Keilim (17:14) goes through 
each day of Creation, noting on which days materials 
susceptible to defilement were created:

נִי אֵין בּוֹ טֻמְאָה,  ֵ שּׁ יוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן טֻמְאָה, בַּ בְרָא בְּ נִּ ֶ מַה שּׁ וְיֵשׁ בְּ
טֻמְאָה...  הֶם  בָּ אֵין  י  וּבַחֲמִישִׁ רְבִיעִי  בָּ טֻמְאָה,  בּוֹ  יֶשׁ  י  לִישִׁ ְ שּׁ בַּ

י, טָמֵא. ִ שּׁ ִ יוֹם הַשּׁ בְרָא בְּ נִּ שֶׁ

“From things created on day one, there are those 
that are susceptible to tumah. Nothing created on day 
two is susceptible to tumah. There are items created on 
day three with tumah-susceptibility. Days four and five 
contain no tumah-susceptible items... but creations of 
day six are tumah-susceptible.”

In all, days one, three and six contain tumah-
susceptible items, while days two, four and five do not. 
The Bartenura fills in the details: Generally speaking, 
materials become tumah-susceptible when they are 
fashioned into vessels or clothing – that is, depending 
on what the materials are. On the first day, the earth 
was created; earthenware vessels are susceptible to 
tumah. Day number two saw the fashioning of the 
firmament separating the waters; nothing there that 
could incur tumah. The third day saw the creation of the 
trees; wooden vessels are susceptible to tumah. On the 

fourth and fifth days, the heavenly bodies and creatures 

of the air and sea were formed, respectively. They do 

not incur tumah, and so, seemingly, a moon-rock jug, 

or a sharkskin purse would be tumah-free. However, 

leather-products from animals – created on the sixth 

day – would be susceptible to tumah. 

The Problem with Seaweed

Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this 

topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of 

sea vegetation (generally referred to as kelp or seaweed). 

Although possibly not the most fashionable by current 

standards, people did utilize (at one point or another) 

the abundant fibrous material supplied 
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The Hafla’ah explains that this notion is manifest in the 
area of Torah education as well. One may have thought that 
a rebbi’s store of knowledge is based on the extent of his 
preparation and his personal acumen. In reality, though, a 
rebbi is more than just a mere teacher of a discipline. He 
serves as Hashem’s shali’ach (agent), transmitting His 
Torah. As such, the Almighty grants him knowledge and 
capabilities — in the measure necessary for his disciples’ 
absorption. Through this idea, the Hafla’ah provides very 
novel interpretations to some familiar teachings. 

There is a well-known Mishnah in Avos (4:1), which states: 

בֶּן זוֹמָא אוֹמֵר, אֵיזֶהוּ חָכָם, הַלּוֹמֵד מִכָּל אָדָם.

“Ben Zoma says: Who is a wise man? One who learns from 
every man.”

According to the conventional understanding, the Mishnah 
is praising an erstwhile knowledge-seeker: one who forgoes 
any airs and appreciates truth even if it originates from an 
individual of “lesser” stature or acumen. Such a person — 
possessing intellectual honesty coupled with a love of Torah 
knowledge — will surely accrue much wisdom. While this 
sentiment is certainly correct, the Hafla’ah perceives here a 
different message. He interprets the Mishnah as reflecting 
the aforementioned theme. It is on account of his disciples 
that the teacher is imbued from on High with Divine wisdom 
to impart. His wisdom thus comes from “every man.”

The Hafla’ah addresses the following Talmudic statement in 
a similar vein: “Rebbi said: I have learned much from my 
teachers; even more have I learned from my colleagues; but 
from my disciples, I have learned the most” (Makkos 10a). 
What accounts for this seemingly ironic situation? The 
commentators understand that the Master’s own knowledge 
becomes honed and sharpened through the exchange he 
conducts when teaching his students. But the Hafla’ah once 
again finds a source for his principle. The rebbi “learns the 
most” from his disciples, for it is they who are primarily 
responsible for his wisdom. Hashem showers him with the 
Torah knowledge that they will need — and that he must 
impart to them (Panim Yafos, parshas Emor).

One other instance when this idea comes into play is the 
very issue with which we opened. Rabbah asked R’ Yosef a 
question, whose resolution eluded him for twenty-two years. 
All of this changed, however, when R’ Yosef was elevated 
to the position of rosh yeshivah. R’ Ya’akov Emden explains 
(Bava Kamma, ibid.) that this was no mere coincidence. 
Now that R’ Yosef stood to impart knowledge to a large 
body of disciples, he was granted an abundant measure of 
Divine Assistance, through which previously concealed 
matters now became lucid and clear.


