January 19, 2008

It’s the Sabbath.  Buses do not run until dusk.  Taxis are nowhere to be seen.  There is only the occasional car on the streets and the odd person walking on the sidewalks.  I set out from the hotel to Rabbi Akiva’s tomb and see hardly a soul upon the way.  It’s like a science fiction movie where suddenly everyone disappears.  I feel like the lone survivor.  When I reach Rabbi Akiva’s tomb, which is high on the hillside overlooking Tiberias and the sea, there is no one there either.  At least the gate is unlocked so I can enter.  The little blurb in the guidebook says, “Rabbi Akiva was possibly the greatest and most exemplary contributors to the Mishnah of all times, a great authority in the matter of Jewish tradition, and the greatest of the Tannaim.  His name is mentioned in the Mishna more than 270 times.  He was the one who categorized the Oral Torah according to topics.  He was a member of the Sanhedrin in Yavneh at the time of Rabbi Gamaliel the Second.”  The Tannaim were the Rabbis who lived in the period from the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D to about 200 A.D.  They founded Judaism, as we know it.

There is also the tomb of Rabbi Moshe Herzim Lozato born in 1707 in Padua next to that of Rabbi Akiva.  He was a prominent cabbalist.  He died in Tiberias at forty years of age from a plague that broke out in 1747.  He had only moved here three years before.  

Descending the hill and entering the town I walked to the tomb of Rambam (Moses ben Maimonides) the most famous of all Rabbis.  He died in 1204 C.E., the year of the fourth crusade when the Venetians sacked Constantinople instead of coming to the Holy Land.  Born in Cordova, Spain in 1135 C.E. he moved to Fez in Morocco, then Israel, and finally to Egypt.  He died in Egypt but the tradition says he was buried here in Tiberias.  As is typical, the tomb area is divided  - one side for women to pray and one side for men.  There was one woman and one man praying at the tomb.  I caught a glimpse of the woman on my way in, an older woman sitting on a white plastic chair (the cheap stacking kind) with her feet propped up on the woman’s side of the tomb as she reads.  His famous works are the Mishnah Torah (a commentary on the Mishnah) and The Guide for the Perplexed.  Well, that is me I suppose.  When am I not perplexed about most things?  Like the relatively young man on the men’s side wearing his black Sabbath suit and long coat with his tallit draped over it.  But his boots – his boots are black leather biker boots with that steel ring on the side.  I’ve seen the Hell’s Angels wearing the same.  I wonder if he knows?

Rabbi Ben Zakkai (Yohanan), a student and disciple of Hillel the Elder, is also buried here.  The guidebook says, “He was the head of the council of Sages, alongside the president, during the second half of the 1st century until the destruction of Jerusalem.  It was he who moved the Sanhedrin to Yavneh after the destruction of the Temple.”  That would make him a contemporary of the apostles and of Saul (Paul), though he was a disciple of Gamaliel.  But it is possible that Saul knew Ben Zakkai and was following his instructions when the Council gave orders to arrest the Followers of the Way (the disciples of Jesus).  And then Ben Zakkai would have been instrumental in the stoning of Stephen and the death of James as well.  So here is his grave in Tiberias and the movement he sought to stamp out, well, it has grown like the mustard seed from a small seed to a big shrub and all the birds of the air (the nations) have found shelter in its branches.  I am here in testimony to that.  Ben Zakkai, I forgive you for you did not know what you were doing.  And your co-conspirator Saul, he is buried in Rome.  I have seen his tomb as well.  He went on to become even more renown than you – though not him so much as the one he proclaimed as the Messiah.  And even Saul understood that your rejection of Jesus was for the advantage of the likes of me – the Gentiles.  For by your rejection the Gospel went out to the nations.  I wonder what you would think of the recent Rabbinical statement, Dabru Emet (“Speak Truth”), in which a number of Rabbis (not the Orthodox or ultra- Orthodox to be sure) acknowledge that through the Christian preaching the knowledge of Yahweh, Israel’s God, has spread to the nations in fulfillment, of sorts, of Israel’s mission to be a light to the nations?

From there I walked down to St. Andrew’s to inquire about the church services for tomorrow.  The clerk at the hotel thought they were at 6:30 P.M.  That would make sense since Sunday is a workday here.  When I went to see the church there was a meeting in session.  The sign said Morningstar Fellowship.  It had a Star of David above the globe and the rest was in Hebrew and Russian.  I take it it was a Russian Messianic group.

From there I walked along the beachfront to the ancient Roman remains of Tiberias just south of the modern town.  Tiberias was founded in 20 A.D. by Herod Antipas and named after Tiberias Caesar.  So it was an entirely new town in Jesus’ day.  The ruins have only been partially excavated but the Cardo (main street) is visible with the shops on either side.  Remnants of their mosaic floors were exposed.  The bathhouse is visible as well, one that is mentioned in the Talmud.  And there is a basilica, formerly a public building but converted into a church in the Byzantine era.  So, this was one of the important places where Judaism was reconstructed, so to speak, after the destruction of the second Temple.  Of course, some of Rabbinic Judaism was already in place following the destruction of the first Temple and the exile to Babylon.  At some point during that time synagogues developed and along with them the rabbis – the teachers – who had no role in Temple worship but were the chief figures in synagogue worship.  What remains of Judaism is largely Rabbinic Judaism – the Judaism of the sages who rely upon the Oral Torah and the commentaries of the Mishnah and Talmud as much, or more so, than upon the Torah itself.  They are fond of observing that God put the Law into our hands and so it is up to us to decipher its meaning and interpret it.  Today is the Sabbath, for instance.  The Torah commands one keep the Sabbath by refraining from labor.  But what does that mean?  The Rabbis say labor is to be defined by the 39 categories of work that were required for the building of the Tabernacle in the Wilderness.  The first category is carrying.  So, one is forbidden to carry anything on the Sabbath.  I thought of that when in my wanderings this morning I saw two young boys carrying trash out to the garbage container outside their apartment building.  They looked younger than Bar Miztvah age so perhaps they were still permitted.  But there are many things that are not permitted here this day.  I suppose not enough things to please the ultra-Orthodox but enough to make this a day of leisure for us all.

No doubt this sheds light on Jesus’ saying, “No one sews a piece of unshruken cloth on an old garment.  If he does, the patch tears away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made.  And no one puts new wine into old wineskins, if he does, the wine will burst the skins and the wine is destroyed and so are the skins.  But new wine is for fresh wineskins.” (Mark 2: 18-22) This is recorded in Mark as Jesus’ response to a question about why the Pharisees and John’s disciples fast but his own do not.   He said, “can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them…the days will come when he is taken away and they will fast in that day.” (Mark 2: 19-20)  But the larger meaning of the sayings seems to be that Jesus is doing something new that cannot be contained by the old. 

Seeing the Sabbath in practice today and other practices of the Jews who are observant, I do wonder how they could appeal to many beyond their own, and they have trouble enough appealing to their own for there are many who are non-observant.  Was it just to incorporate the Gentiles that Jesus did something new – like declare all foods clean, remove the purity laws, teach that the Sabbath was made for man not man for the Sabbath, and so on.  His teachings and practices certainly burst the confines of Judaism.  Was Judaism the old garment and wineskin?  Now Jesus’ teachings are old by chronological age but yet they seem ever new and as adaptable to this modern world as anything could be.  How much more radical must they have seemed in his own day?

I doubt it was a tactical move on Jesus’ part to lessen the requirements of observance in order to accommodate the Gentiles.  I think Paul understood it best though he is often credited with starting a new religion called Christianity.  He writes, “Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness of God that depends on faith…” (Philippians 3: 8-9)  That is the new wine - a righteousness from God that depends upon faith in Christ, his righteousness not our own.  And if it is not our own, then it does not rest upon strict observance of the Law.  Thus, Paul often warns if we go back to the law (circumcision) then we abandon faith in Christ and take a yoke upon ourselves that is too hard for any to bear.  For this reason Jesus says, take my yoke upon you for my yoke is easy and my burden light.  Yes, it is true.  In Christ there is little burden for he has born the yoke of the Law for us.

My reflections for the day are as follows.  At the time Jesus began his public ministry there were several Judaisms.  There were the Sadducees who controlled the Temple.  There were the Pharisees who controlled the synagogues.  There were the Zealots who had Messianic dreams and sought to expel the Romans.  There were the Essenes who seemed to be a rival faction of priests and Levites that controlled the Temple.  They were sympathizers with the Zealots for they both envisioned the violent overthrow of those they regarded as the enemy, or the sons of darkness.  Then, Jesus came on the scene and by the end of his ministry there was a new Judaism called the Followers of the Way that named Jesus as the Messiah, spoke of his resurrection as God’s vindication of him, and manifested the Spirit.  Within a generation only it and the Pharisees were left.  The Essenes and the Zealots vanished during the time of the Jewish Revolt, as did the Saducees once the Temple had been destroyed.  The Pharisees retreated to places like Tiberias.  Across the lake to the north and east one can see Capernaum, Jesus’ home base.  But while the Pharisees were in retreat and re-grouping, the Followers of the Way were on the move.  Think of it.  Men who grew up around this sea and made a livelihood here left for foreign parts – to the east and to the west, to the north and to the south.  They left their comfortable home and traveled to Egypt, to India, to Persia, to Greece and Rome, perhaps even to Spain.  And very soon they had established a new fellowship with Jewish roots that grew into the Gentile world.  Certainly it seems that the stone the builders rejected became the capstone or cornerstone of a new and different structure. (Mark 12:10)            

