מסכת ברכות פרק ט', משנה ה'

A) Read through the whole Mishna, even without understanding all the details.

1) To what earlier law in this chapter does the first statement of the Mishna relate back to?

2) In light of that earlier law, what does חייב אדם לברך על הרעה כשם שהוא מברך על הטובה, certainly not mean?

3) What could be the possible meanings – at least two – of חייב אדם לברך על הרעה כשם שהוא מברך על הטובה?

4) What might it mean to love God with your יצר הרע (there are two or three possibilities)?

5) Explain the mechanics/the inner logic of the drashot on בכל לבבך, on בכל נפשך, and on בכל מאדך!

6) Point out the triple drasha on the word מאדך!

7) Where have we earlier seen in this chapter a form of the word מודה?

8) What is the proof/basis that is cited for the first statement of our Mishna?

9) Why does the Mishna bring the drashot on בכל לבבך, on בכל נפשך, and on בכל מאדך?

10) Divide the Mishna into three sections!

11) In what way is the first section parallel to the opening of our tractate?

12) The שער המזרח of what?

13) What is the function of the phrase שהוא מכוון כנגד בית קדשי הקדשים?

14) Explain the statement ורקיקה מקל וחומר!

15) What is the great problem with the second of the three sections of the Mishna?

16) Can you think of any – even partial – solutions to the problem mentioned in the previous question?

17) In what sense is there a parallel in this second section of the Mishna to the first Mishna of the tractate?

18) In what way does this second section of the Mishna remind us of the fifth and sixth Mishnayot of the fourth chapter and of the first Mishna of the fifth chapter of the tractate?

B) Can the last two questions help you to go back and deal with question 15)?

C) רש"י על המשנה, דף נ"ד עמוד א', ד"ה כל חותמי הברכות שבמקדש היו אומרים עד העולם (What Rashi calls תפילת עזרא וסיעתו is found in Sefer Nechemya 9:5, and see also Sefer Thilim 41:14 and 106:48)
1) According to Rashi, what was the standard opening formula of blessing in the מקדש ראשון?

2) Why do you think that התקינו שיהא אדם שואל את שלום חברו בשם?

3) Can you see any connection between this matter of שיהא אדם שואל את שלום חברו בשם and chapters 6, 7, and 9 of our tractate?

4) What is the point of each of the last two verses brought in the Mishna respectively? 
5) What is the theme of the last section of the Mishna?

6) How does this theme relate back to the first Mishna of the chapter?

Additional Sources:

השלמותיו של אלבק

להוראת מסכת ברכות - סדר ותבנית במשנה, רב יהודה שביב, משרד החינוך

מסכת יבמות דף ו', עמוד ב', "ואי זו מורא מקדש ... האמורה במקדש לעולם"

מסכת ברכות דף ס' עמוד ב', "חייב אדם לברך ... אמרי לכו כל מה שעושה הקדוש ברוך הוא הכל לטובה"

מדרש 'השם המפורש נמחק על המים על מנת לעשות שלום בין איש לאשתו'

בית הבחירה לרבנו המאירי,  מסכת ברכות דף ס' עמוד ב', ד"ה המשנה השמינית, וד"ה וזהו ביאור המשנה

מסכת תענית דף ט"ז עמוד ב'
Comments on this Mishna

The opening decree of the mishna – חייב אדם לברך על הרעה כשם שהוא מברך על הטובה – could be given a wide or a narrow interpretation. It all depends on the extent of the identity between the רע a nd the טוב indicated by the word כשם. The narrow understanding would be that the obligation לברך is as strong and as important in the case of the רעה as it is in the case of the טובה. The wide understanding would be that one must לברך on the רעה with the same joy and happiness with which one is מברך on the טובה. 

This wide interpretation appears to me to be extremely problematic. Could I really be asked to disengage myself from physical reality as it is, as I experience it? Am I being asked to redefine רעה? Must I deny my own experience? And lastly, does the Mishna command one to do something that we all know to be by well impossible? 

And according to this wide interpretation, why is the ברכה over רעה different than that over טובה? Why do we not say שהחינו over the רעה? The difference is ברכה clearly indicates an acknowledgement that רעה is not טובה!

I must admit however, that the בבלי does indeed explicitly disagree with me! I must go deeper into it and into the parallel passage in the ירושלמי as well.

Note the story about the rebbi/wood dealer found in the Tanya and repeated to me by Yeshayahu Zeff. It holds the stick by both ends at the same time. It theoretically holds that the בבלי, but admits such behavior to be impossible.

In determining the meaning of the statement of the Mishna, we should of course also have recourse to its proof-text. However, in this case I am not sure if the proof-text sheds any light on the issue. Does loving God even we He מודד לך רעה mean that you have to rejoice? Or could it simply mean acknowledging Him and loving Him as the author of all while I still am terrible pained by what He has dished out to me?

Note that the relationship between the decree and the proof text may be understood in one of two ways: either the obligation to say the words ברוך דין אמת is learned from the proof-text, or the way, with what emotional baggage you say it, is learned from the text. The first possibility fits with the narrow interpretation expounded above. The second possibility fits with the wider interpretation.

From the double letter in the word לבבך we learn the obligation to love God with שני יצרך. But what does it mean to love God with your יצר הרע? That of course depends on the meaning of the term יצר הרע? The term might have a number of different meanings. It might mean the libido, the id, the powerful, passionate life force that can be used for good or bad. Love God with it simply means channel it for good. Or יצר הרע might literally mean the desire to do bad, and then the Mishna is simply saying don’t do bad, don’t leave any part of your consciousness detached from God, even the hidden desires and secret plans of the heart must be subjugated to God.

אפילו הוא נוטל את נפשך Could it be that the Mishna is interpreting the expression בכל as בכלות?

בכל מאדך What does מאד mean as a noun, your everything, your essence! Well for some people there “everything” is their money. Notice that the דבר אחר is based on a triple word play. מאד is taken as מידה and as מודה and as מאד. Ostensibly the whole drasha is brought just for the דבר אחר, that even if He מודד לך במידה רעה, still you must מודה לו. And that brings us back to our original question concerning the opening decree of the Mishna. We must ask if  מודה לו means thank Him or acknowledge Him. Does the phrase במאד מאד help us answer our question? Does it obligate us to understand מודה לו as thank him, or can it mean to acknowledge Him very much?

Ostensibly the whole drasha was brought only for the end, but perhaps we can connect the whole drasha to the subject under discussion: אפילו נוטל את נפשך certainly relates to the matter of לברך על הרעה. What about בשני יצרך? Well it certainly is related. It is the same matter of seeing all of life as Divinely meaningful, as part of Divine service, not just that which is ostensibly and outwardly good. It is about not bifurcating life but rather seeing it all as devoted to God.

How does all this fit into the Tractate as a whole? The verse from Devarim is brought as a proof-text for the law laid down at the beginning of the Mishna, yet it is certainly no coincidence that this verse is part of the Shma Yisrael that the whole Tractate opens with!

Note that there at the beginning of the Tractate the subject was saying Shma at night, which is to say, acknowledging God even during the dark nighttimes of life and not just during the light daytimes of life. And low and behold the Tractate concludes with the same subject!

Note also that the Tractate opens with the technical details of saying Shma, and of course the vast majority of its material is about the technical requirements of the normative halacha, but it ends by reminding us not to miss the forest for the trees, not to make the mistake of thinking that the technical conditions and details are the whole essence of the mitzvah. If the technical Shma is not a vehicle for inner love, then it is just castles in the air.

The next part of this Mishna talks about respect for the Mikdash even while it is laying in ruins. What does this have to do with anything? The point might be that after we have talked so much about tfila being a replacement for the korbanot of the Mikdash, one is liable to think that the Mikdash no longer has any intrinsic significance; it has been destroyed as superseded. No, such is not the case, even while תפילות כנגד קרבנות תקנום, the destroyed Mikdash is still deserving of our utmost reverence.

The third part of the Mishna segues from discussion of the Mikdash to the authority of Chazal to legislate brachot even in an innovative fashion. The discussion focuses on brachot for a pedagogic purpose.

Notice that the three parts of the last Mishna of the Tractate are parallel to the three divisions of the Tractate: First Kriat Shma, then Avodah, then occasional Brachot. The connection between the first third of this Mishna and the opening of the Tractate we have already dealt with. Now note how the middle third of this Mishna uses language that clearly reminds us of the middle third of the Tractate: לא יקל אדם את ראשו brings us back to chapter 5, Mishna 1: כובד ראש and מכוון כנגד בית קודש הקדשים brings us back to chapter 4, Mishnayot 5 and 6: יכון את לבו כנגד בית קודש הקדשים.  In the last part of the Mishna there may not be any linguistic hint to the third part of the Tractate in general, but there is a summation of the whole Tractate – עת לעשות לה'! – in the sense that almost everything in the Tractate is part of the rabbinic fashioning of Judaism in the post-Mikdash setting.

Just like the three parts of this last Mishna relate to the three parts of the Tractate, so these three parts of this last Mishna also all relate to the first Mishna of the Tractate. The connection of the first third of this Mishna to the first Mishna of the Tractate we have already talked about. The second third of this last Mishna relates to the Mikdash, just like the first Mishna of the Taractate had occasion to refer to the Mikdash, even though it could have just said צאת הכוכבים. The last third of this Mishna, which talks about legislating in a fashion in which there is on a certain level a limited פגיעה in the Torah, in order that in a larger sense the Torah will be strengthened,  is parallel to the legislation כדי להרחיק את האדם מן העבירה, which is done even when there is a danger on the individual level of it causes one to miss saying the Shma. עת לעשות לה'  might also be relevant to the very fact that בית הלל denied the pshat that בית שמאי advocated and interpreted that the meaning is בזמן שבני אדם שוכבים. This was certainly for the good of creating a cohesive Jewish community focused on a communal prayer experience, but at the same time is was a הפרה of the simple pshat!.

I note that the very end of the Mishna that שיהא אדם שואל את שלום חברו בשם is about the תיקון required for בנין בית המקדש. It is about replacing שנאת חינם with אהבת חינם. Furthermore, it is about doing so even when the price is a certain laxitude in our formal respect of God’s name. It is a matter of a certain sacrifice of formal principles in order to better human relationships. You could say that in the matter of Shma we put man over God (Chapter 2, Mishna 1) and now we see that this is true in Brachot as well. Only vis-à-vis tfila do we not have such a leniency.

These notes require thought and work. I wrote them out without looking at the questions.

