To Be or Not To Be

The Meaning of Life in Rabbinic Jewish Thought

The Problem

1. B. Eiruvin 12b

Our Rabbis taught: For two and a half years were Beth Shammai
and Beth Hillel in dispute, the former asserting that it were better
for man not to have been created than to have been created, and
the latter maintaining that it is better for man to have been created
than not to have been created. They finally took a vote and decided
that it were better for man not to have been created than to have
been created, but now that he has been created, let him investigate

his past deeds or, as others say, let him examine his future actions.
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Q: Examine What?

Answer 1: Do Mitzvot!

2. B. Berachot 6b (Also B. Shabbat 30b)

R. Helbo further said in the name of R. Huna: If one is filled with
the fear of God his words are listened to. For it is said: The end of
the matter, all having been heard: fear God, and keep his
commandments, for this is the whole man. What means, 'For this
is the whole man'? — R. Eleazar says: The Holy One, blessed be
He, says: The whole world was created for his sake only. R. Abba
b. Kahana says: He is equal in value to the whole world. R. Simeon
b. 'Azzai says (some say, R. Simon b. Zoma says): The whole wotld
was created as a companion for him.
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3. Leviticus Rabba 35:7

AND KEEP MY COMMANDMENTS, AND DO [lit. MAKE]
THEM (XXVI, 3). R. Hama son of R. Hanina expounded: 'If you
keep the Torah,' [says God], 'T shall consider it as though you had
made the commandments,' [for the text may read]: AND YE
MAKE THE. R. Hanina b. Pappi expounded: He told them: If you
keep the Torah I- shall consider it as if you had made yourselves,
[this being the implication of I AND YE MAKE THEM.
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4a. B. Berachot 17a

Rava on concluding his prayer added the following: My God,
before I was formed I was not worthy [to be formed], and now
that I have been formed I am as if I had not been formed. I am
dust in my lifetime, all the more in my death. Behold I am before
Thee like a vessel full of shame and confusion. May it be Thy will,
O Lord my God, that I sin no more, and the sins I have committed
before Thee wipe out in Thy great mercies, but not through evil
chastisements and diseases! This was the confession of R.
Hamnuna Zuti on the Day of Atonement
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4b. Maharsha Hiddushei Aggadot Berachot 17a

R. Samuel Eliezer ben R. Judah Hal.evi Edels Poland (1555- 1632).
Regarding what was written in B. Eiruvin 13b that they voted and
concluded that it is better for man not to have been created, this is
because there are more negative commandments (365) than there
are positive commandments (248) that would certainly be fulfilled
had we not been created. This is what is meant "until I was created
I was not worthy" to be created because it would have been better
for me not to have been created due to all of the prohibitions.
"And now that I have been created" to fulfill the positive
commandments, "it is as if I had not been created" because I did
not fulfill them.
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Answer 2: Practical Approach to Torah

5. Sifra Bechukotai 1:5

"If you follow in my statutes and keep my laws and you will do
them" (Lev. 26:3) — One should study in order to do [i.c. fulfill the
commandments]| for the one who studies not to fulfill the
commandments, it is better that he had not been created.
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6. Mechilta of R. Shimon Bar Yochai 24:3

"And Moses came and told the nation all the words of God and all
of the laws "(Ex. 24:3) The Torah compates "laws" (wishpatim) and
"words" (divrei): Just as words are from Sinai so to the laws of from
Sinai. "And the entire nation answered in one voice" — they did
not look to each other for advice. "All those words which God
said we will do" — they gave precedence to action over listening.
For whoever listens but lacks intention to act, it is better that the
person had not been created.
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7.Y. Berachot 1:2 3b

R. Yohanan in the name of R. Simeon b. Yohai, "Those [professional
scholars] like us who are engaged constantly] in the study of Torah, do
not interrupt it even for the recitation of the Shema'." R. Yohanan
said on his own, "Those [people] like us who are not engaged
[constantly] in the study of Torah [must] interrupt [our activities,
including our study,] even for the [recitation of the| Prayer [which
requires intense concentration]."... R. Hanina b. Aqabya says, "Just as
they [the sctibes] interrupt for the recitation of the Shema', so too they
interrupt for the [recitation of the] Prayer [T. 2:6 C], and for the [ritual
of putting on] tefillin, and for [performing] all the other
commandments of the Torah [in their proper time]." Does not R.
Simeon bar Yohai admit that they interrupt [even the study of the
Torah] to make a sukkah or a lulav in its proper time? Why then did
he say that one does not interrupt study to fulfill other
commandments?] And [furthermore] does not R. Simeon bat Yohai
hold [that] one who learns in order to practice [acts propetly]. But one
who learns without concern for practice does not [act properly]. For it
would have been better for a person who learns without concern for
practice not to have been born. And said R. Yohanan, "It would have
been better for a person who learns without concern for practice if his
placenta smothered him [at birth| and he never entered the world."
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Answer 3: Intent for Mitzvot

8a. M. Berachot 17a

A favorite saying of Rava was: The goal of wisdom is repentance
and good deeds, so that a man should not study Torah and
Mishnah and then despise his father and mother and teacher and
his superior in wisdom and rank, as it says, The fear of the Lord is
the beginning of wisdom, a good understanding have all they that
do thereafter. It does not say, 'that do', but 'that do thereafter',
which implies, that do them for their own sake and not for other
motives. If one does them for other motives, it were better that he
had not been created.

8b. Tosafot Berachot 17a

And if you say that R. Yeshuda in the name of Rav said (B.
Pesachim 50b) that a person should always occupy himself in
Torah and commandments, even not for the sake of heaven, for
from doing it not for the sake of heaven he will eventually keep
Torah for the sake of heaven, one could say [in response] that here
it is implied that he is only learning for the purpose of mocking his
friends, and there is discussing learning so that he will be honored.

N:¥ 97 71993 *D23 1N .8

799N 1YYON : AT 1PNIvA NN

DTN NP NIV ; D20 DOWYN) NIV
12923 19N PIAND LN WYY KNP
L3021 195N NN DITY XINY 202
05N PYRI +X7P DINN+ : 1INV
N DOWVIYY DMWY Y2Y 210 YoV ' NN
NDY,NNYY DIWIYD - DIV NIN 1IN
NIV NVIYN D2 .NHWD RO DIwwD
N2 NOW D N DRYY

N: 1 97 79992 MavIN

- NI2) XDV NN NNV XOW DD
DIPN P79 29 N NI 29 IINN NN
NN OTX PIOY> OOWY (3 77) MY
NOW TINNY NNYO RO NN MNNI
1INY Y9 NONT 9 Nnwd Na nnwd
Y191 DNNY PPN IIPY NONX 199
YNTADOW DY THIPY

Answer 4: A Purpose to Life?

9. M. Gitten 4:5

One who is half a slave and half free works for his master and for
himself alternate days. This was the ruling of Beth Hillel. Beth
Shammai said: you have made matters right for the master but not
for the slave. It is impossible for him to marry a female slave
because he is already half free. It is impossible for him to marry a
free woman because he is half a slave. Shall he then remain
unmarried? But was not the world only made to be populated, as it
says, he created it not a waste, he formed it to be inhabited? (Is.
45:18) To prevent abuses, therefore, his master is compelled to
liberate him and he gives him a bond for half his purchase price.
Beth Hillel thereupon retracted [their opinion and] ruled like Beth
Shammai.
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10. B. Avoda Zara 5a

Said Resh Lakish: Come let us render gratitude to our forebears
for had they not sinned, we should not have come to the world, as
it is said: I said ye are gods and all of you sons of the Most High;
now that you have spoilt your deeds, ye shall indeed die like
mortals etc... Do not take Resh Lakish's saying to mean that [if
our ancestor had not sinned] we should not have come to the
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world, but that [they would have become immortal and] we should NI
have been [disregarded] as if we had never come to the world.
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11. B. Yoma 69b

They [the members of the great assembly] said, "since this is a time
of divine favor, let us also pray that the evil inclination for
immorality will also be subdued." They requested this of God and
it the inclination was delivered to them. The Evil Inclination said
to them, "see if you kill him (i.e. me), you will destroy the entire
wortld." They imprisoned it for three days and they sought a
freshly laid egg in all of Israel and they could not find one."
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12. Exodus Rabba 43:3

Said R. Berekiah in the name of R. Hiyya b. Adda of Jaffa, in the
name of R. Samuel b. Nahman: When Israel came to Marah, it is
said, And they came to Marah (Ex. 15:23). Moses began to criticize
within himself, saying: "Why were these waters created? What
earthly use is there in them? Would it not have been better if they
had not been created? 'God knew, however, the thoughts of his
heart, and said: "Thou must not think thus! Have not I created
them, and is there anything in this world which serves no useful
putpose? No, I will teach thee what thou shalt say: say thus: " Do
Thou make that which is bitter sweet."'...Moses made a mental
note of this advice of God, though he did not actually carry it out
into practice at the time. And for what occasion did he reserve it?
When Israel came to the wilderness and God sought to destroy
him, Moses said to Him: ' Lord of the Universe! Thou dost intend
to destroy them utterly! Thou wouldst completely annihilate them
from the wortld! Didst Thou not tell me in Marah: "Pray with the
words: "Turn into sweetness that which is bitter'? "Do Thou now,
therefore, sweeten Israel's bitterness and heal them.
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13. Sifra Kedoshim 10
The world from its inception was only created with kindness, for it
says, "for I said I will build a world of kindness" (Ps. 89:3)
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Conclusion

14. Mechilta of R. Shimon Bar Yochai 20:13

When is a person permitted to say, "I will murder on condition
that I myself will be killed?" Thus we are taught, "Do not commit
murder" (Ex. 20:13)... When is a person permitted to say "I will
commit adultery on condition that I will be killed?" Thus we are
taught, "Do not commit adultery” (Ex. 20:13).
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15. Deut. 30:19

This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you
that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now
choose life, so that you and vour children may live
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