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I. INTRODUCTION: THE CATASTROPHE THAT 
MADE A RELIGION

On the 9th of Av in the year 70 CE — a date that Jewish tradition designates the 
most catastrophic in its history — Roman legions under Titus breached the walls of 
Jerusalem, looted the Temple, and torched the sanctuary that had stood as the center of 
Israelite and Jewish religious life for nearly a millennium. The First Temple, built by 
Solomon and destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BCE, had been replaced by the 
Second Temple — rebuilt under Zerubbabel, enlarged magnificently by Herod the Great, 
and destroyed in 70 CE, never to be rebuilt. With the Temple went the entire sacrificial 
system: the daily and festival offerings, the Yom Kippur atonement rites, the Levitical 
priesthood in its functioning capacity, and the institutional foundation of Second Temple 
Judaism in all its varieties.

This catastrophe posed a question of civilizational urgency: how could Judaism 
survive without the Temple, the priesthood, and the land? The answer, developed over 
the following five centuries through an extraordinary act of intellectual and spiritual 
creativity, was Rabbinic Judaism — a religion of text, interpretation, and communal 
practice  that  proved  not  only  capable  of  surviving  the  loss  of  every  institutional 
foundation but of sustaining Jewish life across diaspora, persecution, and exile for two 
thousand years.

The architects of this transformation were the Rabbis — a new class of religious 
authority  who  derived  their  standing  not  from  priestly  lineage,  royal  descent,  or 
prophetic  charisma  but  from  learning:  mastery  of  the  Torah  and  the  interpretive 
traditions that had accumulated around it. The story of how they built Rabbinic Judaism 
is the story of the Oral Torah, the Mishnah, the Talmud, and the generations of sages 
whose names — Hillel, Shammai, Yochanan ben Zakkai, Akiva, Judah HaNasi, Rashi, 
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Maimonides — define the intellectual tradition that remains the heart of Jewish religious 
life to this day.

II. SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM AND THE WORLD 
THE RABBIS INHERITED

To  understand  what  the  Rabbis  created,  one  must  understand  what  was 
destroyed. Second Temple Judaism (roughly 516 BCE – 70 CE) was not a monolithic 
religion but a diverse ecosystem of competing sects, parties, and movements united by 
Torah observance and Temple loyalty but divided by deep interpretive, theological, and 
social disagreements.

A. The Major Parties of Second Temple Judaism

The Sadducees
The Sadducees (from ים  Tzadokim — possibly derived from Zadok, the Davidic ,צְדוֹקִ

high priest) were the priestly aristocracy of Second Temple Judaism. They controlled the 
Temple  cult  and  the  Sanhedrin,  collaborated  with  Roman  authority  for  pragmatic 
reasons, and maintained a conservative theological position: only the written Torah (the 
five books of Moses) was authoritative; the developing oral traditions and interpretations 
of the Pharisees were not binding. They rejected the resurrection of the dead, the 
existence of angels as independent beings, and the concept of divine providence in 
individual  human affairs  — positions  they  grounded  in  their  literal  reading  of  the 
Pentateuch. With the destruction of the Temple, the Sadducees lost their institutional 
base and disappeared from Jewish history within a generation. Their theology had no 
mechanism for survival outside the Temple system.

The Pharisees
The Pharisees (from וּשִׁים פְּר , Perushim — 'the separated ones') were the party of the 

synagogue, the marketplace, and the study house. Unlike the Sadducees, who identified 
religious authority with priestly office and Temple service, the Pharisees located it in 
Torah knowledge and its application to daily life.  Their most significant theological 
innovation — the one that would prove decisive for Jewish survival — was the doctrine of 
the Oral Torah: the belief that alongside the written Torah given at Sinai, God had 
simultaneously revealed an oral interpretive tradition that was passed down through a 
chain of transmission from Moses to the prophets to the sages. This tradition, which the 
Pharisees  claimed  to  preserve  and  develop,  gave  them  a  mechanism  of  religious 
authority independent of Temple and priesthood.

The Pharisees believed in the resurrection of the dead, the existence of angels, 
divine providence, and the authority of prophetic books beyond the Pentateuch. They 
were  innovators  within  a  conservative  framework  —  constantly  interpreting  and 
extending the Torah's application to new circumstances through a process they called 
Midrash  (interpretation).  It  was  from the  Pharisees  that  Rabbinic  Judaism directly 
descended. The Rabbis of the Talmudic period understood themselves as the heirs and 
continuators of Pharisaic tradition.

The Essenes and Other Movements
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The Essenes, known primarily from the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered at Qumran in 
1947, were a separatist movement that withdrew from what they regarded as the corrupt 
Temple establishment. Believing themselves to be the true Israel living in the last days, 
they maintained their own halakhic (legal) interpretations, observed a solar rather than 
lunar calendar, and produced an extensive library of biblical interpretation, legal codes, 
and apocalyptic literature. The Dead Sea Scrolls — including the Great Isaiah Scroll 
(1QIsa),  the Community  Rule  (1QS),  the Temple Scroll,  and the Pesharim (biblical 
commentaries)  —  have  transformed  modern  scholarship's  understanding  of  Jewish 
textual diversity in the Second Temple period. Like the Sadducees, the Essenes did not 
survive the destruction, though their texts did.

Other significant movements included the Zealots (revolutionary nationalists who 
advocated violent resistance to Rome), the Sicarii (an extreme militant faction), the 
movement of John the Baptist, and the early Jesus movement — all products of the 
volatile first-century Jewish world and its messianic ferment. The catastrophe of 70 CE 
eliminated most of these alternatives, leaving the Pharisaic-Rabbinic movement as the 
dominant surviving form of Judaism.

B. The Synagogue: The Institution That Saved Judaism

Long before 70 CE, the synagogue (נֶסֶת  beit knesset — house of assembly) had ,בֵּית כְּ
developed as a parallel institution to the Temple. Its origins are debated — possibly 
arising during the Babylonian exile (586–538 BCE) when Temple worship was impossible 
— but by the first century CE, synagogues existed throughout the diaspora and across 
the land of Israel. The synagogue was not a Temple substitute in a cultic sense (no 
sacrifices were offered there) but a center of Torah reading, prayer, and communal 
gathering. The Pharisees had deep roots in the synagogue, and when the Temple fell, the 
synagogue proved to be the institutional foundation on which Rabbinic Judaism rebuilt 
Jewish life.

III. YAVNEH AND THE RABBINIC FOUNDING: 70–
135 CE

A. Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai and the Escape from Jerusalem

The founding legend of Rabbinic Judaism centers on Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai (
זַכַּאי נָן בֶּן   the leading Pharisaic sage of the first century CE. According to the Talmudic ,(יוֹחָ
account (Gittin 56a-b), during the Roman siege of Jerusalem, Yochanan had himself 
smuggled out of the city in a coffin — the Zealots who controlled Jerusalem would not 
permit anyone to leave alive, but they would allow corpses to be carried out for burial. 
Brought before the Roman general Vespasian, Yochanan greeted him as 'King' — either 
through prophetic insight or shrewd political calculation, since Vespasian was indeed 
proclaimed emperor shortly thereafter. In gratitude, Vespasian granted Yochanan a 
request: 'Give me Yavneh and its sages.'

This  request  — modest  by  any  political  standard,  revolutionary  in  historical 
consequence — established the academy at Yavneh (also called Jamnia), a coastal city in 
Judea. Yavneh became the headquarters of what would become the Sanhedrin in exile, 
the  seat  of  the  Nasi  (patriarch  or  prince  —  the  recognized  leader  of  the  Jewish 
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community), and the central institution of the early Rabbinic movement. It was at Yavneh 
that the Rabbis began the systematic work of reconstituting Jewish religious life without 
the Temple.

B. The Work of Yavneh

The sages at Yavneh faced concrete and urgent questions: How should Jews 
observe festivals that had been centered on Temple ritual? How should the Passover 
seder be conducted without the Passover sacrifice? What prayers should replace the 
daily  Temple  offerings?  The Yavneh sages  — working in  the  Pharisaic  tradition  of 
interpretive flexibility — made a series of decisions that fundamentally reoriented Jewish 
practice. Prayer (תְּפִלָּה, tefillah) was elevated as a substitute for sacrifice; the synagogue 
replaced the Temple as the center of communal religious life; and the daily recitation of 
the Amidah (the standing prayer,  also called the Shemoneh Esreh — the Eighteen 
Benedictions) was codified as the primary vehicle of divine worship.

A further transformative decision attributed to Yavneh is the canonization of the 
Hebrew Bible. The question of which books were sacred scripture — particularly the 
status of books like Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Esther, Ezekiel, and Proverbs — was 
debated  and,  according  to  Rabbinic  tradition,  settled  at  Yavneh.  While  modern 
scholarship is skeptical of the traditional picture of a single synod making definitive 
decisions, the Yavneh period was clearly decisive in the crystallization of the Hebrew 
canon as it has been received.

Yochanan ben Zakkai also made a series of legal rulings (takkanot — enactments) 
that transferred elements of Temple practice to post-Temple life. The most famous: the 
shofar (ram's horn) was to be blown on Rosh Hashanah even when it fell on the Sabbath, 
a practice previously restricted to the Temple courtyard. By extending it to Yavneh, 
Yochanan symbolically transferred the authority of the Temple to the Rabbinic court.

C. The Five Disciples of Yochanan ben Zakkai

The Talmud preserves a tradition (Avot 2:8-14) in which Yochanan ben Zakkai 
praises five disciples, each characterized by a distinctive quality: Rabbi Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus ('a cemented cistern that does not lose a drop' — perfect memory), Rabbi 
Joshua ben Hananiah ('happy is she who bore him'), Rabbi Yose the Priest ('a pious man'), 
Rabbi Shimon ben Netanel ('one who fears sin'), and Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh ('an ever-
flowing spring'). These five represent the first generation of Tannaim — the Rabbinic 
sages whose teachings would eventually be compiled in the Mishnah. The word Tanna 
(pl. Tannaim) derives from the Aramaic root meaning 'to repeat' or 'to teach' — these 
were the sages who taught and transmitted the oral traditions.

IV. THE BAR KOKHBA REVOLT AND RABBI AKIVA: 
115–138 CE

A. The Context: Hadrian and the Second Roman-Jewish War

The  generation  following  Yavneh  saw  the  second  great  catastrophe  of  the 
Rabbinic  founding  period:  the  Bar  Kokhba  Revolt  (132–135  CE),  known  in  Jewish 
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tradition as the Third Jewish War. The revolt's proximate causes were the Emperor 
Hadrian's plans to rebuild Jerusalem as a Roman city (Aelia Capitolina) with a temple to 
Jupiter on the site of the destroyed Temple, and his reported prohibition of circumcision. 
These measures struck at the heart of Jewish identity and ignited a rebellion that, for a 
brief period, achieved military success against Rome before ending in crushing defeat.

B. Shimon bar Kokhba: The Messianic Commander

The leader of the revolt was Shimon ben Kosiba (  known to posterity ,(שִׁמְעוֹן בַּר כּוֹסִיבָא
by his honorific Bar Kokhba (בַּר כּוֹכְבָא — 'Son of a Star'), a messianic title derived from 
Numbers 24:17: 'A star shall come out of Jacob; a scepter shall rise out of Israel.' The 
name Bar Kokhba was given by Rabbi Akiva himself, the greatest sage of the age, who 
declared Bar Kokhba to be the messianic king. Bar Kokhba led what archaeological and 
documentary evidence — including letters discovered in the Judean Desert caves that 
bear  his  own signature  — confirms was  a  highly  organized,  sophisticated  military 
operation. For three years, he controlled significant portions of Judea, issued coins in the 
name of 'the Freedom of Israel' and 'the Freedom of Jerusalem,' and conducted himself 
as a sovereign ruler.

The Romans sent twelve legions — roughly half the entire Roman military — to 
suppress the revolt. After three years of brutal warfare, Hadrian's general Julius Severus 
defeated Bar Kokhba at the fortress of Betar (135 CE). Bar Kokhba himself was killed. 
According to Roman sources, 580,000 Jews were killed in battle; 50 fortified towns and 
985  villages  were  destroyed;  the  province  of  Judea  was  renamed Syria  Palaestina 
specifically to erase the Jewish association; Jerusalem was rebuilt as Aelia Capitolina and 
Jews were forbidden on pain of death from entering the city. The defeat of Bar Kokhba 
ended Jewish political independence for nearly two millennia and closed the chapter of 
Jewish messianic militarism for the foreseeable future.

C. Rabbi Akiva: The Pillar of the Oral Torah

Rabbi Akiva ben Joseph ( יבָא בֶּן יוֹסֵף בִּי עֲקִ  c. 50–135 CE) is the towering figure of the ,רַ
Tannaitic period — the sage whose hermeneutical methods, legal rulings, and personal 
legacy  shaped  Rabbinic  Judaism  more  profoundly  than  any  single  individual.  His 
biography,  as  preserved in Talmudic legend (though not  all  details  are historically 
verifiable), is one of the most remarkable in Jewish history.

According to tradition, Akiva was an illiterate shepherd until the age of forty, 
working for a wealthy landowner named Kalba Savua. His employer's daughter, Rachel, 
fell in love with him and agreed to marry him only if he would devote himself to study. 
Akiva left for the academies, studied for twenty-four years, and returned with twenty-
four thousand students — one of the great acts of self-transformation in religious history. 
The Talmud records that Akiva attributed his entire achievement to Rachel: 'Mine and 
yours  are  hers'  (Ketubot  63a).  The  story  also  records  the  tragedy:  all  twenty-four 
thousand  of  Akiva's  students  died  in  a  plague  —  interpreted  by  the  Talmud  as 
punishment  for  their  failure  to  respect  one  another  — during  the  period  between 
Passover and Shavuot, which became the basis for the mourning practices of the Omer 
period.

D. Akiva's Hermeneutical Innovations
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Akiva's  intellectual  contribution  to  Rabbinic  Judaism  was  threefold:  he 
systematized the Oral Torah through a distinctive interpretive method, he organized the 
accumulated legal traditions in a way that laid the groundwork for the Mishnah, and he 
trained the generation of sages who would complete that project.

His hermeneutical method — the Thirteen Hermeneutical Principles attributed to 
his teacher Ishmael, but developed with particular creativity by Akiva — treated every 
word, letter, and even decorative mark (the tagin — the small crowns atop certain 
Hebrew letters) in the Torah as significant and capable of yielding legal or theological 
meaning.  Where  his  contemporary  Rabbi  Ishmael  maintained  'the  Torah  speaks  in 
human language' (meaning that repetitions and stylistic features need not carry legal 
weight), Akiva held that nothing in the divine text is redundant. Even the particle 'et' (
 a direct object marker with no translatable meaning) could, in Akiva's reading, be — אֶת
used to extend or restrict the scope of a biblical law.

The famous Talmudic story of Moses visiting Akiva's academy captures the scope 
of this transformation (Menachot 29b): Moses, transported forward in time to Akiva's 
study house, cannot understand the halakhic discussion being conducted in his name. 'I 
do not know what they are saying,' he tells God. Yet when a student asks Akiva for the 
source of a ruling, Akiva replies 'This is a law given to Moses at Sinai' — and Moses is  
comforted. The story acknowledges that Akiva's Torah has developed far beyond what 
Moses received, while insisting on its continuity with the Sinaitic revelation.

Akiva  also  organized  the  legal  traditions  into  systematic  subject  groupings 
(Sedarim — orders), a structural innovation that Judah HaNasi would later use as the 
organizational framework of the Mishnah. His student Rabbi Meir was the primary 
transmitter of Akiva's rulings to the next generation; his student Rabbi Shimon bar 
Yochai became the legendary figure associated with the Zohar and Jewish mysticism; his 
student Rabbi Judah bar Ilai was one of the most frequently cited voices in the Mishnah.

E. The Martyrdom of Akiva

Rabbi Akiva's support for Bar Kokhba as the Messiah — declared openly and in the 
face of skepticism from other sages (Rabbi Yochanan ben Torta famously replied: 'Akiva, 
grass will grow from your cheeks and still the Son of David will not have come') — sealed 
his fate when the revolt failed. Hadrian's decrees included a prohibition on Torah study 
and practice on pain of death. Akiva continued to teach publicly, and was arrested by the 
Romans.

The account of his martyrdom (Berakhot 61b) is one of the most celebrated in 
Jewish literature. As Roman executioners tore his flesh with iron combs, Akiva recited 
the Shema — Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One (Deuteronomy 6:4). His 
students asked: Our teacher, even now? He replied: All my days I was troubled by the 
verse with all your soul — meaning even if He takes your soul. Now that I have the 
opportunity,  shall  I  not fulfill  it? He died extending the word One on his lips.  The 
martyrdom of Akiva became the paradigm of kiddush HaShem in Jewish tradition, and 
the Shema recited at death became established practice.

V. THE ORAL TORAH: THEORY AND 
TRANSMISSION
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A. The Doctrine of the Dual Torah

The foundational doctrine of Rabbinic Judaism — the one that distinguished it 
from all other forms of Judaism and that made possible the extraordinary intellectual 
edifice of the Talmud — is the doctrine of the Dual Torah: Torah Shebikhtav (ה שֶׁבִּכְתָב וֹרָ  — תּ
the Written Torah, i.e., the five books of Moses as they appear in the scroll) and Torah 
Shebe'al Peh (פֶּה ה שֶׁבְּעַל  וֹרָ .(literally 'Torah that is on the mouth,' i.e., the Oral Torah — תּ

The claim is stated with maximum conciseness at the opening of Pirke Avot 
(Ethics of the Fathers, one of the tractates of the Mishnah): 'Moses received 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.' The 'Torah' here is 
understood as including both the written text and the oral interpretive tradition. The 
Men of the Great Assembly (a body attributed to the Persian period, c. 450–300 BCE, and 
associated with Ezra) are then linked to the Pharisaic sages and ultimately to the Rabbis, 
creating an unbroken chain of transmission (בָּלָה  shalsheleth haqqabbalah) from ,שַׁלְשֶׁלֶת הַקַּ
Sinai to the Talmudic academies.

This doctrine served several critical functions: it legitimized Rabbinic authority 
against  competing  claims  (the  Sadducees  who  rejected  oral  tradition,  the  early 
Christians who claimed a different interpretive community, later the Karaites who would 
revive the Sadducean position in the 8th century CE); it explained how Mosaic law could 
be applied to circumstances unforeseen in the written text; and it provided a framework 
for ongoing legal development while maintaining the fiction — theologically necessary — 
of Sinaitic origin.

B. Midrash: The Interpretive Method

The primary tool of the Oral Torah was Midrash ( שׁ  from darash, to seek or — מִדְרָ
inquire). Midrash is the practice of interpreting biblical texts to draw out legal rulings 
(Midrash  Halakhah)  or  theological,  narrative,  and  homiletical  meaning  (Midrash 
Aggadah). The two modes are not always sharply distinguished, and the great midrashic 
compilations — Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (on Exodus), Sifra (on Leviticus), Sifre (on 
Numbers  and  Deuteronomy)  —  interweave  legal  and  narrative  interpretation 
throughout.

The formal rules of midrashic interpretation were codified by Hillel the Elder (c. 
110 BCE – 10 CE) as seven hermeneutical  principles (Middot),  expanded by Rabbi 
Ishmael (c. 90–135 CE) to thirteen, and further developed by Rabbi Eliezer ben Yose 
HaGelili to thirty-two. These principles included: kal va-chomer (a fortiori argument — if 
the rule applies in a less serious case, it certainly applies in a more serious one), gezerah 
shavah (analogical reasoning from shared verbal formulas), binyan av (constructing a 
general principle from a series of specific cases), and others. These were not merely 
logical  rules  but  hermeneutical  conventions  that  the  tradition  recognized  as 
authoritative methods of inference.

C. Halakhah and Aggadah

The content of the Oral Torah falls into two broad categories. Halakhah (הֲלָכָה — 
literally 'the way of walking,' from halakh, to walk) is Jewish law: the specific rules 
governing every aspect of life from Sabbath observance to dietary laws, from family 
purity  to  civil  disputes,  from prayer to agriculture.  Halakhah is  the domain of  the 
Mishnah and Talmud in their legal voice — highly technical, rigorous, and authoritative.
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Aggadah (גָּדָה  ,from the same root as haggadah, 'the telling') is the narrative — אַ
homiletical, and theological material of the Rabbinic tradition: stories about the Rabbis, 
biblical legends expanded and elaborated, theological reflection, parables, proverbs, and 
the rich imaginative literature that surrounds the legal core. Aggadah comprises roughly 
a third of the Babylonian Talmud. A famous Rabbinic saying captures the relationship: 'If 
you wish to know the Creator,  study Aggadah; if  you wish to know the law, study 
Halakhah' — though the two are ultimately inseparable.

VI. THE MISHNAH: THE FIRST WRITTEN CODE OF 
THE ORAL TORAH (c. 200 CE)

A. The Need for Written Codification

For generations, the Oral Torah had been transmitted orally — by design. The 
dictum 'words that were spoken orally, you are not permitted to recite from a written 
text' (Gittin 60b) reflected the Rabbinic belief that the Oral Torah's oral nature was 
essential to its character: it was living, flexible, subject to ongoing interpretation, and 
not to be frozen in writing in the way the Written Torah was. But by the late second 
century CE, several pressures combined to make oral transmission inadequate: the 
massive expansion of Rabbinic legal discussion had created a body of material too large 
and varied to be reliably transmitted; the persecutions of the Hadrianic period had 
decimated  the  scholarly  community;  and  the  diversity  of  rulings  from  different 
academies and different Tannaitic generations had created confusion and contradiction 
that demanded organization.

B. Rabbi Judah HaNasi and the Compilation of the Mishnah

The task of compilation fell to Rabbi Judah HaNasi (נָּשִׂיא וּדָה הַ יְה בִּי  — רַ  Judah the 
Patriarch or Prince, c. 135–217 CE), universally known simply as 'Rabbi' (the honor of 
the unqualified title indicating his preeminence). Judah HaNasi was the Nasi — the 
patriarchal head of the Jewish community in Roman Palestine, who exercised quasi-
governmental authority over the Jewish population and conducted diplomatic relations 
with the Roman Empire. He was a man of wealth, political connection (tradition records 
his friendship with a Roman emperor, possibly Marcus Aurelius or Antoninus Pius), and 
unparalleled Torah scholarship.

Over a period of years, working primarily at his academy in Beit She'arim (and 
later Tzippori/Sepphoris) in the Galilee, Judah HaNasi collected, organized, edited, and 
codified the accumulated legal traditions of the Tannaitic period — the rulings of the 
Pharisaic sages from Hillel and Shammai through the five generations of Tannaim. The 
result was the Mishnah (נָה  from shanah, to repeat, also meaning 'second' as in the — מִשְׁ
Secondary  Torah).  The  Mishnah  was  completed  around  200  CE  and  immediately 
recognized as the authoritative codification of Rabbinic law.

C. The Structure of the Mishnah

The Mishnah is organized into six Sedarim (ים — סְדָרִ  orders or divisions), each 
covering a major domain of Jewish law. These six orders divide into sixty-three tractates 
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קִים) which subdivide into chapters ,(masekhtot ,מַסֶּכְתּוֹת) פְּרָ , perakim) and individual units (
נָיוֹת .(mishnayot — plural of Mishnah, meaning individual teaching ,מִשְׁ

ZERAIM (ים עִ זְרָ  — Seeds) — 11 tractates: Agricultural laws: tithes, first fruits, 
priestly portions, sabbatical year produce, forbidden mixtures (kilayim), and the laws 
of prayer (opening tractate: Berakhot — Blessings)

MOED (ד  ,Season) — 12 tractates: Sabbath and festival law: Shabbat, Eruvin — מוֹעֵ
Pesachim (Passover), Shekalim, Yoma (Day of Atonement), Sukkah, Beitzah, Rosh 
Hashanah, Taanit (Fast Days), Megillah (Purim), Moed Katan, Chagigah

NASHIM (נָשִׁים  — Women) — 7 tractates: Family law: betrothal, marriage 
contracts (Ketubot), divorce (Gittin), the sotah (suspected adulteress ritual), levirate 
marriage (Yevamot), Nazirite vows (Nazir), vows (Nedarim)

NEZIKIN (ין זִיקִ נְ  — Damages) — 10 tractates: Civil and criminal law: damages, 
loans, partnerships, the courts, oaths, idolatry (Avodah Zarah), the Ethics of the 
Fathers (Pirke Avot), and penal law

KODASHIM (דָשִׁים  :Holy Things) — 11 tractates: Temple sacrificial law — קֳ
animal offerings (Zevachim), meal offerings (Menachot), first-born animals (Bekhorot), 
valuations (Arakhin), the Temple precinct (Middot), and the daily Temple procedure 
(Tamid)

TOHOROT (טָהֳרוֹת — Purities) — 12 tractates: Ritual purity and impurity laws: the 
purity of vessels (Kelim), the impurity of corpses (Ohalot), skin diseases (Negaim), the 
red heifer (Parah), menstruation and immersion (Niddah, Mikvaot)

The structure reflects Akiva's organizational work and Judah HaNasi's editorial 
decisions.  Notably,  the  order  Kodashim  (Temple  sacrificial  law)  was  compiled  in 
exhaustive  detail  even though the  Temple  had been destroyed for  130 years  — a 
statement of faith that the Temple would be rebuilt and the law must be preserved for 
that eventuality. Similarly, Tohorot's tractate Niddah (on menstrual purity) remains fully 
operative, while most of Tohorot deals with purity categories that have no practical 
application without the Temple. The Mishnah preserves the law in its full theoretical 
scope regardless of practical applicability — a characteristic of Rabbinic legal culture 
that would persist throughout the Talmudic period.

D. The Mishnah's Legal Method

The Mishnah's literary style is distinctive and influential. It presents law in the 
form of  brief,  often anonymous rulings,  sometimes followed by  attributed minority 
opinions in a formula like 'Rabbi X says...' The famous structure — a ruling, then a 
dispute, then sometimes a resolution — models the Rabbinic conviction that preserved 
disagreement is itself a form of truth. The dictum 'both these and these are words of the 
living God' (Eruvin 13b), attributed to a divine voice (bat kol) resolving the disputes 
between the Houses of Hillel and Shammai in favor of Hillel's more lenient positions, 
became a principle: minority opinions are preserved even when overruled, because 
future generations may find them authoritative in changed circumstances.

VII. THE GEMARA AND THE TALMUD: 200–600 CE
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A. The Amoraim and the Need for Commentary

The completion of the Mishnah did not close the conversation — it opened a new 
one. The Mishnah immediately became the object of intensive study and debate by the 
next generation of sages, the Amoraim (אִים  speakers' or 'interpreters,' from the' — אָמוֹרָ
Aramaic amar, to say). The Amoraim operated in two geographical centers: Roman 
Palestine (primarily  in  the academies of  Tiberias and Caesarea in the Galilee)  and 
Babylonia (primarily in the academies of Sura and Pumbedita, in the territory of the 
Sasanian Persian Empire, modern Iraq). The Babylonian Jewish community, which had 
existed since the Exile of 586 BCE, was now several generations old, numbered in the 
hundreds  of  thousands,  and  maintained  close  academic  ties  with  Palestine  while 
developing its own distinctive scholarly culture.

The Amoraim studied the Mishnah word by word, raising questions, resolving 
contradictions, providing biblical support for Mishnaic rulings, exploring the logic of 
legal  distinctions,  and  supplementing  Mishnaic  rulings  with  additional  traditions 
(Beraitot — external traditions not included in the Mishnah). Their discussions were 
conducted primarily in Aramaic (the vernacular of both Palestine and Babylonia, though 
different  dialects)  rather  than  the  Hebrew  of  the  Mishnah.  These  accumulated 
discussions, debates, and analyses constitute the Gemara (א גְּמָרָ  —  from the Aramaic 
gamar,  'to  complete'  or  'to  learn')  —  and  the  Mishnah  together  with  its  Gemara 
constitutes the Talmud.

B. The Jerusalem Talmud (Talmud Yerushalmi)

The Palestinian academies produced the Jerusalem Talmud (וּשַׁלְמִי יְר וּד   Talmud ,תַּלְמ
Yerushalmi — also called the Palestinian Talmud or Talmud of the Land of Israel), 
compiled primarily at the academy of Tiberias under the leadership of Rabbi Yochanan 
bar Nappaha (c. 180–279 CE) and his colleagues and successors. The Jerusalem Talmud 
covers thirty-nine of the sixty-three Mishnaic tractates and was essentially completed by 
the early fifth century CE (c. 400 CE), though without the systematic editorial redaction 
that characterizes the Babylonian Talmud.

The Jerusalem Talmud is shorter, more compressed, and in some ways more 
difficult than its Babylonian counterpart. It was produced under the difficult conditions 
of Roman Christian rule — the Christianization of the Roman Empire in the fourth 
century CE brought increasing legal restrictions on Jewish life in Palestine, and the 
abolition of the Patriarchate in 425 CE removed the institutional framework that had 
sustained the Palestinian academies. The Jerusalem Talmud was never fully edited and 
contains significant lacunae and textual difficulties. For these reasons, it has always 
been secondary to the Babylonian Talmud in Jewish legal practice, though it retains 
independent authority and is frequently consulted for earlier Palestinian traditions.

C. The Babylonian Talmud (Talmud Bavli)

The Babylonian Talmud (וּד בַּבְלִי  Talmud Bavli) is the supreme achievement of ,תַּלְמ
Rabbinic literature and the foundational text of normative Judaism to the present day. 
Compiled in the academies of Babylonia — primarily Sura (founded c. 219 CE by Rav, a 
student of Judah HaNasi) and Pumbedita — over a period of roughly three centuries, the 
Babylonian Talmud was substantially completed and given its final editorial form by the 
Savoraim (אִים  ,reflective reasoners') in the sixth and early seventh centuries CE' — סָבוֹרָ
with final redaction attributed to the period 500–600 CE.
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The  Babylonian  Talmud  covers  thirty-seven  Mishnaic  tractates  and  runs  to 
approximately 2.7 million words — roughly 6,200 folio pages in the standard Vilna 
edition. It is organized tractate by tractate, with each page of Mishnah followed by its 
Gemara. The standard Vilna page layout (established in the 19th century by the Romm 
printing house) places the Mishnah and Gemara in the center, surrounded by columns of 
medieval commentary: Rashi's commentary on the inner column, the Tosafot on the 
outer column, and various other commentaries and cross-references in the margins. This 
layout — the Talmud page as a palimpsest of two thousand years of commentary — is 
itself  an  embodiment  of  the  Rabbinic  tradition's  self-understanding  as  ongoing 
conversation.

The Babylonian Talmud is not a law code or a systematic philosophical treatise. It 
is  a  record  of  discussion  — associative,  digressive,  willing  to  follow  an  argument 
wherever it leads, comfortable with paradox and unresolved dispute, deeply committed 
to the process of reasoning even when certainty is unattainable. A single Talmudic sugya 
(passage)  may  begin  with  a  legal  question,  move  through  scriptural  analysis, 
biographical  anecdote,  medical  observation,  folk  wisdom,  mystical  speculation,  and 
sharp logical dispute before arriving at — or deliberately declining to arrive at — a 
conclusion. The standard Talmudic conclusion for an unresolved dispute is the single 
Aramaic word: ּו  teiku — traditionally understood as an acronym for 'Tishbi (Elijah)) תֵּיק
will resolve questions and problems,' indicating that the question awaits the messianic 
era for resolution).

D. Key Amoraic Figures

Rav and Samuel — The Founders of Babylonian Talmudism
Abba  Arika,  known  as  Rav ב)  — רַ  'master'),  was  the  founding  figure  of  the 

Babylonian Talmudic tradition. Born in Babylonia, he studied under Judah HaNasi in 
Palestine and returned to Babylonia around 219 CE to found the academy of Sura. His 
colleague and friend-rival  Samuel (Mar Samuel) headed the academy at Nehardea. 
Together they established the institutional and intellectual foundations of Babylonian 
Talmudism. Their disputes — cited throughout the Babylonian Talmud as 'Rav says... 
Samuel says...' — established the model of academic debate that would characterize the 
tradition for  centuries.  A famous principle  attributed to  Samuel  — 'the law of  the 
government is the law' (dina de-malkhuta dina) — established the Rabbinic approach to 
the legal systems of gentile rulers: obedience in civil matters as a matter of Jewish law.

Rabbi Yochanan bar Nappaha — The Jerusalem Talmud's Principal 
Redactor

Rabbi  Yochanan  bar  Nappaha  (c.  180–279  CE),  the  principal  figure  of  the 
Palestinian Amoraic tradition, was the primary architect of the Jerusalem Talmud. He 
headed the academy at Tiberias, trained generations of students, and established the 
Palestinian  tradition's  characteristic  approach  to  Mishnaic  interpretation.  His 
relationship  with  his  brother-in-law  and  student  Reish  Lakish  (Rabbi  Shimon  ben 
Lakish), a former gladiator turned scholar, is one of the Talmud's great intellectual 
partnerships  —  their  debates  are  recorded  throughout  the  Jerusalem Talmud  and 
frequently in the Babylonian as well.

Rabbah and Rav Yosef — The Giants of Pumbedita
Rabbah bar Nahmani (c. 270–330 CE) headed the academy of Pumbedita and was 

famous for his sharp, innovative legal reasoning — the Talmud describes him as one who 
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'uproots mountains' with his dialectical skill (oker harim). His successor Rav Yosef bar 
Hiyya was renowned for his encyclopedic knowledge of Oral traditions, earning the title 
'Sinai' (a walking Sinai, because of his comprehensive memory). Their disputes and those 
of their students Abbaye and Rava form much of the dialectical texture of the Babylonian 
Talmud's middle layers.

Abbaye and Rava — The Talmud's Great Debaters
Abbaye (c. 280–338 CE) and Rava (c. 280–352 CE) are perhaps the most famous 

pair of disputing voices in the Babylonian Talmud. The formula 'Abbaye said... Rava 
said...' recurs hundreds of times throughout the tractates. Their disputes — typically 
over fine points of legal logic, the derivation of rules from scriptural sources, or the 
application of principles to novel cases — became the model of Talmudic dialectic. 
Remarkably, in the approximately three hundred recorded disputes between them, the 
halakhah (legal ruling) follows Rava in all but six cases, which are listed and memorized 
by Talmud students as the 'six places where the law is like Abbaye.'

VIII. THE GREAT SAGES: INTERPRETATION AND 
CODIFICATION (600–1200 CE)

A. The Geonim: Guardians of the Babylonian Tradition (589–
1038 CE)

Following the completion of the Babylonian Talmud in the sixth century, the 
academies of  Sura and Pumbedita continued under leaders called Geonim (נִים גְּאוֹ  — 
'excellencies' or 'brilliancies,' singular Gaon). The Geonic period (589–1038 CE) was the 
era of Babylonian Talmudic supremacy: Jewish communities throughout the Islamic 
world — which after the 7th century CE expanded from Spain to Central Asia — sent 
questions of Jewish law (She'elot, responsa questions) to the Babylonian Geonim, and the 
Gaon's replies (Teshuvot — responsa) carried near-universal authority.

The most significant Gaon was Saadia ben Joseph (882–942 CE), known as Saadia 
Gaon, who headed the academy of Sura. A polymath of the first order, Saadia wrote in 
Arabic as well as Hebrew, produced the first systematic Hebrew grammar, translated 
the entire Hebrew Bible into Arabic (the Tafsir), composed the Emunot ve-Deot (Book of 
Beliefs and Opinions — the first systematic Jewish philosophical theology), and defended 
Rabbinic  oral  tradition  against  the  Karaites  (a  movement  that,  like  the  ancient 
Sadducees, rejected the Oral Torah and accepted only the written text). Saadia's defense 
of Rabbinic Judaism as rationally coherent and philosophically defensible established the 
terms of Jewish thought for centuries.

Hai Gaon (939–1038 CE), the last great Gaon of Pumbedita, was perhaps the most 
prolific responder in Geonic history, with thousands of responsa addressing questions 
from communities across the Jewish world. With his death in 1038, the center of Jewish 
intellectual gravity shifted from Babylonia to Europe — primarily to the communities of 
France, Germany (the Rhineland), and Spain.

B. Rashi: The Master Commentator (1040–1105 CE)
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Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki ( י,  יִצְחָקִ לֹמֹה  בִּי שְׁ 1105–1040רַ  CE) — universally known by the 
acronym Rashi (שִׁ"י  Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki) — is the most important commentator in :רַ
the history of Jewish textual scholarship. Born and raised in Troyes, in the Champagne 
region of northern France, Rashi studied at the great academies of Mainz and Worms in 
the Rhineland — the centers of Ashkenazic Torah scholarship — before returning to 
Troyes, where he taught, adjudicated legal questions, and wrote the works that would 
define how Jews read their texts for the next millennium.

Rashi produced two works of transformative importance. His commentary on the 
Torah (the Pentateuch) is printed in every standard Hebrew Bible edition. Its genius lies 
in its economy: Rashi selected from the entire midrashic tradition those interpretations 
that address the most acute grammatical and logical difficulties in the text, presenting 
them in lucid, syntactically elegant Hebrew — a Hebrew so clear that it served as a 
model for generations of students. His interpretations are not merely explanatory but 
literary: he has an extraordinary sense for the narrative texture of the biblical text and 
consistently asks 'Why is this written precisely here, in precisely this way?'

His commentary on the Babylonian Talmud is arguably even more important. 
Without it, the Talmud — written in a compressed, allusive Aramaic that assumes a 
knowledge of context its readers rarely possessed — would have been accessible only to 
specialists.  Rashi's  Talmud  commentary,  covering  virtually  the  entire  Babylonian 
Talmud, explained every word, identified the parties in disputes, clarified the logical 
structure of arguments, and defined technical terms. It made the Talmud readable. It is 
no exaggeration to say that the Rashi commentary transformed the Talmud from an 
advanced scholarly text into a teachable one — and thereby democratized Talmudic 
learning in medieval Ashkenazic communities.

Rashi also pioneered the use of Old French glosses (called laazim — foreign 
language explanations) to clarify obscure terms, giving his commentary unique historical 
value as a record of medieval French vocabulary. He completed his Talmud commentary 
substantially before his death, though the tractate of Makkot was completed by his 
grandson after his  death.  Rashi's  commentary is  printed in every standard Talmud 
edition in its distinctive Rashi script — a semi-cursive Hebrew typeface developed by 
early printers to distinguish it from the square Torah text.

C. The Tosafists: Rashi's Grandsons and the French-German 
School (12th–13th Centuries)

The generation after Rashi produced the Tosafists (וֹסָפוֹת  masters of the' — בַּעֲלֵי הַתּ
additions'), a school of scholars centered in northern France and the Rhineland who took 
Rashi's commentary as their starting point and subjected it — and the Talmud itself — to 
intensive critical analysis. The Tosafot (וֹסָפוֹת  additions) are analytic notes that raise — תּ
contradictions between different Talmudic passages, propose harmonizations, challenge 
Rashi's interpretations, and develop new halakhic positions.

The leading Tosafists were Rashi's own grandsons: Rabbenu Tam (Rabbi Jacob 
ben Meir, 1100–1171 CE) — considered by many the greatest Talmudic dialectician of 
the medieval period — and Rashbam (Rabbi Samuel ben Meir, c. 1080–1160 CE), who 
also produced a remarkable literal commentary on the Torah that anticipated modern 
peshat (plain-meaning) interpretation by several centuries. Later Tosafists included Ri 
(Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre, d. 1185 CE) and Rosh (Rabbi Asher ben Jehiel, 
1250–1327 CE), who brought the Tosafist tradition to Spain.
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The Tosafot printed in the outer columns of the standard Talmud page represent a 
selection from the enormous body of  Tosafist  material.  Their  dialectical  method — 
questioning, challenging, harmonizing, comparing parallel passages across the entire 
Talmud — became the model of Ashkenazic Talmud study (the pilpul method) that has 
characterized yeshiva learning to the present day.

D. Maimonides: The Codifier and Philosopher (1138–1204 CE)

Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (מְבַּ"ם  Rambam, from the acronym of his name: Rabbi — רַ
Moses ben Maimon, known in the Latin West as Maimonides) was born in Córdoba, Spain 
in 1138, fled with his family when the Almohad Berber dynasty conquered the city and 
threatened Jews with forced conversion, eventually settled in Egypt, and died in Fustat 
(Old Cairo) in 1204 CE. He served as court physician to Saladin's vizier and as the Nagid 
(head) of the Egyptian Jewish community. He is universally regarded as the greatest 
Jewish scholar of the medieval period.

Maimonides  produced  two  works  that  define  medieval  Jewish  thought.  His 
Mishneh Torah (ה נֵה תּוֹרָ — מִשְׁ  'Second Torah' or 'Review of the Torah,' also called Yad 
HaHazakah — 'The Strong Hand,' because the numerical value of Yad [יד] is 14, equaling 
the work's 14 books) is the most comprehensive code of Jewish law ever written. Unlike 
the  Talmud,  which  preserves  disputes  and  minority  opinions,  and  unlike  the  legal 
compendia of the Geonim, which addressed specific questions, the Mishneh Torah sets 
out the final ruling on every area of Jewish law — past, present, and future (including the 
laws of the Temple, the Sanhedrin, kings, and the messianic era that had no current 
practical  application).  Written  in  Mishnaic  Hebrew  of  lapidary  clarity,  it  covers 
everything from the laws of prayer and Sabbath to the principles of astronomy, the laws 
of kings, and the philosophical foundations of monotheism. Its opening section, the Book 
of Knowledge (Sefer HaMadda), begins with a philosophical proof of God's existence and 
an account of the fundamental principles of Jewish belief.

His Guide for the Perplexed (וּכִים נְב  ה  ,מוֹרֶ  Moreh Nevukhim), written in Judeo-
Arabic, is the supreme work of medieval Jewish philosophy. Addressed to readers torn 
between Aristotelian philosophy (transmitted through Islamic scholarship, particularly 
Averroes and Avicenna) and traditional Jewish belief, the Guide argues systematically for 
the  compatibility  of  Aristotelian  reason  with  Torah  revelation,  interprets  biblical 
anthropomorphism as metaphor, and develops a radical negative theology (God can only 
be described by what He is not). The Guide was enormously influential — on Jewish 
thought, on medieval Christian scholasticism (Thomas Aquinas cites it extensively), and 
on Islamic philosophy. It also generated the greatest internal controversy in medieval 
Jewish history: Maimonides' rationalism was condemned as heresy by some communities 
and celebrated as the zenith of Torah wisdom by others.

E. Nachmanides and the Spanish School (1194–1270 CE)

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (מְבַּ"ן  ,Ramban, known as Nachmanides) of Gerona — רַ
Catalonia represents the response to Maimonidean rationalism from within the tradition 
of Talmudic learning and mystical piety. His Torah commentary — widely regarded as 
the  second  most  important  after  Rashi's  —  combines  meticulous  peshat  (literal) 
interpretation  with  Kabbalistic  symbolism,  a  distinctive  blend  of  rationalism  and 
mystical sensibility. Nachmanides participated in the famous Barcelona Disputation of 
1263, forced by the Aragonese Crown, in which he was required to debate a Jewish 
convert to Christianity on behalf of the Jewish community. His account of the disputation 
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is  the  most  detailed  first-person  record  of  a  medieval  Jewish-Christian  theological 
debate.

F. Joseph Karo and the Shulchan Aruch: The Final Code (1488–
1575 CE)

The project of Talmudic codification that Maimonides had begun was completed 
— in a different form — by Rabbi Joseph Karo ( ארוֹ,  1575–1488יוֹסֵף קָ  CE), born in Spain 
(likely Toledo), expelled with his family in the Expulsion of 1492, eventually settling in 
Safed in the Galilee, which had become the center of Jewish mystical and legal creativity 
in the 16th century.

Karo produced two works. The Beit Yosef (House of Joseph) is an encyclopedic 
commentary on the Arba'ah Turim — the legal code of Rabbi Jacob ben Asher (1269–1340 
CE)  — that  surveys  all  relevant  Talmudic  material  and  the  positions  of  the  major 
medieval codes and commentaries before determining the halakhah. It took twenty years 
to  write.  The  Shulchan Aruch ( וּךְ עָר — שֻׁלְחָן   the  Set  Table),  completed  in  1563 and 
published in Venice in 1565, is the condensed practical code derived from the Beit Yosef: 
four sections (Orach Chaim — daily life, Sabbath, festivals; Yoreh De'ah — ritual matters 
including kashrut and family purity; Even HaEzer — family law; Choshen Mishpat — civil 
and criminal law) presenting the halakhah clearly and without extended discussion. 
Rabbi  Moses Isserles (Rema,  1520–1572 CE) of  Cracow added glosses (Mappah — 
Tablecloth) to the Shulchan Aruch presenting Ashkenazic practices where they diverged 
from Karo's Sephardic rulings. The Shulchan Aruch with the Mappah became — and 
remains — the authoritative code of Jewish law for all major communities.

IX. THE ORAL TORAH AS SELF-REFERENTIAL 
CANON

A. The Karaite Challenge and the Defense of Oral Tradition

In the 8th century CE, a movement arose in the Islamic world that challenged the 
foundational claim of Rabbinic Judaism: Ananites and later Karaites (from א רָ  kara — to ,קָ
read; they were readers of Scripture alone) rejected the Oral Torah entirely and insisted 
on the literal authority of the written biblical text as the exclusive guide to Jewish 
practice.  The Karaite  movement  attracted significant  followings,  particularly  in  the 
Byzantine Empire, Egypt, and the Crimea, and posed the most serious internal challenge 
to Rabbinic authority since the Sadducees.

The  Rabbinic  response  —  systematized  by  Saadia  Gaon  and  continued  by 
subsequent scholars — had three components: first, that the written Torah itself requires 
an oral interpretive tradition (the text 'you shall slaughter as I have commanded you' 
presupposes traditions about slaughter not specified in the text; the command to observe 
Passover requires traditional knowledge of exactly when the month begins); second, that 
the chain of tradition from Sinai is historically continuous and reliably transmitted; and 
third, that a community of legal practice — even if not perfectly documented — carries its 
own authority. This defense of Oral Torah is the pivot on which Rabbinic Judaism's claim 
to legitimacy rests.
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B. Daf Yomi: The Democratization of Talmud Study

In 1923, Rabbi Meir Shapiro of Lublin proposed a revolutionary idea at the First 
World Congress of Agudath Israel: a program of daily Talmud study that would allow 
Jews  worldwide  to  study  the  same  page  on  the  same  day,  completing  the  entire 
Babylonian Talmud in seven and a half years. The program, called Daf Yomi (יוֹם יוֹמִי — 
daily page),  began on Rosh Hashanah 1923. The fourteenth cycle of Daf Yomi was 
completed on January 5, 2020 at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey, with approximately 
90,000 people in attendance — a siyum (completion ceremony) that embodied the global 
reach of the Oral Torah tradition.

From Moses on Sinai to the MetLife Stadium — the transmission of the Oral Torah 
across  three  and  a  half  millennia  is  the  longest  continuously  sustained  act  of 
interpretation in human history. The Rabbis built it from the ruins of the Temple, the 
ashes of Betar, the academies of Yavneh, Tiberias, Sura, and Pumbedita, and the study 
houses  of  Troyes,  Córdoba,  Cracow,  and  Vilna.  What  Yochanan  ben  Zakkai  asked 
Vespasian for — Yavneh and its sages — proved to be the most consequential request in 
Jewish history.

X. CONCLUSION: WHAT RABBINIC JUDAISM 
CREATED

Rabbinic Judaism is one of history's most successful adaptations of a religious 
tradition to catastrophic loss. In the space of two centuries — from the destruction of the 
Temple in 70 CE to the compilation of  the Mishnah around 200 CE — the Rabbis 
transformed a Temple-centered religion of sacrifice and priesthood into a portable, text-
centered religion of study, prayer, and ethical practice that could survive and flourish 
without land, without sanctuary, and without political sovereignty.

The key moves of this transformation were: the elevation of Torah study as itself a 
form of divine service (equivalent to sacrifice); the institutionalization of the synagogue 
and prayer as the communal center of religious life; the doctrine of the Oral Torah as a 
framework for ongoing interpretive authority; the codification of oral tradition in the 
Mishnah; the elaboration of that codification in the Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmuds; 
and the preservation of legal memory and communal identity through the commentarial 
tradition — Rashi, Tosafists, Maimonides, Nachmanides, Karo — that continued the 
conversation of Sinai into the modern world.

The martyrdom of Rabbi Akiva, dying with the Shema on his lips while Roman 
irons tore his flesh, is the founding image of this tradition: faith maintained through 
catastrophe,  meaning  wrested  from destruction,  the  word  of  God  outlasting  every 
empire that sought to silence it. Yochanan ben Zakkai's request — 'Give me Yavneh and 
its sages'  — remains the template for Jewish cultural  survival:  when you have lost 
everything else, keep the scholars and the texts.

"The world stands on three things:  on Torah, on worship,  and on acts of  
lovingkindness." — Shimon the Just, Pirke Avot 1:2
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APPENDIX: CHRONOLOGICAL REFERENCE TABLE

c. 110 BCE – 10 CE          Hillel the Elder — Establishes seven hermeneutical rules; 
founds the House of Hillel
c. 50 BCE – 30 CE           Shammai — Founds the House of Shammai; debates with Hillel 
form the Mishnah's earliest recorded disputes
c. 30 – 90 CE               Yochanan ben Zakkai — Escapes Jerusalem; founds Yavneh 
academy; begins reconstruction of Judaism after Temple's destruction
70 CE                       Destruction of the Second Temple — Titus destroys 
Jerusalem; the catastrophe that necessitates Rabbinic Judaism
c. 50 – 135 CE              Rabbi Akiva ben Joseph — Greatest Tannaitic sage; 
systematizes Oral Torah; supports Bar Kokhba; martyred by Romans
132–135 CE                  Bar Kokhba Revolt — Led by Shimon bar Kokhba; supported 
by Akiva; crushed by Hadrian; Jerusalem renamed Aelia Capitolina
135 CE                      Hadrian's Decrees — Torah study prohibited; Jews banned 
from Jerusalem; Ten Martyrs executed
c. 135 – 217 CE             Rabbi Judah HaNasi — Compiles the Mishnah (c. 200 CE); 
Nasi of Roman Palestine
c. 200 CE                   Mishnah completed — Six orders, 63 tractates; first written 
codification of the Oral Torah
c. 219 CE                   Rav founds Sura academy — Beginning of Babylonian 
Talmudic tradition
c. 180 – 279 CE             Rabbi Yochanan bar Nappaha — Primary redactor of the 
Jerusalem Talmud
c. 280 – 352 CE             Abbaye and Rava — Greatest Babylonian Amoraic debaters; 
hundreds of disputes in the Talmud
c. 400 CE                   Jerusalem Talmud completed — Palestinian Talmud; 39 
tractates; less edited than Babylonian version
c. 500 – 600 CE             Babylonian Talmud completed — 37 tractates; ~6,200 pages; 
2.7 million words; the definitive text of Rabbinic Judaism
882 – 942 CE                Saadia Gaon — Defends Oral Torah against Karaites; first 
systematic Jewish philosopher
1040 – 1105 CE              Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki) — Commentary on Torah and 
entire Babylonian Talmud; makes Talmud accessible
1100 – 1171 CE              Rabbenu Tam (Jacob ben Meir) — Leading Tosafist; grandson 
of Rashi; dialectical master
1138 – 1204 CE              Maimonides (Rambam) — Mishneh Torah (complete legal 
code); Guide for the Perplexed (Jewish philosophy)
1194 – 1270 CE              Nachmanides (Ramban) — Torah commentary combining 
peshat and Kabbalah; Barcelona Disputation 1263
1269 – 1340 CE              Jacob ben Asher (Tur) — Arba'ah Turim — the four-part legal 
code that preceded the Shulchan Aruch
1488 – 1575 CE              Joseph Karo — Shulchan Aruch (1565) — the authoritative code 
of Jewish law to the present
1520 – 1572 CE              Moses Isserles (Rema) — Mappah — Ashkenazic glosses to the 
Shulchan Aruch; completing the code for all communities

— END —
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