Religious Materialism? What are we supposed to spend on religious life?

Zevachim 88a-b

The Gemara mentions the concept of M71°wy DIPN2 NMY PN - there is no poverty in a place of
wealth - in context of the Mikdash (Temple). This generally means that it is better to spend
more money than to be thrifty when it comes to the Mikdash. This is is fascinating concept and
raises questions about the value of spending - and also the value of saving - in Jewish life. What
are its implications for Jewish life today?

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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With regard to perforated vessels, the Sages taught: In the case of sacred vessels that were
perforated, one may not melt them in order to seal the perforation, and one may not melt lead
into them for such a purpose. If the vessels were damaged, one may not repair them.
Concerning a knife that was damaged, one may not sharpen the spot of its damage. If the blade
separated from the handle, one may not restore it. Abba Shaul says: There was a certain knife
in the Temple whose metal was soft and easily damaged, such that when used it would often
render animals prohibited, thereby disqualifying them. Accordingly, the priests voted
concerning it, and elected to hide it.
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The Sages taught: Priestly vestments are not fashioned by needlework, i.e., by stitching
various parts together, but rather through woven work, whereby the entire garment is
initially woven into one entity, as it is stated: “Woven work” (Exodus 28:32). If the garments
were soiled one may not launder them, neither with natron nor with soap, two common

detergents.
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The Gemara asks: But may it be inferred from this that with water one may launder the priestly

vestments? Abaye said: This is what the baraita is saying: If the dirtied garments have only


mailto:dinanddaf@gmail.com

reached the point where laundering them with water alone would suffice, one may launder

them with natron and soap, as they are not considered soiled.
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But if the garments became so dirty that they reached a point that laundering them would
require the use of natron or soap, then one may not launder them, even with water. And some
say: One may not launder the priestly vestments at all, even if laundering them with water
would suffice, because there is no poverty in a place of wealth, i.e., only priestly vestments
that were clean as new should be worn, as is befitting the Temple service, and those that were

laundered should not be worn.
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Three and a half log for the menorah, half a log for each lamp: Whence is this derived? - Our
Rabbis taught: [It is written.] To burn from evening to morning: provide it with its requisite
measure so that it may burn from evening to morning... And the Sages have calculated that a
half-log of oil [will burn] from evening to morning. Some say that they calculated it by
reducing [the original quantity of oil]; while others say that they calculated it by increasing it.
Those who say that they calculated it by increasing [the quantity of oil adopt the principle
that] the Torah protects the money of Israel; and those who say that they calculated it by
reducing it [adopt the principle that] there is no poverty in the place of wealth.
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What is the procedure for the inspection of a house? "The owner of the house shall come and
tell the priest, saying, "Something like a plague has appeared upon my house" (Leviticus
14:35). Even if he is a learned sage and knows that it is definitely a nega, he may not speak
with certainty saying, '"A plague has appeared upon my house, " but rather, "Something like a
plague has appeared upon my house. " "The priest shall order the house cleared before the
priest enters to examine the plague, so that nothing in the house may become unclean; after
that the priest shall enter to examine the house. " Even bundles of wood and even bundles of
reeds [must be removed], the words of Rabbi Judah. Rabbi Shimon said: clearing keeps him
occupied?! Rabbi Meir said: But which [of his goods] could become unclean? If you were to say,
his articles of wood, of cloth or of metal, he could immerse them and they will become clean.
What is it that the Torah has spared? His earthenware, even his cruse and his bucket. If the
Torah thus spared a man's humble possessions, how much more so would it spare his
cherished possessions! If for his material possessions, how much more so for the life of his sons
and daughters! If for the possessions of a wicked man, how much more so for the possessions
of a righteous one!

-1 NNV YA TINNYD .3

VYA 1937 DT WP DY 129112 X121 DY PTD IDI9 NN YIPRAY N1H1N9D 172D ININAN 999N
VPOIN VT YIPI WA 125 >TI210 INAN XN NDY 20T T PO P WTP LY IMIN N
JINN 92T I NMIND NNNY W PIITIN 0327V 12 NIN WY DIV HY PDIYA WD v INva
DYYOY DN NIN IVY DIV HY D229YN 1721 NIN WY NNNY HY Y1IY 1PN TNV DXININ DYI5N)
OVN YOI POIND NN ORI NN SVN ION NIN

Mishnah: They brought the High Priest to immerse a second time in the Hall of Parva, which
was in the sacred area, the Temple courtyard. They spread a sheet of fine linen between him
and the people in the interest of modesty. And he sanctified his hands and his feet and
removed his garments. Rabbi Meir says that this was the sequence: He first removed his
garments and then he sanctified his hands and his feet. He descended and immersed a second
time. He ascended and dried himself. And they immediately brought him the white garments,
in which he dressed, and he sanctified his hands and his feet. In the morning he would wear
linen garments from the Egyptian city of Pelusium worth twelve maneh, 1,200 dinars or zuz.
These garments were very expensive due to their high quality. And in the afternoon he wore
linen garments from India, which were slightly less expensive, worth eight hundred zuz. This
is the statement of Rabbi Meir. And the Rabbis say: In the morning he would wear garments

worth eighteen maneh, and in the afternoon he would wear garments worth twelve maneh. In



total, the clothes were worth thirty maneh. These sums for the garments came from the

community, and if the High Priest wished to add money to purchase even finer garments, he
would add funding of his own.

N2 7231 NYAIDI NN NIRD DY NIND INN I NNYYY 2IND 12 IRYNY 337 5Y POY 1ININ...'1)
N)Y227 NIVN NN NN IT NNYYY DIDIN 12 RYIN A HY 1PIY 1IN NIEY 1D/ 72N> NTHY
TN NYY 9199 JOIN I IR TN PN DITYI IRV 29N NYAIYY DININ PARININMIN KN
NI NIIND AN

They told about R. Ishmael b. Phabi that his mother made him a tunic worth one hundred
minas which he put on to officiate at a ‘private’ service and then handed it over to the
community. They told about R. Eleazar b. Harsum that his mother made him a tunic worth
twenty thousand minas and his brethren, the priests, would not suffer him to put it on because
he looked like one naked. But how could it be transparent, did not a Master say the thread [of
the priestly garments] was six times twisted? — Abaye said: [It was visible] even as wine shines
through a [glass] cup.
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The rabbis taught: A poor person, and a wealthy person, and a wicked person come to face
judgment before the Heavenly court for their conduct in this world. To the poor person, the
members of the court say: Why did you not engage in Torah? If the poor person rationalizes
their conduct and says: I was poor and preoccupied with earning enough to pay for my
sustenance and that is why I did not engage in Torah study, they say to that person: Were you

any poorer than Hillel, who was wretchedly poor and nevertheless attempted to study Torah?
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And if a wealthy person comes before the heavenly court, the members of the court say to that

person: Why did you not engage in Torah? If the person says: I was wealthy and preoccupied

with managing my possessions, they say to that person: Were you any wealthier than Rabbi



Elazar, who was exceedingly wealthy and nevertheless studied Torah? They said about Rabbi
Elazar ben Harsum that his father left him an inheritance of one thousand villages on land, and
corresponding to them, one thousand ships at sea. And each and every day he takes a leather
jug of flour on his shoulder and walks from city to city and from state to state to study Torah
from the Torah scholars in each of those places. One time as he passed through the villages in

his estate and his servants found him, did not recognize him, and, thinking he was a resident
of the town, they pressed him into service [angarya] for the master of the estate. He said to

them: I beseech you; let me be and 1 will go study Torah. They said: We swear by the life of
Rabbi Elazar ben Harsum that we will not let you be. The Gemara comments: And in all his
days, he never went and saw all his possessions and his property; rather, he would sit and
engage in the study of Torah all day and all night.

Complicating the Picture
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It is the religious requirement of the high priest to be greater than his brethren in beauty,
strength, wealth, wisdom, and good looks. [If] he is not, how do we know that his brethren

should magnify him? Since it says, And the priest who is higher by reason of his brethren
(Lev.21.10) - that they should make him great. They said about Pinhas of Habbata, on whom
the lot fell to be high priest, that the revenuers and supervisors came along and found him

cutting wood. So they filled up his woodshed with golden denars.
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There once arrived at the Beth Hamidrash [a gift of] a bag of [golden] denars, whereupon R.
Ammi came in first and acquired them. But how may he do such a thing? Is it not written. And
they shall give, but he shall not take it himself? - R. Ammi acquired them on behalf of the
poor. Or, if you wish, you may say that in the case of an eminent person it is different. For it
has been taught: The verse: And the priest that is highest among his brethren, implies that he
shall be highest among his brethren in beauty, in wisdom and in wealth. Others say: Whence is
it proved that if he does not possess any wealth, his brethren, the priests, shall make him



great? Because Scripture says: And the priest that is highest by reason of his brethren, that is,
he must be made the highest [by reason of gifts] from his brethren.
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It should be noted that which we find in some places in the Gemara regarding the vessels that
were in the Temple that they would make them more expensive because there is not poverty in
the place of wealth, and they did not use the logic of: the Torah protects the money of Israel: it
can be said that specifically regarding an item belonging to the community, meaning
something that comes from the monies of the community, do we say “There is no poverty in
the place of wealth,” because a community does not become impoverished. This is not the
case, however, regarding flour offerings which each individual brings on their own out of their

own pocket. Regarding this the logic of “The Torah protects their money” applies. And see on
this issue the Teshuva Me-Ahava of Rabbi Elazar Fleckeles I:3-4.
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That in all of these situations, there is but a little loss, and they did not consider it in the
Temple...and even in such situations of little loss the Torah protects the money of Israel...but
regarding great loss, everyone agrees that even in the Temple they considered it, for the Torah
protects the money of Israel.
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