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'!he Tal.nud and the Telephone Poles 
Daniel Jereny Silver 

December 19, 1982 

About a nonth ago one of us came up to me and p.1lled a little piece 

of paper out of his IX)Cket, 'what is this, ' 'a piece of paper. ' 'Read what's 

written on it.' I read the sirgle word, en.iv, w'?' 'What is it?' \ ·· 'Wh¥ are you 

asking me?' 'I read an article in the paper that the orth:xlox camrunity is de

manding an eruv. I never heard of it and I want to ]<JX)W what it's all about.' 

'lberefore, this talk on the Talmud arrl the telephone :fX)les. 

If I were to take you to my library and show you a translation of 

the Babylonian Talmud you'd discover that the eruviro, plural of eruv, is the 

title of one of the thickest, fattest volumes in this great CDYperrlium of Jewish 

law. Eruvim is one of the 63 sections which cxrnprise Mishrlah, which is to say 

that in the second century of our era the en.iv was a well-kna..m and important 

feature of Jewish life, and a cxrnplex and cxrnplicated one; otherwise the raJ:i>is 

of the Talmudic period, both in Palestine and Babylon, would not have dealt with 

this theme at length. In sore ways there's oo better measure of distance that 

Jewish life has cone than the fact f0N outside the nost traditional circles in 

our camrunity had ever heard of an eruv until the orthodox cxmnunity began to 

demand that they have one. 

When I asked myself how best to present the eruv to you, I decided to 

begin by asking you to do a bit of detection. I will read you a brief paragraph 

written by a man named Abd al SUri Sahl Ibn Masliah. Sahl lived in Jerusalem al

nost exactly a thousand years ago, during the last half of the twentieth century. 

The name, Ab dal Suri, means that he came fran a family which originated in the 

Oxford or Cambridge of Babylonian Jewry, Sura, so he was prooably fran a learned 

family. We know little about him except that he wrote a number of Biblical cx:rn

mentaries and a Sefer ha-Mitzvot, a book on the cxmnananents of the Torah. He 

also wrote a public letter addressed to a rabbi in cairo and it is fran this 

letter that I want to read to you a paragra:Eb and ask you to tell me who Sahl is 
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cauplaining aboot. 

Hew can I restrain myself when many Jews leave their houses on 
the Sabbath on their way to the syncgogue carrying various 
things sudl as purses and pieces of apparel on their anns 
while their wives wear jewelry, arrl as they do on weekdays 
visit from house to house, so do they also on the Sabbath. 

If you guessed that Sahl was caccplaining al:x:>ut the lax practice of the rabbinic 

Jewish ccmrunity you were wrong. '!here is nothing in rabbinic law which precludes 

visitation between banes on the Sabbath. Rabbinic law does not forbid under all 

oorrlitions the wearing of jewelry or the carrying of small cbjects - a harrlkerchief, 

~ eyeglass case, a tallit bag - on the Sabbath. Actually, Sahl was writing fran 

Jerusalem to a rabbi in Cairo, canplaining that this rabbi was misleading his flock 

by pennitting such activities. Sahl Ben Masliah, you see, was a Karaite. The Ka

raites were shismatic Jews, which means sllllply that the majority of Jews of their 

day did not accept their understarrling of the tradition. '!he Karaites believed 

that sages of the Talnrud hcrl deliberately misrepresented Biblical Judaisn to their 

people. 'Ihe 'lbrah oontainerl Gerl 's Instructions and the rabbis had added on their 

a,m the oral law, arrl in so doing misrepresented God's will. '!he Karaites were 

Jewish Protestants, that is to say, they believed in the right of everyone to in

terpret the Bible directly. They were certain that such an interpretation would 

reveal the many errors and additions which the rabbis had intrcxluced into Judaisn. 

Karaism spread across the Middle Fast at about the same time as Islam 

energed on the scene. The rooti ve behioo Karaisn was messianic inpatience. 'Ibey 

felt that the Messianic Age was close at ham and that to hasten the end of the · 

exile Jews nust explicitly follCM God's specific Instructions. '!hey accepted 

the well-krown idea that the Jewish peq;>le were exiled because of their sins and 

that the exile would en:i when Israel became again a repentant, holy nation. '!he 

Karaites believed that the reason that the exile lingered was rot because the 

peq;,le were UIMi.lling but because the rali>is had mislerl than by misinterpreting 

the tradition and pemti.tting many things that were forbidden arrl forbidding 
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much that was allowed. Their ranedy? 'lhey called Israel back to the true inter

pretation of the 'lbrah. 

let me give you an exanple. The 'Ibrah oontains this Sal:bath rule: 

"You shall not burn a fire in any of your dwelling places on the Sabbath day." 

lt>t wanting to make the Sal:bath too rigorous or too rigid, the rabbis had inter

preted the phrase, 'you shall rot burn a fire,' as 'you shall not kindle a fire.' 

It was and is the custan in traditional hanes that a fire begun before the Sab

bath day is alla-,ed to burn throughout the day. In m:rlern times if a light is 

lit it remains lit througoout the Sabbath pericrl. But that's rot literally 

what the 'lbrah says. The verb, ba 'ar, means 'to burn' and the literal reading is, 

'you shall rot allow a fire to burn during the Sabbath day. ' It's doubtful if 

this was ever cxmron practice, but linguistics is one thing, practice amther, 

and the Karai tes were rot willing to settle practice by a poll . After all, the 

'lbrah is Gcxl's own words. 

Because of this text, at least during the first three or four centuries 

of their existence as organized cxmnunities, the Karaites extinguished all fires 

over the Sabbath. '!he Sabbath pericrl must have been a oold and dismal occasion 

for them, but they were consoled by the feeling that they were hastening the end 

of the exile and tre cmting of the Messiah. 

What has all this to do with Sahl's CXJnplaint or the eruv? In the 16th 

chapter of Exodus the 'Ibrah explains harl the tribes were provisioned during the 40 

years of the wilderness trek. Cbviously, a group of slaves woo left in haste 

had not packed food for such a long expedition. But God took care of then. Qx1 

provided water out of the rock. He provided quail for meat and the f anous manna 

as the basic staple of their diet. Acoording to the Exodus, the manna descended 

each norning like the dew. It looked like a white hoar frost on the gra.100. 

Each day the Hebrews would go rut arrl pick up enough manna for that day arrl then 

the sun would burn away the rest, and on the norrow the needed manna wo.ild again 
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appear. 

As the Sabbath began the central feature of Jewish life, it became 

necessary to make the IX)int that food gathering ha:1 not been done on the Sabbath. 

So the priestly cx:x:le described another miracle. On Friday a double portion of 

the manna fell, ern.igh for that day and the next. Here is the language in which 

this miracle is introduced: "Mark that the lord has given you the Sabbath, there

fore, He has given you t\vo days' food on the sixth day, that everyone remain where 

he is, that no man leave his place on the seventh day." The Karaites took this 

text in their usual literal way to nean that everyone was to stay at hate over 

the Sabbath day except, of course, to go to the Karaite synagogue to engage there 

in prayers; but otherwise no visiting, no carrying, no noving about. 

Now, cbvioosly, that's mt the traditional way, arrl long before the 

Karaites cane on the scene the eruv ha:1 been devised as the symbolic act which al

lowed the sages to get aroum this text. 'Ihrough the eruv the rabbis enlarged 

the sense of "place" to allow Jews to nnve aoout a good bit on the Sali:>ath. 

'Ihe rabbis oould mt dismiss a specific requirerent of the 'lbrah but they oould 

not interpret the Torah. The Torah says, "you are mt to leave your place on 

the seventh day." Well and good. They simply reinterpreted place to define an 

area larger than the roan or roans in which a family lived. They asked, "what 

defines one's place,' and they answered: in the first instance h:me is a place 

in which we keep and eat food. Secorrlly, it is a place for which we have sane 

title. Finally, it is a definable place, it has boundaries. So they interpreted 

place/bane to designate any area which met all these oorxlitions. 

'!he word eruv means cntbination or mixture. It canes fran the sane 

root as the plrase, erev rav, mixed nultitude, the tenn the 'Ibrah uses to de

scribeqthe cnreaJo~s who joined the tribes when M:>ses led Israel fran :Egypt. 

In additioo to the Israelites, there was an erev rav, a cxm:)ination of other 

peoples, a mixed nultitude. When the ratt>is wanted to express the idea, the unity 
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of the Jewish pa:>ple, they said, 'we are one.' By using the phrase, Kol Yisroel 

arev zeh ba-zeh, all Israel is mixed together, is part of a single canbination, 

part of a single family. An eruv was a way in which you mixed together, you en

larged what belonged to many so that each person had a claim in it arrl it becarre 

by extension synt>olically his lone, a place in which he rould rrove about. 

The eruv goes back at least into Second Temple times . In ancient Judea 

nost cities were small and wallErl. What the sages of the day probably did was 

to declare the wall of the city, these were small towns, to be the enclosure which 

defines the lore. Then they w:>uld buy with nonies subscribed by all the town folk 

sane food which would be placed in a central location, perhaps the synagogue, 

where all could technically enter and partake. This established that elanent of 

lore. Then they drew up ~ kirrl of docLJnent which established tx:1111on ownership 

for purpose of the eruv. '!he result was that place/bane TON defined all the area 

within the circumference of the town's walls and JEWS of that town could nnve 

freely on the Sali>ath day as if they were in their own lore. They could carry 

within that town whatever they were allCMed to carry within their own lore, 

another new infant, a doctor his bag, a 'NC>rshipper his tallit or his eye glasses 

and cane. 

We don't krow how or when th.is ritual actually originated. According 

to the Talnud it was pranulgat:Erl by King SolalDn. I'm sure it wasn't. King 

Solaoon, ~er, was the classic source of wisdan to our pa:>ple in ancient times. 

His wisdan, you'll ralllli:>er, was God-given. Acoording to a Biblical story God 

allowed SolCDa1 to chlcae what he wished and wished for an wxierstanding heart. 

Since his WlJmll God, what He prarulgated, what He prooounced as law, 

was treated aa it wem f1an Gcxl. Incidentally, the Talmld also ascribes to 

hlm the ......... ~~ tllld: all Jews wash their hands before toucb:i.J¥J food. 

SoltJDQD ,am~ • 

... - ... the Biblical period, pntwbly during or after the 
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exile, when the Sabbath laws became nore central and canplex, sages of Judea 

faced up to a problem. The familiar Sabbath was a day of rest. By rest their 

fathers hcrl meant not \\Orking, not fanning, :oot doing business, :oot engaging in 

cx:moorce. When the prophets denounce those woo violate the Sabbath their canplaints 

have to do entirely with lNOrk on the Sabbath, :oot with the minutia of Sabbath 

observance. 

If you refrain fran trarrpling the Sati>at-.h 
Fran PJISUing yoor affairs on my ooly day 
If you call the Sabbat.h 'my delight' 
The Iord 's day 'honored' 
If you oonor it and go oot your ways 
Nor lcx,k to your affairs mr strike bargains 
Then yoo can seek the favor of the I.Drd. 

Originally, the Sat.bath was a day on which one rested, did :oo work, and on which 

special rites were celebrated in the Temple. D.rring the Babylonian Exile when 

many Jews were in the east and urrler Persian and Indian influence, the ritual con

cerns of the Eastern traditions affected then greatly. These cultures were deeply 

involved with questions of clean and unclean, purity and impurity, taboo and rit

ual cleansings, and with the proper form in which religious rites are carried 

out. Jews seen to have brought back fran the East nost of the laws which have 

to do with such rituals as kashrut. In all probability the attenpt to make the 

Sabbath into a roore rigorous and rigid ocxasicn developed during this time . But 

you can't inp:>se upon a cx:mnunity rules which the cxmnunity will not accept. And 

clearly, the camunity was wwilling to stay bane and live in a cold, dark house 

during the entire Sabbath despite an oracular text to this effect. So the eruv, 

a synix)lic act, a ritual, which freed the Sabbath fran sane of the roore rigorous 

denials which the law sea:ned to rEqUire without directly oontravening the rule. 

The 8Z\lY' will work only where there is an enclosure, a certificate of 

title and food at central location. Historically, ItDst camunities had an eruv 

of one kind or an:,ai•. Qloe the rite was available, rabbinic sernDns and re-

sponsa make it clear t IOOSt Jews were umdlling to accept the nme rigorous 
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Sabbath. 'lhey wanted the anq:,litude whidl an eruv provides. So the rabbis say 

again and again: 'let's firrl a way to establish an eruv. 'lhe people will sin 

unless we create an eruv.' In Europe nnst towns had an eruv: Frankfort, Vienna, 

Warsaw. In towns where there was a ghetto, the ghetto walls becarre the enclosure. 

Everything that was ownerl within the walls was owned by Jews so it was easy 

to get the legal title required. Food rould always be placed in a synagogue . 

However, the eruv rould be a problem in two areas. 'Ihe first involved those who 

lived in towns where there were oo walls, in detached dwellings of one kind or 

another. The serorrl involved those who lived under authorities who might not 

be willing to give them the required documents for those who lived in open areas. 

Already in the Talmudic age the rabbis had validated a rretmd of establishing a 

syrrbolic enclosure whidl they declared satisfied the law; that's where the tele

phone poles cx:me in. Acrording to these sages if a cx:mnunity puts poles at least 

ten harrl breadths high in the ground and oonnects then at the top with a oord, 

this establishes the enclosure. 'lllis process creates a de facto ooundary. It 

has what the rabbis call zurat ha-petach, the fo:rm of a gate, and allows the 

limits to be established which define hane/place. Though Mr. Bell never had 

the eruv in mind when the telephone system was put in, its poles, ronnected at 

the top, are readymade for this kioo of purpose. 

What alx>ut getting the required dorument? In Europe it was usually a 

matter of rost. Dollars were exdlarged and the ckxunent was granted. It was 

only a questi.oo of hew greedy the city a:,uncil or lord might be. In the United 

States it's a matter of firdi.1¥1 legal language which gives the Jewish camunity 

a right, with:>ut arrt other legal encunbranoes, to an area for purposes only of 

the eruv. It can be done. 'lhere are eruvim in a rurt>er of American cities -

BaltinDre, and in parts Queens and the Bronx. It can be done witoout any 

serious CXl'lflict over 

'1he nuni tipaJ :I tiea do 

lated to the ~~-Ye 

11e1::az:~LOn of dlurch and state oonstitutional mandate. 

:ve over lllf;/ substantial rights - only rights re-
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What's the significance of all this? It's another irxlication of the 

Amaricanization of a major part of the orth:rlox Jewish ccmnunity. By that I nean 

that they're no longer satisfied to hunker dam in their world doing their own 

thing. Now they are dananding, as other minority groups have done, those rights 

which will alla,., than to live life with sane amplitude arrl ease. Instead of 

passive they're being more aggressive, arxI that's one irrlication of Americanizatiai. 

It also suggests that those wlD lead the orthodox Jewish cx:mnuni.ty are having 

nore say in its organization. The orthocbx carmunity itself is small, about eight 

percent of the Jewish cx:mnuni.ty of Clevelarrl. Those win obey the niceties of the 

tradition, such as not carrying small objects on the Sabbath, are a minority of that 

minoritv. Yet, it has bec::aoo increasingly i.rrportant to many that things be done 

properly. The days of those wlDn sociologists call the non-observant orth:rlox may 

be nunbered. 

Should we agree to approve their request for an eruv? Why not? Creat

ing an eruv will allow a few in our ccmnunity to live with a greater sense of east, 

particularly rigorously orthxbx wanen who felt restricted in not being able to 

carry their inf ant to the synagogue or a frierrl ' s house on the Sabbath . '!heir 

lives will be easier arrl we have mthing to lose. 

'Ihe eruv issue says sanething about us too. That we were not even dimly 

aware of sanething once as CXJtuon as the eruv suggests ha,., far we have cane f ran 

the ancient ways. The eruv issue also suggests the limits of the so-called return 

to tradition which so many talk about. It's at best a highly selective pheronenon. 

I can't .imagine cU1:YOne in the liberal or Conservative cxmrunity governing their 

Sal:bath activity differently, deperding oo whether an eruv exists or not. When 

we speak of a return to traditiai we are saying sanething quite different fran a 

return to rabbinic Judaisn, the whole muplex systen of halacha. We're talking 

of a return to those fOtmS, whatever they be, which define for us what it means 

to live a Jad.ah lif and reenforce our sense of Jewishness. It's a highly 

selective return and not one which will return us to the orthodox fold. The 
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fundaneltal difference between orthodoxy arrl oon-orthodoxy has to do with the 

acceptance of the divinity of the halacha. For the orthcxlox there's one law, God

given, unchangi:rg. We non-ortlxxiox lCXJk on the tradition as rich, pragmatically 

useful, often suggestive, full of insight arrl wise, but ultimately manufactured, 

artificial in the finest sense of the word, a creation of the human spirit arrl 

the genius of the Jewish people. We feel we have every right to pick, to choose, 

to be eclectic. The sense of oontinuity is imp:>rtant to us, but we reject the 

idea that it's God-given and that we 'nnist do it all.' Many practices have be

care spiritually insignificant to us. The eruv is a perfect example. 

let ire end by reminding you of Sahl Ben Masliah's letter which is part 

of the great oontinuin.;J debates in Jewish life over the degree of observance and 

the kirrl of observance Jews are obliged to engage in. The Karaites clailred that 

the rabbinic Jews of their day hcrl refonned Judaism. '!hey accused the ral:i>is of 

permitting what the Torah prohibits which is the sane charge rali:>inic Jews today 

level against us - that we pennit what is prohibited. What is really the issue? 

t«,t laxity, as Sahl or sare of our detractors claim. '!he fact is that we deal 

with different groups of people, different degrees of acculturation, different 

erotional and psycholoqical needs. The ortoodox in the Talm.rlic t~ had to find a 

way to mitigate the rigors of the Sabbath. '!be eruv was their way of acCXJrplishing 

this. In the 19th and 20th century we foum it necessary to mitigate the sense 

of oonstriction many felt the Sabbath and other rules imp:>sed on then, so we 

created our versim of non-ortoodox Juda:i sm. '1he halachic way is simply oot con

gruent with the way we live and think. 

Olr task is to share a traditioo which will express our feelings and 

allow us to be satisfied with our sancta, our way. Generally, what we do derives 

fran the tradition ard is sanctified by a feeling that these rites have meaning. 

But we're rot l.imited to what was. Q>nfimlation, Consecration, baby-naning - a 

whole congerie of rites and oerenades, inclooi?XJ the treating of wanen as full 

religious persons - are new oon-halachic approaches. Does a cerenDny speak to us? 
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Il:)es it encourage us? Il:)es it give us a sense of the sacred? If it does we 

accept it. Il:)es it restrict us? Constrict us? Ik:>es it surrourrl our lives with 

minutiae which have no meaning to us? If so, we reject it. That's the way non

orthodoxy has developed and that's the great difference between those to whan 

the telephone poles are important and those of us to whan telephone poles are 

an unfortunate and increasingly archaic necessity. 

------. .-, ~ . ...,._.~K•••....,__.,. 
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palm trc:e bearing the name of the saint as a charm for all kinds 

of diseases. They perform pilgrimage rites over the graves of these 

dead saints and make vows to them and appeal and pray to them 

..-!.O grant their requests. 
11. How· can I restrain m ysdf when ~any Jews leave their houses 

• on the Sabbath on· their way to their synagogues, carrying various 

things, such as purses and pieces of apparel, upon their arms, while 

their .wives wear jewelry? And as they do on weekdays, visiting 

from house to house, so do they also on the Sabbath. 
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