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Four Sages Debate What the Most Important Idea of
Judaism Is

The Torah’s revolution in philosophy, sociology and psychology pale in
comparison to its insistence on a daily offering of two sheep

By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson

In honor of the engagement of our cousin
Devorah Leah Kirschenbaum (Crown Heights, Brooklyn)
to Isser New (Montreal, Canada)

By Eda and David Schottenstein
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1. Class Description:

What do you feel is the one verse in the Torah which encapsulates the quintessence of
Judaism? The all-encompassing verse which is the basis of everything we live for?

This very same discussion took place one day in the study hall of our Talmudic sages. Four
opinions emerged. “The verse ‘Love your fellow as yourself’ is the basis of the Torah,” was the
opinion of Rabbi Akiba.

Then there was another opinion: “Shma Yisroel.” Two times a day, we proclaim G-d’s
oneness and unity. Seemingly, the purpose of our existence is to recognize G-d’s Kingship and
Sovereignty over the world and everything in it. Then there was the third opinion which held
that the description of a human being as crafted in the Divine image, that is the verse which
defines Torah more than all.

In the midst of the debate, one of the Rabbis declared that the verse "One sheep you shall
offer in the morning and the second sheep in the afternoon”, which is found in this week’s
Torah portion of Pinchas, is the most encompassing verse of the entire Torah. Thereupon one
of the sages stood up and pronounced this verse as the winner!

The result seems astonishing. The foundation of our religion is the offering of sheep? What is
the meaning of this peculiar statement? In today’s class we will explore the four approaches as
to what is the ultimate verse of the Bible and why specifically the daily sacrifice of the sheep
embodies the core of Judaism.
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2. Sources:
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1. Toras Kohanim
Vayikrah 19

And you shall love your fellow man like yourself;
Rabbi Akivah says, “This is the basis of the
Torah”. Ben Azai says “the verse, ‘ This is the
book of the chronicles of man’, is more
inclusive!”

2. Leviticus
Chapter 19, Verse 18

You shall not take revenge and you shall not
bear a grudge against the members of your
people; You shall love your fellow man like
yourself — 1 am Hashem.

3. Genesis
Chapter 5, Verse 1

This is the book of the chronicles of man; on the
day that G-d created man He created him in the
image of G-d.
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4. Authors Introduction to Ein Yaakov

Ben Zoma said, “We find a verse which is more
inclusive, namely ‘Hear oh Israel etc’!”

Ben Nanas said, “We find a verse which is even
more inclusive, namely ‘And you shall love your
fellow man as yourself’!”

Shimon ben Pazi said, “We find a verse which is
even more inclusive, namely  One sheep you
shall offer in the morning etc’!”
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One of the rabbis stood on his feet and declared,
“The verdict follows the opinion of Shimon the

19 125 N9 VIR PIXI DY IO 17 Ty
AN NN TMN DX NN YN DD N7

son of Pazi as proven from the verse ‘In JM) POWNN
conformance with all that | show you, the form

of the Tabernacle etc’!”

5. Deuteronomy 0%937.5
Chapter 6, Verse 4 )y P9

Hear O Israel; the Lord is our G-d, the Lord is
One.
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6. Numbers
Chapter 28, Verse 4

The one sheep you shall offer in the morning and
the second sheep in the afternoon.
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7. Exodus
Chapter 25, Verse 9

In conformance with all that | show you, the
form of the Tabernacle, and the form of all its
vessels; And so shall you make.
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8. Nesivos Olam, Maharal
Section of Ahavas Reiya, Chapter 1

The explanation of Ben Pazi, who stated that the
verse ‘The one sheep you shall offer in the
morning etc’ is more of the basis of the Torah
than the other verses, is as follows. The verse
emphasizes that a man should serve Hashem
with continuity, as a servant. Just as a servant
does not veer from serving his master but rather
serves him continuously, so should man serve G-
d. Therefore he stated that the verse ‘The one
sheep you shall offer in the morning etc’, which
refers to the Tomid (continuous) sacrifice which
was offered every morning and evening, is the
basis of the Torah. For the ultimate purpose is
for man to be like a servant to G-d, and the rest
of the Torah is the commentary, for through
performing the Mitzvos, one is able to serve his
Maker to the fullest.
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3. Questions and Exercises
1. What are the four approaches as to what is the quintessence of Judaism?

a.

b.

2. Why is Shimon ben Pazi’s approach the winner? Does it really include the other three
opinions? Explain:

3. Would you describe yourself as a consistent person? Do you have consistency in your life?

4. In what areas of your life do you find it hard to keep a routine schedule? Why? Are you a
moody person? When you get into a “mood,” do you abandon your responsibilities and inner
calling? What can you do to fix that?

5. What can you do to add consistency to your life? What do you need to avoid?
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