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Demystifying Day School Tuition 

James Wolfe 

  

Much time has been devoted to the so-called “tuition crisis.” School boards and                         
administrators work tirelessly; local federations and national organizations like the                   
Orthodox Union lobby, convene committees, and do fundraising; families hash out various                       
scenarios over Shabbos tables all to solve the problem. Despite these efforts, tuition almost                           
always rises and the burden grows heavier. 
   
The issue has been on my mind, as well. Eighteen months ago, I created a Google                               
Spreadsheet with the goal of better understanding how my children’s school fit into the                           
bigger picture. The spreadsheet, originally intended for friends and family, asked for basic                         
information: number of school days and tuition cost. 
   
Unexpectedly, this simple exercise went “viral.” Shared with thousands, the spreadsheet                     
collected tuition costs of hundreds of Jewish day schools around the world. It received                           
oversized attention and some media coverage. That the spreadsheet was shared so broadly                         
indicates how deeply it resonated with the larger Jewish community. The                     
information—and the desire to democratize it—clearly struck a nerve. 
   
Still, this unintended project mostly failed to serve as a catalyst for any form of change.                               
While the cost of schooling remains an important topic of conversation, there is little                           
evidence of a change in behavior by the parents or the schools. There are certainly                             
exceptions. My children’s school, Maimonides, in Brookline, MA, for example, has held                       
several town hall meetings in the past few months and has frozen tuition for the coming                               
year. 
   
Still, why has there been so little change? Isn’t there significant room for improvement? 
   
The answer, I think, is that comparing tuition “sticker prices” means very little in a                             
vacuum. The spreadsheet failed to consider cost of living, financial aid, and the depth of                             
offerings at each school. Some schools feature more educational opportunities and                     
amenities than others, to say nothing about non-educational drivers of cost such as                         
dormitories and meal plans. 
   
To truly solve a problem, we must first understand it. As a community, we must take a                                 
hard look at our day schools and place their costs into a fuller context. Revealing and                               
democratizing information is crucial but accumulating and sharing good data is even more                         
critical. 
   
That’s why I’ve now created the Jewish School Database (JSDB). The JSDB is a website that                               
aims to empower the community to gather and learn important and sometimes elusive                         
data. 
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With JSDB, we will be able to identify and analyze outcomes, understand how schools                           
compare to each other, and enable the school administrators to develop best practices. The                           
day schools largely ignored the 2016 spreadsheet because they could claim—perhaps                     
rightfully—that their tuitions vary because their offerings are different. This new website                       
and the data it collects will allow parents and other stakeholders to evaluate whether these                             
claims are accurate. Most importantly, it will hold schools accountable for the choices they                           
make when balancing quality and cost. 
   
In addition, it will serve as a valuable resource for “comparison shopping.” As consumers,                           
we have come to expect as much. When someone shops, say, for a three dollar box of                                 
paperclips on Amazon, she or he will find all of the item details along with hundreds of                                 
reviews and ratings to help make the right choice. With the JSDB website, this kind of                               
information will be readily available when it comes time to choose where to spend your life                               
savings on your child’s tuition (MSRP $200,000+ per child). 
   
The website is designed to collect data in three categories: 
   

1. Outcomes: Schools may differ in their offerings, but at the end of the day many                             
parents care most about the finished product. SAT scores, college acceptance rates,                       
gap year attendance rates, long term religiosity trends—these are the data points                       
that so many seek and so few attain. 

2. Experience: As students matriculate, what is their day like? Are their classes                       
tracked? How many students are in a section? Is there a guidance counselor? How                           
big are the grounds? While there is no single metric for student experience there                           
are many measures which the site collects to understand how schools compare. 

3. Expenses: Two schools can be identical in every way. However, if one has paid off                             
their mortgage and the other has not, they will have very different cost structures.                           
Many costs are directly correlated to “experience”—e.g., more teachers equals more                     
individualized attention paid to each child—but in order to understand tuition, a                       
clear understanding of the operational costs and decisions therein is vital. 

   
The JSDB is pre-populated with some publicly available information, but this project is                         
necessarily grassroots. This website relies on user contributions and leadership. Please take                       
a few minutes to locate (or add) your children’s school. Enter whatever information you                           
know and correct any mistakes that you find. Please fill out the survey on the top of the                                   
sidebar (click on a school name to reveal it). The long-term religiosity outcomes are,                           
perhaps, the single most important data point we are collecting. 
   
The site itself is simple and designed for easy navigation. As soon as you arrive you are                                 
presented with an editable table of schools. The filters at the top allow for easy location of a                                   
given school or set of community schools and if you click on the arrow to the left of a                                     
school, you will see all the data elements. Clicking on a school title will open a sidebar with                                   
information about the school and a link to a survey at the top. 
   
For the more spatially inclined there is a map view as well which aggregates schools by                               
region. Clicking on the numbered circles will zoom in to that region for greater detail. 
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The Google spreadsheet, while popular, was defaced many times over the last year.                         
Therefore, to edit data on the JSDB site, you must log in. Even though contributors are                               
never identified anywhere on the site, this allows us to identify the author behind each data                               
point allowing us to undo any damage done by malicious actors seeking to destroy                           
information. 
   
While no individual data point will solve the tuition crisis, working together we can build                             
something that is greater than the sum of its parts. Reaching a critical mass will allow us to                                   
bring about real change. That goal can only be met with your participation. 
 
 
James Wolfe is the CEO of Integrate S/T, a software development firm. He lives in Newton, MA                                 

with his wife and three children. 
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What is Jewish Law? Uncovering a Debate between the 
Tur and the Ran 

Shlomo Zuckier 

 
Introduction 

Immediately following the divine revelation at Sinai, the Torah opens with a listing of                           
statutes to be presented before Israel: לפניהם תשים אשר המשפטים ,ואלא “And these are the                          
laws that you shall put before them” (Exodus 21:1). Rashi, following midrashic tradition,                         
understands that these laws are not (only) put before the collective of Israel, but before the                               
judges, those appointed only chapters prior in the Yitro story. But what precisely is                           
presented to Israel and its judges? What is the scope, nature and goal of civil law as                                 
promulgated by God?  
 
Throughout human history, the realm of law has been given multiple purposes. In some                           
societies, the law is a statement of a society’s values, how one ought to live; among this set                                   
of ideals is an account of how society deals with those who violate the law, and the creation                                   
of an administrative or executive system. In other societies, there is less of an idealistic                             
view of the law, and law’s function is simply to create order.   
 
The goal of law is not to educate but simply to discipline, to put into line those who                                   
diverge from its norms, with the goal of creating a safe, organized society. 
 
What is the perspective of Jewish law on this issue? Among the most celebrated legal                             
systems, Jewish law finds its source in ancient times with biblical law, flourishes in a vast                               
talmudic literature, and continues to be the subject of tomes upon tomes of commentaries,                           
codes, and responsa until the present day.   
 
At times Jewish Law was the primary governing code of Jewish society; although in the                             
modern, post-emancipatory period this has largely not been the case. Jewish law is still                           
widely practiced—at least in its ritual sense—and Jewish courts still function for certain                         
areas of law, in the Diaspora and especially in the Land of Israel.   
 
What perspective might this long-standing legal system hold on the function of law? For                           
this complex issue, the adage of “two Jews, three opinions” holds true. Overall, Jewish Law                             
offers no obvious or straightforward answer. Still, we will endeavor to provide at least a                             
partial response to this question, doing so on the basis of two leading fourteenth century                             
scholars of Jewish law and thought: Rabbi Jacob ben Asher of Toledo, known as the Ba’al                               
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ha-Turim (d. ~1343), and Rabbi Nissim ben Reuven of Gerona, known as the Ran (d.                             
1376).   
 

The Tur 

The Tur’s influential legal work, the Arba’ah Turim, is a synopsis and doctrinal work on                             
talmudic and post-talmudic literature. It formed the basis—in both structure and                     
content—for Rabbi Yosef Caro’s Shulhan Arukh and the majority of successive material on                         
the Jewish law code. Befitting the Tur’s role as a codifier, the clearest formulation of his                               
view of Jewish law is not an explicit or frontal treatment of the issue of the nature of the                                     
Jewish judicial system per se.   
 
Rather, at the beginning of Hoshen Mishpat, his code of Jewish civil law, he offers a homily                                 
or disquisition of sorts on the importance of having a justice system. He begins by citing                               
the statement from Avot 1:2 that “the world stands on three things: on law (din), truth                               
(emet), and peace (shalom),” explaining, on the basis of Rabbenu Yonah, that these are not                             
the purposes for which the world was created but are rather the means through which the                               
world is sustained.   
 
The homily traverses the highlights of biblical history, emphasizing that the                     
accomplishments of all of its great protagonists are precisely based on their imposition of                           
law on the world. Invoking Genesis 19:19, the Tur argues that “God only knew Abraham,                             
calling him friend, because he walked in the way of justice and trained his children in that                                 
way.” Not only does this hold for many other leaders throughout Jewish history, but the                             
inverse is also true: those who fail to impose justice on the world will be punished for that                                   
negligence.   
 
In addition, he notes that the commandment to appoint judges—based on “Appoint for                         
yourselves judges and officers” (Deuteronomy 16:18f)—applies not only to judges but also                       
to the enforcers, the officers with rods who stand before the court and enforce their word.                               
This verse even extends to an obligation for the court to possess proper implements                           
available for court use by these officers.   
 
The Ran 

Another theorist of Jewish law, the Ran, published no code of Jewish law. Instead, he                             
published a host of commentaries on talmudic tractates and the Rif’s legal summaries, a                           
series of responsa, as well as a volume of lengthy homilies entitled Derashot ha-Ran.   
 
The Ran’s famous eleventh homily deals with the obligation to create a justice system,                           
following that same biblical verse charging Israel with appointing judges (Deuteronomy                     
16:18-20). He argues that, in actuality, there exists a dual rather than a singular system, one                               
based on a rule of the judge and the other based on the law of the king (Deuteronomy                                   
17:14-20). Judges, and the courts, are enjoined to apply the law according to their pristine                             
truth (mishpat tzedek or mishpat amiti) on the basis of the Torah’s stated rules, while the                               
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king, or some executive body serving in his place, is charged with ensuring an orderly                             
society (tikkun seder medini).   
 
The two groups are supposed to complement one another: the goal of the courts is to live                                 
up to the Torah’s theoretical ideals and to bring the divine bounty (shefa) into the world                               
through their implementation. As the societal effects of this limited application of the law                           
are limited, and do not necessarily ensure that society is properly organized, the role of the                               
king is to fill the void and take all necessary actions to ensure a safe and healthy society.   
 
The approaches of the Tur and the Ran are directly opposed to one another on their                               
understanding of the goal of justice (mishpat, or din). The Tur has a very pragmatic view                               
that law creates order while the Ran has an idealistic or metaphysical view of law as                               
bringing a perfect, theoretical divine vision of societal justice into the world. In several                           
cases, they treat the same talmudic proof texts in fascinatingly divergent fashion, such that                           
studying the two in tandem is a productive endeavor.   
 
Furthermore, the fact that their presentations on this matter have the same starting points                           
and yet diverge so significantly from one another gives reason to consider whether this                           
might be seen as an explicit polemic by the Ran against the Tur’s earlier position. I will                                 
now explore three distinct places in their important remarks on the legal system where                           
there is a clear divergence between the two that may point towards intentional                         
disagreement.   
 
Universalism 
The Tur’s account of law strikes a highly universalist note. For example, the Mishnah from                             
Avot that he explicates establishes that justice is a pillar upon which the entire world stands.                               
He offers a historical trajectory of law that begins with the creation of the world and                               
explains, among other things, why the (pre-Jewish) generation of the deluge failed to                         
properly dispense justice and caused the world to be destroyed. The judge is lauded for his                               
efforts “to break the outstretched arms of evil doers, taking from them their spoils and                             
returning it to its owns,” which “upholds the world.”   
 
There is nothing specifically Jewish about this account of the value of law and the judge,                               
although of course Halakhah charges Jewish society to ensure the rule of law. 
 
Louis Jacobs, in a helpful article on this passage of the Tur (from which Tur translations in                                 
this article are taken), notes the generalizing, universalistic strand at play here: 
 

[Tur] observes the non-dogmatic basis of the majority of these laws [of                       
Hoshen Mishpat]. Justice, truth and peace are necessary if human society is to                         
endure. No appeal to revelation is required. The appeal is to the innate good                           
sense of human beings as human beings, not as Jews who believe in                         
revelation.  
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This, of course, is consistent with his position that the goal of Jewish law courts, just like                                 
any law court, is to ensure law and order. This is a challenge to society for all times, for all                                       
peoples, and Jews participate in it like any other nation.   
 
On the other hand, the Ran goes out of his way to mention that the court’s role is a special                                       
one, unique to the Jewish people and Jewish law. He acknowledges that “the human                           
species” and “every nation” has a need for some form of governance, so as to avoid anarchy                                 
and destruction.   
 
However, this aspect of governance is not the goal of mishpat, or Jewish law in its classical                                 
sense. The Ran is careful to attribute such a role to the king, who does whatever is                                 
necessary to create order, regardless of its coherence with Torah, rather than to the Jewish                             
courts, which rule on the basis of Halakhah. While the king is recruited to fill a role “like all                                     
the other nations around” Israel (Deuteronomy 17:14, I Samuel 8:5), Jewish law is                         
particularly Jewish, its basis in the Torah, which “is unique among all the laws of the                               
nations of the world as to its laws and commandments.” 
 
Whether the charge to impose mishpat is a global challenge that Jews face like all others, or                                 
whether it is a specific challenge of mapping God’s law onto this physical world is an open                                 
debate between the Tur and the Ran.   
 
Rectifying the State of Nature 

As he lionizes the commandment of justice (mishpat or din) and its significance, the Tur                             
establishes that the world is maintained by justice, that the practice of law by judges                             
upholds the world: 
 

הדיינין ידי שעל אלו ידי על מתקיים שנברא אחר פירוש קיים העולם אמר               וכאן
 שדנין בין איש לחבירו העולם קיים כי אלמלא הדין כל דאלים גבר

 
But here (Avot 1:2) it says ‘the world endures’, meaning, after it has been                           
created it endures because of these three. The world endures because of the                         
judges who adjudicate between man and his fellow, otherwise whoever is                     
the more powerful would prevail.  

 
The mishnah lumps justice (din) together with truth (emet) and peace (shalom) because all                           
three of these institutions are critical for the maintenance of the world. Truth is necessary                             
because, as the talmudic dictum goes, “falsehood has no legs” (see b. Shabbat 104a), and                             
without truth society would fall apart. Similarly, peace is indispensable for a functioning                         
society, as is clarified by another Mishnah in Avot (3:2):   
 

 הוי מתפלל בשלומה של מלכות שאלמלא מורא מלכות איש את רעהו חיים בלעו
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And so too, with regard to peace, as the sages say (Avot 3: 2): “Pray for the                               
peace of the ruling power for were it not for the fear of the ruling power                               
man would swallow up his neighbor alive.” 
 

One can see the close relationship between these factors—both truth and peace are said to                             
be a major stabilizing factor (ma’amad gadol) necessary for keeping the world steady. And                           
the description of society sans justice and sans peace is also similar—without justice we are                             
in a Hobbesian scenario where “whoever is the more powerful would prevail”; without                         
peace we face a world where “man would swallow up his neighbor alive.” 
 
It is the force of the justice system, accompanied by both truth and peace, that allows                               
humanity to exit the state of nature and have a stable, safe society.   
 
Like the Tur, the Ran is aware of the need for justice and for societal order. However, he                                   
has a very different view of the relationship between filling this need and Jewish law as it                                 
was given. He writes: 
 

את איש כן לא שאם פרטיו, בין שישפוט לשופט צריך האנושי המין כי הוא ידוע                 
וישראל ... מדיני ישוב לזה צריכה אומה וכל נשחת. העולם ויהיה בלעו, חיים               רעהו

 צריכין זה כיתר האומות
 

... תלם על התורה חוקי להעמיד והוא אחרת, לסיבה עוד אליהם צריכין זה               ומלבד
השופטים שיתמנו וצוה מיוחדת, לכת האלו מהענינים אחד כל ייחד יתברך             והשם
לבדו, בזה ישלם לא המדיני שהסידור ומפני ... האמיתי הצודק המשפט             לשפוט

 השלים האל תיקונו במצות המלך
 
It is known that the human species needs a judge to judge between its                           
individuals, because without this ‘man would swallow up his neighbor                   
alive,’ and the world would be destroyed. And every nation needs this                       
political organization … and Israel needs it like all other nations.   
 
And in addition to this they have another need, for another purpose,                       
namely to establish the Torah laws on their foundation … And the Name,                         
blessed be He, assigned each of these matters to a distinct group, charging                         
that [Israel] appoint judges to judge the truly just law … And because                         
political order would not be accomplished with this alone, God                   
supplemented his establishment [of the institution of the courts] with the                     
commandment [to appoint] a king.   

 
The lack of order that is inherent in the human condition must be dealt with by any                                 
organized society, whether gentile or Israel. And, the Ran argues, God does provide Israel                           
with the tools for establishing a society immune to the plague of people eating each other                               
alive, paraphrasing Avot 3:2.   
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However, by contrast to the Tur, it is not the court and the true justice system that can                                   
restore order, but the king and political institutions! The challenge of the state of nature                             
depicted by the Ran is identical to that of his predecessor the Tur, but his solution is                                 
opposite—it is precisely not the justice system but their counterpart, a political or executive                           
branch, that is to maintain political order in society.   
 

How Does Mishpat Bring God into the World? 

Possibly the sharpest distinction between the two approaches is their understanding of the                         
goal of mishpat, of law as it is adjudicated by the judges. Both Tur and Ran will cite a key                                       
talmudic statement about the value of justice, mishpat. The Mishnah in Shabbat (10a) writes: 
 

נעשה כאילו הכתוב עליו מעלה - אחת שעה אפילו לאמיתו אמת דין שדן דיין                כל
 שותף להקדוש ברוך הוא במעשה בראשית

 
Any judge who judges the law in real truth—even for one moment—the                       
verse considers him to be a partner with the Holy One, blessed be He, in                             
Creation. 

 
As noted above, the Tur sees the role of justice—more specifically, of the judges—as the                             
simple but crucial job of removing conflict and injustice from society. God created the                           
world to be well-maintained and just, and the Torah’s legal system—just like any legal                           
system—is meant to support such a world. This “mere” maintenance of a moral society is                             
seen by the Tur as a great accomplishment.   
 
Not only does the Tur depict justice (din/mishpat) as a core factor in maintaining the world,                               
but it offers a judge the possibility of partnering with God in creating a just and ordered                                 
world, the completion of the divine will. For this reason, justice is a great mitzvah,                             
commanded multiple times in the Torah and attributed to many biblical heroes, as well as                             
the messiah himself. Lack of justice led to the destruction of Jerusalem, while restoring                           
justice will lead to its rebuilding and hasten the redemption. 
 
However, Tur offers a most prosaic explanation of this statement: 
 

שותף נעשה כאילו לאמתו אמת דין הדן כל באמרם ז"ל רבותינו כוונת              וזהו
והרשעים קיים להיות העולם ברא הוא ברוך הקדוש כי בראשית במעשה             להקב"ה
נחתם שלא המבול בדור שמצינו וכמו במעשיהם אותו מחריבין וחומסין            שגוזלין
משחיתם הנני בתריה וכתיב חמס הארץ מלאה כי דכתיב הגזל על אלא דינם               גזר
ומחזירו טרף מידם ולוקח הרשעים רמות זרועות המשבר שהדיין נמצא הארץ             את
קיים להיות שבראו שמו יתברך הבורא רצון להשלים וגורם העולם מקיים             לבעלים

 והרי כאילו נעשה שותף להקב"ה
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This is the meaning of the rabbinic saying (Shabbat 10a): ‘Whoever renders a                       
just and true decision it is as if he had become a partner with God in the                                 
work of creation’. For the Holy One, blessed be He, created the world that it                             
might endure and the wicked who rob and plunder destroy it by their                         
deeds, as we find in connection with the generation of the deluge. Their                         
fate was sealed only because of the robbery of which they were guilty, as it                             
is written: ‘for the earth is filled with violence through them’ (Genesis 6:13),                         
the verse concluding: ‘and behold, I will destroy them with the earth’. It                         
follows that the judge who shatters the high hand of the wicked, taking                         
from them ill-gotten gains and returning these to their rightful owners,                     
causes the world to endure, thus bringing to fruition the divine will for the                           
world to endure. Thus the judge is a partner of the Holy One, blessed be He. 

 
The Tur thinks very pragmatically here. As the Mishnah from Avot teaches, the world is                             
upheld through justice (din) in a most pragmatic way, by maintaining an ordered society.                           
Since God created the world with an interest in it maintaining its existence, upholding                           
justice and ensuring iniquity is wiped out and society is ordered literally fulfills this divine                             
will, rendering the judge who does this a partner with God.   
 
While the Tur, in a sense, offers a mundane or pedestrian understanding of this passage,                             
the Ran takes a much grander perspective, one that points to mystical or metaphysical                           
benefits that a person attains based on their judging properly. The Ran writes:   
 

בפועל נראה בראשית, שמעשה שכמו שאמרנו, למה רומז הזה           והשותפות
לאמיתו, אמת דין שדן דיין כל כן שנתהוה, מה כל נתהוה שמאתו              התחתונים

 ממשיך השפע ההוא, יושלם מצד דינו לגמרי תיקון מדיני או לא יושלם
 
This partnership hints at what we have said, that just like in the creation of                             
the world it was revealed that everything that came into being came from                         
Him, so too any judge who judges the law with real truth continues this                           
divine overflow, which is completed whether or not there is any ordering                       
of society. 
 

For the Ran the goal of applying Jewish law is bringing God into the world through                               
implementing God’s law. This not only is important in itself, but also because it causes                             
God’s will to be manifest in the world. The judge, then, is partner to God in the sense that                                     
he serves as a conduit bringing God’s law from the theoretical realm into the practical,                             
day-to-day world.   
 
If we consider these two approaches, the question might be whether the purpose of the law                               
is to serve the world, or whether the purpose of the world is to serve as a canvas on which                                       
the law can play itself out. Is the point of Jewish law an instrumental one, as a structure                                   
facilitating societal function, or is it inherently valuable, and applying it is important                         
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regardless of worldly impact, as it serves to bring God’s overflow into the world. These are                               
truly two distinct and opposite purposes, as one talmudic source is pulled to two opposite                             
extremes.   
 

Divergence or Polemic? 

To this point we have seen the Tur’s and the Ran’s differing positions on the nature and                                 
goal of justice play themselves out in various areas: is the category of mishpat essentially                             
universalist or particularist? Does it respond to the state of nature or not?I Is it about                               
maintaining order in the world or whether it is about bringing God’s ethereal law into this                               
world? How does judging properly make a judge into a partner with God in Creation? It is                                 
clear that these approaches diverge on these important questions, offering two distinct                       
theories of the nature of law.   
 
However, I would like to raise the possibility that we have on our hands more than a mere                                   
disagreement on this question, that the Ran may have been formulated as a response of                             
sorts to the Tur. 
 
The Tur’s Arba’ah Turim began to be disseminated in 1340, three years before his death, and                               
seven years before the Ran began his tenure in Barcelona in 1350. It is clear that at least                                   
some of Ran’s Derashot date to at least the 1360s, as he refers to the black plague (of                                   
1351-53) as having taken place thirteen years prior in his tenth derasha. Even as the Ran                               
does not generally quote the Tur in his legal writings, he may very well have been aware of                                   
this homiletic introduction when offering his own disquisition on varying legal                     
institutions. 
 
The Ran’s language may point to the possibility of a polemic, as well. He cites two key                                 
sources that the Tur invokes—both Avot 3:2’s description of the world as descending into                           
the chaos of “man swallowing man alive” and b. Shabbat 10a’s note that one who judges                               
truthfully is a partner with God. In both cases, as discussed above, he offers a divergent                               
interpretation, explaining how these sources can be integrated into an alternative account                       
of din.   
 
Furthermore, in the latter case the Ran goes out of his way to note that the judge is                                   
considered a partner with God in Creation for bringing God’s justice into the world                           
“whether or not there is any ordering of society.” This language is not directly relevant for                               
his point, and may have been included as part of a polemic against the Tur’s position on                                 
law. The Ran’s very distinction between a king and judge, dichotomizing the roles, serves                           
the purpose of attacking the Tur’s position perfectly, as it agrees on the practical needs of                               
society while completely detaching them from any justice-oriented function. 
 
These indications are insufficient to constitute hard proof to this contention that the Ran’s                           
essay is a polemical response. There are alternate explanations: he may simply be citing the                             
key sources on law in rabbinic literature, and distinguishing the role of court from the                             

11 



king, without having the Tur’s position in mind. Still, one wonders whether the Ran might                             
be challenging the Tur in this connection, using the latter’s recent and widespread                         
introduction as the perfect target for a polemic on the nature of Jewish law.   
 
Whether or not a polemic is at work here, these great fourteenth century Jewish legalists                             
offer clear and distinct presentations of alternate views of the nature and function of Jewish                             
Law and Judaism’s justice system. 
 
Many thanks to my colleagues Yaakov Taubes and Jesse Abelman for their helpful comments on an                               

earlier version of this article. 
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A Tribute to Arthur Hyman z”l: Scholar, Teacher, and 
Exemplary Human Being 

David Berger 

 
Editors’ note: this eulogy was originally delivered at Dr. Arthur Hyman’s funeral on Friday, February                             

10, at the Plaza Jewish Community Chapel in Manhattan. 

As the great, European-born rabbis of the mid-to-late twentieth century passed away and                         
were eulogized, one heard assessments that descended into clichés about how irreplaceable                       
they were, how one does not find their like anymore, how they preserved the learning and                               
the atmosphere of a golden and unrecoverable age of rabbinic learning and leadership. For all                             
their nostalgia and uncritical celebration, these assertions, like most clichés, captured a                       
genuine reality. We have become accustomed to such language in traditional religious                       
contexts, but as I thought about the loss that we experienced today, I could not help but be                                   
transported into this universe of discourse that is so removed from that of the academy and                               
usually even at odds with it. 

The loss of Arthur Hyman is precisely the loss of a giant from a generation that we                                 
Lilliputians cannot recover. He commanded a breadth and depth of knowledge characteristic                       
of a bygone era. This was brought home to me as I read the preface to his critical edition and                                       
English translation of the medieval Hebrew translation of an otherwise lost Arabic work by                           
the premier Muslim philosopher, Averroes. I was struck by his matter-of-fact assertion that                         
he chose the Hebrew version rather than the medieval Latin translation because of the                           
closeness of Hebrew to Arabic, but that he regularly examined the Latin text, sometimes                           
preferred it, and in some cases based his translation upon it. Mastery of both the language                               
and content of the medieval philosophical corpus in Arabic, Latin, and Hebrew was simply                           
taken for granted. 

Even the acknowledgments in that preface transport us into an age when giants walked the                             
earth. Dr. Hyman thanks his teachers Harry Wolfson and Saul Lieberman, his colleagues Salo                           
Baron, Paul Oskar Kristeller and Shlomo Pines, and the former President of the Israel                           
Academy of the Sciences and Humanities that co-sponsored the work—Gershom Scholem.                     
For those unfamiliar with the fields of Jewish and Medieval and Renaissance Studies, please                           
accept my testimony that this is as dazzling a list of acknowledgments as could be conjured up                                 
by what the medievals would have called the imaginative faculty even at its optimum,                           
prophetic level. 

Dr. Hyman was a truly great scholar. He wrote about virtually all the major Jewish thinkers                               
of the Middle Ages and many of the modern age. He addressed key philosophical issues                             
ranging from dogma to eschatology to prophecy. He was the co-author of a widely used                             
reader of medieval Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Philosophy. But he was much more than a                             
publishing scholar of the first rank. He was a teacher who raised generations of students both                               
at Yeshiva University and at Columbia. I was a minuscule part of that legacy. One of his                                 
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students wrote me upon hearing the sad news, “I did an independent study with him as an                                 
undergraduate. Dr. Hyman was so perceptive and had a pivotal impact on my writing.” He                             
demanded careful attention to texts and appreciated his ability to study them in the original                             
with students at Yeshiva. 

But he was more than a great scholar and influential teacher. He was a model of sober                                 
judgment, ethical behavior, academic leadership, and devotion to Judaism and the Jewish                       
community. On the broader landscape of the academy, he served as President of the Society                             
for Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy as well as the American Academy for Jewish                         
Research. For decades, the Academy was the organization of academic Jewish Studies in the                           
United States, but membership was restricted to a select number of elite scholars. To serve as                               
its President spoke volumes. When the broader based, more democratic Association for                       
Jewish Studies was formed, Dr. Hyman embraced it and came to serve on its Board of                               
Directors. 

In the narrower but all-important context of his own university, his self-sacrifice for a                           
greater good was thrown into bold relief at the most critical moment in the history of the                                 
Bernard Revel Graduate School of Jewish Studies at Yeshiva. More than two decades ago,                           
there was a move to close the school for financial reasons. To the great credit of the YU                                   
student body and the Modern Orthodox community, there was a crescendo of protest, and                           
major philanthropists, including Revel’s current Chairman of the Board Mordecai Katz,                     
saved the school. But a school does not live on bread—literal or figurative—alone. 

The revived institution needed a wise, steady, and energetic hand at the helm, and at an age                                 
when most people were at the cusp or beyond the cusp of retirement, Dr. Hyman,                             
recognizing the profound importance of Revel for the mission of Modern Orthodoxy, agreed                         
to assume the leadership of a graduate school that he guided with precisely such wisdom for                               
more than a decade and a half. 

But his leadership was marked by more than wisdom. To encounter him was to encounter a                               
paragon of dignity and character. He treated everyone with consummate respect. While                       
almost all deans refer to their office administrators by their first names–and there is nothing                             
wrong with this—Dr. Hyman referred to his as Mrs. Washington. (I should add that she                             
more than merited this respect.) Let me attempt to capture this point by reading a sentence                               
that I wrote for today’s obituary in the Times: “A world-renowned scholar, he wore his                             
learning with grace, generosity, and nobility of spirit.” 

Finally, he was a scholar of Judaism but also an adherent of Judaism. Academics—even deeply                             
religious Orthodox academics—tend to be reticent about proclamations of faith, and Dr.                       
Hyman did not wear his faith on his sleeve. I was consequently both impressed and deeply                               
moved when he ended his eulogy at the funeral of his first wife with the impassioned                               
declaration, “We believe in a resurrection.” So let me emulate him by endorsing this                           
affirmation of faith and conclude with the verse that follows Daniel’s declaration that “many                           
of those that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake.” “And the knowledgeable,” Daniel                               
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continues, “will be radiant like the bright expanse of sky, and those who lead the many to                                 
righteousness will be like the stars forever and ever.” 

Yehi zikhro barukh. 
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