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to the newly ordained rabbis and almost caught them, but the young
men ran quickly. They tried to take their rebbe with them, but he felt
he would slow them down and refused to go. The Romans captured
him and mercilessly speared his body until he looked “like a sieve,” but
the tradition of rabbinical ordination continued. Obviously, as Rav
Soloveitchik pointed out, this was an act of Kiddush HaShem, sanctifi-
cation of God's name; although, as he also pointed out, it is difficult to
understand because there are three sins for which a Jew is commanded to
sacrifice his life rather than commit them: murder, adultery and idolatry.
Semmikha is not counted among those mitzvot for which one should die.
- Furthermore, the Rav asked, what does the term semikha mean?

<

|o

It really means the “laying on of hands.” This is, indeed, generally what
happens. The rabbi places his hands on the head or the shoulders of his
disciple and, in this way, confers upon his student the authority to give
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| The verb lismokh (from which semikha is derived) literally means
to rely upon, to lean on. Now, one may ask, who leans on whom in the
act of semikha? Many would sdy that the individual who receives the ordi-
nation leans on his teacher, on past generations, because his authority
comes from the past traditions, from the generations of previous sages
» who have taught Torah. The young rabbi is a disciple, a link in that chain
of tradition that harks back to Sinai, and he leans on those rabbis of the

past whose tradition has been handed down to him.
\Fbl However, Rav Soloveitchik said, “If you ever see an ol
with h_i_._x__ii._‘l_nds on a younger man, who is leaning on whom? Generally

F o/ /Nl it’s the older man leaning on the younger man!”

"~ So Rav Soloveitchik looked at us En‘ng the ordination dinner
and said to us, “You're not leaning on me; I am the one who is leaning
on you. Whatever I've learned and expounded, whatever new approach,
insight or inte rprct.umn I have formulated, wtl] die with me unless it

J( lives thruugh yoy.”

“Therefore,” said Rav Soloveitchik, “Rabbi Yehuda ben Bava was

.not sacrificing his life by ordaining his students; |U_ag_gm£Lgmug

himself eternal life. He understood very well that if the tradition had
died, it would have been as if he had never lived.”
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