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Question: How many Jews does it take to
study a book? Answer: Around 250,000.

That last figure is the estimated total num-
ber of Jewish scholars and students who tack-
led the Talmud or Gemara, an encyclopedia of
Jewish law and lore comprising 38 volumes of
text from the greatest Torah sages of ancient
Israel and Babylon. Their debates spanned
hundreds of years and were meticulously re-
corded and sealed for posterity – close to
2,000 years ago. 

While many Americans stayed home to
nurse hangovers, inspired Jews the world
over gathered to revel in an achievement un-
paralleled by any other people, religion or cul-
ture on earth. 

More than 100,000 Orthodox Jews gath-
ered on New Year’s Day in New Jersey at Met-
life Stadium and in New York at the Barclays
Center to celebrate and mark their completion

after seven and a half years of the Talmud’s
massive 2,711 pages through an organized pro-
gram called Daf Yomi, a page-a-day study
system. 

What compelled so many men, women and
children to attend these venues and others
like it around the world, huddling in the frigid
cold and sacrificing a day-off from work to
boot? 

I, too, “finished the Daf” and proudly took
my wife and young children to Metlife Stadi-
um. At first, it was a little unsettling to see a
vast sea of black, the preferred clothing color
option of Orthodox Jews, in a secular sports
arena, but we soon acclimated and I am here
to report it was well worth the trip!

My attendance was intended not only to
honor the Torah but to salute the values cen-
tral to the Jewish People: Learning. Commit-
ment. Community. 

A young Polish rabbi, Meir Shapiro, intro-
duced the Daf Yomi project in 1923, with the
express purpose to unify the Jewish people in
learning so that, “A Jew travels by boat and
takes a volume of the Talmud with him. He
travels for 15 days to America, and each day he
learns the Daf. When he arrives in America, he
enters a beis medrash (study house) in New
York and finds Jews learning the very same
Daf that he studied that day, and he joins

them. Could there be greater unity than this?”
Jews have been called the People of the

Book, and the mass-scale learning was noth-
ing short of a miracle. To my knowledge, there
is no systematic, rigorous, academic program
for laypeople even remotely close to Daf Yomi
anywhere in the world. 

The New Testament, Hindu scriptures or
Koran are virtually closed texts to the wider
public – studied in depth by a handful of cler-
gy and religious scholars. The Talmud, on the
other hand, is an “open book” for all to study
and encouraged at every age and academic
level. Its mastery is revered, valued and prized
beyond belief within the Jewish community. 

Shortly before his death, when Albert Ein-
stein was asked what he would do differently
if he could live his life again, he replied with-
out hesitation: “I would study the Talmud.” 

So why do we study the Talmud? In a June
23, 2015, article, The New Yorker magazine
wrote the following: In 2011, the South Korean
Ambassador to Israel at the time, Young-sam
Ma, was interviewed on the Israeli public-
television show “Culture Today.” 

“I wanted to show you this,” he told the
host, straying briefly from the topic at hand, a
Korean film showing in Tel Aviv. It was a white
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Tens of thousands of Jews attended the 13th Global Siyum HaShas, which took place at MetLife Stadium, in East Rutherford, N.J., on Jan.
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The brilliant Cherokee silversmith and wordsmith

named Sogwali or Sequoyah (died 1843) was a keen ob-
server of communication. Intrigued by the “talking
leaves” (written words) of the whites, he set his mind
on the invention of a written language for his people.
As his birthplace museum in Vonore, Tennessee, ex-
plains: “Never before or since, in the history of the
world, has one man not literate in any language, per-
fected a system for reading and writing a language.”

Horace Kephart, in “The Cherokees of the Smoky
Mountains,” makes several interesting comments
about Sequoyah’s interactions with religion. As he
pursued his project of creating an alphabet, he was
“true to his own religion” and “did not seek help from
the missionaries.” They actually “discouraged him”
from his intent. Ignoring them, he finished his work,

though ironically one of the first translations of Eng-
lish into Cherokee was a portion of the Gospel of John.

As Kephart tells it: “In 1827, the Cherokee Council
resolved to establish a national newspaper in their
own language” and the Cherokee Phoenix was pub-
lished. The first editor had been educated by a board of
missionaries. 

I can’t begin to understand how Sequoyah accom-
plished his amazing creation, considering he was illit-
erate. Yet I suspect there is a great lesson to be learned
from the story, no matter what our heritage or culture.

Over the new year, my wife and I drove to Robbins-
ville for a few nights in a small cabin. Since we love
nature and history, we were delighted with Joyce Kil-
mer Memorial Forest with its quiet trails and giant,
old-growth poplars. Kilmer, who died in World War I at
the age of 31, was a man of words, like Sequoyah. He’s
famous for his poem “Trees”: “I think that I shall never
see, A poem lovely as a tree.”

Equally as meaningful, we visited the gravesite of
Cherokee warrior Junaluska and his wife Nicie before 
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