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Rabbi Nehunyah’s Prayer: Havruta Learning Guide 
 
The text for our session comes from the Mishnah, the earliest major document after the 
Bible in the formation of Judaism.  The Mishnah emerged out of a few hundred years of 
“oral tradition” eventually finding its current form more or less around the year 220 CE. 
Tradition ascribes the compilation of the Mishnah to Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi (Judah the 
Prince or more commonly today “Judah the Patriarch”) the leader of the Jewish 
community in Palestine at that time. The Mishnah is a fairly compact work, not prone to 
discuss matters at length. Perhaps for that reason it later becomes the foundation stone of 
the Talmud, serving as the jumping off point for the longer “Talmudic” debates 
interpreting the Mishnah’s meaning.  The Mishnah’s pages are populated by the 
discussions of a small group of individuals called “rabbis” or “sages” often found in the 
Beit Midrash, the “study hall”—their teachings and some of their disputes are recorded in 
the Mishnah’s pages. Some of these figures—like Rabbi Akiva—have names we know. 
Others are less familiar. The hero of our story Rabbi Nehunyah is not one of the most 
well known figures. He probably lived sometime in the second century of the Common 
Era. In this brief story we see a discussion between the Nehunyah and his colleagues or 
students. In our learning together we’re going to try to figure what is this story about? 
How might it speak to us today—in our “Beit Midrash”—our MTEI experience?  
 

1. Find a partner (“havruta”) to study with. 
2. Read the text out loud again in English or Hebrew or both. 
3. Look carefully at the text together: 

a. Begin with one of you in the havruta telling the story in your own words—
what actually happens in this story? The other person in the pair 
responds—do you agree with this retelling or would you retell it in another 
way? If so, tell it out loud in your words. Now talk together about the 
things that were the same and the things that were different in the 
retellings. 

b. Imagine for a moment the scene-- Rabbi Nehunyah has entered the Beit 
Midrash. His colleagues or students seem curious about what he is doing 
as he enters.  

c. What do we learn from the first line of the Mishnah? In the next lines: 
Why might the students and colleagues ask him their question?  

d. Rabbi Nehunyah prays that no “mishap” or offense would be caused by 
him. What do you think he means by that?  

e. Why do you think he “gives thanks” for his “lot” as he exits? What might 
he mean by that? 

f. If you were one of his colleagues or students how would you understand 
his prayer, both the beginning and the end? How would you feel about his 
prayer? 

g. What is his emotional state as he enters the Beit Midrash and what is it 
like when he leaves? How might you explain the change in his emotional 
state?  

h. What kind of learning environment in the Beit Midrash might explain the 
Rabbi’s thankfulness upon leaving? 


