Eduyoth, Chapter Four, Mishnah Twelve

Introduction

This is the final mishnah in the long list of mishnayoth that list the disputes between Beth Shammai and Beth Hillel.  

Mishnah Twelve

1) A man who was set beneath the gap: 

1) Beth Shammai says: he does not cause the impurity to pass over.   

2) But Beth Hillel says: a man is hollow, and the upper side causes the impurity to pass over.

Explanation

This mishnah, which is also found in tractate Ohalot 11:3, deals with a situation explained there in mishnah two.  The situation is that there is a portico, a semi-covered courtyard, which is surrounded by pillars and on one side is a house.  The portico is covered but the walls are open in three directions.  This roof would normally cause tent impurity to be imparted to anything under the roof.  In other words, if there was a source of impurity (such as a dead body) under the roof and a live person, or vessels under the same roof, the live person and vessels would be impure.  The previous mishnah to our mishnah in Ohalot deals with a case where there is a crack in the roof.  The impurity does not pass from one side of the crack to the other.  Therefore if there is a dead body on one side and vessels on another, the vessels are not impure.

The dispute between Beth Shammai and Beth Hillel is about a case when a person was lying on the ground, directly under the crack.  According to Beth Shammai, this person does not bridge the crack in the roof above, and the vessels which are on the opposite side remain pure.  Beth Hillel holds that since the body of a person is considered to be hollow, the roof of his abdomen bridges the gap created by the crack and brings the impurity over to the other side.  

Questions for Further Thought:

 Do you think it would make a difference if the crack did not go the whole length of the roof?  

 Would this same law be true if there were cracks in a house?

