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A~TRACT 

R. Johanan b . Nappaha was one of the outstand

ing fi£ures of the early Amoraic period . He was known as 

a master of homiletical literature and a creative teacher 

of the rabbinic t r adition . It was from his academy in 

Tiberias that work was first begun on the Palestinian Tal

mud and on t he Midrash to Psa~ . His own legal decisions 

and his homiletic interpretations of Scripture quickened 

the relic; ious conscience and heightened the spiritual 

capab i lities of his own generat ion; h is thinl<i ng ferti

lized the mind of succeeding ages . 

His life ane thought is ex plored in this thesis . 

I t comprises an intr oduction to the task the writer has 

undertaken ; a chapter on Johanan 1 s life asainst the period 

in whicc he lived ; another ch&pter expl ores hi~ exegeti cal 

method - which was var ied and adroit ; the third chapter 

h ig~lights his theol ocical concept i ons ; and the finsl chap

ter discusses his eth ical admonitions . The thesis con

cludes wi th some sue r estions as to Johana.n's relevance for 

our own a ge . 

The author has attempted to utilize all sources 

in a critical fashion ; the basic ideas were culled from 

the Talmudim and Midrashim. 
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INTR ODUCTJ ON 

It i s true that the Bi ble i s one vf the mos t 

influential of books , stimulat1~ the mind of many a cr e 

ative artjst t o the literary possibilities of its legends 

and tales . But to the J ew the oible is more . It is the 

incompa1•able revelation of God 's will , of His plan for the 

world . To the children of Israel the Bi ble is the rec ord 

of their peoplehood , the history of their spiritual wa n

derings , ineir vicissitudes of profound despair and glori -

ous acbieveme.nt . The Jew ha:. baon nouris h(Jd on the Bi ble . 

He is the people of the Book . 

Yet , if we consider the history of Judaism through 

the ages it becomes clear that the Bible is not the only 

document of fai th nor the sole instrumentali ty of r eligi 

ou~ fulrillment . The Bible is the root but the tree has 

been nourished by many s t reamso Students ana scholars , 

poets anc sages have contributed to the ~nfo ld ine o f Israel; 

nor could it be any other way . For i•elip:i on - as with life 

itself - is chanre a nd rr owth. 

The Jews , once upon the ir own land were now ex-

1led to Babylonia where they could no longer observe the ir 

r eligi on as they wer e won t to do, and their new ~ituation 
1 challenged tbe ingenuity of the leaders of the people . 

l . There i s reason t J think the s ynagogue had its o rib in 
in the 3abylonian Exile , although t he matter is far from 
clear. See Kohler , Ori; ins of Synasogue and Church , 
pp . 25 - 35 . 
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The Bible had t o be reinterpre ted if it was t o conti nue 

as a s ource of strength , Biblical laws and institutions 

had t o be revitalized to brinf them into harmony with the 

contemporary world . Yet change could not be random, for 

the Jews had a sense of the ir histor y and thei r mis sion, 

and they were aware that the new had to be based upon t he 

old and that the Biblical insigh ts were not s o much to be 

changed as to be understood a.new . Then too , wi th the 

passe.r.e of time the Biblical idiom had been for gotten and 

t his made more difficult the urbent task of refashioning 

their way of life. 

The literature of exposition which was t he re 

sult of this demand as well a s its method of achievement 

is of compelling significance . For it was upon this dual 

foundati on of the Biblical and Rabbinic literature that 

the house of Judaism was built and many of r.ne d istinctive 

nuances of the r el i gi on of Israel may be trace d t o this 

complex of ideas . 

But because Judaism has eschewed rigi d , creedal 

formulations of i t s hooes and dreams , the student must 

seek his understanding in the lives and teachin~s of its 

great personalities , those who have contributed t o its 

lore and have transmitted its substance to posteri ty . Such 

a figure is R. Johanan b . Nappaha , a sage of the third cen

tury of our era , reno~ned as one of the greatest of t he 

Palestinian Amoraim and as a master of homiletical liter ature . 
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Important to Jewi ~h tr ad it i on, he is not without r e l evance 

to our own age . 

It is with gratitude and affec t i on that I acknow

ledge my debt to Dr . I srael Bettan, Professor of Midrash 

and Homiletics in the Hebr ew Union College - Jewish Inst i

tute of Religion , wbo has gui ded me through this material 

and i nstructed me i n its excellence ani worth . 

Cincinnati 
February , 1955 

H . D . H. 
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CHAPTER I 

R. Johanan b . Nappaha1 the Aggadist 
His Background and Life 

It is a natural disposition of ancient peoples 

to revere the past and t o relate t he ir today and tomorr ow 

to it . With no people i s this mo re true than with the 

Jew wbo f i nds in antiquity the s ource of h i s being. In 

consequence or this , all changes i n the structure or faith , 

chanres which were necess itated by the pas s a ge of time , 

were r ead back into his tory a nd l ocated in a prior era . 

But let us d i sabuse ourselve s of the notion of falsehood 

or decei t for none i s involved . The past is s a cred , God 

revealed himself in t b&t age , and the a ttempt at harmoni

zation of present with past is t o infuse t he pr esent wi th 

holiness and with the sense of doing the will of God . 

Because the Bi ble is the supremely jm~ortant docu-

ment of that vener able time , the pr ovenance of l ater con-

ceptlons is as cribed to it . Thus we read tha t n ll p n 
2 3 wer e ins t ituted by Moses , Joshua, David , Solomon, and 

4 
Ezra . Such statutes , if it was t houpht that they had 

been in immemor ial usage were te rmed ' l'DQ n~Q~ n1~~n. 
5 

Yet , we know f r om internal evidence that many of these 

2 . B.K. 80b , Pal . B. B. lSa , £rub . 17a . 
3 . Erub . 2lb 
4 . B. K. 82a , Me~ . 3lb 
s . Avos 1.1 , Peah 2 .6 , Eduy 8 . 7, Yad 4 . 3 . et al . 
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customs and rituals could not have origina ted in the Bib

lical period , but , on the contrarv , their genesis me.y be 

directl y trace d to the Rabbinic period . In addition to 

this the re is the bo(~Y of ev idence furnished by the Rab

binic literature itself of the existence or schools and 

academi es which met for the specific purpose of searching 

out ~cripture to apprehend God ' s will in an ever- growins 

world . We know , for example , that when Cz:-a returned to 
6 

Jerusalem he took with him teachers to aid him "tc teach 

in Israel statutes and or dinances for he had set h is heart 
? 

to seek the law of t he Lord , to do i t . 11 Further, there 

is evidence of the existence of a body of 120 men called 

the •Grea t Synagogue ' whose function it must have been to 

as sist E~ra to make the Bibli cal legi slation effective in 

the life of the community , to preserve it , and to widen 
8 its scope . 

This custom of more or less systematic and organ

ized interpr~tation of Scripture continued through the cen-

turies succeeding Ezra. The oldest bearers of tradition 

appear in pairs beginning about 300 B. c . E. and are con

sidered by some to have served as president and vice-presi 

dent respect ively of the Sanhedrin . 9 

6 . Ezra 8 . 16 , Neh . 8 . 4ff . 
7. Ibid • ? . 10 
s . 'lhe tradition of the ' Great Synagogue ' rests upon Neh .8 -lJ , 

but it is thought by ma.rw t o be pure invention . For litera
ture see Strack , Introduction , p . 9 , note 10 . 

9 . The nl ll f • Avos 1 . 4-15 . The tradition that they served 
as ~ · o;·J and as l '1 n• :> J N is found in Heg . 2 . 2 but 11w.y 
not be true . It is not unlikely that the Hifh Priest pre 
sided over this Sanhedrin . 



There followed upon this group a series of 

t eache rs, representatives or d ifferent s chools or inter-

1 
10 

pretat on, who are call ed Ta.nnaim . This co1'Upany of' mas -

ters takes ~n form onlj i n retrospect ; within their own 

age they we1•e inci i vidual teachers each w 1th a different 

approach to their res ponsibilities, each with a d ifferent 

scheme of t he l o£1cal inference and de duction of t h e l aw . 

Among the different s chools of thoucht we may mention the 

Seven Interpretive Norms of Hillel, The Thirteen Norms of 
11 

R. Ishmae l, The Two and Thirty Norms of the Great School . 

Now, "hile a multiplicity of free investif ation 

is a commendable manifestation of the creative spirit , i t 

tends to beco:ne self -6ef'eatin£o Too many schools o f' thourbt , 

too many conclusions , left the average man , yearnin~ for 

the ri ght path, confused as to the requirements of practice . 

So it w&s only to be e xpected tha~ an effort ould be made 

to codif'y the conflicting statements, and to fashion the 

divers views of the Rabbis into a single authorita t ive mold . 

And t his was the crowning achievement of the age of the 

Tann~i~ : the Mishnah . 

The Mishnah is a work in whi ch a.re logically 

arranged exposition of Scripture, statements of traditi on-

al law, proverbs , parables, and narrat ives. It br oupht 

order out of the cha os of inte rpretive materiaJ a!Xl provided 

10. For the Tannaim s ee Moore's clas~ic atudy, Juciai.sm in 
the Firs t _ Centyr 1e~ of tbe__Chr 1stie.n Era - t"oe Afi:e of 
the Tannaim. 

11. On the he rmeneutic~ se e Strack , Introducti-:.m ~nd :Hel
ziener, Introduction . 
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a body of approved teaching ·1hich later generations could 

expand and transmit . It was edited by Judah, the Prince , 

about 130 C. E. and derives its decisive character from the 

masterful attempt t o i t s conpiler t o consult with the Body 

of Sages then in existence . It was to this body that Jud ah 

presented thA earlier collections of Hiyya , Hoshaiah and 
12 

Bar Kappara and t oge~~er with them pondered the statements 

and arranged them in topical order . With the publica tion 

of this work - the ?Ushnah - the a i;e of the Tannaim is 

brou~t to a close . 

Yet, even the issuance of su ch a wor k as the Mish-

nah could hardly assuage the Jew' s thirs t for k nowledge , 

for was h e not comman ~ed , nthis book of t~e law shall not 

de part out of thy mouth, bu t thou shalt meditate therein 

day and night, tha t thou mayest observe to do according to 

"?13 all t hat is written there in.... Certai~l! thi~ com-

mand in itse lf was a goad to !'urtber s t udy and thought . 

And we cannot for get that the Jewish community had ex panded 

during thes e years , and t hat there were flourishins groups 

in both Palestine and Ba b lonia; the diffe rent cond itions 

of each culture made imperative the exp loration of the Mish 

nab collection for i t s loca l application . These E:xpounders 

of t he Mishnah are known as the Amoraim; with them the 

Mishnah enjoyed almost canonical authority , an~ it is with in 

12 . See Strack , Introduction , p . 3 
13 . Josh . 1. 8 
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14 
this fr8.?:lework that we f i nd our Sa~e , Johanan b . Nappaha . 

2 

The wor l d Johanan inherited was one which had 

known sublimity as well as unutterab le wretchedness . The 

Exile i n Babylonia, later t o become a fertile s ource of 

the Jewish s piri t , had to~n asunder the very fabric of 

their life ; the efforts of Ezra a.nd Nehemiah , under the 

aegis of Persian hegemony , could but partial ly bind up . 

And even h ere the Jews were not an indepe ndent people but 

rather had to rely upon the kindnesses of their rulers . 

Inde pendence was ga ined - and only f or a brief moment -

when the Maccabees revol ted a gainst those Greeks who had 

succeeded the Pe rsians in authority . Then they were able 

to institute the Hi gh Priesthood with Simon as their l eader. 

The chtiot1c s t ate of' Jewish life in t h is peri od , wi th its 

feuds and internecine war gave ri s e to a sectarianism and 

divisiveness within the body politic which helps explain 

not only the later rise to powe r of Rome in that part of 

the world , but t he a ppeal of Chr i s tianity as well. The 

triumph of Rome over Jewish life had a t r emendous impa ct : 

the fall of the Te~ple meant the collapse of the structure 

11. In Hebrew his name is n!)ln 1:i Pal . R. R. 58b . The 
Aramaic form Nn!) l '"I :i was used by Shimon ~ . Lakish , 
see Ket. 25a , but he is most often called t 1nl' '"\ 
A similar Aramaic usage is found in '"l!l pn 1 :i bec oming 
~"'!:li' "\~. See als o Ba cher , ',N"'IC' ' -f"'IK " ~"'ll n~ M1 lK, 
Volume I , Section 2 , p . l , nott e 1 . (Thi s is the Hebrew 
translation of Agarla der Palastinischen Amvi.·ller, 1892, 
1896, 1899 . ) 
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of Jewish authority as well, anc t his is what caused those 

magnificent ly creative adjustments which emanated from the 

academy at Javneh in the age of the Tannaim . Yet Roman 

rule - synonymous with brutality and oppression - continued 

unabated ; tne malevolence of Herod and other Roman repr e -

sentativea cried out for r evenge and a revolt was led by 

Bar Cochba . The virtues of stealth and s urprise permitted 

the Jews t o maint~in the advan~~ge for several ye t\l' s , but 

t~e superior mi ght of the enemy triumphed . The er stwhi le 

leader of the Jews was put to death and no longer did the 

people entertain notions of freedom and independence . 

A free people can tol erate and e ncourage the 

s pirit of inquiry , a subjugate d people cannot , and so it 

is not surprising to find this the per i od when the invest i

ga tiorui of the Tannaim sourht the more rig id form of the 

Mishnail . People s oupht the stability and cr=er of the fixed 

standard . 9ut that the Mish nah itself could be published 

and openly di sseminated when earlier Roman leaders had 

h i ndered scholars i n the per for mance of their work is wor-

thy of amazement . The explanati on is found in the friend -

ship of the emperor Antoninus for Judah , the Prince , under 
15 

w!lose ausp ices t hi s coae was made . Whi l e t.lie friendship 

15 . The references are most likely to Marcus Aurelios 
Antoninus (161 - 180 ) and Septi~ius Severus (193- 211) 
wh o resided for a time in Pa lestine . Vhile the narr a 
tives are of unequal validity a large element of f riend
ship and regar d is evident . Most likely, Judah received 
g i fts of land from the emperor . 
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between Judah and the Emperor was real enough i t did not 

penetrate to the masses ~f people , for they were suffering 

f rom harsh taxation wh ile the ravages of war wer e still 

heavily upon them . This is the world in which Johanan grew 

up . 

Of Johanan 1 s life and learning the Talmud speaks 
16 17 

at length . He was born between 175 and 180 C. E. and 

although the t radit i on th at he lived for one hundred and 

18 six years finds little suppor t among those who eulogized 

him it is clear that he lived to a h i gh old age ; he must 

have d ied abou t 290 of our er a . In h is early life be was 

called K, pnn ;y) while later ages thought hi~ a master 

o~ the law as well . 

Of his parents we know nothi ng other than that 

h is fathe r died only shortly before the child was born, and 
19 

his mother shortly a fter . To be thus orphaned must have 

affected his whole being , and shortly before his death , s o 

we are told , h i s disciples found him weeping . Asked the 

reason, he told of his fear that he might have to give judg-
20 

ment upon the childles s . 

16. 

1? . 
18 . 
19 . 
20 . 

The only b i ographies are a short one in Monatsscbrift , 
IV . 285- 321 by Lewinmeyer and an incomplete one by 
Hor owitz in yooy,D lYW1l' , y, OK;J-,lo,o ' ' , 1871, 
1872,1873 . 
Strack , p . 319 , no t e 2 . 
Bacher, p . 19 bottom 
Kid 3la 
Eliahu Zuta , 2~ 
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It was his grandfather who undertook the task of 

educating the youngster. He secured r or him a dmission to 
21 

the school of R. Sh imon b . Elezar who was one of the most 

dietinguisheJ of tile contemporaries of Judah, the Prince , 

This R. Shimon b . Elezar had himse l £ been a d isciple of t he 

famous R . Me ier am also gaine d fame for h is pu blished dis 

agreements wi th Judah. It was through this instruction 
22 

that Johanan was later able to quoto the opinions of Meir . 

Johanan was a d iligent student, always carrying 
23 

a book of the Aggada with him, yet it must have been dif-

f i cult for him to carry on h is studi es , f or we know that 

he sold h is inheri tance - a plot of land lying between 

Sef for is and 'J'iborias ... ror th is pitrpose . As a matter of' 

fact , when he hear d this his own student , Biyya b . Aba, had 

done the same thing , he called him, " Hiyya the stronf , Hi y 

ya the wtse~" And his explana~ion was , 11 the th:.ngs c reated 

in six days (Land) mignt be exchaneed for the things created 
24 

in forty days {Law) . " 

Our sage , Joh e.nan , l ater becane a d isciple of 
25 

Judah himsel.f who s o h i ghly r egarded h is ~tudent , so we 

are told , that he applied to him the verse , n3efor e I formed 

21 . Pal . Maasros 1 . 2 . 
22 . So Becher , p . 2 . 
23 . Ber . 2:3b . 
24 . Ba cher 16 , 17; Pes ikta 178, Shir R. 8 . 7 . 
25 . Scholars are uncer tain as to the date of Judah' s death . 

One school holds to 193 , while another sugrests 210 . 
At any rate , since Jobanan was born i n 175, he must 
have been a young man when he studjed with Judah . 
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25 
thee in the womb I knew thee . 11 Judah rewarded Johanan 

with a gift of land, motivated no doubt by the report that 

Johanan had once been forced to sell his prope rty in order 
2? 

to continue his studies . Later , far some reason, Johanan 

wished to borrow money with the property as security , and 

when the prospective lender hesitated Johanan offered the 

ironic comment that ''the heart is C.ependent upon the pocket -
28 

book . " 

There can be l it tle noubt that lat er generations 

thought highly of Jobanan because of his ass oc iation, how

ever sllght , with the revered compiler of the Mishnah. 29rn 

addition to his early training with R . Shimon b . Elezar and 

his study with Judah , .• e know tliat he. was associated with 
30 

Ilf'a (or Halafta) who preserved many of Johanan ' s utt erances . 

7here was the furthe r influ~nce upon Johanan' s mind which 

was exerted by Rav , the notable head of the Barylonian 

academy at Sura . Rav was already wel l-knov.n in the time 

of Judah and both of these imposinf personalities Rav 

anc Johanan - attended h i s classes . As a matter of fact 

Johanan reports that when Rav "sat" in the academy (because 

he was an advanced student) Johanan had to 11 s tanc" , and on 

26 . Jer . 1 . 5 . The legend is in Eul . 54a . 
27 . Taan . 24a, also Sota 2lb . 
28 . Pal . Terumos 46 . b . 
29 . ':/1th reference to Pa l. Betza 63a , 6acher says r·uo 

i1"1ln ., n ::n;· 11 n l ' ,., '11!;' " Y' .,l')il , l)Kr>ii j'"I "I Kl:.' l ., K., 0:1 ' , , ~ 
,., ~ , .. n ' JI') n 1 KYI ' n 1 li1' ., n t y JY K n \ K"l 1 i1 ~l ~ ' lO I') 

although o~ers believe Johanan 1 s intention is to imply 
but sl1£}1t dependence on Judah . 

3~ . See Bach er , p . 5 and Taan . 2la . 
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a later occasion , acknowledging the superiority of Rav , 

he t.elle us that " sparks passed between Rabbi (Judah) and 
31 

Rav , while I did not understand . " 

But since the life of scholarship is one of con

stant association with people similarly inc lined we know 

that Johanan mus t have been in contact with other tea chers 

of the period . And indeec , the sources are r eplete with 

re ferences to contemporary s ages . Johanan was a good friend 
32 of Jonathan , in whose nrur.e he transmi tted s everal legends ; 

by virtue of his study with R. Shimon b . Elezar he had a 

chain of tradition which included such luminaries as 

Banina , Biyya, Hos haya , Hamnuach , and Shimon b . Yohai . 33 

Ills own knowledge and skill placed him on a l evel with his 

teachers ; he became their colleague . 

Johanan was a man of skill and beauty as well as 

learning. He was celebr ated as a phys i cian o;-1d may have 

u t ilized h i s art 
34 35 

with certain Romans . His beauty was 

emoodied i n many 
36 

legends , some of which convey a magi cal 

thought. N~ are told , fo r example , that he would s it by 

t he bath house so that women might look upon h i s beauty as 

they departed . In that way they would be sure to give 

31 . Hul . 54a , 13?b . 
32. Pal . Ber . 9 . 1 
33 . So Bacher, pp . 2 , 3 , 4 . 
54 . Pal . Sbab . 14 . 4 and 40 . 4 
35 . I t is int eresting to note the evolution of taste. That 

early age considered fat people beautiful . 
36 . Cited by Bacher , PP • 17- 18 . 



'37 
b i rth to hamsome sons . 

38 
And although he was aware of 

h is beauty he would explain hie 3ucceBs by saying , "my 

11. 

39 
garments are handsome • 11 Johanan was aJ so meticulous in 

h is per sonal habit s and f r equently spoke of the need for 
40 

pers onal cleanliness . 

The details of his own fami l y life are sparse 

indeed . We knON that he had ten sons , all of whom he out -
41 

l i ved and a daughter whom Johanan's dis c i ples t hought 
42 

would be a f it b ride for their associate , R. Ze iri . R. 

Joba..~an also had a siste r who was marrie d t o R. Shimon b . 

Lakish (Resh Lakish) and these two b r others - i n- l aw virtu-

ally dominated the early Amoraic period . Their relation-

shi p was so clos e that upon the death of Resh Lakish 

Johanan wa8 f orced t o s ive up his daily wor k for some years 
43 

out of grief and mourning . Their argument s , e s peci ally 

over the Type s of Work Forbidden on the Sabb~Ln , were car 

ried out in a s p irit of friendly rivalry ; they wer e zeal ous 
44 

for the Law. R. Berachya call ed them thP. o'iy ,,,, l ' l~ . 

Because tbe function of s cholarship i n t h is period 

was t o transmit the appr oved b ody of l aw , the Mishnah , R . 

Johanan decided to open an academy . Thi s he d i d in Sefforis, 

3 70 Ber . 20a . 
38 . He would say o ' 'Vli ' ' i ' O ~a ' i '' n ~''K KlK , 

B. M. 84b . 
39 . Sbab . 113b, B.K. 9l a . 
40 . Shab . 25a, Ket . 62b . 
41 . Ber . Sa . 
42 . Bacher, p . 18 , note S . 
43 . B. M. 84a . 
44 . Ber . R . 3 . 
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but because of a disagreement with l la former teacher , 

Hanina , Johan.an moved his sch ool to Tlberlas . The brilli -

ance of his elucidation, and his method of resolving the 

contradictions f ouno in the Mishneh , spread his fame far 

and wide . And there can be little doubt t.bat his endeavors 

were supported by t~e Nasi who made his home in the commun

ity of Tiberias . The Naei so highly regarded Johanan teat 

he reques ted his interces sion in a per~onal squabble with 

another sage , surely a confidential matter . And the honor 

was r eturned when Johanan accepted a fast ordained by the 

Nasi . Once , we are told , R . Johanan was able to suggest 

that the Nasi was not at tired lr: the garb his office re -
45 

quired . 

Johanan' s fame became so great that on one occa-

ftion , his former teacher with whom he had disagreed , Hanina , 

8aw crowds hurrying in the str eet. In reply to bis inquiry 

as t o their destination , he was told the crowd was rushing 

t;o hear R. Johanan . On r eceiving this information he ex

claimed , "Blessed am I for being abl e to see my life's work 
46 

bear such f'ruit l" And there ls pre served t he report of 

R . Nahman b . Yakov , famed as the Vice - President of the Court 
d? 

of the Nas1 , who said he bad heard R. Johanan with pleasure. -

Many students ca.me to study with Johanan, men from all part~ 

of the known world , that they might dr ink from a well of 

45 . Peslkta 136.2 , Pal . Sanhedrin 19 . 4, Taan. 24b . 
46 . Pel . Horayoth 48 . 2 
47 . Bacher, p . 13, note 9 . 
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living wa ters, and return to irrigate their own parched 

lands . Among these schol ars , whose names are f ound as 

transmi tters of Johanan 1 s teachine s , we may mention the 

fam ous Abahu, R. Lsvi , R. Yizhak , and Judah b . Nahmani (who 
48 

would ho l d the cr owds un t il the master would arrive ) , 

Jacob b . Ida i (a close friend as well as student) , and Abba 
49 o . Cabana . According to a r eport of Sherira , he l ed t h is 

. 50 
school !' or eight years . 

We must not f or get that at the time of Johanan's 

populari ty in Pale stine there were al so important and ever 

grow ing schools of interpreta t i on in Babylonia . They wer e 

staffPd oy men of acknowledged ab ility , and because of the 

greater viabili ty of their conununities , were destined to 

exist longer than the Pale~tinian schools . And because 

Babylonian Jewry had the problem of adjusting tc a new 

soci ety in a far greater degree than did the religionis ts 

of Pales t ine i t is natural that their magnum opus , the 

Bab~· lonian Talmud, s houl d have greater authority than the 

Ta lmud of Palestine which did not have the character i sti cs 

a later age would f i nd valuable . 

Yet , th e two areas were ~ot cut off fr om each 

other but r ather , there was a constant cross-fert ilization 

of i deas and concepte . There were many Babylonian s tuden ts 

48 . Pal . Su ccah 5 . 1 
49 . Bacher , p . 14 , note 5 . 
50 . Cited in Strack, p . 122 . 
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who went to s tutly with Johanan in Pales tine 1 and even though 

Johanan did not have the power of ord ination , these young 
5 1 

men found great benefit in studying with the noted scholar . 

But , the rrec ise nature of our sage 's relationship with 

these rival school s is not clear . On the one hanc! there is 

egregious derogation of the Babylonian leaders . Johanan, 

for example , r efused to address the [ rea t Babylonian leader , 

Samuel as l l J "'I al thouE;h he did use this word with regar d 

to Rav . Johanan preferred to call Samuel "'IJn and did s o 
52 

until he was reproved . Then too , Johanan would often re-

f er to the f'orei[n students as ''mere Babylonians 1 " in a 

sarcastic and biting fashion . 
53 

Bu~ on the other hand , we find strong bonds of 

affection and r egard between the leader s and students of 

the t wo communities . Ye kncm that Johanan would visit th6 

sick amcng his students , not neglecting the Baby l onians . 

Nor di d Johanan carry his baitins of Babyloni an students to 
54 

the same extent as d i d his br other - in- law, Resh Lalcish . 

As a matter of fa ct , the visiting students had very hig)l 

regard for Johanan 's qualities of hear t as well as mind . 

51 . There are many le~ends which rlorify the student who 
ca.me up from Ba bylonia to study with Johanan . Many of 
these men, Shimon o f Babylonia, Bar Abba , R. F. iyya b . 
Abba , R. Assi and R. Jose , were responsible for per -

petuat i ng Johanan 1 s name in t.h e Babylonian Tfl lmud . See 
Bacher 1 pp. 7ff . 

52 . Bacher , pp . 6 , ~ . 
53 . Shir R. 8 . 1, Pal . Ber . 2 . 1 , Shek , 4?a, Meed Katan 83c . 

For eimilar stor ies see Bacher , p . 8 , note 3 where 
they are cited . 

54 . Yoma 9b . 
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Then too , Johanan considers the literary production of the 

Babylonian ecadenies penetrating in their analysis of ma -
55 

terial, and in a poignant passage writes , "Why was Israe l 

exiled to Babylonia? It is like a man who became angry at 
56 

his wife and sent her away , to her mother . " Unquestion-

ably , there was e ome b itterness and confl i c t between the 

two s chools, and ther e i s no doubt but that Johanan had 

only sligh~ regard fCJr some of the l eaders of Babylonian 

Jewry . Y~t , neither school could stand alone ; they needed 

mutual support and encouragement . 'Ibey recogn i zed this 

and it is this recognition which really underg irded their 
5? 

jo int strength . 

4 

Found ing a school and teaching the tradition 

would be enough to a s sure Johanan a place in the his tor y 

of our people , but there is more o There is a literary tra -

diti on as soci ated with ~is name , a s e r ies of documents as-

cr i bed to his authorship, which add not only to his luster 

bu t to his importance . 

Johanan is trad i t i onally consider ed to be the 
58 

aut~or of t.'rie J,'. i drash to Psalms , and while this commentary 

55 . Hag . lOa. 
56 . Pes . 87b . 
57 . Even Resh Lak ish sent his sons to st.udy with R. Hiyya, 

a Babylonian . See 3acher, p . 9 . 
58 . Cited often as J 1~ i nl~ from ?rov . 11 . 27 , the first 

words of this book . 
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may have originated in his school , the final recension 

must have been done by someone other than Johanan for many 

sage s of a later period are cited , and then too , this Mid -

r a s h adverts to many events of another histori cal period . 

5ut t h e s r eat document which is attributed t o 

Johanan 1 s authorshi p is the Palestinian Talmud . Thi s wor k 

i s important because it r eflects the continuance of the 

t r adition in the land of Israel , for many o~ the laws of 

our people are based upon the land i tself and we r e observed 

for centuries af ter th e des t ructi on of the Templ e . No les -

ser fi bures t han Abr aham i bn Daud a nd Maimon ide s cons ider 
59 

Jobanan i ts au thor but this conclusion, i s untenable be -

cause of the pr esence of l at er s ages in i ts d i scus sions . 

As with the Mi drash to Psalms , the Palestini an Tal mud was 

begun under the aeGis of Johanan ' s school i n Ti berias and 

i t i s fer this reason he i s considered the au~hor . The 

actua l r edac tion of the \'/Ork is by other hands . 

5 

The mood of any a go is to think itse lf more com

plex and d ifficult ~~an pr ecedin£ ages . Yet , each age has 

its own problems , its ov:n confus.i.ms an i d i f!".:c ulties which 

are troublesome to i c- . It is t!-ie unusual man i n each ger. -

e r ation who can rise above the perplexities o~ ~he time , 

59 . Dau d in ~efer ha Kabbalab , and Maimonides in the 
I:itroduc tLm to h is Co:nmcn tar y on !-hP Mishna.l-i . See 
also S~rack , pp . 65ff . 
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bring order out of chaos and make a contribution to his era . 

Johan.an ·::as such a man . !he breadth of h i s learn-

ing and the lucidity o:' his teaching caucht up h i s time in 

such fashicn as to enlarge the religi ous capabilit i es of 

the people . In an afe of political subjugation he helped 

f ree the spirit . He was known as a great pr eacher and a 

fine halaki st , and was ranked with Rav and Sa.'tluel as one 
60 

of the outstanding leaders of his ~eriod . Sis very life 

was the exemplar of his ~eaching : he wa s cons i der ed toler 

ant and fair , had an agr eeable presence and pleasing dis -

position , was k ind and considerate to the stranger as well 

as to his bre thren, he understood the non- observant as ·Nell 
61 

as the pi ous . Like al 1 great men, thoui.;.l-i , he was aware 

of his t;reat~ess . He objected when d is ci ples would cite 
62 

his interpretations or decisions without giving credit . 

And while t. i s may be vanity , it is also re~ard ~or t rad i -

tion , guidi ne people and not deceiv in& them . 
63 

His death was compared to the settinr of the sun 
64 

and t o the destruct i on of the pillars of the world . 

But i f the pillars of the world collapsed at h is 

death they were rebuilt upon the sturdy foundation of bis 

teaching . 

60 . A. Z. 40a . 
61 . See B.M. 84a, Pal . A. Z. 42c , Mer . 10b, 16a , A z. 26b . 
E2 . Pal . Ber . 2 . 1 , Tanhuma , versi on B, Nwn . 22 . He also 

said , " he who ment i oned a s ay inf by name is as i f he 
continued his i nfluence in the world after his death , " 
citing Ps . 61. 5 

63 . Moed Katan 25b . 
64 . Pal . A. Z. 43c near end , 
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CH APTER II 

Exegeeis 

It is true that the sch ools o~ rabbinic inter -

pretation or Scripture which arose in the post-Biblical 

period met a very real need on the oart of the people . 

Life had thrust the Jew into new situations , and their 

lenders hat:l t o search out a pathway , give direction and 

purpose to t.hose who depended upon them . But this was no 

mere rr.echanical and r outine task - leadership never is -

it was rather a profoundly creative work ca l l ing forth the 

deepest resources of heart and mind . The rabbis not only 

promulgated new laws and fou nded insti~Jtions ; they took 

the old and infused it with their spirit anti their out look . 

They tried to make the t raditional concepts vital and dy-

namic once again, to express the reality Oj ~od , the nature 

of ~orah and the uniqueness of Israel in words stronr and 

!.US taining . 'The rabbis considered their words to be e. 

·urthcr revelation of God ' s will and a manifestation of His 

spirit . 

They gave expression to th is thought in quaint 

quest i oni -ig : "Wouldst thou," they asked , 11 get to knoVJ Him 

who called the world into being? 'Iben , s t udy Agada (ho~i

le ti cal literature) : for thus wilt thou come to know the 
1 

Ho ly One and cling to His ways . 11 Their lit era tu re reveA led 

1 . Sifre Daut. 49 ~nd , on 11 . 2~ . 



19 . 

their conception or life , its motivation and i ts des tiny . 

This literature has come down to us , not i n one 

sinele and co~prehensive volume , but ~ather in a number 
2 of disparate works , of unequal age and d vers structure . 

It is this Asgadic liter ature , literature of spir i tual 

exposition and homiletic interpi•e ta ti on , which contains 

the religiously creative utter ances of R. Johanan b . 

Na ppaha . 

The student of early Jewish preaching , the 

scholar who would reconstruct the life of an ancient bomi -

l etician, will find his wor k attended with almost insur -

mounta ble d i fficu l t i es. To begin with , many of our texts 

appear in various editions , with different wordings often 

ascribed to several different r abbis ; the probl~m of at-

tribu tion is frequently beyond solution . And aGain , many 

of these divergen~ editions of the various midrashic texts 

do not preser ve the full form of the early homily , as we 

2 . This literature is called Midrash , from the verb 
meaning, " to seek," 11 search , 11 or " interpret . " The 
best known of these works of' Midrash are t"le Mekil ~a 
to Exodus , the Sifra to Leviticus and the Sifre to 
Numbers and Deuter onomy , all hailing from t.hb Tannaitic 
period; the Rabbet to the entire Pentateuch and the 
Five Scrol ls : Canticles , Ruth , Lamentations , Ecclesi 
astes , and Esther , all of unequal age and character; 
the Tanhuma homil i es to the whole Pentateuch , of wh i ch 
we possess two different compilations ; and ihe Pes i kta 
homilies , comprising two separate volumes , and r evolv 
ing around the Holy Days and o ther special occasions . 
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3 
know it existed . In consequence o~ tt1is , we have in our 

c lassic s ources but a hint of ~~e breadth of power our 

preachers possessed . We can only guess at the complete 

development of their i deas . 

This difficulty , in terestingly enough , has roots 

within Jewish tradition itself . As we have pointed out, 

Scr ipture had to be expande d if it was t o serve as a way 

of life in a changin£ wcrld . This woul d imply , of course , 

some departure from the old viewpoints . To counteract the 

fear that the tried - and - true would be overthrown to make 

way for nove l ty , there arose a centrifugal force among the 

rabbis. '!h is culminated in a n Interdiction Against Writing 

Down thP. Oral Tradition . This was not a rigid law , but 

rather i t r epresented an at t itude , an attitude wh i ch did 

operate to prev ent the pres ervation of many oral trad itions . 

We may admit , though , the In terdiction rested upon real 

gr ounds , and served a necessary function . If every teacher 

3 . The original homilot i c form , no doubt , was & simple 
explanation of the Scriptural verse , in t he order in 
which it appears i n the Bible . This was but a few 
words of explanation and i nterpretati on , usually r ather 
simpl e . Acceding to popular demand , the preachers 
~ade their homiletics more complex , prefacing the text 
upon wh ich they were to expound , with an e.xor d iurn or 
intr oduction . The exordium would often be another 
verse of t he Bible , perhaps fro':n the Prophets or Nri tings . 
Often the r e would oe several of these 11 proemial" texts 
strung toget~er , illuminati ng each other ~nd leading 
d irectly to the text of the message . But unfortunately , 
many of these proems appear in abbreviated fashion 
making d if f icul t the comprehension of' t.'1 e mes safe it-
se lf . See :3et tan, Stu.:ies in Jerish p,..eaching, and 
article , nj,' idrash liag&ada" i n J P,wish Enc:r<..:!.:.ped1-a . 
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had beon f ree t o compose his own c ode of laws and to t r ans-

mit i t t o his dis ciple s , t~e un ity of Judaism would have 

been endane:ered . Then v1ritin[ as a means of giving perma-

nence to the traditional law would have precluded the 

process of modifying this law in accordance w1 th tl-ie pecu

liar time c onditions in each per1o~ . For t'1is reason the 

Interdiction applie <l ~ore str ~nblY to ~alachoth than to 

Aggadoth, and was not agai~~t wri ting per~' but rather against 

writing for public use ; the pr1vate use of written callee-

t i ons were permitted as ar. aide memo ire . 

This view gains strength when we examine the 

original material, in which Johanan p lays an important 
4 

role. There JohCJ:1an wri t es , n"'llnn fl "'ll ~:3 nl:i'n ' ::in1:i. 

a statement wh i ch is certainly ant i thetic~l to formalizing 

the oral law . On the other hand , this same pass age state~ 

that Johanan was wont to read a book of Agf ada on the Sab -

bath , anr. even further it states , ~' i~On 1lnn ~"'llK in1'n 

n:icm n"'l:i n::i. We knoVI, too , that the amcraim wo·Jld f rec;.uent-

:y avail ~hemselves of the s ervices of a tanna or semi -

t anna whose business it was t o carry mentally the tannaitic 

teachings . The fact that these men provided the basis for 

the halakic Ciscuss1 ~ns held iL the amoraic academics , and 

further , that it was necess&ry f or them to cite the origin 

of t~e traditio'IS which they carried a.!'firms the conclusion 

4 . Temura 14b, also Gittin 60b . 
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that tre Inter diction appli e~ ~ere to l egal materi a l col-

lect ed f or publi c use , than to Agcadic material though i t 

h i ndered the writinc of th i s as we l l . The rabbis worried 

lest the cohesiveness of the total Jewish communi ty be com-
5 

promised . 

2 

It is axiomat ic that t~e cr eative art i st , if he 

is t o communicate his i deas to people , mus t d i sci pli ne h i s 

spirit . The sculp tor cannot create a form wh ich is without 

me aniI1.£ - some meaning to some peopl e . T1-ic poet must ar -

r ange hi~ words s o his readers will perceive the image as 

he does . There s.re r ules and standards which flow from 

the particular artistic med ium and wh ich ~id the Ertis t 

to use these media as a means of expression . And s o it 

is with tb e exegete . There are s ~andard:.; of 1nter preta-

tion , standards which ar e inhe r ent in the ver ses used a nd 

Nhich he lp to or der the i ceas in a meaninFful fashi on . 

rhe bri l:!. :.ant interpreter , the man wh'J understands the 

inner spiri t of the text , can perce ive i n i t tne ru les 

[Ov erning its cornposition . 

Johanan was such a man , a workman who knew h is 

too ls . He sensed , f r om "iis stud:1 or the 3.1.ble , Mishnah 

and Aggada , its rai son d ' etre , and i ts ~ignificance . 

5 . See Strack , pp . 12I'f . 
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He was able to voice these ideas as principles of t extual 

interpretati on . 

?or exa~ple , he perceived the Torah and the 

Prophets to be different in essence and sa i d , i11)~)1" :"1"'11 n 11 ti? 

l n:ty ? O' n:n t l w'> • 
6 

and that ev ery sing le word , phras e 

or idi om was a Divine Revelat 1on ,i1 oD'> i1 ,,,,.,,I) K 'H< no :rn 
7 

t ' t( • 

Johanan also knew that Biblical laws and institutions were 

not dependent upon only one verse ; that it was legitimate to 
f3 

us e several verses to support a Biblical statement. To aid 

in ordering the understanding of the Scr iptures, Johanan 

l 'W"'l111 1'~' 0 1 1) 1 l ' ""'l ll, taught , , that it is permissible to 

take an improper l et ter from the beginning of a verse and 
9 

ad d it to the end of t h e verse . He also tried to show that 

arguments between the a ifferent tannaim on the mea ninf: of 
10 a giver verse were not serious and could be hcil'moni zed . -

3 

Rules of interpretation are gene ral statements , 

but methods of interpretat i on show specific application . 

Johanan, for the most part , limits himself to several methods 

of interpretat i on . Occasionally he wi ll use \'lord analogy . 

6 . A. Z. 58a , Bullin 137a. 
7 . Ber . R. 44 , Sh ir R.3 . 
8 . Pal . Ber . 2 . 3 . 
9. For example Pal. ~otah 5 . 1 at the beginning . Another 

example is cited by Jastrow, Di ctionary, p. 271 . 
10 . Pes . 68b , Yoma 60b . 



24 . 

For example , in commenting on Psalm 104 . 16 , ttThe trees of 

the Lord have t heir fill , the cedars of Lebanon , which He 

ha th planted , 11 Johanan wishes to der ive tho tr.oupht that the 

cedars of Lebanon refer only to the Temple , indeed , can be 

used for no other purpose . In support of this he cites 

Deuteronomy 3 . 25 , "Let me co over , I pray Thee , and see the 

E;OOd land that is beyond the Jordan, '"hat £00d ly h i ll- count ry, 

and Lebanon ." The use of the word " Lebanon" i n the two 

verses , one wi th r eference t c the cedar~ and the other s ug -

gesting the te~ple mount, pr ovide Johanan wi th grounds for 
11 

identification . 

Another method is that of notarikon, Hebrew 

shorthand or mnemonosis , which Johanan f r equently used . For 

cYarnple , the f irs t word of the Ten Commandments , ' ~l K , is 

consider ed a mnemonic device for n ' J n ' n ' Jn ~ ' j~J ~ • K i that 
12 

God gave t he Torah in a form pr oper for writing . Then 

again, Johanan understands the word o n ~n which is often 

fc•und in the Psalms , as on 11) referring to no one except 
13 

Cavid , the author of the book . 

Occas i onally Jobanan wi ll alle ~orize , as with 

Genesis 29 . 2 , 11 And he looked , and behold a wel.i in the field , 

an.C. lo three flo cks of sheep ly i ng there by it, for out of 

that well they wate1ed the flocks . Anc the stone uoon the 

11 . Ber . R . 15 , l~ear the beginning . 
12 . Shab . 105b. 
13 . Sotah l Oa . For other examples , Sae Bacher , p . 54 , Note 7 . 
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well 1 s mouth was great . 11 The well is Sinai , t.l-ie s ource of 

God's Revelation; the three £locks are the Priests , Levites 

and Israelites; the phrase, "out of that well they watered 

the flocks ,'' refers to the Ten Commandm~nts; and the great 
14 

stone is the Shekinah , the Heavenly Presence . 

At times , in his use of allegory , Johanan will 

permit angels or demons to present his thoufht . In comment

ing upon Exodus 12 . 2 , nThis mont h shall be unto you the be-

g inning of months ; it shall be the fi r st month of the year 

to you , 11 Joharutn has Gabriel and Michael as God ' s messengers 

who examine the sun for size and color. Upon their repor t 
15 

the decis ion is made to intercalate the year . These same 

figures are used to explain the "firebrands " in Isaiah 7.4 , 

u neither lAt thy heart b~ fe.i Tit. becau si::- of these two 
16 

tails of smoking firebrands • .. • " And some times Vie find an 

extended simile as when Johanan comments upo!l Job 25 . 2 , 

" • . . He make th peace in His high places . " Here he uses the 

e l aborate conceit of e. fierce battle raginr between the sun, 

moon and stars ; only Divine intervention puts a halt to the 
17 

fighting . Often, Johanan will explain a difficult Biblical 

word with a Gre~k synonym; CTeek oi' course was f amili aJ.• to 
18 

many people . 

14 . Ber . R . ?O . The followin£ verse , Gen . 29 3 , is t here 
similarly interpreted by R. Shimon b . Judah . 

15. Pesikta 55 . 
16. Ber . 4a . 
1? . Pal . R. H. 2 . 4 . 
18 . See Bacher , pare 55 , Note 2 ; page 64 , Note ~ ro- examples 

and citation . 
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One of ~he most in~enious and fascinating of 

Johanan 1 s interpretive methods 1e his play on words . For 

example , he wishes to use Deut . 32.39, 11 • •• I k i ll and I 

make alive •. • " to emphasize that deat h is but a step lead -

ing to eternal life with God . So he interpolates ' nYnn 

to mean that God has made a i"IY • nn between the hicher be ines 

arxl lower beings ; it is a ga teway , as it were , through which 
19 

man passes to life among the higher beings . This is 

preaching both clever and powerful . 

In another homily Johanan explains that the Sea 

ope ned to permit the Jews passaee and then closed over the 

Egyptians pursuins them not because God d irectly controlled 

the action of the Sea , but because He had ar. agreement with 

it t o no q1s binding . Johanan takes the word , 

the phrase from Exodus 14 . 27, " .. ,and the Sea r e turned ~o 

its strength .. . . , 11 to mean the a£7eement , t •tun which 
20 

God had made . how deeply this must have impre ssed itself 

·1.1pon the people 1 

4 

For the most part , Joharum 1 s preact:lng was '3 imple 

and uncomplicated , taking a verse and exemplii'ylng it in a 

~~r quickly comprehended by his listeners , illustrat ing 

it with apt experiences from every day life . In discussin[ 

19 • Koh • R • 1 • 4 • 
20 . Ber . R . 5 . 



27 . 

the story of the G~rden of Eden, and how irrevocable was 

the expulsion, he userl the verse , Genesis :3 . 24 , "So He 

drove out the man ... u and said it was like the wife of a 
21 

Priest wb:> onc e divorced could not remarry . Or , if the 

people should ask why the Book of Psalms uses the phrase , 

11 Bless the Lord , 0 my s oul," only f ive t imes , Johanan would 

answer that i t corresponds to the Five Books of the Penta-
22 

teuch . Or again, if one would want to know the meaning 

of Isaiah 59 . 21 , n Arxi a s for Me , th is is My covenant with 

them, s aith the Lord ; My s pii'i t that i s upon thee , anc !!y 

words whiC'.h I have put in thy mouth , shall not depart out 

cf thy mouth , nor out of the mouth of thy seea , nor out of 

the mouth of thy seed's seed , sai th the ~ord , from hence 

forth and for ever , " J ohanan woul d say , every sase whose 

son is a sa~e and whose gr andson is a sage will remember 
23 

the Torah for ever . It is almost literal in its expla-

nation . 

In like f ashion Johanan explains Hosea 14 . 10 , 

0 
••• For the ways of the Lord are right , &.nd the just do 

walk in them; but trans r ressors do stumble therein. " Tnis 

is like two men, Johanan explains , who are at the Passover 

Seder . One eats ac cording to the Di v ine in tent while the 

other eats more than h is share . The first is the just per -

son who walks i n the way of the Lord ; the se~onc person 

21 . Ber . R . 21 . 
22 . Lev . R • 4 . 
23 . B. M. 8Sb . 
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is a transgressor and v1ill stumble . 

28 . 

At times history will be woven into the fabric 

of the address . To explain Proverbs 10 . 27 , 11 The fear of 

the Lord prolongeth days , but the years of the wicked shall 

be shortened ,n Johan.an points out that the Pirst Temple 

stood !or over four huncred years with but eighteen High 

Priests; richteousness accounts for the ~mall number required 

fur that extended period . But the Second Temple needed 

more t."1ai. three hundred Pries ts for its equal ly l ong ex ist-
25 

ence ; these men were so wicked tneir years were shortened . 

In compelling fash i on, Johan.an explains the rela-

tionship betVleen Jacob and t.sau . He uses Genesis 25 . 2lf , 

" • • • · and Rebekah his wife conceived, an -1 the children 

struggled within her , " that is , n ~n., n •i ar.d presents the 
26 

i~ea thaitl nK .l.,:'1, ri iH l :it nK l"'l :'I' r, :i T . But .. if 

Johan.an could be clear and succinct he could g,l~o be corn-

plex and confusing . lie takes the striking verse from 

Isalm 19, "day unto day utteretb speech , " and uses it for 

a long and involved defense of the method of proclaiming 
27 

the new moon and the intercalation of the year . Yet , i n 

spite of its compl exity it was a n exeges i s di~tated by the 

need of ebc , to know the da ~es of the holi days , and equally , 

•.r1e may imagine , to maintain the authority of the Has i. 

24 . Nazir 230 . 
25 . Yoma 9a . 
~6 . Ber . R. 63 at the beci~ni~r . 
27 . Mi drash to Psalms , 19 o::· 
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At tirn,..s Johanan expla ins a n~rse by referr i ng 

to an inc; ti tu ti on of the age . So , Vlhen Exodus l 9 . 3 says , 

" · •• Thus Elhalt thou say to the house of Jacob , 11 t:nis 

1 house of Jacob 1 can only mean the SanhAdrin, which i nter 

pr ets God ' s laws , as it says i n Isai ah 2 . 5 1 " O house of 
28 

Jacob , come a nd let us walk in the lifht of the Lord . " 

Utilizing h i s pr oclivity for semantics , Johanan 

hithligbts the i mpor tance of halacha . I n Jos hua 8 . 13 we 

find , 11 
••• and Joshua went that night i nto the mids t of the 

valley, 11 that is , pny :i , which Johanan explains , 
29 

:i :i i, ;i ' ~ :ipr> l y:> 1 '7 il t=' . At the same time he voices his 

jisli ke of Talmudic arguments by a pplying the hope expres s ed 

in Job 34 . 30 , " That ther e be n one to ensnare the peop l e , " 
30 

to mean those who indul ge i n pilpul . 

5 

Though we have many exa~ples of the vividness of 

;ohar.an ' s pr eaching , of hi~ ability t o compel the atten t i on 

of' h is listeners with a word or phrase , we have but few of 

his more developed exordia . Anci of these , fewer still show 

his proficie ncy in creating a chain of proemi~l texts . 

Yet , one example will show us th" direct i on of !'l is thought . 

In preaching on Exodus 2 . 4 , " And his sister stood 

afar off , to knl.)w wha t wou l d be done to h im, " Johanan wishes 

28 . Ex . Ro 28 . 
29 . El"uvin 63b . 
30 . Esther R . at becinning . 



30 . 

t c v o ice the thought that prophecy is a g ift of God to his 

servants . The prophets , by virtue of th i s gift , are able 

to transc~nd tht:ir world e.n .; so perceive God's will . To 

formulate ti:is i c e a he comments on h i s verse word - by-word : 

" And she stood , 11 is explained by Amos 9 .1, " I sa\'1 the Lord 

standing by the altar • .. . " ''His sister , " is expl a ined by 

?roverbs 7 . 4 , "Say unto wisdom, ' thou art rrry- s ister , 1 " 

The words , "i'r om a.far off ," are explained by Jeremiah 3 1 . 3 , 

"From afar off the Lor d appeared to me . " " To know , " is ex-

plained by Isaiah 11 . 9 , n ••• for the earth shall b e full 

of the knowledge of the Lord ••. " And the final phrase, 

"to knoVI what would be done t o him, " i s rendered by Amos 

3 . 7 , "For the Lord God will do nothing ; bu t He reveal eth 
3 1 

Hi s counse l unto Hi s servant s the pr ophets . 11 The 

preac~er t hen has tho opportunity to amplify h is thought . 

In a certain sense , it is unne cessary for us to 

judge the preachin g ability o f R . Johanan b . Ne.ppaha ; his -

~OI"J has already done that for us . We need only affirm 

that judgment , pointing out that these sermon notes , as it 

were , are as sicnificant as when f irst utt ered . 

6 

It is true , of course , that one of t he f unctions 

of preachi n& in th i s early pe riod was to expot~nd Scripture . 

'iie , theref or e , find 1 t built upon a strong exege tical 

31 . Pal Sotah 1 . 9 . 
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fre_~ework . Yet , the prevalent notion that in early syna

gogal preachinr homiletic exegesis constituted the entire 

purpose and essence of th e Jewish s ermon , needs radical 

revision . To be sure , this t ype of exegesis formed the 

indispensable substructure which supported all the rest. 

But what satisfied the gree. t popular demand for preaching 

was not intricate and inbenious interpretation; it was 

rather the profUndity of the spiritual message . The power 

fu l preacher stirred the imagination of the people , lifted 

up their hearts , and guided them along the path of life . 

Re would recount the power and glory of God , the reward of 

the good life , and the happiness of the future world . 

This nour i sh ed the soul of the people and sustained them . 

And because the preacher built upon the Bible -

h is thought was but a continuatior. of it - these :nidrashic 

writings are a valued s ource of authentic Jewish theology 

a nd ethics . The writi ngs of these men reveal the spirit 

and character of Judais m. 



CHAPTE..-q III 

Theology 

32 . 

In a certain sense , this chapter heading is a 

misnomer . For theology , conceived as it is as a system

atic body of doctrines and teachi~s about God and His 

nature , is a concept largely forei~n to the Jew . God ..!.!' 

and God doe s , and man apprehends His power and majesty . 

Johanan, for instance , has written no work of theology , 

has offcre1 no cre~dal formulations . Rather he spoke about 

God in exper i ential terms : His r e lationship wi th His peo

ple , the manifestations of His power in various events . 

So it is with other concepts . It would be more correct , 

then , to d i scuss the theol ogical ideas which Judaism has 

taught ; t..be integration is necessarily our own. 

In consequence of this , there a:-e certa in facets 

of the problem which will occur to t.l-ie modern mind , and 

yet are never d iscussed by the anci ents . Perhaps thPse 

things - which f ill many a mediaeval theological t r e:H t ise -

never troubled the sages , or perhaps they \? ere manifesta

tions beyond human comprehension. Whatever the explanation , 

we cannot expect our attempt at ordering the various i deas 

t o carry us beyond the mater ial offered . If our forefathers 

did not s peak , then prudence d icta tes our s i lence as well . 

And because Judaism did not proclaim a theology 

we h ave a f urther d ifficulty as well , a:rl that is , pc!'C '3 iving 



the true nature of what we might call quasi- theological 

ideas . 

33 . 

Look , for exa~ple , at the concept of Torah . It 

is , on t~e one hand , a theolceical doctrine : it is the 

medium or God 1 s revelations and a statement of His nature 

and attributes as well . But , on the other hand , Torah is 

an ethical concept because it contains the prescriptions 

and proscriptions of daily living. Or consider the idea 

of Prayer . Prayer is the vehicle of communicat ion with 

God ; Prayer often axpresses the hu.~an concoption of Cod . 

Yet the command to pray , the formal institution of publ ic 

Prayer is an ethicRl command , a way of attaining the happy 

life . How shall we order th is material? Does not a strict 

categorizat ion, in itself alien to the rabbis , deprive us 

of the rich flavor and subtle nuance of the thoupl1ts which 

motivated our people? Yet , some system is required and 

Ne can only hope it will do justice to the material . 

2 

One of the r.reat problems which occupy many modern 

minds, if we judge by the literature published on the sub

ject , is that of the existence of God . "Do you believe in 

God ? 11 is one of the most .frequently asked quest i ons . But 

to Johanan such a question was ridiculous . God exists , 

God has existed and wilJ exist. And there ls nothing more 

to the problem . Of' course , there is a legi t.Lnatc area of 
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discussion : we ni£ht be concerned with some of C~d ' s at-

t r ibutes : can He do such and such? Is this outweighed by 

some other attribu~e? How far can man go on h is indepen-

dent way? Questions such as these did come to Johanan ' s 

mind . 

First , there is t he recogniti on that God 's crea -

tive po\'ler is ereater than man's . If a man create something , 

he does it 
l 

at once . 

in parts , one part at a time : God c rea tes all 

Thi s Cod is both sun and shi eld to the entire 
2 

world 
3 

and i~ the only real i ty for Israel . 
4 

God possess es 

unlimited power , and thi s power is u~ed for good . As a 

matter of fact , Johanan would not permit us to ascribe 
5 

evil to any agency of God ' s dominion . Indeed , there i s 
6 

no end to God ' s blessing to His cr eatures . 

Man is unable to dec eive or to influence God in 
7 

any manner , but God is always zealous to maintain his peo -

ple . If , for example , God should see a generation of human

k inc i n troubl e or distress He will save it fron1 destruc -
8 

tion . But He will not have to do this forever . At somo 

futur e time the Messiah will come and will take over the 

l . Mi drash Samuel 5, Ber . R. 12 . 
2 . Shoher Tov . l . 
3 . Sotah 42a . 
4 . Ber . R. 41 . 
5 . Tanhuma on Tazria . 
6 . Pal . Ber . a t the end . 
7 . B. B. 16a, Commentaries on Job 2 . 3 . 
S . Sanhedrin 98b . 
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task of guard ing the world from evi l . 

35 . 

God , in His great £Oodness , has E1ven many things 

to man . Material things , life and health ; but , he has not 

g ive n everything to man . For cxamole , God has taught the 

healing arts , but not all of t hem; man sti l l has t o sear ch 
10 

out many mor e . 

Now , although God bas extensive pa:ver , He has 

voluntarily set limits to this p~~er . Hi s h eavenly family 
11 

must concur i n His decis ions . And God has se t a f urther 

limitation by permit t i ng only the angels of mercy to stand 

befor e Him a nd to aid in r eachine these dec i sions ; ange1s 
12 

of ancer a nd retri~uti on stand i n t he d i stance . Even 

when God Himself i s angry, He will attempt to act onl y i n 
13 

~crciful fas~ion . 

But there are ti.Jr.es when God can be p ro\-oked to 

anc er and i ndignation, and that is when His chil dren com

plain too much . The le gend is rec ounted for us that God 

becane annoyed at the people for the ir excessi ve wailing 

and cr y ing wh ile in the Desert . He said , as it were , "I 1 11 

give you sometning t o cry about , " and so instituted the 
14 

fast of Tisha b 1 av , a day of lamentation and sorrow. 

Although God , for the mos t part, uses His power 

9 . Sboher ~ov . 9 . 12 . 
10. Ber . R. a t the bec;innine of 3? . 
11. Sanhedrin 38b . 
12 . Tanhl.llna on Tazr i a . 
13 .. Pesahim 87a . 
l4 o Sotah 35b . 



in merciful fash ion, Johanan was concerned with thos.e 

£reat national calamities such as war and famine and earth -

quake , which uproot hundreds uoon thousands cf peopl e . How 

can this be explained? Is God mercifu) , a re these a judg

ment upon people for their sinnirlb? How ran we understand 

theod i cy , or the presence of evil in a world which is g ood ? 

Johanan offers one answer, which , the modern mind might 

say, begs the quest.ion . And yet , it is a notable expos i 

tion . J ohanan utilizes Exodus :3 . 14 , 1' I am that I am, " 

for h is interpretation. He says , "I am that I am, " is the 

attribute of mer cy which Cod shows to i ndiv i dua l s ; the 

attribute of judgment, al1£er and retribution obt a i ns when 
15 

dealir..t_, with whole groups . 

To the ancients , God has so much power , used in 

such benefi cial fashion , that men wondered why they should 

be singled out for God ' s blessings .. 3ut , tl: e fact ;;hat 

they were so blessed rlaced a powerful ::>l"' li t,a tion upon man : 

the obligation to have faith i n s - it e of ad ver~ i ty and sor-

:r>Ow . These may be present in the '".Jrlu , o'Jt t!1e :na.nifold 

Sifts of Godls eooriness made fai th impera~ ive . Thi s lesson 

of the necessity of fait h is pictur~d f or us by Joha1,an 

when he d iscusses tho story of Noah anr the Flood . Noah , 

so Johanan points out , was not a man of faith , for he r e -

f used to go invo tne Ark until the waters of the Flood came 

up to h i s ankles ; onl y then was he convinced that God wou ld 

15 . Ex odus R . t o that verse . 
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truly work His Will upon t he world . 

37 . 

In fine , then, Johanan believed ln God as the 

cr eat ive power in the universe , who uses this power to aid 

and s upport Hi s cr eatures ; in spite of setbacks man must 

have fai th in the ultimate goodness of God . 

To live may be t o strive , but t o strive is not 

a.lways t o s u cceed . Of ten, in spite of our best efforts our 

liie is one of sor-ruN and travsil . And out of t he sorrow 

which so often inher es in our life, there is born the hope 

f or a better wor l d , a more pl easant exis t ence , whe r e all 

wrongs will be requited , the wicked punished , and the 

righteous live a life of eternal bliss. 

Th is thought has mot ivated many peopl es t hrough

out the ages , and it forms a large part of th.- literature 

of t h e Jew. And although it is a complex area of thou~ht , 

our sage , Johanan b . Nappaha deals with it in but curs or y 

fashion . 

Johanan believe s there will be resurrection for 

the dead ; this is based upon I saiah 52 . 8 , "Park, thy watch

men L they l i ft up the voice , together will they sing ; f or 

they shall see , eye to eye , the Lord returning to Zion . " 

I t does no t say , " they di d s ing , 0 but rather , " they will 

16 • Ber • R • 32 . 



38 . 

sing . '* 
17 

Henc e , there is resurrection . The purpose of 

this resurrection is to punish those who have been wicked 
18 

and to reward the rig}lteous . The fate of the wicked is 

not mentioned , but the righteous are p~omised entry into 

a world far different from the world 
20 

19 
they left . It will 

be a [OOd world in which all the rig}lteous will be called 
21 

by the name of God . The center of this newer and better 
22 

world wil l be Jerusalem which will see the Temple restored 
23 

in all its glory. The thought that J erusalem will be 

the home of &11 the righteous in the nAxt world is g iven 

telling form by the statement that "in this world all may 

go up to Jerusalem, but in the nex t world an invitation 
24 

will be required ." 

This type of thinki nt 1 as seems evident , has the 

indiv i dual i n mind . But the concept of the group , the en-

tire household of I srael , has always loomed large in the 

thought of th e rabbis . Prayer is effective in groups , and 

retribution i s made upon groups . It is this which has 

g iven impetus to the .formulation of the i dea of the Messiah , 

a descendant of the family of David , who will come and re -

deem the entire assembly of Israelites , bril!ging pee.ca and 

17. Sanhedrin 9lb . 
18 . Shoher Tov 1 , at the end . 
19 . Pesahim 50a . 
20 . B. B. 75a . 
21. Ibid. 75b. 
22 • Shir • R • 1 . 5 
23 . Ber . 58b. 
24 . B. B. 75b . 
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hannony with him to the en tire world . This hope of redemp-

tion is basic t o most rabbinic teaching ; Johanan sta tes it 

by pointing out that the years spent by our peopl e in Egypt 

were far more worthwhile than tho years spent in the Desert, 
25 

for the years in Egypt were climaxed by redemption . 

Johanan devot ed a good deal of hi s tbouc;l'lt to the 

problem of whon the Messiah will come . Be believes that 

a p; riod of sore distres s will precede the coming of the 
26 27 

Messiah, yet he can come only in a righteous generation . 

But , it ls poss i b l e to a id the coming of the Messiah : "even 

though the time f or the coming of t he Me ssiah has been set , 

whe ther the people repent or no , still repentance makes 
28 

it eas ier . " Jobanan offers us the following s chedule 

for the coming of the Messiah: the first year will be one 

of r a in; the second , famin€; the third year will s ee many 

pe ople perish ano those of g ood deeds wil l be few in num

ber; the fourth year wil l be one of s carc ity ; bu t , in the 

fifth year people will eat and drink and the Torah will be 

renewed; the sixth year will hear thunder; war will obtain 
~9 

in the seventh ; and in the eighth year David will come . 

4 

The f i n a l theological concept which occupi es the 

25 . Lamentations R. 4 o22 . 
26 . Pesikt a 5lb . 
27 . Ibid , also in Sanhedrin 98b . 
28 . Exodus R. 25 near t h e end . 
29 . Sh ir. R. 2 , also Sanhedrin 97a . 
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t h i nking of R . J ohanan b . Nappaha and which en t ers into 

his prea ch i ng , c oncer ns I s r ae l and it s r e la t ions with the 

r est of t he world . Is I srae l unique among t he myriad peo

ples of the world ; doe s i t hav e a s pecia l me rit in God ' s 

eyes? 

There ca n be l ittle doubt that t he t h i nking we 

perc e ived in I srae l ' s hope f or a f utur e world of blis s and 

c ontentment , is als o at the r oot of I srael ' s conception of 

i t s neighbors . A people whi ch has su ffe r ed i s bound t o 

conce ive of a l a ter age whe n i t s oppressors wi ll bow be -

fore it , and will find in it a hi therto unrec ogni zed v ir -

t ue . Such t hou ghts are no t onl y comforting, t h ey are en

nobling as well f or they set a task and a goal, a responsi-

bilit y t o live up t o . So it is with Israel ; it thinks of 
30 

t he o t her na t i ons of the world as wi t hout hnpe ; i t self as 

bl essed . 

The r e is , of cours e , sound histor i c a l reason for 

J~hanan exp ress i ng t h ese i d eas . The age in wh ich he l i ved 

d i d suff er fr om t he harsh t r eatment me ted ou t by i t s Roman 

overl ords . This he express ed i n a number of striking pas -

s ag~s , as f or ex~~ple when he c ompares Rome to a pe n which 
31 

c a n only wri t e deeds of tyranny . Rome is a l so t he mon-

ster in t h e eschatal og i cal pas sace s in the book of Daniel .
32 

30 . R . H. 23b . 
31 . Pes ahim 118a , See a l so J astr ow, Di cti onary , p . 1 32 8 . 
32 . Deu t . 7 . 8 , See Ber . R. 77 , Lev . rt . 12 . 
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But , i nterestingly enough , Johanan did not consider Gr eece 

to be in the same category , though other rabbis did . 

Johanan, as a matter of fact , expressed affection for Greek 

culture , and sug£es ts 1 t may even have helped to preserve 
33 

Judaism . He also permitted the teaching of the Greek 

language , to boys in order that they might be able to de 

tect any slanders made a gainst them in that language , and 
34 

to Girls f or he though t it an ornament . 

But in spite of this friendship fo r Gre ece the 

bas ic noti on of the superior i ty of Israel prevai ls . Israel 
35 

is the fence for a l l the world . Israel possesses more 

worthwhile charact erist ics : " he who e ats Israelite br ead 
35 

has tasted really good br ead . " Even t~e Jand itself is 

singled out for praise as , for example, this statement : 

11Se who walks four cubits i n the land of Israel may be 
:\7 

confident of at t aining the World t:> Come . " 

The other nations of the world should not be 

dismayed at the special sta tus God has given I srael for 

they had the very sa:ne opportunity . The other lands were 

33 . Ber . R . 37 where d i scussing Gen . 9 . 23 he awards Greece 
the philosopher ' s mantle , ror performing praiseworthy 
acts . See also Tanhuma on Noah . 

34 . Pal . Pe ah 1 . 1 . Bacher is in error when h e im;>lies that 
Johanan forbade the teaching of Greek to boys . The pro
hibition wh ich he detects in the passage is actually an 
interpolati~n ; the nex t succeeding s t atement refer s back 
to t he prier question of permitting it to be taught . 
See Bacher , p . 47 . 

35 . Exodus R. 2 , near the end . 
36 . Sanhedrin 104a . 
37 . Ket . lllb . 



42. 

38 
offered Yahweh, but only Israel accepted. This ~s the 

idea behind the following legend which Johanan recounts: 

There was once a king who entered a province, taking wi t.h 

him generals , captains and government officials. One ot 

the leaders of the province said, "I will take a general 

to m:y house.• Yet another said, "I will take one of the 

government officials to m:y house.a But a shrewd man who 

was there said, "I will take the king to my house, for 

while the others may pass away, t he king will not." In 

like fashion there are the countries of the world which 

worship the sun and the moon or idols of wood and stone. 

But Israel worships the Eternal One, the Holy One , Blessed 
39 

Be He•" 

The other nations of the world will eventually 

realize what they have lost by refusing to accept Yahweh 

and will try to entice Israel away from its God . '!hese 

other nations will point out how small I srael is, aai how 

it suffers . Israel will answer that the Torah is all they 
40 

need; suffering and size do not matter. As a natter of 

fact, Israel is so zealous tor the Torah that its s tudy is 
41 

forbidden to non-Jews. The land itself is forbidden to 
42 

the non-Jew; it cannot be sold to anyone except a Jew. 

38. A.Z. 2b, Exodus R. 5. 
39 . Lamentations R. on 3.24. 
40. Peeikta 139b. 
41. Sa.nhedrin 59b. 
42 . This is the basis of an argument wi th R. Joshua b. Levi. 

See Bek . 55a, Sanhedrin 108b. There are those wh o say 
that Johanan's prohibition agains t using wine mixed by 
a heathen is based on this same reason; it seems more 
likely, when the cvntext of the passage is considered, 
that the reason for that prohibition is to prevent such 
a mixture from being offered to a Nazir by mistake . 
See A.Z. 58b. 
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Johanan is so confident of the faithfulness of the house-

hold of Israel , of its refusal t o be led from the path of 

its election, t hat he advises Israel to search out and to 

investigate other eods so they msy see for themselves the 
43 

superiority of the God of Israel . 

But Johanan offers a healthy counterbalance to 

all of these affirmations of Israel ' s superiority. Be tells 

us that non- Jews are not idolaters merely because they have 

not accepted Judaism; they must actually perform an idola-
44 

trous act to be so considered . As a matter of fact , 

Israel has no premium on wisdom; wisdom is wisdom no matter 
45 

what the source . At the same time , though , proselytes 

46 are welcomed . But even proselytes are not needed in 

order to make sure that the God of Israel will rule the 

ent ire world . God gave a portion of His power to t he i dol

aters so that in the future they would be able t o accept 

47 
P.im . 

But this is for the future , for Israel is a dis -

persed people . Though dispersed , however , Israel will re -
48 

turn to its own land , and all of the na t i ons wh ich Isr ael 

4 3 . Ber . 9a . 
4 4 . Hullin 13b. 
45. Meg . 16b. 46 . Pal. Sanhedrin 29b, "Reject the proselyte with one hand 

and we lcome h im with the other , not as ci id Elisha who 
rejected wi th both hands." 

47 . Midrash t o Psalms , section 31. 2 . 
48 . Ibid, section 70 . l . 
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49 
served will do homage to it. That day will be like the 

50 
very one on which the heavens and the earth were made. 

5 

The amoraic period was an uncreative one, theo-

logically speaking. Most of the ideas had been formulated 

and expressed in mishnaic times. Hence, it is not sur

prising to observe that Johanan was neither complete nor 

profound in expressing his own notions of God, man, Israel 

and the nations of the world. Johanan, we need recall, 

was primarily the preacher, the aggadist. Theology entered 

his utterances only when it would serve the function of 

giving hope and strength to the people. To formulate an 

abstract metaphysic was an unnecessary task. 

But the ideas which he did express are the basic 

ones. God is the ruler of the world, and that rule is ex

pressed through mercy. There is a future life, not because 

we are so vain as to wish to preserve our life forever, but 

because we want to see the things for which we have worked 

anc cttriven find some fulfillment. We know we shall find 

reward for our efforts; even the nations of the world, 

against whom we may have had to labor, will eventually 

recognize the message we bring. Are not these magnificent 

ideas for our age? 

49. Lamentations R., Pesiha 21. 
50 . Pesahim 88b. 
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CRAPTER 4 

Ethics 

45 . 

Detractors of Judaism are fond of noting the 

nomistic base upon wh ich the r eligion i s built , and then 

emphasizing the greater humanity and l ove f ound in later 

faiths . Even if we should agree that nomism is an inferior 

philosophy - something wh i ch many people will challenge -

it would still be necessary to point out tha t Judaism is 

f ar from be inb exclusively nomi s t1c . To aff irm such a 

thought woul d be t o s how i gnorance of the vast ethical 

literature which Judaism has produced. 

Ethical literature is , of co~rse , ant i-nomian . 

Por t he functi on of eth ics is not to compel peopl e to do 

thinrs , but rather to e*1ort and persuade them t hat a given 

path is a high and lofty way . L~w , on the other hand , need 

only legislat e and c ompel for it to induce proper action . 

If all were law , if all were compuls ion and conformity , 

then there would be no need to use moral suasion . 

The answer is that all r eligion is both nomian 

and anti-nomian. Any formulation of doctrine backed up 

with the sanct ion of religion has the force of law; any 

moral s t atement which urges action rests on a diff er ent 

base . And this is true even though both - law and ethics 

- would requ ire the same performance . 
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Jewi~h ethics , li~e Jewish theology, is a nebu

lous field . Many significant ideas taught by the rabbis 

fall under both catee ories . Our sace , Johanan b . Nappaha , 

was less interested in creatin,c a formal system than in 

preaching t o his people ; hence he will often speak of the 

same concept in both theol ogical and ethical terms . Yet , 

it is pos sible to discern a certain pattern and approach 

t? the material . In this chapter , we shall present the 

moral imperatives which are behind Johanan' s teaching . 

2 

Torah occupi es a dual role in Jewish l ife . On 

the one hand , the Torah is a lit erary document containing 

the revelation of God to Bis people in legal and l egendary 

f orm, an d this it is which makes it of profound value. On 

t he o ther hand , the Torah is a ~ource of God 's r evelat i on 

to future ar es , and t his makes the perpetual study of Torah 

a way of life in itself . 

The f irst of these conceptions of Tor ah is ex-

pressed in Johanan's s tatement that , " if t.he Torah had not 

been given we mi ght have l earned decency from the cat and 

regard for property from the ant ." 
1 

God cons iderad 
2 

revelation so necessary that He rushed to g ive 1 t , 

1 . Eruvin l OOa. 
2 . Pesikta lOlb , The text is corrupt ; see Jastrow, 

Dictionary , p . 1150 . 

His 

hoping 
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3 
all men woulc accept it . The Torah is l i kened to a nci ty 

4 5 
of refuge , " and to a " tree or 11fe.n The Tor ah is so 

im~ortant that in the future , when even the Pr ophets and 

Writings wi ll disappear, the Torah will remain in its 
6 

pristine c;lory. 

The second i dea, that the Torah should be the 

s ubject of constant study, finds expression in the thought 

that one shoulc "eat of this r-ood fruit" while still a 
? 

young man . As a matter of fact , one should not get mar-

ried until a substantial amount of s tudying has been ac
e 

complished , for a wife is a mi l l stone around the neck . 
9 

Torah should be studied even at night , and even up to the 
10 

hour of death . However , Johanan considers the Torah to 
11 

be a f orm of work from whi ch one abstains on h olidays . 
12 

The Torah will preserve life ; why , all you have 
)3 

to do is to examine the many y ears allot'.. ed to the sagee L 

The study of Torah will l ead to life in the #orld to Come , 
14 

15 
but forsaking Torah will lead to Gehinnom . And , of course , 

the sar es are considered quite meritorious for devoting 

3 . Sanhedrin 99a . 
4 . Mak . lOb . 
5 . Taan . ?b . 
6 . Pal . Meg . 1 ( ? Od . ) 
7 . Bacher , p . 19 , addi t i onal note . 
e. Kid. 29a . 
9 . Men . llOa , Lev . R. at beg innirlb of 49 . 

1() . Shab . 8 .. b. 
11 . Pal . Demai 7 .3 (26b) 
12 . Ber . 140 . 
13 . Pesahim 87b . 
14 . Shir . R. 6 . 2 . 
15 . B. B. 79b . 
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themsel ves to Tor ah : :ill men nus t be cer t a in to " rs. i se 

16 • 
schol ars , and ev en t he prophets spoke only on behalf of 

"one \/ho c ives h is daughter i n Marriase to a schol ar , or 

who c ondt:c t a bus ine s s for the enefit of a scholar , or wh o 
17 

a llows the schol a r the u se of h 1s possessions . " 

':"ne schol ar ha~ ~ corres p ondlng r esponsibil ity . 

"Se who st ld i es but d oes not t each is like a myrtle in t he 
18 

wilderness , " or he is considered as on e wh o withhel d help 
19 

from a f r i enc i n need. Su ch a laggar~ n ay ev en be afflicte~ 
20 

1: i t 1 ·1i::;liness an d de s pair . Ilowe ver , he shou l a n ot t each 

f or 'noney , even t 1ough he is permitted tc Rccept a gift 
21 

for instrlctinc in t he cant illation of the Torah . 

Lenrninc i s h i gher than sacer dotal status : nthe 
22 

l earne bastard is ett er than an ignor'lllt pr lest . " :3ut , 

l:!.nyone wh o profane s t he Tora...'11 will b e 11uproot cd f'rom the 
23 

'W'orl d . 11 lfor is study any guarantee t ha t pun is 1."llent uill 
24 

rot b i:. meted out b y God f or wroncdoinc . Study s h oul d 
25 

a lways be done in a s p irit of humility . 

16 . Sha.b . 105a . 
1 7 • "'0 r • 34b • 
18 . R. ::. 23a . 
19 . rret . 96b . 
20 . Ber . _S'b . 
21 . nea. 3?b. 
22 . Pal . Shab . 2 . 3 (13 . c ) 
23 . !' ed. 62b . 
24. Ber . 5n . 
2S. Sota 2l a , Ernv i n 55t. , I'al . l 'to h • 3. 7 (83 . d ) 
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3 

The institution of both public and private prayer • 

is so much a part of traditi onal Judai sm that it is hardly 

comr.tented upon in any theoretical sense . Jobanan speaks 

of prayer only occasionally . He tells us tbat a person 

should always walk in front of a synagopue - never around 

the back - s o that if he should feel an ur ge to pray he may 
26 

do so more easily . The words of prayer are equal in im-
27 

portance to the words by which God created the world . 

Prayer should be in Hebrew and not in Aramaic , because the 
28 

angels do not unders tand Aramaic . Nor should prayers be 
29 

overly l ong . A person should not beg in the morning prayer 

until he has 
30 

per for med his abluti ons , and prayer should 

be said only i n the p lace appointed for 
32 

31 
it . Prayer should 

be said with a congr egation, and never on a hi£h elevation 

because it would contradict Psalm 130 . 1, 11 0ut of the depths 
33 

have I called 'Ihee . u The place of prayer should be quiet 
34 

in order to induce a reverent s tate of mi nd . And prayer 

shoul d be pract i cal. An ex ample or this , says Johanan, is 

for a ~' lnJ to pray that she may not stumble and sin .
35 

26 . Ber. 6la . 
27 . R. H. 32a, Meg . 2lb . 
28 . Shab . l2b , Sotah 36b . 
29 . Ber . 32a . 
30 . Pal . Meg . 1 . 9 . 
3 1 . Ber . 6b . 
32 . Pal . Ber . s . 1 . 
33 . Pal . Meg . 1.9 . 
34 . Ber . 29b , Shab o llSa . 
35 . Sotah 22a , Eliahu Zuta , 17 , at the e!'.d • 

:,l,.i -e,, 
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Prayer is eff icaci ous : "he wh o says ')K "\ c· ~ .,K J in the 
3 6 Amidah will surely help to br ing on the Messianic age . 

4 

While the study of Torah and the practice of 

Prayer are virtues in themselves , they s erve a higher pur-

pose i f they lead to the performance of noble acts with 

one's fellowmen. Even reverence for God is not as good as 
37 

leading the proper life . And sin, the antithes is of the 
38 

r0od life , can only cause more and greater sin . 

Anyone can sin , even a king . For this reason, 

Johanan teaches that kingly rule should be exercised only 
39 

for fixed peri ods . And every man shoul d be on the look -

out to do good deeds just as the helmsman on a ship is on 
40 

the lookout to steer the proper cours e . The only t i me a 
41 

man may desist from do ing good is at th o hour of his death . 

The good dee ds that a man should do are the sim-

ple ones; a man sh ould not try to reform the entire world . 

For e xample, na bachelor who lives in a laree city should 

not sin ; a man should always r eturn lost goods to their 
42 

owner ; a rich man s hould e ive char i ty in private . " These 

36 . Ber . 4a . 
3 7 . B. B. lSa . 
38 . Hag . Sa , also Sota 4b where pride l~ads to sin . 
39 . Ruth R. 1 ot . a l . 
40 . Pesikta 169a, See also Jastrow , p . 1313 . 
41 . Shab . 30a . 
42 . Pes akim 113b . 
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are simple , yet vitally important tasks. Each one must be 

done because every blessing wh ich God gives to man must be 
43 

earnec by him. 

J ohan.an considers the man who steals as one who 
44 45 

murder s , or as one who worships idols or performs incest . 

Gossiper s and slanderers cannot give testimony in legal pro-
46 

ceedings . Concerning intoxication , Johanan offers the 

balanced view that drinking in itself is not evil , but only 
47 

dr inking to excess . 

A man should always do a cts of kindness and gen-

erosity wherever he can; such acts are of greater value 

than giving char ity, for chari ty is an obligation while 
48 

kindness and gener osity are voluntary . A man should 
49 

always vis i t the sick , and should always welcome the 
50 

stranger who enters the House of Study. 

The or phan i~ the subject of many an utterance: 

" she who rai ses an orphan is considered as if she bore 
51 

~im" ; and family l i fe i s an important area of th e preacher ' s 

consideration, as for e :xample the statement tmt a man has 
52 

greater obligation t o his father than t o any other . The 

same idea of fam i ly l oyalty and love i s ~ehind the s tatement 

43 . Midrash Samue l 27 . 
44 . B. K . 119b . 
45 . Lev . R. 33. 
46. Eruvin l Sb. 
47 . Ber . 56b . 
48 . Pal . Peah 1 . 1 where it says , "'" ' r:>H:• 

• nr-1xn l r:> "'\ I'll ' ;i:i ' :in o ' .,on 
49. Mid.rash io Ps a lms 41 . 2 . 
50 . Bache r , p. 20 , not e 3 . 
51. Sanh~drin l 9b . 
52. Ber . R . 94 
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which Johanan m~kes when comnenting on Genesis 30 . 8 , "And 

Ra ebel said , ' with mighty wrestling have I wrestled . 1 " 

Johanan s ays , "perhaps the t ir l might say I shoul d have 

been a bride before my sister and will go a nd try to int er-

far e . But she shou ld acce pt the fact that she had not been 

found worthy and thank God that the world will be built up 
53 

through another ." 
54 

A man should not squander his inheri tance ; he 

should be 
56 

dress ; 

55 
friendly to all; men should be neat in their 

57 
and good marmers are i mportant . 

R. J ohana.n offer s many connnents on the virt ue of 

marriage . He tel ls us t he vers e from Kohe l eth (4 . 9 ) 1 "Two 

are better than one ," obvi ous ly r ef ers to the institution 
58 59 

of marriage . Marriage is ordained by God , and are made 
60 

in heaven . This is true even though it often seems as 
61 

hard to pair men and women as t 0 split the Seat The wife 

takes on the a ttribu tes of the husband : the wife of a rob-

ber is like a robber and the wif e of a cood man is like 
62 

that person . A man should be fa ithful to h is wife , and 

the man who loses h is wife through death is like the Templ e 
63 

destroyed . 

53 . Ber . R . 71 near the end . 
54 . Hul. 84b . 
55 . Ket . lllb . 
56 . Shao . 114a . 
57 . Sanhedrin l OJ.a. 
58 . Kohel eth R . to that verse . 
59 . Sotah 12b . 
600 Sotah 2a . 
61 . Pesikta 80a . 
62 . Sotah lOb . 
63 . Sanhedrin 22b . 
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J ohanan counsels moderation in political action 

as well as in social action. He tells us , for example , 
64 

that onP should not judee the jud £es , and that even if a 

slave is dece ived or mistreated he shoul d not r ebel , for 
65 

s uch is the lot of slaves . 

A man is j udr ed by his actions ; i f he was bad i n 

the past there is reason to think he will be bad in the 
66 

future . And a man should always complete what he se ts 

out to do, otherwise he will be c onsidered irresponsible 

and negligent . He should compl e t e whatever he undertakes 
67 

even i f it will t urn out badly . But i f a man should err 

and not perform a certain ritual he will not endanger the 
68 

househo ld of I srael . As a matter of f act , even a lit t le 

bit of i dol worship - such as saying "amen, amen" vehem-
69 

ently - is permitted ; but , of course , visible man ifesta-

tions of i dol worship , such as icons may not be erected 

even though one may look at those which have already be en 
?O 

set up . 

Johanan ' s liberal attitude t oward the non- per -

formance of r ituals , and his toler ance of imar es which had 

already been graven, f ound a limit when vhe surv~v al of 

Judaism demanded it . We find this in his reaction to a 

64 . On Ruth 1 . 1 , See Bacher , p . 100, no ~ e 6 . 
65 . Hag . Sa . 
66 . Y oma 38b . 
67 . Ber . R . 85 • 
68 . M.K . 9a . 
69 . Shab . ll9b . 
?0 . Pal . A. Z . 3 . 1 (43 . a) 
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well -known ~eaching of R. Shimon b . Yehozed6k . R. Sh imon 

b . Yehozedek had taught that any commandment of the Bible 

may be transgressed , when compelled on pain of death , ex-

cept idolatry, incest and murder . R. Johanan taught, in 

contradiction to this statement , t hat one should be killed 

rather than transgress even the lightest of the commandments . 

5 

As law has its sanctions which compel conformity, 

so ethics has its mot ives upon which the appeal is based . 

In Judaism , the appeal of ethical behavior i s often a mere 

prudentialism. Johanan exemplifies this attitude with his 

teaching that one should tithe in order that he may be 
72 

tithed for , should he ever require it . But while this 

element is indubitably present , it certainly does not form 

t he burden of his t hought. The prime reason for ethical 

action is rift>.teousness ; proper living is itself a vir t ue 

:'l9 edin g no defense. ''The world exis ts even for one r ir-,hte -
73 

ous person . " 

Yet , people do trans gres s . 'lhere are beasts 

lur k ing with in all men; at times they do wreak v i.olence on 

71 . Sanhedrin 74a, 
n l 1 ::iv ; ::i ; pi ~n n • p f l }i "~· '1 ":.:· l ·rni<" '1 v 
,l, n n 1<?l ,,J~ oiK7 , ., t'i nlN OK n11nJ~ 

C'j ' to l n - i'Vll }1
1

l r'yl) r1n l"l il' '1K l "'lJ)I ' 
nl::i'1nn n"'I TJ nyl.{i'J K7~ K;K ll~' tt'1 pnl' '1 

n7p nl~Q ;y '' ' ~K ni::i;nn n"'lll ny~::i 7::i~ 
. iD)I' ?t<l l.,il' 

72 . Tsan Sa . 
73 . Yoma 38b . 

71 
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t~e world . It is taught that the Te~ple i tself was de -
74 

stroyed by the s ins of Israel . 

Ever since the time or the prophe t Ezeki e l , 

Judaism has taueht that r esponsibility for such wickedness 

is an individual one ; each man is accountable for his own 

sins . Johanan affirms this belief with t he stat~~ent that 

nl~~ n1~1 , the Merit of the Patriarchs which is conferred 
75 

upon all Israel, ceased with the death of Hezekiah. 

But if each man is acc ountable to God for his own 

actions , there i s also repentance . Ever y one possesses ~ 

the power to forsake sin and to return to God. Repentance 
76 

is always available ; it is g ood because it prevents God 
77 

from having to exercise His attri bute of judgment . The 

on l y hindrance t o repentance is with a man who leads others 
78 

to sin; such a one , says Johanan, carulot repent . 

These then, are the theologic~l ideas underlyinf 

Johanan's preachine and teachill[ . 

74 . Shiro R . 1 . 4 . 
75 . Shab . 55b . 
76 . Midrash to Psalms , s ection 23 . l ; B. e . 16a, E:x . Ro 13 . 
77 . R. H. 17a, ritine Is . 7 . 10 , 
78 . Sanhedri n 107 . b . 
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CONCLUS ION 

A Lesson from the Past 

History is a fickle tbil'l( : those who are e nthron9d 

as the outs t a.rrling figures of one age are often deposed by 

another . The gr eat happenings and world events are dif 

ferently explained by t he various ages . Revisionism be

come s almost t~e s ine qua !12!! of t he historian's craft . 

At ti::nes t h 1.5 is dang erous , because histor y can be re 

written so as to deceive and falsify . But more often this 

rewriting of history represents an advance in under s t annine 

and a greater int erpre tive ability . 

Be that as i t may , the afes have remained f irm 

in at least this one judgme nt . J obanan b . Nappaha was 

cons idered in h is own li f etime t.o be one of the foremost 

of the Palestinian Amorairn; our own ag e cannot quarrel 

with the verdict . We have seen his mastery of t r aditional 

material , some of his useful le f al decis i ons, and his 

sharp homiletic insigit . We have become aware of th e in

fluence of his academy , the doc um.en ts wh i ch emana ted there 

f r om . Johanan was a preacher and teacher par excellence . 

The colt1!"1andint; position he he ld 1n h is own period 

woul.C be enOU£h to enshrine h im in th e are - ol d cons ci ous 

ness of our people ; yet , it is not un.!"a::.r to asl< whether 

he ~s any rel evance for our own t i me . 
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2 

Tho poets a.re fond of describing our age as the 

"ar e of anxiety"; certainly the sobr iquet is not undeserved • 

.Var , and the threat of war, economic and socL 1 dislocat ion 

s eem an almost inevitable part of our daily existence . We 

p ick up our newspapers or turn on our radios almost expect 

ing to be informed of some new tragedy or r r cater horror . 

And we are afra1d L And if the fear which ( rips us is not 

ns great as some professional pessimi sts would have it , it 

is also true that other times were happier and more secure . 

Johanan, I beli eve , offers us some help . He 

reminds us of the requirement of faith , and more than that, 

of a faith which leads to action . I t m·1s t be action which 

is informe d by the spirit of tolerance and W1derstandin£ ; 

.4t must be action whi~h is broad in outlook , yet cautious 

in its manifestations . But it is action, it is that irre

versible commitment to a religion which has learned from 

its history the need to work and fight for what is right 

anrl t rue . Judaism can play a role in the modern world ; 

we have somethinr to offer . Johanan b . Nappaha , the 

Aggadist reminds us of that . 
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