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rnT?.ODuC7I01~ 

Thare l,a7e been V.Tit ers i n t he past ce:-.ti.r~ wno have ?a s seci judgi!lent 

on the a.1..ilities i;..nd t he lack of abilities of t he Je;-;isl1 ?eO!) le . },:ost r e ­

ce nt ly , we h'l.c the e xanp l e of Arno l d oynb ee declarine; t l.e Jew s t o he a 

!'ossiljzed r ace . fie has a lreajy be e~ Rnswe r ed by men ~uch more lea.r~ed 

tr.an myself . 

However , cert a i n a c c1isa t i or.s about the Jewish l a c k of a s ense o f hu.~o r 

an.; ._.h3 '' tl r y l e ga li sm" of t ne Talmud :ieserve an &.:l.S'7€r . Botb 'rtene n and 

Ca r lyle have declared t l1at the Jevri sh r a ce possessed no s ense o f humor . 

I r. i s tr.o i· i ew o i.' th i s "Trite r , h O\·:e v •: !" , t l':a ".; t :r.e ir opir1i ons r e!'lec4.: their 

own vi ewi•O i r.t rathe r t""1an the l".isi.or i ct...l trt:.th . 

C:vei: I sa.;.(' v:. s r ee l.:. (:'a"t.1:nr o i' Lord Beacor.f'i e ld) Q'8.de e. si mila r accu sa ­

t i on . Ee \7r•:rt.e: 

The anc ie 1ts , i r.d 1:e:i aprer r not t:. Leve uoss ~ssP.d 

~r ~ ~".>:". i c 'l'Jeli'y t h et: we t.n-' erst~-., d e s hu'!lor , ~1Cr car. 

I :iis::-.-~ r 11 •:c.. r d ·•:J.i c h ·_xact~y corre s.c"'Jd ::. v•i t J-. our terri 

hUlllour i.: " 1.;r l·.>· :.;.,,_:i:- ai,ci :?!.": or '"'Odbrn . 1 

Ir:. ,,i r t li 0 i 1 ~ .. e1 > .... .... i 1·1 t'!ir 1 i " tl-: r-e c such ,,,...,i!.ent .,1 ., ~ .,, ~ties 

r..;rF~ :•1 1.:: r>yi r~:; ~o tr.e .1~ . c.;·: !·a.c ,,, t~e : ocL.:."-j' .~~ hu;;.o·• ' •:-:-i U.e ?v::• l o r 

-ev1..•i: i:,~ l c.c1).t·r, ~her- .uft '...e. so-tJ '" "'i: i :: r o r th: ir..iputE-t i '1r. . :>vt I think 

th::.t I sr.a 11 r.~ve flO r! i1 fi c ult.y i n ?TO'/ .:. - 1 ~ttLi c-it't\ .. 

l't s l s l l '.!.lsc be r:iy air i n lhi s a ssay Lo slo .. i.r;,.·; :·: rmit i 't i s t o 19.bor 

un-ier the :iel us i o!! that t.J .t. l'9. l :n.d i i, r :.::.. 1..- 6 :- l :. -:;::. . ~·:. t- c.·, .:r:. _~c _, .... rs•J!. 
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that the Talmud contains a torr e1!th.l s9a of ev1::rythi:'Jg : law, etl, ics , 

me"tapbys ics, and yes , v.-ii; and hur.ior :.oo !'low throu;h its ~aGes . 

Ti.e Ta l o;;.1 , i t i s t rue , is '"' .x:. encyclopeed.ie of l aw &nd. l egend bi.;t 

i t is rnore the.r. thr.ct . I t i s ~,) ::o litere.ture , e.nd li t P- n1.ture is writts:i 

life • And life must inc l ude the .t1 lee.&a!lt '!!Oments for Without t hem, it 

b':?i:-omes an unbe8.re.ble i rudge . 

Strangely eno;i;;l1 '.,he :i.'e l rnudi c period had a c orps o" funms.ker s ·111,0 

ea1·:.ted their livelH ood. after the manner of· today ' s C&.ntors and Jolson:: . 

;7e hear of 'thase ~rofes si one.1 jesters in reanith where we read : 

R. Berok~ liozao.h used to f r equent tl'.e market at 

Be LP. 1st where Elija}, often ap:1eared to h i m. Onc e 

he &sked (the prophet) , "Is ther a 8.nyo:-ie i n this 

me.r1<et who has a she.re i n the world to corue !11 
• •• 

~'hilst (tt~y were thus conversing) two ~en (or 

b r otr.er s) passed by and {Elijah) rema rked, " These 

"t.>'!O hrwe a sh'3::-c in the world to fl o:ne , 11 R. Beroka 

then apprcif ... , lied a.nti "-Sked them, "ifhat i s your oc­

cupat ion?" Thl'l:, re ., lied, "We are jesters, uc ·n ·?;> 'Cj•lc 

vThan we see men depr essed 11e cheer them up. Fur-

thermo: e , when we see two 1eoj.. le quarr3ling: , we 

str ive bar ci to lllb.ke peace betweeL tr.ee. " 2 

.llerryme.kers t h en we re deemed so deserving becua.se of the i r allayi ng 

of the anxieties 01' t;l">'? peo;:> l e (\nd they 1'lere certain of a ticket to "Pare.­

:iise . However . not only wer e the prci fess i on&.ls supposed to make ?eop l e 

haffq. b ut the guest at a wedd i ng had to contri'bute to 'tre ~eneral fes­

ti"ities . R. ;.;e lbo in the n1.1.""1e of R. Eu'!l~ states , 3 
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Whosoever ,artake s o~ the wedd i ni maal of a 

br idegroom a nd doe s not f elic i tate h illl 

does violence to ,. the five voices 11 menti.:med l n the 

verse ; " The voice of joy and tl:e ·oice of i;ladness. 

the voice of t~e ~ridegroc~ '\n~ tl:e voice of the bride , 

tto voice of them t .e.t s ay , ' Give tht.nks to the Lord 

of Eosts ' " . 4 

If any adJiti one.l justifica-ci on is needed fo r a study 1of Talmudic 

hureor i:..nd l t.u~hter , we noed only refer to t t.e fact thot in the eyes of 

tte 'l''\ lmu:iists , tl:~ J.lu.i r hty • too• has his mor.ients of l aughter . I n Se.b­

b~ t t . t he ~ta.te~ent is cad~: 

"And I said o r lau~hter it i s t o be pr'\ised , 

tr.at r e f ers to the l&.uriht e r 71h i ch the iio ly One , 

&le ssed be P.e, l~ugbs ~ith t.he righteous in t he 

world t.o come . "5 

I can nc\. ~onclude this int.ro:luctory chs.?ter Yi thou t add i ng a ;;or d 

of t.hl..1lks -::.:> Or . Alexa:ider J uttCJP."'ln wi thout ,..hos e ht-1" and guide.nee this 

tl.e~ ie ~ould ~o: ~-p-1e been written. I a m dee;) ly indebted fo r his unf't il in~ 

i c';e r est a.nd encouragement. . end i'or h i s many help!'ul sug~est ions . 
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WHAT IS HUMOR? 

Although it i s not the province of this paper to deal in detail with 

humor i n genera l . i t w:iuld be well for us at this time to defi ne our ter ms . 

The Encycl opeedia frit&nnica defines humor a s "the sense within us which 

sets up a kindly contemplation of life and the expression of that sense in 

art . "6 

l'he article goes on to say that . "Humor i s o~en contrasted with 

"wi t " a narrower term i ncluded within humor , and meaning the expression 

of hwnor in some form i!lvolving an unexpected plc.y on words . 

The elemer.t or ki ndliness is essential to hWl'~r; there must not only 

be per ception of tte peculiari ties . the contrasts and tte st.ortcomings 

which l ecd ~o &!ly character or circumstance 8.!l inco~5r~o1.18 aspect but 

ther e must be ~ tolerance or acceptance of then. Where in~igna.tion is 

~rouse~ tte humorous conce~tion is lost and amuseatRnt A~ds . Eumor is here 

excha.:-.ged for sarcasm; si.l:rilarly wit, as it passes toward anger .!..!ld cruelty. 

b eCO!.teS S&tirg, e.n~ lau~tter, the ~ty~iologic&l expression or r.ucor, is 

exc!°'.aI'.ged for a "ss.rdonic g.:-in" . 1 

The Hastings Encyc l opaedia mak~~ ~~is very clev~r distiLlc~ion: 

"'fiil; is a !'l.E.oh ; h:Jmour is a geni al glow. n8 

Thdre is a danger implicit in ~~tempts at dsli~~ting the f i e ld of 

humor for only i n certain licni ted r esi'ects does humor lend its elf to e.naly-

P. is . For instance. let u..s s u.ppos e th~t after careful exrunins.tion an a lleged 

jo~e is found to co!! rorm ~o all the reasonP? le de1.t.ands of a joke.. It 

might be expected then th.a t we should lau~h . But as a result of the scrutiny 
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we have los t a ll inclination ~o lau~t. or rather t he inc l ination was 

~ever kindled . The t r ouble i s thil t a joke ceases to be a joke 7fhen it 

i s a~proachec i n this way. Somethi n6 is l ost and the.t somethin~ i s i t s 

very life . Ev'llrythin~ i s pr eserved excopt its l aughabl eness. 

I t is therefore incumbent upon us thnt we in our study. avoid the 

pitfalls of over- analysis and thereby lose the ryenef its of the humor which 

is t o be found in tl1e Te.kud . For "few of the blessings we enjoy a re of 

greater value than t he gift or humour . The plea sure attendant upon it 

at t r acts us together• fo r :n.s an incentive. and giYes e. cha rm to socie.} in­

tercourse. ,,9 

~!o'l"T we a re r eady to turn our e.ttention t o Jewish hl.4'110r e.nd its special 

characteristics . 
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CHAPTER II 

IS TBERR A JEWISH RU!lOR? 

A. J.. Brill in &.n introduction .1hich he wrotG for one or 1!endel sohn ' ~ 

anthologies of humor pointed cut that ; 

To r educe the pai nful t ension of tr.a stenderds 

of civili%ation &nd keep it at ns low a l evel as 

pesaible , modarn man h~& developed ms.ny auxiliary 

outlets of this k i od ••• Wit is a n excellent form of 

mental cathar sis. ~e can crack e j oke about sex, 

religion or polit ics, t he bare underlyin$ thouGht 

of whi.cr. might disgrace ua •• •but those very i dea s 

expressed throue;h the techni que of wit i nvariab ly 

obtain inter esting audiences end hearty appl ause . 

The mor e a nati on or race is subjected to hostile 

eg&ression, the more need i t seems to have ~or a 

sense of humor. 12 

Brill, in t his s t a tement, follows the linCj of reasoning of Sigmund 

Freud who i n e penatrati ni; scientific study of -;vit states thet no other 

race obtains a s much pleasur~ from i t s shortcomings and vicissitudes es 

the Jew. 13 

In e. r ecent study on t he ohi losophy of wit , Emil Froeschels mBkes the 

chal l enging statement ~het "one source of the Je...-ish wit i s ••• r epressed 

r even!?;e a gainst the overpoV1ering foe . "14 

Gener ally i t rMAy be sa id th&t there al~~ys ~xisted a serious aide 

of Jewish humor . In most cases ~eneath the playful ness of Jewish wit. 
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t here existed an under current of sadnes s . In an anthology of Jewish maxims , 

Teitelbaum pointed out that: 

Through ni neteen centuries of exil a &nd perse-

cution , the Jews have never failed to extr a.ct humor 

out of any situation, however oppressive. They have 

l~ughed both at their f oibles and !Jlisfortune, and 

their animadversions of the world, without having 

been at t he same time pro~ou:id.15 

rhe e specially sign1'icant difference regarding the Jewish j oke is 

the Jew in telling you his humorous story wants you not only t o laugh 

'::!ut to learn. " The Jewish parodist is not a l ways a mere clown but nore 

is a prer.che?" dise;ui sod i n tt.e garb of a jester . nl6 We shall 

see many exe~~les of j ust this type of humor in later chapter s . 

Th~re i s no doubt but t hat the wit and humor of t he Jew have existed 

lone; as he , the Jew, has existed. Libowitz wrote in one of his studies 

J ewish humor: 

17 

j'A: • 

) / ~ 

The answer, then to the questi on we raised at the beginning of this 

chapter n•uat , of necessity be " Yes , but definitely.'' For a s 4dler wrote 

i n bis brief study of the nature of Jewish humor: 

We meet in Hebr ew l i terature and in the writings 

of those who were dir ectly or indirectly nur tured i n 

its spirit , wit and humour - t he sympathet ic r epresanta-

t i on of incon~ruous el ements in human natur e ~n1 life. 
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We encounter wit which seizes on the unexpacted and 

places it before us in ~n unattractive light . We 

meet with humour , diffuse and flowing along, without 

any other le.-,, save i ts omi fantastic rill. ile dis­

cover wit , brief and sudden, and sr.arply defined ns 

a cryst~l . ~e detect wit and humour overlap~in~ and 

blending with each other -- pleasant fancies . qui ps 

!\nd cranks, bon mots , to whicli utterance 71&.s given. 

perchance, ami d t he saddest a nd the most dopressing 

environments . 18 

Before we proceed into the actual material of our study, we shall 

de vote a f ew genere l r emarks to t he specific tY?o of hum.or to be fcund 

i n the Tal mud . 
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CHAPTER III 

WHAT CONSTIT{jT£S T.P.Llu'UDIC HlJ!..iOR? 

Before we begin our ~na.lysis and classifi cation of Tal mudic humor. 

i t '\70uld be 1'1ise to poi~t out that f or the most ,art we do not f ind th~t 

the h~or in the Telrnud is humor just for the sake of jest . Naturally. 

there are except i ons to this rule . Dr. Kohut in a series written for the 

A;nerican Be brew on thi s suoject ··rrote: 

The earnest minded men of the Talmud. a l though they 

utilize to e very l arge extent a pl ayful jesting 

spirit were men of too much solidity of charecter 

to cul tivate •\i.t and humor fo r their own stike.19 

Nevertheless , the Telriudists could not have survived had they not 

been endowed by God with extraor dinary elasticity !l.nd with a wonderful 

sens'! of humor ivhich ena '!:- led them tu elude effectively all the att empts 

made at every age t o oppress t hem. 

However• this optiression coi.:.ld not he lp but aff ect the nature of 

ral mudic hwnor and i mbue it ~nth special ch~racteristics . The mirth 

of t he Talmudi st did not 6ome t o hi m spontaneously nor was it the resul t 

of a n ove::-a'bundance o! an imal spirits . P.11.t her . it became a 71e e.srnn .vi th 

which a benericent God he.d f i tted r.is ree'ble c reatures whereby t hey were 

enabl ed to survive in t he f ierce struggle fo r exi stence . 

l'hese traits a re especially apparent in the ?Or t i ons of' the Te l mud 

in ,..~ich t~e tyran~y a nd p~ofligacy of t he Caesar s i s satirized . Jacob 

Richman confirmed this i n so.yin~ tr.at -the " per secutions they suffered at 

the hands of t he neighcors forced t hem to create allegories, by whi~h 
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they expreaaed their protea~ against their tormentora."20 It is this 

type or hW!lor which we will conai der firet. 

In addition. a great deal of bu.or wae brought into play in the reli• 

giou1 controveraiea with the Sadducee• and the Ui.nia. 

out that !l&DJ time• a 1eendngly innocent parable muat be read between the 

linee t o gain it• true meaning. 21 

Occasionally we find that a lecture 19 prefaced by or includee aoae 

humorous remarks. Thi• usually came about beoauee or the desire to ani• 

:ate a long-winded debate by .... ne of a witty 1tatement or to defeat the 

adnraary by turning the laugh againet hia. Bnaple• ot thi• type ot 

situation will be found i n later olw.ptere in our aurTey. 

tu a category which we aball call "erotica• tor lack or a better term 

will be found many Rabbinic anecdote• which are rather indelicate and 

would probably not be pae1ed by a modern cen1or. HoW9ver, it muet be 

r ealiz8d that thei r purpo1e waa not pornographic but rather to clarify 

1ome pbaae of hw..n conduct or t o interpret a Biblical paaeage. 

The nat ure or Talmudic dialectic• with ita very acute diatinotiona 

and it1 analogies to texts whose sense and context nre written ill a quite 

different connection led t o aome unusual j oking ezaggerationa. It we 

were to take these digreasiona seriously. they probably could be diaaiaaed 

without further conaideration. However. if one deema them aa consciously 

humorous. t hey seem to take their place in our scheme of things. 

Occasionally, we •hall discover in our survey ot TallllUdic wit Mr• 

humor of word• and situations. Thia play on word• 10J11ttimea is de1igned 

to paH away the tiae. to arouse the attention. to entertain t he children, 
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and yea. to diTert the rabbis themaelTe1. W• must honeatly conte11 that 

these etymological pun.a are neyer hilar1ou1l7 funny, yet they are aucceaa• 

tul in .icing ua •mile and think. 

A moat interesting section will be deToted to the Jlllllrly humoroua and 

human proverb• ao popular among the people which dot the pages or the 

Talmud. I rerer to those pith7 aaylig• uaually preceded in the TalJ1Ud 

by the three word• : • '!)'IC. '>JIU !J"'> •. It 1a the author•• teeliag that 

iD theae brief quotation• one discover• more of a people'• character than 

i• true or any other tora or humor. 

Finally we ahall discover in our concluding aoction the sense or hu• 

mor to be found in tho peraonalitiee of the rabbia. We aball detect their 

parrying of oppo1'ent' a thruata rapidly, t)eir continual readi.neaa tor at,­

tack and detenae which led to that quiokwittednea1 or repartee which ia 

10 eaaential to humor and which to this day baa becoae a cbaracteri•tic 

of the eternal Jewiah apirit. 

When then goea to •le• up Tabmdic huaort The anmr •• we ahall dis• 

cover in succeeding chapter• oan be traced according to the rollowiag out­

line. 

A. Rabbinic polemic• with non•Je•i•h critic• or Judai•• 

B. The briagiag ot wit into play in religious contr ... 

veraiea with the Sadducee• and Minim 

c. The conacioua huftorous digreuiona reaulti.Dg ia 

the enliTeniag or sober debate. 

D. Krotioa 

B. The joking eJC&ggerations in Talmudic diacu1sion 
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F. Etymological play OR word• and 1ituat ion1 - e.g., pun1, eto. 

G. The humorou1 popular proverbs - e. g. ' t.J 'K 'UllC. i !) " ;; 

H. l'he 1eD1e ot humor of the Rabbi • . 
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RABBIDC COU..~UIES WITH THE MIGHTY 

ID the Talmud we find iany examples ot aatire ot the tyranny aJMi 

profligacy of the rulera with whom the J ... came in contact. Naturally 

in doing this, they found it prudent to Teil their expreaaiona and apeak 

in metaphora. 

One or tha Rabbia who waa Tery acthe in these polemic• waa R. G&•- I• I. I. - -
liel. One or the moat tamoua ot the atoriea in which R. Ga•liel was ill-

Tolved waa the legend ot Adam'• atolea rib. Th• atory ia found in San-

lledrin, 

The Emperor (xeaar - .H ' j>) (aOM edit J~/j infidel) 

once said to Rabbe.n Gamaliel. "Your God ia a thief. 

tor it ia written. 'A.Dd the Lord God cauaed a deep 

aleep to tall upon the nan (Adam) and he alept and 

Be took one ot hi• rib• (Gen. 2.21).•" Thereupon hi• 

(the Emperor'•) daughter said to him, "Lea•• hi• to 

ae and I will anawer him." and (turning to the Emperor) 

••ids "Gi•• .. a commander o 1.J1 ~ (g~rd) i .n charge 

ot a military company." "why do you need hia,• aaked 

he. "ThieTea Tiaited ua last nite and robbed ua or 

a all-Yer pitcher. leaving a golden one in ita place.• 

Would that auch Tiaited ua eTery day!' he exclaimed. 

"Ah,• ahe retorted "waa it not to Adam'• gain that 

he waa depriTed ot a rib and a wife (lit. i>n~t handaiden) 
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presented to him ill ita stead to serve hia?• Be re­

plied, •rua i• what I mean, h• ahould baTe taken 

it trom hia openly (when he waa awake).• 

Said ahe to him: •i.et me baTe a piece ot raw 

meat.• It waa given to her. She placed it wader 

her armpit.22 

"I find it loathao .. ,• he exclaiaed. •ETen ao 

would abe (ET•) baTe been to Adam.bad ahe been taken 

troa him openly,• ahe retorted.23 (l.ccording to the 

rendering adopted. the tleah waa repulabe because 

it had come into contact with her body. Lilcewiae bad 

Adaa known that ET• waa part ot hia body, he might 

have been repelled.)24 

Here. in thia example, with the aaeiatanoe or a wo•n. Gaaliel waa 

able to outsmart the Emperor. Here. &Dd in -~ ot these polemics, the 

reader will probably not laugh aloud but OJUt ca1U10t help but alllile aa 

one detect• a real wit and satire which perT&dea thia aad other atori••• 

For the Emperor who felt that he could duplicate the work or God• 

Ganaliel had aome Yery sparkling remark•• 

The Emperor said t o Rab ban Gtualiel: •It ia 

written, 'Be counteth the llWllber of atara• (Pa. 147•4). 

In what way ia that re•rkable: I too can couat th8al' 

Rabban Gaialiel brought some '~11'1> quincee, put thea 

into a sieve, whirled them arowad, and aaid: •count 

them.• 
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•xeep them •till," he requested. Thereupon R. 

Gamaliel obaened. "But the He&Teu reToln 10.• Some 

say that the Emperor apolce thu• to hia: "The nuaber 

ot the atara i• known to me." Thereupon Rabban Gama• 

liel aelced him, "How nany molars and {other) teeth 

have you?" Putting hie hand to hi• mouth, he be"g&ll 

to count them. Said he to hiaa "You know not what 

ii in your mouth and yet thou wouldst know what i• in 

heaTent'25 

Another vereion ot the aaae etory i• told in thi• way: 

The Emperor also said to Rabban Ge.maliel: •1 

know what your God 1a doi.Dg• and where He 1a seated." 

Rabban Gaaliel beoame (a• it were) overcome and sighed, 

and on being asked the ree.1on. annered, "I haTe a son 

in one of the citiee of the 1ea,, and I yearn for him. 

Pray tell me about him {lit. show hi• to •).• •no 

I then know where he ie?• he replied. "You do not 

know what ii on earth, and yet (you claim to) know 

what is in heaven t' he retorted. 26 

In another biting aatire. R. Gamaliel heap~ ridicule upon a certain 

disciple of the dual principle who declared that different portion• ot 

nan'• body were made by Tarioue gods. But we are getting ahead of our 

Let the Talmudic writer tell the 1tory. 

The Emperor said to Rabban Gutaliel• ltJ!• who 

created the mountains did not create the wind, for 



- 16 -

it i• written, •For lo there is a former of mountain• 

and a creator of windl '" (Amoa 4.13 That is how the Em-

peror auet haTe tranelated the Terse drawing an in-

ference from the two different words uaed to denote 

Creation). 

"According to thi• rea•oniag when we find it 

written of Adam, •And Be created• "',.'I (Gen. 1.27) 

and 'And He formed• (Gen. 2.7) would you 
' 

also aay that He who baa created thi• (one limb) di4 

not create that (another limb}? Further there is a 

part of the hUlllllD body juet a handbreadth •qua re• which 

contain• two holes (the part containing both eye and ear}. 

and because it is written, •He that planteth the ear. 

shall not hear; He that foraeth the eye. •hall he not aee?• 

(~•. 94.9 Two different expressions are used tor the 

creation of the eye and ear reapectiTely} would you 

•intain there too that He who created th.e oae did 

not create the otherf" 

"~en ao," he anewered. "Yet• he (Rabban Gama-

liel) rejoined, •at death both (the one who planted 

and the one who created--a••uming that there 'lfere two 

creators of man. he would not completely die unleas} 

both agreed; otherwise the creator of t .he eye might 

illsilltthat the eye goea on living. while the cr .. tor 

of the ear might wiah it to die) are brought to agree.•27 
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Thua Gamaliel silenced hia opposition by pointing out how inharmonious 

goda, each to have created a different limb but at 

become reconciled, and cause the death of each at the aame 

The belief that God could be present with every minyan brought forth 

challenge from a heretic which waa answered very aptly by R. Gamaliel 

The Emperor said to Rabban G&-.liel: "Y• •intain 

that: •upon every ga therj.,of ten {Jews) the Shechinah 

rests• {Aboth. 3.6); how m&ny ahechinaha are there 

then?• Rabban Ganaliel called (Caeaar•a) servant 

&Del tapped him on the neckJcf;t~t.1' i> ·f "JJll 28 saying, 

"Why doea the aun enter into Caesar'• houae1• {Why 

dost thou permit it to enter. 

•But• he (the infidel) exclai11l9d1 "the aun ahinea 

~n '.) (lit. rests) upon the whole world.• Then 

if the aun, which ia but one of the countless m;yriada 

of the servants of the Holy One, blessed be He, ahinea 

on the whole world, how much more the Shechi.Dah ot 

the Holy One, blessed be He Himaelt.29 

occasionally the non-believer, instead or being the ~eror 1• ao .. 

mous general or a renowned philosopher. A very intelligent question 

of General Agrippa and Ganaliel•a aaswer ia even 

brilliant. 

The General Agrippa asked R. Gamaliel, "It ia 

written in your Torah, 'For the Lord thy God is a 

devouring fire, a jealous God.• {Deut. 4.24) I• 
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a wise man jealous of any but a wise man, a warrior 

ot any but a warrior, a rich man or any but a rich 

man?" (Consequently if God ia jealoua of idola, 

they muat be comparable to Rim.) He replied, "I 

will give you a parable: To what ia the matter like? 

to a nan who marriea an additional wife. If the 

second wife ia her superior, the first will not be 

jealous of her, but if ahe is her inferior, the 

first wife will be jealous of her," (because the er­

front is when t he nen chooses en inferior woman to 

take her place i.n his affections).30 

R. Gamaliel gave particular evidence of the readiness of bia repartee 

r eligious controversies which he had with the philosophers. Baai­

the question asked is "if your God ia not !Jleaaed with the worship 

of other Goda, why not destroy them?" The atory goea : 

A philosopher asked R. Ge.m&liel, "It ia written 

in your Tor~h, 'For the Lord thy God ia a devouring 

fire, a j ealous God. 1 (Deut. 4.24) Why, howenr, 

is he so j ealous of ita worshippers rather than or 

the idol itself?" Re replied, "I will give you a 

parable: To what is the matter like? To a hUJmt.n 

king who bad a son, a.nd this aon reared a dog to which 

he attached his father's name, so that whenever he took 

an oath be exclaimed, 'By the life of this dog, my 

father:• When the king hears of it, with whom is he 

angry--hia son or the dog? Sur9ly he is angry with hi• aonf" 
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{The philosopher) said to him, " You call the 

idol a dog; but there is some reality in it." (The 

Rabbi asked) "What is your proof?" He replied. "Once 

a fire broke out in our city, and the whole town was 

burnt with t he exception of a certain idolatrous shtinet' 

He said to hill. 111 wi 11 give you a parable: To what ia 

the matter like? To a human king against whom• one of 

his provinces rebelled. If he goes to war against it, 

doea he fight with the living or t he dead? Surely he 

wages war with the living ft (The idol 1a a dead thing, 

ao God does not wage war with it.) 

(The Pb~loeopher) said to hill, "You call the idol 

a dog aud you ca l l it a dead thing. In that case, let 

Him destroy it from the world!' He replied, •Ir it 

waa something unneceasary to the world that was worshipped, 

He would abolish it; but people worship the sun and 

:moon, atara and planets. brooks and valleys. Should 

He destroy His universe on account of fooll : And thua 

it states, 'Airl I utterly to conawne all things from 

off th• face of the ground, saith t he Lord; a:n I to 

consuae man a.nd beast; am I to consume the fowls of 

the heaven, and the fiahea of the aea, even the stumbling 

blocks of the wickedJ' (Zeph. l.2f . The Talmud requires 

this translation E. V. I will utterly consume etc.) 

because the wicked stumble over these things ia He 
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to deatroy them from the lft>rld? Do they not worship 

the huma.n being; so am I to cutl off man from the face 

ot the earth:" (Zeph. l.2t)31 

similar story ie one which baa the Rabbi• &Ad. the philosopher• •• 

antagonieta, 

Philosopher• asked the elder• in Rome. "It your 

God baa no desire for idolatry. why doea He not abolish 

it ~• They replied. "If it waa something of which the 

world has no need that waa worshipped. He would abolish 

it; but people worship the sun. moon. stars and planets; 

ahould Be destroy the Universe on account of fools: 

The world pursues it• natural course. and aa tor the 

tools who act wrongly. they will have to render an ac• 

count. 

An.other illustrations 

SUppoae a man stole a meaeure ot wheat and went 

and 1""9d it in the ground; it i• right ihat it should 

DOt grow. but the world pursues i t• natural course 

and as tor the fools who act wrongly, they will have 

t o r ender an account. 

Another Illustration: 

Suppose a man has intercourse with hi• neighbour'• 

wife; it ia right tilat she should not conceive. but the 

world pursues its natural cour&e and aa for the fools who 

act wrongly. they will have to render an account.• Thi• 

i• si.ailar to what R. Simeon b. L&kiah said: "The Holy 

One. blessed be He , declared. ' Not enough that the wicked 

. ' -

I 
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put my coinage to TUlgar use. but they trouble Ke and 

compel !!e to eet )(y •eal thereon Z'" (the wicked -.Ice 

wrong uae ot the aertal instinct with which they have 

been endowed by God and trouble Him to f orm the embryo 

which result• troa their i mmoralit7. )'2 

For an adroit reply to a proToeat ive questi on. let us read Gant.liel's 

answer to Procloa: 

Proclos. son ot a phi leaopher. (the word tor phi losopher 

i• doubtless a corruption ot a proper noun} put a 

question to R. Gamaliel in Acco when the latter waa 

bathing in t he bath of Aphrodite. (Be.th• were frequen,tly 

adorned with statues of dei ties) Be ae.id to him• "It 

ie written in your Torah, •And there •hall cleave nou.ght 

or the devoted thing t o t hine hand' (Deut. 13.16}. ~~y 

, 
ara you bat hing in t he bath of Aphrodite?" He replied 

to him, "We may not answer (question relating to Tor'&h) 

in a bath." (owing to the nudity or the persona there} 

When he came out, he sa i d t o him• "I di d not come int,o 

her domain. abe has come into mine. (the bath exiated1 

before the inage of Aphrodite was set up i n it and i t 

was constructed for general uae} Nobody aaya, the 

bath waa made aa an adornment for Aphrodite; but he aaya, 

.Aphrodite waa •de aa an adornment f or the bath."'' 

Since we atarted 01tr sequence on R. Ge.sliel with a story in whi ch 

he waa helped by the Emperor'• d~hter, it is most appropriate1 that we 
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complete this part of our aun-ey with an incident in which the princeu 

assi sted the Rabbi against noii-believers: 

AD Emperor said to i.bban Gamaliel' "Ye •iD­
tain that the dead will revive; but they turn to dust 

and ca.n dust come to life?• Thereupon hia (the ea­

peror' a) daughter aaid t.o him (the Rabbi) 1 "Let me 

answer him: in our tcwrn there are two potters; o•e 

f'aahiona (hi• products) from water• and the other from 

clay; lllbo ia the more praiseworthy?" 

"He who f'ashione them from water," he replied 

(this being tar aore difficult). "It he can taabion 

(man) from water (the spe1m), surely he e&A do ao 

from clay f' (Th• duat into which the dead are turned)}4 

4notber type of humor which comes wider t hi1 chapter category because 

it evidences the contact and the disputation• between the sages of the 

Talmud and tboae of other faiths, ie what we would 111ce to call "didactic". 

In this peculiar specie• of humor, the pupil teats the patience of the 

eacber and aa a result of this testing, humorous situations arise. 
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The cl.aaaic story of this type ia the one out of which the "Golden 

Rule•was elicited. 

It happened that a certain heathen came before 

Sh&mnai and •aid to hilll. "Make me a pro•el;rte. on 

condition that y-ou teach me t he whole Torah while 

I atand on one toot." 

Thereupon he repulsed him with the builder'• 

cubit which ne in hi• hand. When he went before 

Hillel he aaid to him, "What ia hateful to y-ou. do 

aot to your neighbor; that 1e the whole Torah• while 

the rut is co-ntary thereof; go and l•rn it.•~5 

However the otbr r two atoriee. beside• indicating the unending patience 

ot Hillel are much more humorous than the above mentioned atory. In the 

first story, Hillel is prodded and teaaed to the point or anger but never­

theless , as a good teacher should. he retain• hi• aense ot proportion. 

Our Rabbis taught, A man should alway• be gentle 

like Hillel and not impatient like Sh•!ll!!!Ai• It onoe 

happeaed that two men made a wager with •ch other, 

say11ag, •ae who goee and make• Hillel aag?T •hall 

receive 400 zuz." Sai d ones "I will go and inoenee 

hi.a." ~t day waa the Sabbath eYe and Hillel w.a 

waehiDg hie bead. 

B• went. pa•••d by the door ot hie hou••• and 

oalled out, •1e Hillel here. is Hillel here?" (ineo-



- 24 -

lently without the courtesy or a title), Thereupon 

he robed and went out to him. saying, "?~ son, what 

do you r~qui.re?" "I have a question to ask." said he. 

"•sk, 11fY son. " he prompted. 

Thereupon. he asked: "Why are the heads of the 

'8.bylonian round?" Hillel himself waa a Babylonian. 

"My son. you have a1ked a great question," he 

replied. "it is because they have no skillful mid­

wivea." He departed, tarried a while, returned 

and called out. "Ia Hillel here?" He robed and 

went out to him, aayiug. "My son. what do you require?" 

"I have a question to ask," aaid he. 

"A•k. 11fY sou," he prompted. Thereupon he aaked, 

"Why are the eyes of the Palmyreana bleared?" "MY 

aon. you have asked a great question." he replied. 

"It is because they live in sandy places." 

He departed. tarried a while. returned and 

called out, "Is Hillel here; is Hillel here?" He 

robed and went out to him saying. "~ son what do 

you require ?" "I lave a question to ask," said he. 

"Ask. my son," he prompted. Re a sked• "Why are the 

feet of the (African} negroes wide ?" "u:y son, you 

have asked a great question." said he "it is because 

they live in watery ~rshes• {hence their feet JDUst 

be wide to enable them to walk t here, just as duck's 

feet are webbed). 
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• "I have many questions to ask." said he. "but 

fear that you may become angry." Thereupon be robed. 

sat before him and said• "Ask all the questions you 

have to ask." "Are you the Hillel who ia called the 

Naai (patriarch) of Israel?" "Yea," he replied. "If 

that i• you," he retorted, "may there not be many like 

you in Israel.• "Why, my eon?" queried he. "Because 

I have lost 400 zu& through you," com~lained he. 

"Be careful of your moods," he answered. "Hil lel 

is worth it that you should lose 400 zuz through him, 

yet Hille l shall not lose his temper."36 

The concluding story in this Rillel-Shammai aeries i• a very humorous 

one because of the method in which Hillel demonstrates why the student 

rely upon the teacher. 

A cer~in heathen once came before Shammai and 

asked him, "How many Toroth have you?" "Two" he re­

plied: "the Written Torah and the Oral Torah." "I 

believe you with respect to the written, but not with 

respect to the Oral Torah, Jll8lce me a proselyte, on 

condition that you teach me the Written Torah (only).• 

(But) he scolded and repulsed him in anger. 

When he went before Hillel, he accepted him as a 

proselyte. On the first day (of teaching him) he 

taught him, Aler, beth, gi.Jmnel, daleth; the follow­

ing day he revereed (them) to him, "But yesterday 

you did not tea.ch to me thus," he protested. "Must 
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you then not rel7 upon me? (as to what the letter• are ?)• 

•Then rely upon me with respect to the Oral(Torah) too.•'7 

As can be seen from t he ffl'ft exairples we bl.Te brought. the wit and 

hwaor of our ancestors ~· Yery definitely ?Banifested in t he political 

as •ell aa the religious controversies. In thi• connection, a certain 

Gebiha b. Pesiaa, a legendary character traditionally contemporary with 

Alexander the Great, i• mentioned with special f &Yor. In t hia section 

we shall bring three of the hUllloroua incident• aaaoo i ated with hia. The 

first relate9\that: 

On the twenty-fourth of Niaa.n the revenue far­

mers ' I!:} OJ 1' ·~ {ftublicana) were remoYed from Judah 

and Jerusalem. For when t he African• came to plead 

against the Jewa 9ef ore Alexander of 1119.cedon, they 

said, "Canaan be l ongs to us , as i t ia .n-itten, ' The 

Land of Canaan 'lfith t he co~ats t hereof' (Nwn. }4.12); 

and Canaan was the ancestor of these ?•ople (i.e., 

our&elves)." 

Thereupon Bebiha b. Pe•i•a said to the Se.gee, 

"Authorize me to go and pl ead against them before 

Alexander of Mllcedon: ahould t hey defeat me, then 
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say 'ye have defeated but an ignorant man of us'; 

whilst if I def eat them, then say to them thus: 

•The Law of Moses has defeated you.•" 

So they authorized him and Ire went and pleaded 

against them. "Whence do ye adduce your proof?" 

asked he. "From the Torah," they replied . "I too," 

he said, "will bring you proof only from the Torah, 

for it is written, 'And he said, Cursed be Canaan1 

a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren.' 

(Gen. 9.25)" 

" Now if a wlave acquires property, to whom does 

he belong and whoae i• the property?" (Obviousl y it 

is t he owner. 'n'ierefore even if the land was given 

to t he Canaanites, it belongs to their masters, the 

Jews, descendants of Shem). 

"1,<oreover, it is now many years that ye have not 

served us." (so thE.t you owe us your toil too, for all 

the.t t ime.) Then Alexander said to them, "Answer him f' 

Give us three daya' time," they pleaded. So he gave 

them a res~ite; they sought but found no answer. Im­

mediately thereon they fled, leaving behind their sewa 

fields and their planted vineyards . And that year waa 

a Sabbatical year.38 

In a simila r van, in the follo~ing story Gebiha uses his "ignorance" 

weapon to defeat the Egyptians when they came in a lawsuit against 

the Jews before Alexander of Uacedon. 



-~-

They (the Egyptians) pleaded thus: "Ia it not 

written. •And the Lord gave the people favour in the 

sight of the Egyptians. and they lent them• (gold and 

precious stone~) (Ex. 12.36). Then return ua to the 

gold and silver which ye took!' 

1'hereu~on Gebiha b. Pesiaa said to the Sages. 

"Give me ~ermiasion to go and plead againat them be­

fore Alexander of l'aoedon: should they defeat me9 

then say. 'Ye have merely defeated an ignorant man 

amongst us;• whilst it I defeat them then aay. •The 

Law of Moses haa defeated you.•" So they gave him 

pennis sion. And he went and p leaded against them. 

"i1hance do ye adduce your proof ?" asked he. "From 

the Torah." they re~lied. "Then I too.• aaid he. 

"will bring you proof only f r om the Torah. for it is 

written. ' Now the sojourning of the children of Israel. 

who dwelt in Egypt was four hundred and thirty years• 

(Ex. 12.40)." 

"Pay us for the toil of 6oo9 000 men whom ye en­

slaved for 430 years." Then King Aloxander said to 

them, "answer him." "Give us t hree days• time." they 

begged. So be gave them a respite; they •ought but 

found no answer. St raightaway t h&y fled. leaving be­

hind their sown fields and planted vineyards. And 

tJw.t year was a Sabbatical year.39 
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The final le gendary story or Gebiba deals with another lawsuit• thi• 

time. aade by the I1hmaelite1 and the Ketureana against the Jews. 

They pleaded thus: "Canaan belong• jointly to 

all of us. for it is #J"i tten, 'Now these a r e the gen­

erations or I•hlmlel. Abraham's son' (Gen. 25.12); and 

it is {further) written, 'And these are the generations 

of I saac, Abraham'• son'• (Gen. 25.19) •Henne, both 

being sons of Abraham, they had equal claims upon the 

land. For t he same reaaon the Ketrureans too .,.,de a 

claim. ) 

Thereupon Gebiba b. Pe1i1& 1&id to the Sages, "Give 

me per mission to go nnd ? lead against them before Alexander 

of Macedon : should they defeat me, then 1ay. •Ye have 

merely defeated an ignorant man aaongat us•; whilst it 

I defeat them then eay, •The I.a• of Mo••• baa de f eated 

you.'" So t hey gaTe him permission, And he went and 

~leaded againat them. "Whence do ye adduce your proot?• 

aaked he. "From the Torah." they replied. "Then I too." 

said he , 11will bring you proof only from the Torah. 

for it i s written. "And Abraham gave all that he had 

unto Isaac. But unto the sons of the concubines which 

Abraham had , Abraham gave gi~•' (Gen. 25.5 t); it a 

f ather made a bequest to his children in hi• lifetime 

aDd sent them away trom each other, has any one c laim 

upon the other?" (Obviously not).40 



- 30 -

In these aatirea against non-believers, many are of historical Y&lue, 

part icularly those that ridicule the profligacy of Sodom. ~ost of these 

are probably nothing but veiled allusions to the degeneracy of Rome. 

The atory is told that: 

There were four judges in Sodom (named) Shakrai, 

Shakurai, Zayyafi and Mt.de Di.nay-1 ·ffli, ·~ "~ 1 "/C)t'!~. ')l' 

(these are fictitious names m~&niDg, liar, awful liar, 

forger and perverter of justice). No• if a nan as­

saulted bis neighbor•a wife and bruised her, they 

would say (to the husband): "GiYe her to him that 

she u.y become pregnant for thee." 

If one cut off the ear of hi• neighbor's ass, 

they would order, "Give it to him until it grows 

again." If one wounded his neighbor they would say 

to him (the victim), "Give him a fee for bleediag 

thee.• He who crossed over with the ferry had to 

pay four iuzim, whilst he who c rossed through the 

water had to pay eight. On one occasiBn, a certain 

f'Uller hal1pened to come t here. Said they to him, 

"Give ua four zuiim" (for the use of the ferry) . 
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"But," protested he, "I crossed through the water." 

"If so," aaid they. "thou must give eight zuzim for 

passing through the water f4 Be ref\.tsed to give it. 

ao they aaaaulted him. He went before the judge, 

who ordered. "Give them a fee for bleedin& and eight 

1u1im for croaeing through the water." 

Now Eliezer, Abraham's servant, ha?pened to be 

there, and wae attacked. When he went before the 

j udge, ~ aaid, "Give them a tee for bleeding thee." 

Thereupon he took a stone and smote the judge. "What 

ia this!' he exclaimed. He replied, "The fee that 

thou owest me give to this man (who attacked me) . 

whilst '111.Y money will remain in statue quo.• 

Now they had beds upon which trav~llera slept. 

If he (the guest) was too long, they ehortened him 

(by loping off his feet); if too short, they stretched 

hiJU out. Klie&er, Abraham's servant happened to go 

there. Said they t o him. "Arise and aleer> on this 

bed~ B• replied, "I have vowed since the day or 

my JDOther' s death not to sleep in a bed." 

If a poor me.n ha ppened to come t here, every resi­

dent gave him a denar, upon which he wrote his name 

but no bread Wlla given hi•• ?ihen he died, each came 

and took his back. They mads this agr eement amongst 

themselves; whoever i nvites a man (a stranger} to a 

feast shall be stripped of hie garment. Now a banquet 
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waa in progre••• when Eliezer chanced there, but they 

gave him no bread. Wishing t o dine, he went and sat 

down at the end or them all. Said they to him. "'Who 

invited thee here?" Re replied to the one sitting 

near him, "Thou didst invite me." The latter s&id 

to himself, "Peradventure they will bear that I in­

Tited him. and strip me of my garments !' So he took 

up his raiment and fled without. Thus he (Eliezer) 

did to all, until they had all gone; whereupon he 

consumed the entire repast. 

A certain maiden gave some bread to a poor man, 

(hiding it) in a pitcher. On the nittter becoming known. 

they daubed her with honey and placed her on the par­

apet of the wall , and the bees ca1r.e and consUJ11ed her . 

Thus it is written, "and the Lord seid , The cry of Sodom 

and Gomorrah. because it is greati" whereupon Rab J udah 

colllfJlented in Rab's na.-ne: "On n.ccount of the 'Miden. ••41 

(ribah) 

In addition to Ga maliel e.nd Gebil-,a b . Pesiaa, the homely R. Joshua 

b. Hanan;tah played a great role in the rabbinic colloquies with the mighty. 

Tbe story t ells bow the Rabbi , unprepossessing in a~pearanoe, off~nded 

by e n arroga.:it young ? rincess, teaches her s. l esson in hu::dlity by proving 

t o her that ugly vessels are used to store precious wines, but that ex­

pensive veeaels turned them to vinegar. The story is told in slightly 

variant versions in Nedarim and in Taanith. 

The briefer version in the former relates that: 
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The Emperor's daughter (Hadrian) aeid to R. Joshua 

b. Hananiah: "Such comely wisdom in an ugly veasel f' 

He replied, "Learn from thy f ather's palace. In what 

ia the wine stored?" "In earthen j ars ," she answered. 

"But all (co:nmon) people store(wine) in earthen 

vessels, and thou too lilce•iae. Thou shouldst keep 

it in jars of gold and silverr 

So she went and had the wine replaced in vessels 

of gol d and silver, and it turned sour. "Thus," 

said he t o l:er , "the Toreh is like·Kise r •But are 

there not handsome people who are learned too?~ 

ttwere thoy U&lY they would be even more learned," 

he retorted. " 1~(f •rllc 't<i> JO JI,) 'K " 43 

The variantveraion starts out similarly with the daughter ot the 

Rome.n emperor addressin:.:; R. Joshua aa: 

"o glori6us wisdom in an ugly vessel." 
.. ,,., ,,, •{J> ~>A.1,)11 i),.JJ/j. 

Be r eplied, "Does not your father keep wille 

in an earthenware vessel?" She asked , "'ftllerein else 

shall he keep it?" He said to her, "You who are 

nobles should keep it in vessels of gold and silver." 

Thereupon she went and told this to her father and 

he had the wine put into vessels of gold and silver 

and it became sour. When she was informed of tt.i s he 

asked hi.a claughter, ftyffio gave you this advice?" She 

replied, "R. Joshua b . Hananiah." Thereupon the EmFeror 

had him summoned before him and asked him, "Mly did 
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you give her such adTioei" Re replied. "I answered 

her accordi.Dg to the way that ahe spoke to me. "44 

In a story which has retained its fame to this day. the stout- hearted. 

undaunted sage Joshua does not hesitate to defy a monarch. 

The emperor said to R. Joshua b. Hananiah (the 

empe ror is Hadrian), "Why has this Sabbath dish such 

a fragrant odour ?" "'fte haTe certain seasoning," he 

replied, "celled the Sabbath. which •e put into it 

and tha t gives it a fragrant odour." "GiT• us some 

of it." asked he. "To him who keeps the Sabbath" re-

torted he. "it is efficacious; but to him who does 

not keep the Sabbat~ 1 it is ot no use."45 

And for those who helieve that the game of charades is a new one 

ttis final incident which involved R. Joshua b. liananiah will come as 

a gr eat surprise. 

R. Joshua. b. Hananiah was (once) at the court or 

Caesar ( i.e. Hadrian) . A certain unbelie~er lc.t>J I} 'J t 

showed him (by gestur e): A people whose Lord has 

turned !is face f rom them. Re showed him (in reply): 

His hand is stretched over us . 

Said Caesar to Ra.b Joshua: "What did he show 

thee?" "A people whose Lord has turned Bia face 

trom them. An~ I showed him: His hand is stretched 

over us." They (then) said to the heretic : ~·JI 

~1'1hat didst thou show him?• "A people whose Lord ha.a 

turned His fa.ce from t hem." "And wh1.1t did he show thee?" 
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"I do not know." Sa.id they: " A man who does not 

understand what he ia being shown by gesture f!JllA 46 

should not converse in signs before a king r They 

led him forth and slew him.l.'7 

Antonius and Rabbi are represented in c;.ulte a few places in the Te.l-

~ud aa having carried out s ome interesting debates on the merits and 

shortcomings or the Jewish religion. Recently Lui tpold \7a lla.ch published 

the result s of the study he made or this particular colloquy. He con-

e luded that: 

1. The oHer "Antoninus and Rabbi" traditiona ot 

the Rabbiis:al literature go back to an apocryphal 

colloquy between !aarcua Aurel ius Antonius and 

the Jlt..triarch Judah I. 

2 . The goal of the fictitious colloquy wa1 to· prove 

an allegedly c lose relation of the Stoic emperor-

philosopher with Judaism and with Rabbi. The 

Stoic was depicted as an adherent of Judaism and or 

the Jewish patriarch. 

3. The author or the colloquy was n Jewish stoic imbued 

with Hellenism. He used the writings of Peseidoniua 

of Apameia and the "Self-Contemplations" of l.tllrcua Aurelius. 
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4. The fragr,enta of the colloquy that have been pre­

served can be regarded as newly discovered frag­

ments or the loat writings of Poseidonius.48 

We, in our study, shall ho"lfever, confine ourselves to the witty as­

pects of the replies of Rabbi. The most well known of the colloquies 

inc ludes the famous parable of t he cooperation of the blind man and the 

lame man. The debate started when: 

Ant oninus aid to Rabbi: "The body anti the soul 

cen both free t hemselves f rom judgement. Thus the 

body can pl~ad: 'The aoul has sinned, (the proof being) 

that from the day it lett me I lie like a dumb stone 

in the grave• (powerless to do aught). Whilst the 

soul can say: •The body has sinned, (the ~roof being) 

that from the day I departed from it I fly about in 

the air like a bi rd• (and commit no tlh)." Re r ef>lied, 

"I will tell thee a parable. To what may thia be com­

pared? To a human king who owned a beautif'ul orchard 

which contained splendid figs . 

Now, he appointed two ~~tchman therein, one lo.me 

and the other blind. (Cue day) the lame man said to 

the blind, • I see beautif ul figs i n t he orchard. 

Come and take me upon thy ehoulder, that we TDAY pro­

cure and eat them.• So the lame bestrode the blind, 

procured and ate them. 

Some time after, the owner of the orachard came 

and inquired of them, 1 \'Ihore are those beautiful figs?• 
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The l ame man replied, •Have I then feet to walk with? ' 

the blind man replied, •Have I then eyes to eee with? ' 

What did he do? He placed the lame upon the blind and 

judged them to~ether. So will the Holy One, blessed 

be He, bring the aoul, (replace it) in the body, and 

judge them together, as it is written, 'He shall call 

to the heaven• from above, and t o the earth, that he 

nay judge his people' (Pa. 50.4) 'Re ahall call to 

the Heavens f r om above• - this refers to the aoulj 

•and to the earth,• that he na7 judge hie people. "49 

Another question asked by Antoninus is the reason why the sun rises 

in the East and sets in the Neat. To this Rabbi very bitingly r e,lies 

that • e r e the situation reversed (setting in the l!!ast and rising in the 

~est) , Antoninus would ask the aame question just t o be obnoxious• The 

Em~eror the& clarifies tho quest ion: 

"This ia 911 question," eaid he , "Why set i n the 

Vleat ?" (rising in any quarter, it ebould return to 

the same for the setting--' question poasible of course, 

since the earth was a ssumed to be flat). 

He answered, "In order to selute its ?La ker , as 

it is written, 1And t he host of heavens make obeisance 

to Thee•" (Beh. 9.6) ( thus, the sun having reached the 

West, where the Divine Presence is, •ink• down in homage, 

and therefore doea not return to the East to set . ) 
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"Then" 11 ,id be to him, "it should go only as far 

aa mid-heaven, pay boma~e and then re-ascend," {be­

cause it i s not etiquette to go right up to one in 

saluting him). 

"On account or workers e.nd wayfarers, tt50 (Were 

the sun to set suddenly in mid•heaven, i.e. et midday, 

they would have no sign when to cease work or halt.) 

Rabbi however was gent lemen enough to admit that where were a few 

fields where btoninua we.a ca)lable or teaching hlll a thing or two. The 

question was raised as to when the soul became part of man, and this is 

hmr the discussion proceeded: 

Antoninus aaid to Rabbi , "7ihen ia the soul placed 

in nen; as soon as it i• decreed (that the sperm shall 

be :nale or female, etc . ), or when (the embryo) ia 

actually fo~ed?" He replied, " From the moment of 

fo~tion." He objected: "Can a piece or meat be 

unsalted for thr ee daya without becoming putrid? 

(Likewise if the sperm-cell is not immediately en­

dowed with a soul , it would become putrid, and then 

could not fertili ze the ovum) 

"But it must btt f rom the mo11ent t hat(God) decr·eea 

(its destiny)." 8-bbi said: "That thing Antoninus 

taught me, and Scripture supports him, for it 11 written, 

•And thy decree hath preserved my spirit• (i.e. m:y 

aoul).• (Job 10 .12)51 



- 39 -

A ailllilar story ha~ Antoninus as the teacher and n.bbi as the willing 

pu?il, not only eager to learn but willing to admit that be bas learned. 

Antoninus also inquired of R$.bbi, "From what 

time does the Evil Tempter bold 1JW&y over man; from 

the formation (of the embryo) or f rom (its) issuing 

forth (i.nto the light of the world)" 

"From the forma.tion," he replied. 9 If so,• he 

objected, "it would rebel in its mother•s womb tllld 

go forth. But it is from when it issued." Rabbi 

said: "This thing Antoninus taught me , and Scripture 

supports him, for it is said, 'At the door (i . e. 

where the babe emerges) sin lieth in wait.•"(Gen. 4.7)52 

Quite a few of the incidsnts in t he Ta l mud deal with the rituals, 

sacrifices and customs of the Jews of the time.which were challenged 

by the Gentiles. The first tells of 

A certain Syrian ~~~'t {i.e. non-Jew) used 

to go up and partake of the Passover sacrifices in 

Jerusalem, boasting: "It is written, •there shall 

be no alien eat thereof.,.no uncircumcised ~erson 

shall eat thereof' (Ex. 12.43) yet I eat of the very 

beat." 
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Said R. Judah b. Bathyra to him: "Did they sup­

ply you with the fat-tail ?" "No." he r eplied. "(Then) 

when you journey up thither say to them. •Supply me 

with the fat-tail.'" 

When he went up he said to theo, "Supply me with 

the fat- tail'!' " But the fat-tail belongs (it goes up) 

to the Moat High (it is burnt on the altar)."they re­

plied. 

• "Who told you (to do) this?" they inquired. "R. 

Judah b. Bathyra," answered be. 

":'!hat is this (matter) before us?" they wondered. 

They investigated his pedigree. and disoovered th.at 

he was a Syrian and killed him. (For a non.Jew might 

not even penetrate beyond a certain point within the 

Templ e precincts on t he pain of death). 

They they sent a message t o R. Judah b. Bathyra: 

"Peace be with thee. R. Judah b. Bathyra. for thou 

art in Nisibis yet thy net is spr ead in Jerusalem."5' 

"p ·uo , ., i)o"~ f.Jj~1J11 • 

Of historic i nterest ia the fact that King Jannai is desirous ot cal• 

ling upon someone to "bensch" for the family. We are interested in this 

incident because ot the nature of Simeon b. Shetach•s r eply to his sister. 

The story relates thats 

King J annai and hi• queen were taking a meal 

together. Now ~tt•r he had put the Rabbis to death, 

there was no one to say grace for them. He said to 
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his apouse: "I wish I had someone to aa.y grace for 

ua.• She said to him: "Swea r to me that if I bring 

you one,you will not harm him." Re swore to her, 

and she brought Simeon b . Shet&ch, her brother (\'rho 

was a. Pharisaic leader &!ld bad been in hiding). She 

placed him between her husb&nd and herself, aaying, 

"See wha.t honour I p&y you." He replied: "It is not 

you who honour me but it is the Torah wt.ich honour• 

me as it ia ~Titten 'Exalt her &nd she shall promote 

thee.• (she shall bring thee to honour when thou doet 

embrace hert (Eccles. ll.l)R54 

Akibe. 's r eply t o Tineius Rufus defending the Sabbath na a Tery ef'­

f ecti ve means of demonstratinz the importance of the Sabbath to the Jew. 

This question was asked by Turnusruf'us (Tineius 

Rufus, a Ro?Dl&.Il governor of Judea) of R. Akiba: "dhere­

in does this day (the Sabbatt) differ from any other?" 

He replied: "l'lherein does one man differ from another?" 

(why is one a noble and one a comr.toner? - r eferring to 

the high office •hich Rufus held). 

"Because my Lord ( the Empe ror ) wishes it." "Th• 

Sabbath too, then," R. Akiba re joined , •1s distin~uished 

beca~•• the Lord wishes it so." Ee r eplied: "I aak 

this: iiho t ells you th.6.t t his day 11 the Sabbath?" 

Be answered: "Let the river Sabbatiol!55 proTe it; 

l et the Ba 'al Ob prove it (Who cnnnot conjure up .. 
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the dead on that day); let thy father's grave, 

whence no smoke ascends on t he Sabbath,56 prove it. " 

He said to him; "You have shamed, disgraced and re­

viled him (by this proof)."57 

How the question of circu.~cision leads to the execution of a heretic 

is a particularly amusing atory in the pages of the Talmud. But let the 

Talmud tell the story. 

!he emper or proposed to R. Tanhum, "Come, let 

us all be one people." "Very well ," he an811'ered, 

"but we who are c ircumcised cannot possibly become 

like you (circumcision cannot be effaced entirely); 

do ye become cir cumci sed and like us." 

The em?eror r eplied : "You have spoken well; 

nevertheless anyone who gets the better of the king 

{in i ebate) llust be thrown into the vi.ar ium ~' ·~ 

( the arena)."58 So they threw him in, but he waa 

no't eaten. Thereupon a h9retic remarked : "The rea­

son they did not eat him is that they are not hungry." 

They threw him (the heretic) in, and be we.a eaten. 59 

There is an inference of t he question of theodicy in a question which 

Turn;.is Rufus is supposed t o have asked R. Akiba: 

"If your God l oves the poor, why does Ke not 

support them?" 

He replied, " l o that we may be saved through 

them from the punishment or Gehinnom." "On the con­

trary," said the other, "it is this which condemns 
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you to Gehinnom. I will illustrate by a parable. 

Suppose an earthly king was angry \'fi.th his servant 

and put him in prison and ordered that he should 

be given no food or diink, and a man went and gave 

him food and drink. If the king heard, would he not 

be angry with him? A.nd you are called •servants• es 

it is written. 'For unto me the children of Israel 

' are aervantai• (Le•. 25.55) 

R. Akiba annered him: "I will illustrate by 

a.nother pa rable . Suppoae an earthly king was angry 

with his son, and put him in .?riaon and ordered th&t 

no food or drink should be given to him, and someone 

went and gave him food and drink. If the king heard 

of it, would he not send him a ?resent? And we a re 

called •sons•. as it is written: •Sona are ye to the 

Lord you.r G<>d'. (Deut. 14 . 11). 

He said to him: "You ere called both sons and 

servants. rfuen you carry out tt-.e a es ires of the ()!mi-

present you are called "sons", and when you do not carry 

out the d~sires of the Onmipresent. you are called 'ser-

vants•. At the present time you are not carrying out 

the dl3aires of the ()nnipresent. ,.6o 

The question of reincarnation plays a role in an interesting discussion 

bet.1een Cleopatra and R. Ueir . It h this writer's feeling that when R. 

Ueir gave his rep l y, a smile probably flitted across his li~s. 
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Queen Cleopatra (not of Anthony and Cl eopatra 

re.me) asked R. ~~eir, "I know that the dead will r e­

vive , f or it is written, 'And they (the righteous) 

shall (in the distant future) blossom forth out of 

the city (Jerusalem) like the grass of the ea r th.• 

(Pa. 72.16--the parenthetical additions gives the 

sense accor ding to Rabbinic int erpretat ion) . 

But when they arise, shall they arise nude or 

i n their garments ?" He re;> lied, •Thou mayest deduce 

(tFe answer) by an a fortiori argument from a wheat 

grain; i f a grain or wheat which is buried llilked 

s prouteth for ~h in many robes , how much !llOre so the 

righteous , who are buried i n their raiment.•61 

Some of the stories about Alexander the Great and his visit to Pales­

tine which ap~ear in the Uidrash are f ull of ethical significance and 

have in them much wit and much wisdom. One of these incidents appears 

in the Tal mud in wh i ch the conqueror seeks t o gain entrance i~to Para­

dise by tbe gift of a human skull weighted ~ith gold. The Sages advise 

him, hO'lfeYer, to · place some earth upon the eye, thereby ma¥ing the git't 

more appropriate saying: "A humo.n eye is not satisfied with all the gold 

thet exists until it is covered ·rith the earth of the grave.•62 

I have sav~d for le.st, t wo choice morsels which in addition to boing 

very humorous sre excellent examples of the defensive joke against the 

non-Jew. Si mon in his recent artic le pointed out that t~eae jokea "re­

exemp lif'y that mood which dominates. or previously dominated, the celebra­

tion of ?urim, which is unique ainon~ our holidays and days of remembrance 
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-
in ita mo• d of naive, triumphant resentment. On Purim 

we react to the fact of Anti-Semitism like the other 

people• of the world, by finding fault with the enemy.•6' 

The f irst incident relates the story of how ~eah l,akish outsmarted 

the Lydians: 

Resh Lakish once sold himself to the Lydians. 

He took with him a bag with a stone in it, becaus~ 

r~said, it is a known f act t hat on the las t day they 

grant any request (of the man they ere about to kill) 

i~ order thl.t he may forgive them his murder ( lit. 

his 'hl ood). ( t> ·10J5 Cn· r~ 64 

On t he last d~y they said t o h i:n, "What would 

you like ?" Ee r e plied : "I want you to l et me tie 

your arms and s eat you i n a row and give each one 

of you a blow and a halt with my bottle." Be bound 

the~ a nd seated 1hem, a nd gave each of them a blow with 

his bag which s t unned them. (one of t hem) ground his 

t eeth at him. "Are you l nughinr; e.~ me?" he said. 

"I r.ave still h&.lr a ba~ le~ for you." So he killed 

them all e.nd ma.de ofr .•65 

Our final exa=:Ip le portrays a conversat ion between a :ma5i and Amemlr. 

In this exampl e we can s ee how effective the arguments were againat thos~ 

w~~ subscribed t o the princi9les of due.lis?:L. 

A magi (priest of the Zoroastrian r eligion) 

k(/e~~ once said t o Amemar: "From t he middle of 

thy(body) upwo.rds t hou bel ongest to Ormuzd (the prin-

Ci?l e Of l i ; ht. l ife, and ~ood in the l orastrian system, 
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constantly at war with Ahriman); from the reiddla 

dOYIIlWards to A.hriman,66 (who represents darkness, 

death and evil)." 

The latter asked: "Why then does Ahriman permit 

"'" Ormuzd to send water {the excreta) through his territory."67 

Rablbic colloquies 1ritp the mighty are not the only exalqlles where 

t he sense of humor pl ays a part. 1..'any a r gwnents with ?li ni r.i gave the Rabbis 

ample opportunity to demonstrate their forens ic skill. It is to this sub-

ject thet we turn our a ttention now. 
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CHAPTER V 

1'TIT g REi.I!;l OUS CO!l'TROVERSI ES ":1':'.C: TP.E SADDUCEES .hlID THE i.::INI M 

Debate s . a r gurJents nnd 1iscussions t ook pl ace not only ~ith the mighty. 

with t he kings and philosophers . but also with t he common peopl e . Various 

theorie s have been advs.nced as t o who the Mi nim wer e but it t akes us 

beyond the scope of this ?aper to t ry to determine who they actu~lly 

we r e . » i th the exce?tion of one comment , we shall mor e or less confine 

our discus sion to t he wit and the humor l'rhich was brought i.nto play 

i r. the religi ous eontroversies of the time. 

a. Abbahu W8.6 pe.rticul arly active i n t his field or pol e:mics . 

Zcchs\ri a Fr enkel ex; r esses the opi ni on in his introduction to the Yeru-

shalmi t hat the :.~ir.im vritb whom A~uhu he.d debetes 'Were Chrbtiens . Se 

says : 

r ·ru~ · 11 f . ""~ iJ I) ~ ~ · ·) '~""' 
')f• 

,)/I. ) ' ;, lk. " J>Jl'I} Hr j " tli •' ' . ':_)'!JI) '"' 2J I /4(1. . f.J K. /'9 I C ' ''Jlj ,) ''J '/rl t) l 

;o•p1) • .f ' fi ~N1> I,) )U ;; e 1 '") 
6t " 'l '>Jn '> Jnr ,. ·1 .)) J l 0!.)·UjG ~t;) 

One story in pe rticula.r dE!lllonstretes how R. Abbahu used wit in bis 

8iscus~ion with a Jewisti-Chris tie.n. 

R. Abbahu comr:iended R. Sarra to the J~inim as 

a learned man. and he lVEi6 tbue exefpted by them 
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from ?aying taxes fbr thirteen ye~rs (ns honore.rieum 

for his work either (a) as teacher or r~inim, (b) 

ass istant collector or imperial revenues, (c) simply 

as a scholar). One day. on cocdn~ acro•s him• they 

sa id to him: "It is written, •You only have I known 

(or loved) from all the families or t he earth; there-

fore I will visit upon you all your iniquities (A.~os 3.2)' 

if one is i n anger does one vent it on one ' s fri end?" 

But he we.s silent and covl1 gi ve there no ensvrer; 

s o t hey flound a scarf around his neck and t ortured 

hi m. Y7l:en R. Abhe.hu came and f ound him (in this 

state) he said to them, "tthy do you torture him?" 

Said they, "Have you not told us tha t he is a great 

J'lll\n~ Be cannot expl~in t o us the meaning of this 

7ersef' 

Said he, "I rrAy have t old you (that he was 

lea r ned) in Tanna i tic teachin~; did I t~ll you (he 

was learned) in Script ure?" 
~ 

"How is that you know 
A 

it?" they contended. "We," he replied, "who are 

frequently with you, set ourse lves t he task of study-

ing it thorou~hly but ot hers, (those of Babylonia) , 

do not study it as care rully." 

Said t hey, "Will you then t ell us the meaning?" 

"I \till explain it by a parable ," he replied, "To 

what ms.y it be compared? To a man who ia the c r editor 

of two nersons, one of them a rriend , the other an 
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enemy; of his friend he will accept payment little 

by little. whereas or his ene:JIY he will exact pay­

ment in one eum {So does God ?Unish Israel only by 

intermittent visitat iona)."69 

One llin tried to catch R. Abbahu in a seeming paradox. This sectarian 

said to R. Abbahu: 

"Your God is a priest, since it is written, 

'That they t ake for me Terumah• (wave offering, 

Ex. 25 . 2) (wave offerings were aa a rule given to 

priests). Now when He had buried Jeoses {Deut. 34.6) 

wherein did He bathe (a~er contact ~"ith the corpse)? 

(Lev. 22.!i-6). 

Should you r ep ly •in water•~ is it not written 

' iiho hath measured the water• in the hollow of hia 

hand?• ( Isa. 40.12) {Be could not bathe in water. 

relativel y so ace.nty compared with Himaelt).• 

"He bat hed in fire ," he answered. "tor it ia 

written. 'Behold the Lord will come in fira•• (Isa. 66.15). 

"Ia then purification by f ire effective ?" "On the 

contrary," be re~liod . "bathing (for purposes of purifi­

cation) should euentidly be in fire. for it is .-ritten. 

•An1 all that abideth not the fire ,ye ahall make to 

go through the water.' (Uum. 31. 23 ; essentially there-

fore purification is by fire}."70 

~· seeming con.rusion of instructions given by God to Ezekiel leads 

to the accusation tmi.de by a jlin that God was t rying to make a fool of 
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the ?rophets . but Abbahu was able t o answer him successfully: 

A certain Min sa id to R. Abba.bu: "Your God 

is a jester (he makes his prophets 

ridiculous) for He said to Ezekiel . ' l ie down on 

your left side• (Ezek 4.4) and it is also written 

'lie on thy right side• (Ezek 4.6)." (Just then) 

a disciple came and asked him: "What 1a the ree.-

son for the Sabbatical year?" "Now," said P.. Ab-

bahu, " I sl£ll gi ve you an answer which will suit 

you both equally. The Holy One. blessed be He. said 

to Israel . 1Sow your seed six years but omit the seventh. 

that ye may know that tee earth is mine . 1 (Lev. 25,3,23) 

They hov:ever did not do so, but sinned and were 

exiled. Uolf i t is the universal practice that a king 

of flesh and blood against whom bis subjects (~it. 

bis country) have r ebelled. if he be Cttlfel , kills 

them a lli if merciful. slays half of them; but 

if he is exception.ally merciful (lit . a merciful 

one f ull of mercy) f 'Nfl ) 

he only chastises the great ones (the leaders) . So 

also the Holy One , blessed be Be, afflicted Ezekiel 

in order to cleanse Israel from their iniquities ."7l 

Abbahu veiled a curse very cleverly when a Min asked him: 

itrihen will the Messi ah come?" He replied• 

9ifllen da rkness covers this people" c~11uding to 

the questioner and his companions }. "You curse 
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~e." he exc laimed. He retor t ed. "It is but a 

verse: ' For behold the darkness shall cover the 

earth and gross darkness the people: but the 

Lord shall shi~e upon thee , and his gl ory shall 

be seen upon thee .•• 72 {Isa . 6o. 2 ) 

Per haps the most humoro~s ot the i ncidents in Abhahu• s disputation 

was one which involved a play on the word j It t - joy. 

A certain min whose • me was Soson once said 

to R. A.bbahu, "You a :-e destined to draw water for 

me in the world to come , for it is written, •There-

for e 'besason• j'ttt shall ye draw water.•" ( IH . 12.3) 

If the ot her retorted, "it h.e.d been written, 

'Le-aason j'ef.{ t or joy• it 7l0Uld be aa you say, · 

but a s it is writ ten'be-eaaon 1 (with joy) the mean­

ing must be that a water- skin IC.I/ Id will be made 

of your skin, and water will be drawn ~ith i t . "73 

Bebiha b. Pesisa who was mentioned i n the ~revious chapter a s havibg 

been very active in disputations with kings, ~lso is sup~osed to have 

h&d quite a heated, neverthe l ess amusing argument with a Min. 

A sectarian {~in) said to Gebiba b. Pesisa, 

''Woe to you, ye wicked , who maintain that t he deed 

will r evive: if e•en the ~living die , shall the 

dead live f 

He r eplied, "Woe to you, ye wicked , who 

.maintain that the deP.c! will n.ot revive : if what 
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was not (now) lives, surely whst has lived. will 

live a.gain: Thou hast called me wicked." said he, 

"If I stood up I could kick t l!ee and strip thee of 

thy hump:" (there are other interpretations of 

this passage ). 

"If thou couldst do that" he retorted. "~hou 

wouldst be called a great doctor ~nd cOll'llland large 

fees."74 

R. Gamaliel too , who was quite ?rominent in discussions aDd colloquies 

with the Emp~ror • hc.d occasion once to clarify ,., j · l'n to a iun and 

in so doing showed up the i gnorance of the Ui.n. 

A certain !iln once said to R. Gsrraliel: "You 

are a people with whom its God has perrormed ~J ·fn 

( severed his connection with them) for it is said 

in Scriptures , •Wit~ their flocks a nd their herds 

they shall go to seek the Lord. but they shall 

not rind him: He hath drawn off c:/fr, {the 

scoe) from them.'" (Bos. 5.6) 

The other replied: "fool, i~ it written: 

' He hath drawn off (the shoe) for them•? f l'll 
f y /f 

It is written ••• from them) now in t he CO.Se Of 

a sister-in-law from whom the brother drew off 

{the ~hoe) could there be any validity in the act7"75 

From the Talmud, it would seem that the usual approach in these 

debb.te-discussions with the Minim fellowed the fo llo1·:in& pattern: (A) 

'l'he Min states this paradox must be t rue because Script ure states 
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fo].owed by the (B) reply, ~nvoking another Scriptural passage indicating 

that there is an answer to the paradox. A good example or just this 

sort of thing is the conversation between the Uln and R. Abina. 

A Min once said to R. Abina: "It is written. 

'And what one nation in the earth is like Thy People 

( like) Israel• ( II Sam. 7.23). Wherein lies their 

superiority: ye too are combined with us, for it 

is written, 'All the nations are as nothing before 

Him? •" (Isa. 40.17) He answered, "One of your­

selves (Balaam) has a lready testified for us. as 

it is written, •And he ( Israel) shall not be reckoned 

amongst the nations•"7f (Num. 23.9). 

Even Ben.iria was involved in one of t hese debates hut she shows her 

adversary that he took his passage out of the context to prove his point. 

A certain Min (current edition Sadduceee) said 

t~ Beruria: "It is written: •Sing, 0 barren, 

thirt.t thou didst not bear.•( Isa. 54.1). Because she 

did not bear is she to sing?" 

She replied t.o him: "You fool : Look at the end 

of the verse, w~ere it is written, ' For the children 

of the desolate shall be more than t he children of t he 

married wife, saith the Lord.~ 77 

The fina l incident we ~ould like to deal with is the story of a dis• 

cussion between a Min and R. Ammi in which the Rabbi employs a parable 

very effectively to prove his point. 
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A sectarian (Min) said to R. Ammi: "Ye 

maintain that the dead will revive; but they turn 

to dust. and can dust come t o life?" He replied. 

"I will tell thee a parable. This may be compared 

to a human king who commanded his seTTants to build 

him a great palace in a place where there waa no 

water or earth (for making bricks) . 

So ~bey went and built it. But after some 

time it collapsed; so he commanded them to rebuild 

it in a place where water o.nd earth .ras to be 

found; but they replied. •We cannot.• Thereupon 

he beca~e angry with them and aaid• •If ye could 

build in a place containin~ no water or earth, 

surely ye can where there is.• (thus if God oan 

make men Ni.thout these , surely He will be able to 

r esuscitate their dust}" 

"Yet." (continued R. Ammi) "If thou dost not 

believe, go forth into the field and see a mouse, 

which today is but part flesh and part dust (i.e., 

only ~artly formed, it being believed then that 

there was a species of mice deve loping from the 

eurth), and yet by tomorrow has developed and be­

come all flesh. And sbouldat thou say. 'That takes 

& long time.' (whereas reaurrection must happen 

in a momont ) go up t o the mountai ns where thou 

wjlt see but one snail , whilst by tomorrow the 

rain has descended and it is covered '."1th snails . 



(thus proving that God can create life with great 

speed)~78 

Thi• concludes our consideration of the wit and humor employed 

in r eligious controversies with the Sadduceos and the ~inim. Tho f ield 

of "enlivening sober debate" which wo turn to next. will ~rove to be a 

very f r uitful one in our aearch for humor in tho Talmud. 
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CHAPTER VI 

~!OROUS DIGRESSIONS AND THE ENLIVENING OF SOBER DEBATE 

The humor we have discussed thus far haa been wit ?Ointed against 

others. However, as we would expect, there are many caaea where humor 

is turned on oneself. In some casea, it takea the form of self criti­

c ism and in other--an O?portunity t o brighten the a tmosphere of a legal­

istic discussion. Humor . ver3 definite ly radiated i ts refreshing influence 

in the academic halla alike of Jabneh , .?wnbeditha and Sura. 

~bbah, it is r eported in two places, was in the habit of beginning 

his discourses with a jocular introduction, in this way animating the 

spirit of his hea r ers.79 iUld if a..bbah could begin his lecture with 

a humorous statement , -.1hy shouldn •t R. h~eir spice the drudgery of a 

journ~y by indulging in a pun at the expense of hie host. 

R. ~eir ~nd R. Judah and R. Jose were on a 

l)ourney together . (R. Meir always paid cl ose at­

tention to people's names , where~& R. Judah and 

R. Jose paid no attention to them.) Once as they 

came to a certa in place, they looked for a lodging, 

and a s they were givan it , they se.1d to him (the 

Innkeeper): "l1he..t is your name ?" He replied, 

"Kidor. " 

Then he (R. Lleir) aaid: "Therefrom it h 

evident that he is a wicked man, for it is saids 

• For a generati on (kidor) very f orward are they.• 

(Deut ;2. 20) ." (The name kidor suggested to R. 

lleir one who does not deserve confidence. That 
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es he later explained, was en idiosyncracy or 

his own amounting at best to an intuitive caution.) 

R. Judah and R. Jose entrusted their purses 

to him (it was on the eve of Sabbath) . R. Meir 

did not entrust his puree to him, but went and 

placed it on the grave of that me.n 's father. 

Thereupon t he man had a vision in his dream 

(saying) "Go, take the purse lying at t he head 

of this man." In the morning (the Innkeeper) 

tol d them (the rabbis) about i t saying: "This 

is what appeared to me in ray dr eam." I bey re­

plied to hi m: "?here is no substance in the dream 

of the Sabbath ni ght." (The Sabbath rest gives 

rise to idle thoughts which are then reflected i n 

ireams.) R. J.~eir went , waited there all day, and 

then took the ?UTSe with him. 

In the morning they (the Rabbis) said to him: 

• Give us our purses." He said: " There never was 

such a thing. " (lit. - these things never happened) 

I'" 1.r R. 11eir then said to 

them, " rthy don•t you oay attention to people ' s 

names?" They said, "why have you not told us, 

(bsfore) sir?" He answered: "I consider this 

(the suggestion conveyed by the sound of the man's 

name) but a suspi cion; I would not consider that 

a definite p resumpt ion. w80 
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Uoritz IAzarus points out that much can be learned from the above 

incident . 

This satiric use of a Biblical ex-pression 

J>I:> 1-v.J> >1'1 ':> incredible if it were not well- attested, I 
should serve as a caution against a too serious weigh­

ing of every Talmudic sentence.Bl 

R. Al exandri too, like Rabbah was very clever in attracting attention. 

Rea lizing that life ia a very desi rable commodity, he once called out: 

"Who wants life, who wants life?" All the 

people came and gathered r ound him s&ying: "Give 

us life !' He then quoted to them, "'Who is the 

man who deaireth life and loveth days that he may • 

see good therein? Keep thy tongue from evile and 

thy lips from sp9aking guile, depart from evil 

and co good, seek peace and pursue it.• (Pa. 34. 1~-15) 

Lest one say, 'I kept my tongue from evil and my 

lips fro~ speaking guile , I m~y therefore indul ge 

in sleep . ' Scripture therefore tells us, 'Turn 

from evil and do good .• By 'good', nought but Torah 

is meant; as it i~ said, • For I have given you e 

good doctrine, forsake ye not my Torah.'"82 

The facetious answer• which R. Judah gave R. Zera. certainly deserve 

a plbce in this section devoted to those parts of the Talmud which are 

very definite ly hur::orous digreasions. The story is told that: 

R. Zera met Rab Judah standing by the door of his 

father-in-law ' s house and saw that he was in a 
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cheerful mood, and if he would ask him all t he secrets of 

the universe be would disclose (them) to him. 

He accordingly asked him: "Why do goats mnrch 

at the head (of the flock) and then sheep?" -

Said he to him: "It is as the world 's creation, 

darkness preceding and then light." (Goats are 

dark colored while sheep are white.) 

"Why are the latter covered, while the former 

are uncovered?" (Sheep have thick tails which 

cover their hind parts; but goats have a thin 

tail) "Those with whose (material) we cover 

ourselves are themselves covered. whilet those 

wherewith we do not cover ourselves are uncovered ."83 

A story of how the Jews outsmarted their captors might more properly 

have belohged in the previous chapter. But it does have its place 

j n this chapter because i n the tractate i n which they were placed. 

they seem to serve the purpose of a light moment placed in t he midst 

of difficul t debate . The incident is given here in its enti r ety as 

i t appears in Sanhedrin. 

Our Rabbis taught : It once ha,.Jpenerl that 

two men (Jews) were ta.ken captive on ~ount Car­

mel, and their captor was walking behind t hem. 

One of them said to the other, "The came l walking 

in front of us is blind in one eye and is laden 

with two barrels, one of wine, and the other of 
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oil . and of the two men leading it, one is a Jew 

the other a heathen.• 

Their captor said to them, "Ye stiff-necked 

people, whence do ye know this?" They replied. 

" Because the camel is eati n£ ~ea herbs before it 

only on the side where it can see . but not on the 

other, where it cannot see. It is lRden with two 

barrels, one of wine and the other of oil: because 

wine drips and is absorbed ( into the earth), whilst 

oil drips t.nd r ests (on the surfe.ce) ~ They had ob­

served two lines of such dr ops , one abco rbed into 

the earth, and t he otr.e r r emaini ng on the surface. ) 

"~nd of the two men l endine; it , one is a Jew 

a nd t he othe r a heathen: beeause a heathen obeys 

the ~~11 of nature in the roadway, whilst a Jew 

turns as i de . " He hastened a~er t hem Rnd found 

that it wa s ~s they had s~id. 

So he vrent and kissed them on t he head (kis­

sing, i n ancient days as we ll as i n our own, was 

often a ma r k of respect r:1d adw.iration , not neces­

sarily of affection) , ~rought t hem i nto his house 

and prepared a great feast for them. He danced 

(with j oy) before them and exclaine1, "Blessed 

be He who made choice of Abr aham' s seed and im­

parted to them of His wisdom, and wherever they 
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go they becorr.e princes to their master s . " Then 'te 

liberated them e nd they went home in peace.84 

Additional proof of how our Sage• valued the sense of humor and 

laughter• in general can be deduced from an incident in m i ch the Rt.bbis 

'\\"ere discuasing the second paalm and tbs statement was made that: 

•He that sitteth in heaven laugheth." (Pa. 2.4) 

{It was on thi• that R. Iaaac remarked that there 

i• no laughter for the Holy One, blessed be Be, ex• 

ce~t on that day.) But i• there not. iujeed? Yet 

Rab Judah at.id in the name of Rab: "The dt.y con­

sists of twelve hours; during the first three hours 

the Holy One ble ssed be He. is occupying Himself 

with the Torah. during the second three. He sits in j udg• 

ment 011 the whole world. When He •e•• tlat the 

world is so guilty as to deterT• destruction. He 

transfers Himself from the seat of Justice t.o the 

seat of MercyJ {i.e., instead of meting out pua• 

ishment, He exercises clemency) during the third 

~rter, He is feeding the whole world. from the 

horned buffe.lo to the brood of vermin; during the 

fourth quarter Be is sporting with the leviathan 

{a huge sea monster. ret.l according to s ome but 

according to others illlaginary. We have here a mag• 

Jrlfioation of God'• pOtJer in sporting with the Sligh• 

tieet, aa men do with their animal pets.) as it i• 

said, •There 1• leviathan. whom Thou haat formed 
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to sport therewith?• (Pa. 104.26; hence we see 

there i• laughter before the Lord.)" Said R. 

Jll&bme.n b. Isaac: "Yea. Be sports with Hi• crea• 

tures. but does not laugh at Hie creatures ex-

cept on that day.• (l'he discomfiture ot the nat ions 

which sought to rule without the restraints of 

the moral law will prove the moat laughter-provoking 

sight.)85 

MUch jest is to be found 1n the Talmud on the subject of Daniel 

and his three companions. l'he question ii a1ked1 

"Whither did the Rabbi• go?" (Bana.lliah. 

Miahael and A.zariab after emerging from the fur­

nace are never mentioned again). Rab aaida 

"They died through an evil eye" (belief that 

eye had power to affect harm). Samuel said: 

"l'hey drowned in the spittle."86 

The inference. of course ia that when the nation1 expreaaed their 

scorn of the apostates, they spat at them and so much spittle collected 

that the three heroe1 were drowned in it. It is hard to believe that 

this was meant to be taken seriously. One can be reasonably sure that 

they probably said it in a humorous vein. 

Continuing in the humorou1 vein. the que1tion is asked, 

"Whither had Daniel gone?" (Not being men­

tioned in connecttoD with the spittle story or 

hil three comrade•). Rab 1aid: "To dig a great 

•pring at Tiberi••·" Samuel said: "To procure 



animal fodder." R. Job&D&n aaid: •ro obtain 

pig• from Alexandria ot Egypt• (which were of a 

diatiJaguished breed• perhaps this isaearcastic 
" 

remark at certain Alexandrians). But that is not 

ao: For we learnt t.hat Theodoa the doctor said: 

"No cow or pig leaTea Alexandria of Bgypt without 

its uterus being cut out. to prevent reproduction." 

(the Alexandrian• being anxious for a monopoly of 

that breed.) 

He procured enall onea to which they paid no 

attention. (Bot thinking that these would be required 

for breedin~ purpoaeJ.)87 

The humor of the situation 1a of course iJa tha·-tact that the Mbbi• 

jokinely attribute to Daniel. a Biblical hero. the task of being a pig 

smuggler. 

A.a could be expected. any ot the humorous digreaaiona deal with 

the subject of women. ~.'he marriage of a Babylonian to a wo•n ot little 

intelligence and the eventual involTement of Baba b. euta makes an a111U•• 

ing story. 

A certain Babylonian went up to the i.nd or 

f Iarae 1 and took a wife (there) . 

l feet '~JG' • • he ordered and 

"Boil me two {cow••) 

ahe boiled him two 

lentil• (aiaUllderetanding his Babylonian pro•unciation 
~ 

and mistaking ·~>" fHt' tor -1/·~k lentil•.) Another --version "Boil me two (meaning same) lentil•" and 1he 
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boiled bi& {just) two lentil•. taking him literally 

which infuriated him idth her . 

The next ~y be said. "Boil me a gri .... " (a 

large measure of lent il•. Thinking that she h.e.d 

i.ntentionally boiled only two the previous day 

through latineaa or mea.nneaa. he aalced for an ex-

traordinarily large quantity. believeing that ahe 

would scale it down,)ao ahe boiled hill a gri .... 

"Go and bring me two beawrl" :J 'J1.,. 88 {de-

notilag either melons or candles) ao ahe went and 

brought him two candles. "Go and leave them on 

t he head of ba-.•69 Now Bab& b. Buta waa sitting 

on the threshold. engaged ill judging a lawsuit. 

So ahe went and broke them on hia head. Said he 

to her . "Yt'h.at ia the meaning of this that thou 

hast done?" She replied, "Thus ~ hu.aband did 

order me." Thou hast performed thy hu.ab&nd•a will," 

he rejoined, "•y the Almighty bring forth from 

thee, two aona like Baba B. Buta.•90 

Thia bit of hUlllOr might aore properly come under t he category of 

humor resulting from play on words but here too. it was felt tlat the 

purpose of thia etory waa to put the Rabbi• in the proper mood by re-

lating a humorous story. 

The ingenutty of R. Ishmael ia finding a redeeming feature in an 

othennae ugly woman must have caused -~ a laugh in the ball• of the 
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•cadesy when it was retold. The story goes: 

A •n once aaid to hia wite, •xonam, 1:..)11> 

that you benefit not from me UAtil you show a be-

coaing detect (aught beautiful) ia yourself to R. 

I1hnael, aon of R. Jose. Said be to them (either 

to hueba.nd and wite or to those who repeated the 

matter to him): 

8 Perhapa her head 1a beautitul?" •It'• round" th97 replied. 

•perhap& her hair ii beautitul?8 "It ii like atalka of flax.• 

"Perhaps her eye1 are beautif'ul ?" "The7 are bleared." 

"Perhaps her nose ia beautiful?" "It i• swollen.• 

•perhaps her lip• a1e beautitul78 •They are thick" 

"Perhaps her neck ii beautiful'T" "It ii aqmt.• f1fi. 

"Perhaps her ab..._n ii beautiful?" 8 It protrudes.• 

"Perlut.~• her teet are beautiful?" "They are as broad a1 

those ot a duck.• 

"Perhaps her name i• beautiful?" "It i1 liklukith (repulsive).• 

Said he to them, "She is fittingly called liklukith, . 

ai.Dce she i• repulsive through her detects; and eo he 

permitted her (to her huaband).91 

In other worda, despite the tact that 1he had no beautiful features, 

---nevertheless, he fact that her name befitted her was a "becoming de-

feet• - a redeeming factor. 

Yes, the Talmud does have humor and humanity and if the reader needs 

additional proof he need only read the •imitle tales related by Joshua bt.n 
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Hananiah when he admitted that there bad been Jewish children who were 

ready matches for him. I refer particularly to the saucy little girl 

who told R. Joshua aa he walked through a field that the path on which 

he was treading had been made by other trespassers like him. Joahia 

told the story in this way: 

8 1 was once on a journey. and there was a 

path across a field; I •de my way through it• 

when a little girl called out to me, •Mt.star: 

is not this part of the field?• - 'Ho' I replied• 

•this i s a trodden path.• 'Robbers like yourself,' 

she retorted, •have trodden it down.••92 
,) it.> :) 1110 ' ·g'or 

An amusing inoide:it pertaining to a little boy was also related 

by R. Joshua. 

"What was the incident with the little boy? 

I was once on a journey when I noticed a little 

boy sitting at a crossroad. 'By what road,' I 

asked him •do we go to the Town?• - •Thia one,• 

he replied •is abort but long and that one ia long 

but short.• I proceeded along the •short but long • 

road. When I approached tb.e town I discovered that 

it was hedged in by garden• and orchards . Turning 

back I said to him, 'l(y son did you not tell me 

that this road was abort?• •And,• he replied, 

•did I not also tell yous But long?• 

I kissed him upon his head and said to him: 

•Happy are you, O Israel. al l of you are wise, both 

young and old. 1•93 
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tite preceded theae two witty 1torie1 ot the yoUDg boy and the little 

girl. 

R. Joahm ben Hananiah remarlced : "Ho oae 

has ever had the better of me except a wo••i a 

little boy and a little girl. What was the inci-

dent of the woman? I was once stayi.J:lg at an in11 

where the boa tees aerved me with beana. OD the 

first day I ate all ot them leaving nothiag. Oil 

the second day too I lett nothing. OD the third 

day she overaeasoned (caused to burn) /Jl t» ip "'J 

with aalt, and aa soon as l tasted them, I with-

drew si:r band. 

"My master," abe aaid to me, "Why do you not 

eat?" • •1 have already eaten," I replied, earlier 

iJl the day. "You should thea," ahe ••id to ... 

"have withdrawn your hand from the bread." •11y 

master,• she continued. "i• it possible that you 

lett (the dish today) as compenaot ion for the mee.l• 

you did not leave earlier, for have not the eagee 

1"'1 down: 'Nothiag is co be left ia the pot {by 

the waiter) but eoaething muat be lett {by the 
o~fi.> ~t~ /' )" t11 /'" 

·»•I' ;> ~ .. .; /') • ti( '/',. t 
guest) on the plate.••94 

Many or the Rabbis, j ust like the students of today, telt that 

too great an empbaeia wae placed oa the importance ot a auperfluoue 

copulative waw In this example, we aee the uee ot aatire 

and sarcasm to prove a point. The legal discussion results troa the 
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diacuaaion of the ver••s 

"And the daughter of any priest. if ahe pro• 

fqea heraelt by playing the whore." (Lev. 21.9} 

"Scripture here apeaka or a maiden (ma.rah 

who ia an aruaah).• Thia i• R. Iahmlel'• opinion. 

R. Akiba aaid, "(a prieat•a daughter} whether &Ja 

aruaah or a neauah, i• excepted (from the puni•h· 

aent of atran&ulat ioa} but i• pUDiahed with tire.• 

I (At thia point, R. Iam..el queationa the 

••verity of the sentence.} R • .A.kiba repli•ds "ICY 

brother, I interpret th• '&Ad the daughter etc. ' 

when it would have been autfioieat to aay •the 

daughter etc.• teaching the incluaion ot a ... \ah 

(auperfl uoua waw {&Dd)a it thia aupertluou1 waw 

indicates t he inclusion of a neauab then include 

an unarried woan too. •'5 

R. Jeremiah, ill hie own way, aeemed to be putting on a coacerted 

campaign against some of the very atrict legaliam which occasionally 

showed it• f ace. Hi• weapon, however, we.a a nry effective aeaae or 

humor. Sometimes he waa even expelled from claaa but he uaually managed 

to prove hie point. The atory 1a told in Baba Bathra i 

A young pigeon which ia found on the ground 

within 50 cubits f r om a cote, belong• to the owner 

ot th• cote; if found beyond 50 cubit• from the cote, 

it belong• to the finder. 
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R. Jeremiah raised the queetion: "If one 

foot ia within 50 cubi ta and. the other beyoad. how 

do •• decide?" It was for this that they turned 

R. Jeremiah out of the Beth Hamidrash.96 

Another atory concerning R. Jeremiah confirm• hie reputation aa 

a blmOriat, for ••en the Talmud admi•• that the .otha.tion of R. Jeremiah'• 

absured queations were hi• desires to provoke laughter. Ia thi• in• 

stance, 

R. Jeremiah i.Jlquired of R. iera: "According 

to R. Meir .vho ruled, 1.l beaat that waa 1a a wo•a:a'• 

body ia a ftlid birth, 1 what is the law where it1 

father (who ia entitled to effect the bethroth&l 

of his daughter while ahe is a minor) received 

for it a token or betrothal? (which i• a T&lid 

kinye.n) . • 

"In what respect could thia ••er matter (1uch 

an absurd betrothal)." "In respect of causing its 

aiater to be forbidden (to l'llflrry the man who betrothed 

it; it is forbidden to mlrry a wife '• eieter)." 

Thi• then preauaea (•ince a wife'• 1ister is for• 

bidden to a man only during the litetinae of hie wife) 

that it 1• viable l But did not R. Judah citing 

Rab state: "R. Meir gave his ruling (that an abor­

tion of a beast or wild animal ia regarded as valid 

birth) only because in the case of it• own specie• 
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s 
(beat born from beast or wild animal f'rom wild 

animal) it is viable.• (But when a woman aborted 

such creatures, the question of wife'• eiatere 

could not arise in such a case.) 

Said R. Aha b. Jacob: "To such an ••tent 

did R. Jeremiah try (by hie absurlld eaquirie• ) 

to make R. Zera laugh; but :the latter did not laugh.•97 

(It is forbidden to indulge i.n laughter ia this woz!d)f8 

One conclusion that i• inescapable after reading the story I am 

about to report is th.at the learned students of yesterday were juat 

as ca?able as the not-so-learned students of today at a.JlDOyllag an 

instructor. 

When R. AJmai and R. A••i were sitting before 

R. Iaaac the Smith, one of them said to him: "Will 

the Maater paH tell us some legal point•?" while 

the other said: "Will the master pl•••• giTe ua 

aome bomiletioal instruction?" 

When he oonaenced a homiletical discourse he 

was preTented by the one, and •hen he CODl!lenced a 

legal discourse, he wa.s prevented by the other. 

He therefore eaid to them: "I will tell you 

a para~lei To what is this like: To a man who ha• 

had t\yo wives, one young and one old. The young 

one used to pluck out hi• white hair, wbereaa the 

old one ueed to pluck out his black hair. He thus 

finally remained bald oa both aid••·" 99 
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I don't think that most "legal" books have a story as witty aa 

the story just quoted. There is a story to l d in the Talmud about R. 

Zeiri and hia landlady, tdlich though it might not have been aaid in 

jest presents. neTerthele••. a very humorous picture. 

Ze 'iri deposited eome molley with his landlady• 

and while he was away visitillg Bab (or the schoolhouse) 

1he died. So he went after her to the ce•tary 

./J/A ; Jn (lit. court of death) and said to her, "Where 

is my ?DOiley?" 

She replied to him: "Go ud take it from under 

the grouad. in the hole of the doorpost, ill such and 

such a place• and tell rq mother t o send me my comb 

•lld my tube of eye pa int by the hand of so and ao 

who is coming here toDlOrrow. Does not this (that 

she know someone elae was ~oing to die) ahow that 

they know?" 100 

Occasionally, i .n t he course or f inding these humorous digressions, 

you find a few that aound ao modern and so contemporary that it make• 

the reader wonder • hether these particular incident• were not "pl.anted" 

by some present-day writer. In this example. an inspector when asked 

how business was, r eplies by changing the subject. The reply to hi• 

a.nner leaves one laughing. 

Jobanan of Hukok w..t out to ao .. villages 

(to inspect the crops). Oil bis return he waa asked. 

"U..a the wheat crop been successful (lit. comely)?" 
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"The barley crop baa been successful," he 

replied (by which they might understand that th• 

former was not. He was unwillillg actually to 

atate the bad news.) 

•Go out and tell it to the horse• and aases." 

they retorted.101 

Then we have the seemingly contemporaneous story which might proper­

ly be labelled "people who live in glass houses shouldn't throw stoRea." 

The story relates: 

The passage comme1aciag "Ma.Ice known to Jerusalem 

her abomi.Dationa" ,) 'fll' 'll/J .1>£ ~ ·ll1 ' ' .11/c. 'ri l v 

(Ezek. 16) is both read and translated. 

Thia is stated to exclude the view of R. 

Eleazer as it haa been taught: "On one occasion 

a Lian read in the presence of n. Eliezer, ·~ke 

known to Jerusalem her abominations." 

He said to him, "While you are investigating 

the abominations of Jerusalem, go and investigate 

the aboainationa of your mother." Inquiries were 

m.de i.ato hi• birth, and he was found to be n­

legiti.mate.102 

The situations which result from the misunderstanding ot inetruc• 

tions or the inability to comprehend a veiled allusion are otten very 

humorous. Let us take for in•tflllce the story of the kneading of the 

unleavened bread in Peeahimt 
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R. Judah add: "A woman must knead (unleavened 

bread) only with water which waa kept overnight." 

fBeoauae in Niaan the water in the wells is warm 

which hastens fermentation. Therefore it must be 

drawn in the egening before it ia required ao it 

Clttil cool oft) . 

R. Yattezaai taught this (in a public lecture) 

at Papunia (a town between Bagdad and Puapeditba). 

He l ectured in Hebrew using the actual words !)le I ' II 

(which lfllAY mean water bel onging to ua or urine). 

On the morrow all took their pitchers and re­

paired i;o him and demanded of him "Give us "'lter." 

Said he to them. "I meant with water which baa been 

ke!tt overnight. 1t 103 ( !) fl f ' fl ) 

Then we have the very fascinating story of R. Simeon bar Yocbai'• 

son who thoueht he was cursed but then discovers. thanks to hia father's 

ingenui t y, that in actuality he bad been blessed. 

R. Simeon bar Yochai, feeling that they (men 

he saw) were me!'l of importance t old hie son to 

go along with them that they might bles s him. 

They asked him "What is your business here?" 

He replied: "Father told me, •Go 'llong with them 

that they l'MlY bless you.'" 

Said they to him: "J{ay it be (beaven•s) plea.sure 

tho.t you sew and mow ?-iflfl , not; that what you bring 

in, go not out; that what 5oes out, you bring not in; 
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that your house be desolate and your inn be inhabited; 

that your board be disturbed e.nd you behold not a new 

year." 

When he came home to his father, he said to 

him: "So far were they from blessing me, t hat they 

( enq distressed me sorely." /"" · f '?11' J ht. /~' 'I' tf 

His father asked him: "r.hat did they say to you?" 

They said thus and thus. Seid the father to him: 

~These e r e all blessings. That •you sow end mow not • 

(means) that you beget children and they do not die. 

That '•hat you br ing in go not out• (means) that you 

bri.ng hoimjdaughters-in-law and your sons do not die , 

so that your wives need not l eave again. '~at 

goes out you bring not in' (means) that you give 

your daughters (in marriage), and their husbands do 

not die , so that your daughters need not come back. 

'That your house be desolate and your inn be iDha.bited' 

(means} that the world is 7our inn end the other world 

(the se?ulchr e) is a home. •Thet your board be dis­

turbed • (that i e) by sons and daughters and t hat 'you 

behold not a new year ' (means) that your wife do not 

die and you have not to t e.ke you a new wife."104 

Again, as in previous chapters, we have saved for final considera-

tion a particularly choice humorous mors~l about the learned R. Zera 

wto could not understand why anyone would ever re~eat the Shema and 



- 75 -

it fell upon R. Pf.I.pa's broad shoulders to try to offer some explanation. 

Now, on with the story. 

R. Papa said to him: "But perhaps (the reason why 

he repeats) is because at fir st he was not think-

ing of what he said and now he does think? He 

(R. Zera) rep~ied: Is he to treat heaven lilre an 

ordinary acquaintance /c'J/{ ~(, t..JJl>rl> (lit. intimacy 

tmYard heaven?) . If he does not think of what he 

is saying , I will hit him with a blacksmith's hammer 

till he does think.105 ';) 1JJ'Yif j 'OJI~ 1' ~~Jj; ~JJ~~? 

We have seen in this chapter on humo rous digressions and the en­

l i vening of sober debate that the humor of the Talmudist was age- ol d 

and every bit of wit usually added some illuminating ?hilosophic ob­

servation to the discussion. For the most part the humor was never 

particularly rough and hateful. 

In the next chapter we vri 11 discover that men in general have 

never changed and t hat fairly often, humorous discussions in the Talmud 

revolved about women ~nd sex. 

~·r /~ '/If'/ 
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CHAPTER VII 

EROTICA 

~'Uch of t he humor of the Talmud has to do with sayings and i ncidents 

on the relations of the sexes. Some of this humor . because of its nature 

would ?robably not be able to get by a Hollywood censor. 

However , for us they do serve the purpose of indicating in no un­

certain fas hion that the Rabbis of old,though they were teachers and 

masters
1
were a lways ready and capable of displaying the saving grace 

of humor. 

I particularly like the decision that is made in the Taln:ud on 

the oerennial question of whether it is up t o n:e.n to pursue wom&n or 

wo:nan to s~ek the mele. I qo believe that R. Dostal we.a doing a litt le 

ribbing o~ his own in the instance I am about to give , but I feel that 

the reader will agree that there is r eason in his ribb ing. 

R. Dostal son of R. J~nnai was asked by his 

disciples: ";i'by (in matrimony) does a nan go in 

search of a wome n nnd no ~oman goes in search of 

a man?" " This is analo~ous t o the case of a man 

who lost somethin~ . ':'lho goes in sea rch o f what? 

P.e who lost the thing~ goes i h search of what he 

lost . " (the rib from 01hich Eve was built was taken 

from Adam). 

"And why does the man lie face down'lf&.rds t.nd 

the woman face upwards toward the man?" "Be ffaces 

the elements) from wr.ich he was creatod (the earth) 
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and she(faces the man) fro~ whom she was created (the 

rib)." 

"And why is man eaeily pacified and a woman 

i s not easily pac i f ied?" "Re (derives his nature) 

from the ple..ce from which he was c reated (earth 

whi ch yields) and she (derives hers) from the 

place from 'thich she was creat ed (the unyielding 

bone of a rib ) . " 

n·,ihy is a l'foman ' s voice sweet and e roan' s 

voice i s not sweet ?" "Be (derives his) rrora the 

pl e..ce f r om Nlii ch ho was creat ed (a beet upon the 

ea r th pr oduces no note) and she (de~ive s he r s ) 

from the place ·:fl: i ch she was cree.t ed (a bone can 

he me.de to ~ roduoe certa in notes ) . " Thus it 

i s ~aid , "For sweet is tl'Y voice s.nd t hy coun­

tenance is come ly . " (Cant . 2 . lL.)lo6 

-.e she] l cc n"ine our s elf i r. :.l:e !' ) r s t eccti on of t his cha~ter to 

~uoor~~s . ~ rovokinb but usual l y t r ue ool'!lll\ent s ~n t he nature of women . 

R. Joshua , fo r i nstance i s r espons ible f or the rather witty comment 

t l.t. t : "A woman pr efe r s one ke. t. (metapro r i ca. l for a scanty livelihood) 

end sexual i ndulgence to ni ne kab {l uxurious s t yl e of l iving) and 

contTnence. "107 

One can 't hel p but fee l that t he f ollowing stat ement made in Bere.­

kcth mu:st b!lvo caused r:ltlny a chuckl e sh tm it was deliver ed. It cer­

ta i~ly causes t he modern man t o smile and per haps, le.ur.h . I r efer to 

the statement ?Dace that : 
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A man should not walk behi nd a woman on the 

read (to avoi d unchaste thoughts) and even if his 

trife happens to be in front of him on a h.ridge he 

should l et her pass on one side, and whoever crosses 

a river behind e. woman ~ 11 have no por t ion in t he 

future norl d. {Because t he wo:nan in crossing will 

natur ally lift up he r dr ess .)108 

R. Gidal must have been en interesting character if one consider s 

tte following story about him at its face vnlue . 

R. Gidal >19. 3 accustomed to go and sit at the 

gates of the bathing place (where the women took 

thei r ritual bath) . He used to say to the women 

(who came to be tr-e) : "Bathe thus or bathe thus." 

The Rabbis said to him: " I s not t he Lf!aster afraid 

lest hi s passion g~t the better of him?" He re­

? l i ed : "They l ook t o me like so many white geese .nl09 

The :iascript i on of the nature of !iahab as a wonen and the comments 

oo her "sex B!)peal" serve as an excel lent t ransi t ion to our second sec­

tior. of "erotica" - Relations Between Him and Her . 

Our Ra bbis t au&ht: "Rahab inspi r ed l ust ~AJ ' ~ 

by he r n11JUe: Jae l hy her voice s Abi~ail by her 

memory, Michal,daughter of Saul, by her appearance ." 

" R. Isaac said: .. \Vhoever sa~•s , "P.abab , Rahe.b" at 

once baa an issue ''); .:J • Said R. Nahman to him: 

" I say ' Rahab , Rahab' and nothine happens to me ." 

He replied. "I was speaking of one who knew her 

and is intimate with her."110 
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In additi on to Rahab , the relati ons between David and Bath Sheba, 

when Abishag teased him, became one subject on which the Rabbis let 

their respective imaginat ions run wild. The story is told that: 

She (Abisbs.g) said to hi.m (David) , "Let WI 

marry" , but he (David) said : "Thou art forbidden 

to me.~ (Since he had already the a lotted number 

or wives) "When courage fails the thief , he be-

111 ~ ·~ - ' ·>~'cl ~·>on comes vi rtuoua" /'" "..I J 
II '/>j ~11/t. /" 

(so taunting him with impotence) , she gibed. Then 

he said to the~ (his servants) , "Call me Bath Sheba." 

And we r eed : "~nd Bat h Sheba went to the king i nto 

the chamber" (I Ki . l . l5) . Rab Judah said in Rab ' s 

name: "On that occasion Bath Sheba dried herself 

thirteen times .• (they had i ntercourse):12 

Very often, in discussing a very serious mntter , the nature of 

the subject would sometimes re•ult in remarks thet were not meant to 

be taken seriously,or sometimes the ~uotation is particularly funny 

because of t he context in .-;hich it is found . 

For instance , in a very serious di~cussion on the matter of adultery 

c...nd ~ircumstential evidence connected therelfith, t r.a question arises: 

How l onr is the duration in the ma.tter of se-

clusion? Sufficient for misconduct, i . e. , sufficient 

for coition, i.e ., sufficient for sexue.l contact , 

i . e. , suffi cient for a person to walk round a date 
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~al.!11. Such is t he view of R. Ishamel . 

R. Elieier saya: "Suffic ient for preparing 

a cup of wine (by diluting it 'Kith water)." 

R. Joshua says: "Sufficient t o drink it;" 

Ben. Azzai : "Sufficient t o swallow it." 

R. Judah b Bathyra says: "Sufficient to swu.1-

low three eggs one after the other. " 

R. Elea zer b . Jeremiah s s ys: " Sufficient for 

a weaver to knot a thread." 

Ranin b . Phineas says: 11 Sufficient for a wol!Wln 

to extend her hand to her mouth to remeve a chip of 

wood (from between the teeth) . • 

Palermo says : "Suff icient for her to extend her 

hand to a baaket and take fl l oaf ther efr on. " 113 

Obviousl y some of the remarks nade , i . e • • "sufficient fo r a ?e r s on 

to wa ll~ around a da te pal t'I", were probab ly said facet i ously or at l ea.st 

we re acccmp6.nied by a smile on the li?s of the originator of the state-

ment . 

There is one disc·tasion i n Yeba.moth in •Nhich the whole discussion 

seemingly takes place accompanied by s er iousness but this writer feels 

that when Rabbah nade his st' t ement concerning accidental insertion, 

a bu rst of l aughter arose. 

The quest ion unde r discussion is: 

I f a rw.n cohabited with his deceased brother's 

wife , even if he acted in error or under compulsion 

he constitutes thereby a kinyan (the widow is deemed 
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to be his legal wife) . 

R. Hiyya asks: "How is one to understand the 

action ~ compulsion in our Mishna ?" Raba 

stated: "There can be no compulsion in sexual 

intercourse since erection depends entirely on 

the "'111: But when he slept?"ll.4 (Rashi • • • when 

in a st~te of erection the man f ell from a raised 

bench upon his sister,in- law who happened to be 

below). 

Surel y Rabbah stated: "One who fell from a 

roof and his fall resulted in accidentie.l insertion, 

is liable to pay an indemnity (to the woman •vi.th 

'vhom the accidental contact had taken ~lace); and 

if the woe.an was his sister-in-law, no k inyan is 

+.hereby constituted (by the accidental contact; she 

does not beoone his lawful wife)" 

( Intercourse under compulsion is possible) 

when, for instance hi6 intention we.s intercourse 

with his wife and (•hile he was in the state of 

.er ection) his sister-in-law seizec him and he co­

habited with her.115 

R. Abbuhu as we have noted 1vas famous for bringing wit into service 

during the course of bis instruction . In tl,i:: story about R. r;lai, be 

demonstrates an excellent abilit y at word- play. 

The Rabbis said to R. Abbe.bu: "Show us where 

R. l lai is hiding." He replied, "He amused himself 
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with an Aaronide cir l his l ast keen companion, and 

she kept him awo.ke." 

Some say thi s r eferred to a woman and other s say 

that it referred to a tractate.116 
/.M"'Jll P ' . .J>'' .A:JP~IC. i>''J" 

In other words some read ':.-;>~" as "_,, :J''""" and insist that he 

married a second wife vih o was of keen disposition and she kept him 

awake . Others, ho~ever , place him one higher pedestal and claim that 

he was enga ged a ll night in the study or his last chosen tractate deal-

ir..r, with priestly "Aaronide" laws which bristle with keen dia l ecticnl 

&r 6uments. Rashi , however, was quite willin~ to cell a spade a spade 

and comroent i ng on the "Nord :'J, ''!/•) " he saye: " 
";t. ' 1.1 "> 1 ·e:> " ' ~,.,~ ,<. 1J >'!JI' 1'1tC 

The fine) story in t his second section of "Erotica" entitled "Be-

tl-reen Him and Ber" des.la with the sac! story of the temptation of R. 

Hiyya b . Ab"ia '\'hich finds o. place i n our study because the story has 

sc~e humorous overtones . 

Everytime R. Hiyya b . Abbe f ell upon his face 

(in Talmudic times after the Eighteen Benedictions 

each pe rson prayed privately for whe.tever be desired) 

he used to say , "The Verciful save us from t he Tempt er . " 

One de.y his wife hear d him. "Let !Ile see, " she re-

fleeted, "it is so many years that he has held aloof 

from me : why t hen should he p ray thus (surely he 

can restrain his passions) ! " 
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One d&y while he was studying in his garden. 

she adorned herself and repe&tedly walked up and 

down before him. "Who are you?" he d9xnanded. "I 

am Harutha (a well-known prostitute of that town) 

and have returned today." she replied. He desired 

her. Said she to him. "Bring me thet pomegranate 

from the uppermost bough." He jumped u? , went and 

brought it to her. 

When he r e-en•tlnd his l".ouse. his 1v-ife was 

firing the oven, whereu,on he ascended and sat in 

it. "-.ntat means this?" she demanded. F.e told her 

what had befallen. "It was I" she assured him; but 

he paid no heed to her until she gave him proof (the 

pomegranate)l "Nevertheless," said he, "my intention 

was evil." (Lit . for a forbidden thing) 117 

""o'tr " 
As far as this writer could determine there were no sections or 

incidents in the Talmud ul:ich ridicule the institution of mardage. 

1ihet we do have. however. are some very witty sayings and some amusing 

incidents about the marriages of the Rabbis . 

There is a llOnder.i'ul statement about the course of love and marriage 

which swn.s UF bee.utifUlly the ups and do"lf!ls or married Ure. The writer 

says: 

When love was strong (between my wife and my­

self) we could have made our bed on the width of 

a sword-blade; now that our love has gro~'?l weak. 
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a bed of sixty cubits is insufficient for ua .118 

The i nsight which the l'almudists had i.n the advantages of a happy 

l!lflrriage oan beat be seen in t he statement: 

Three things increase a I!l8n's selt- esteam 

(lit. enlarge his spirit) 

a beautiful dwellin~ , a beautiful wife, and beauti­

ful olotbes .119 

!:ot only did they have insight s into a ha ppy marriage but they 

were well al'fare of and ·~ere willing to accept the weakness of the scholar 

e.s e humen being. Our Rabbis taught: 

A baal keri on whom nine kabs of water have 

been thro"Wn is clean. Nahum, a ?119.n of Gimzu. whispered 

to R. Akibn, and R. A.kiba whi spe red it to Ben Azzai 

and Ben Azzai went forth and repeated it to the 

discip1es in pu?lic . Two Amoraim in the West dif-

fered in rega rd to thi s ; R. Jose b. Abin and R. J ose 

b . Zebida. One stated: "Be repeated it," and one 

t aught , "He whispered it." The one who +~u~ht "he 

repeated it" held that the reason (f or the conces s ion) 

was to ::> revent neglect of the Torah and of procreation. 

The one who tau~ht "he whispered it" t hought that the 

reason was in order t hat schol a r s might not always be 

with their wives like cooks ~a nd tbe refore he did not 

want it to be -:re 11 known among the scho l a. r s . ) 120 

A mos t amusi ng and amazing story concludes our s ection on "Erotica" . 

The r eason f or the use of the word "~mus ing" will be obvious after the 
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secti on i s read . "Amazing" as an adj ective was used because this wri ter 

is pleasantly overwhelmed by the candidness of the Rabbis on a seem­

i ngly unfitting sub,ject fo r a legal tome. 

R. Kahana once went i n and hid under Rab's bed. 

He heard him chatting (with his wife) and joking and 

doing what he required. He said to him: "one would 

think that Abba ' s mouth had never si pped the dish 

before t' He said to him: " Kahana. a re you here? 

Go out . because it is rude (lit . it i s not the way 

of t he world)." 'JG6'J It. " ) 1 It. 

He replied: It is a matter of Torah, and I requir e 

to lee rn.121 

Just one mor e proof in the cave.lea.de or evidence whi ch we h!!.ve thus 

far ?resented i n our study of humor i n the Talmud. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

JOKING EXAGGERATIONS IN THE TAL.lr!UD 

l::!!rzy abuses and arguments which seem to have met a dead end, and 

oro perfectly capable of resisting the combined aaaaults of reason and 

der-unciation
1
often yield to the genial onslaught of humor. We have had 

so~e examples of this type of humor , e . g., the accidental insertion 

discussed in Yebamoth 53B and 54A, which were placed in other chapters 

be~ause the exaggeration aspect of t he story was not the m&jor factor 

involved. Tiere, in t his chapter we f ind a few examples where the over­

statement is the major ~umorous element in the entire incident. For 

i nstance, the question is raised in Menahos: 

Plimi asked Rabbi: "If one has two heads, 

on which one shall ~· place the phylacteriea?" 

He annered (him): "Let him reoove his head or 

be cursed ( receive excommunic.ation) . "122 

The whole subject of the pl~ce of exaggeration in our literature 

is discussed very thorou~hly in one traotate of the Talmud. The section 

bei;ins : 

An apple tree n1~J> was in t he center of the 

altar , containing at times as much as 300 measures. 

Raba said this is an exaggeration #ell ~I~ (Bashi -

not meant to be taken literally fo r it never had 

300 measures) . 

R. Ammi ssid: The Torah speaks in exaggerations 
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(in rhetori cal s peech) ·11~ /'er. The prophets 

speak in exaggeration. The e&ges speak in exag­

gerBttion. 

The sages as mentioned above. '11te Torah a s 

in Deut . 1.28, "Large fo rtified cities are i n 

heaven." The prophets as in 1'1. lachi 1.1 "The 

Earth shook at his voice." 

Samuel said: I n Three pl aces , the sages 

speak in an exaggerated manner . ~a.mely (1) the 

apple t ree , (2) the gol den vine, and (3) the 

curtains J>.)'),; at the entrance to the Temple.123 

nowever, t he ?mlster of exaggeration in the Talmud was without a 

doubt Rabbat. b. Bar Hana who in h is own right can be given the t itle 

of t he fi rst Bnron ifUnchausen. Various studies have been made as to 

the meaning of these over statements, none of which have been generally 

accepted. It \Vould t ake us beyond the scope of this paper to delve 

into the meaning of t hese "tall stories". 

\Te shall consider them r ather as excellent examples of "hyperbole". 

In these stories, v ery witti l y and very cleverly , Rabbah was able to 

"put e. t hing acr oss" by veiling specific allusions that might have re­

sul~ed in bodily t.a.rm for the author. 

One of the most amusin~ of all of the storie s was the one in which 

i{a.bbe.h said; 

RJ.bbah said: "I saw e.n ante lope, one day 

old, that was as big as ~ount Tabor. " " (How big 

i s ~ount Tabor?)" - "Four para. sangs ." 'O)~ 

"The length of its neck (lit . stretching) ~')ICJjf 'IJ:>Ulll 
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was three parasangs , and the r esting place of its 

head (i. e ., when rest ing on t he ground) was one 

perasang and ~ half. It caat a ball of excrement 

~fl~I~ tN' and blocked up the Jorde.n ."124 

I have yet to see this a.txt story matched in any literature. 

Rabbah b. Bar Eena further stated: "Once 

we were travelling on board a ship and saw a fish whose 

back was covered with sand out of which grew grats . 

Thinking it was dry land (one of the sea islands) 

we went up and baked and cooked, upon its back. 

'V'lhen , however, its back was heated, it turned, and 

had not the ship been nearby , we should have 

been drowne1 ."l25 

~ost of ~he overstatement se~ms to t&lce place on the sea or on a 

lGLbbe.h b. Bar Rana further related : "Once 

we t r avelled on boa r d a ship and we saw a bir~ standing 

up to its ankles in the water ~bile its head r eached the sky . 

We thought t he water was no t deep ( lit . there was 

no water) and wished to go down to cool ourse lves , 

but a Bath Kol called out ' ~o not ~o down here for 

a carpenter• s axe was dropped ( in•o thi:; water) 

seven ye~rs ago and i t has not (yet) r eached the 

bottom•. And this , not ( inl~ because the water is 

deep but (als49>ecause it is rapid ."126 
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Thore can be no doubt tha t these stories a r e ~llegories on the 

~o litical and social conditions of the time . Eut even read as ~ure 

stor ies , t he jokin~ exag~eration which c an be found in them. gives us 

reucL to b e amused a bout. 

In the story about to b e related , Por:-:.in is described as a charnpion 

ju~3l~r in typica l ~'unchausen tern:s . 

Rsbbe.h s a i d ; "I saw how Porr.1in (Hormiz ) (evil 

de.,.,on) , the son of Lilli th ( fema l e n i t;ht de1.1on) was 

ruru:ine; 0 11 the :m ra ~et of n.e -m: 11 0 f' :.fahuza . an1 

a ri -: .,r , :;e.llopin~ "!:>e l ow on h or s eback could not 

overtake h im. Once they se.dd ler\ for him tr.o 

a ules "thich stood on two b ridges of the Rognag(name 

of a river) and he junped from one to the other, 

backwllrd and ror ·•a. rd , ( lit . from this to tha.t a nd 

f1om tha t to t his ) '/ci)f 'l<~JIJ '(~{' 'k.~1' 

hol1io~ in his hands two CU?S of Nine , pouring al­

ter nately from one to the other , and not a drop fell 

to the Ground."127 

; 'ost of t he objects described i n these. hyperboles e lway s seem 

~o ~e of targantuan pr oportions. For inst~nce: 

Rabba J- b. Bar Hsr.'l further stated : " Once we 

vrere travellinr; on boa.rel a ship end ss.w a fish in 

whose nos-crils :> pa :-i:. site (e n ud-eater , e oarasite 

living on fishes) had ent e red (and killed the fish) . 

Thereupon th~ water ccs t up the fish and ttrew it 

upon the shore. 
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Sixty to\Vns were destroyed thereby, sixty 

tovms ate t herefrom, an1 sixty towns sBlted (the 

remnants th6reor. and from one of its eyeballs 

three hundred kegs of oil were ~illed . On return­

ing a fter twelve celender months (lit. months of the 

year) we saw that they were cutting rafters from 

its skeleton and proceedicg to r ebuild those towns." 128 

And simile.r l y ~~ere is the fort-sis~ frog. 

Rabb~~ b . .Clar lie.ns. further stated : "I ss.w a 

frog the size (lit . which was ~ of the f'ort ot 

Hai;ronia. ( .'ihE. t is the size of the Fort of Ra­

i;ronia? - Sixty houses) There ca.me a a11ake e.nd 

S\':&.llowed the fro~ . Then came a raven end S11rellowed 

the s~a.ke , and ?e r~hed (lit.1~d went up and sat) 

r ,A ' p- fo1 on a tree." 

('Jn t./I ) Itn1'gine {come and see) how strong 

was the tree . R. Pspa b . Sar.iuel said: "~ad I 

not been ther e I would not heve bcli o~ed it . "129 

It should be noted and this may be of signific~nce in the analysis 

of the implications of these stories . that in the last story and the 

one about to be relaterl, Rabbat has other Rs.bb is confirm his observa-

tions . 

Rabbah b . Bar Rana further ~teterl: ttwe 

travelled once on board a ship. and the ship S£iled 

between one fin of the fish and the other for three 

days and three ni.ghta; it (swimr,\ing) upwards (i .e . , 
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against tile wind) and we floating downwards (i.e. 

sailing with the wind). 

And if yo~ think the &t.ip did not sail fast 

enough , R. Dimi , when he ca.me , stated thot it covered 

sixty p araS&n'!;S in the ti.me it takes to wan:i a ket­

t tk of water . iihen a horsemnn shot an arrow (the 

ship) outstripped it ." And R. Ashi snid: This 

1'8.S one of the sm!t.ll sea monsters( 

which have (only ) twit fins.130 

There can be little doubt that these hyperboles like some other 

Jewish jokes had the task of self- defense. They served to protect the 

Jew e. :'..a inst the hostile enemy . 1/e turn now in our survey to e. rich 

source of Tnl~udic humor: the play on words . 
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CHAPTER IX 

ETY"-rOlOGIC/.L PU.Y Oll VfORDS,PARABLES A~:O PARO!>Y 

It would be best for us to define what we mean by "etymol• gical 

pl ay on words ." The simpler term for the 4 word description we are 

uitng is a "pun". Leacock clar ifies why a pun causes humor when he 

says : 

In the case of the pun, the contrast or incon-

gru.ity that makes humor is got from tre fact that one 

and the same sound means two different things , and 

_ hence the 710rd rrings into COIU'lBCtion two things 

that r eally have nothing to do "Kith one another . 131 

It should be noted that there ia a special chare.cteriatio of Febr ew, 

as a Se:ni t i.c l e,ne;uage which allows for a wide veriety of word- play. 

In fact , ther e are many who have held that Jewisp wit consists above 

all i n the pun or play on words . 
' 

This idiosyncracy of Eebrew as a l anguage which lent itael£ 

t o much word-play was explicated very clearly recently in an article by 

Simon. Se e:r.? lained that: 

The English auxiliary verbs sre e:Jt?resaed in 

Bebrew by various modifications of the simple verb-

roots , and the same applies ~~en t he intensificat ion 

of an action is to be expressed , etc. In general, 

a &reat number of meanings in highly varied, very often 

antithetical sense unfold from each other for the 

first time,only arter the insertion of the "dots" or 



- 93 -

"points" which serve as vocalization a ids ; in the 

"undotted" text the precise meanin~ can often be 

made out only from t he context. Thus , a person who 

make s a pun is epeakiag , as it wer e , .. unpunctuatedly, " 

and shoots derivatives, with meanings aa r emoved from 

each othe r aa possibl e, back into the ori ginal concept­

roots . If the two t her e f orceful ly bump each other 

head on, as f i ghters do , t he neutrall y observing third 

person sneers e.t the ob\"ious identity between the sound 

and the meaning of a '.'rord , an identity which i s the 

hieden basis of puns . 132 

The Hebrew "punner" then has unlimited possibilities at taking a 

word at its " sounding" worth and exhaustively exploiting its meny mean­

ings . Because of this S?ecial nature of Ssnitic languages it will be 

~eces sary f er us in many cases to give t he ori~inal ~ebrew or Aramaic 

text , in addition to the EnGlish trans l ati on. 

Thus , fo r exat1Qle we learn in Pesahim: 

Rabbah b . B!!.r Hana said io R. J ol'.ene.n a name 

i n the name of R. Judah b . R. Ile.ii •F,&.t onionR 

and dwel l in the protect ion of your house (Do not 

spend overmuch on food then you will be able to af ­

ford your house) , and do not eat geese and fowls 

lest your heart pursue you." (Do not cultivate 

a gr eedy appetjt• so that you always want to eat.) 
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When Ulla came • he said: " I n the ,fest (Pe.1-

estine) a proverb is current: ' Re who eat~ tho fat 

tail (alitha) must hide ih the loft. (he who 

squanders his money on costly dishes must hide f rom 

his creditors) but he who eats c rees nay lie by 

the dunghill of the town ' (&!'raid of none by virtue 

of not bein~ in debt) ."133 

Fr om the translation the advice does not seem to be pa r ticularly 

witty but when one realizes thet through tr.e clever use of 13 words . 

~sbbah expr essed all of the t houghts of the above quoted paragraph. 

you ca.n begin t o understand the unlimited possibilities of the Hebrew 

lan;uage . The Hebrew r eads: 

rJr 
1c.J1r.,. 
L.NI ~ 

t(I fit 
· e u ".!' f. 1<. 

·/"; ·p1:. ·(/p 1> 

C.:>IC ,. 

f"oJI<.~ 

r:>" i 
~imilar ly the Talmud quotes a statement of Resh Lakish: 

134 

which is trans lated: 

"Ge.ther yourselves together. yee, gather." 

which Resh Lakish translated. . " First adorn your-

self and then adorn others." 

This entire s~atement ~As si~nificance oDly if we realize that 

Resh U»kish connected " fe;) " - to gather. the root of " Jt(J Jfi ~ " 
ll'ith " oe'j> ". to adorn. inferring therefor e that a person should be 

just himself before demanding it of others. 
I 
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Very orten, the Re.bl· is took a Biblical at~tement and by 

inr;enious word- play derive some very significant meanings. For instance. 

R. Joseph takes a verse in Bosen and says: 

;r 1 ·r:t1 ,r 1}; 111~) 6. 1r~ · rt · 1/jJ/1/1 Ike· ,j,,,. ')It " 

to be translated: 

1liy peopl e ask counsel of their stock, and 

their staff ( 11J>~) decb.retb unto them (Fos . 4.12) 

whoever is l enient ( /]>·11) to him. to him he 

concedes ( ri ~ht).135 

~ Thus, very wittil y , R. Joseph bas connected the word ";;;ii" e. staff, 

1~ith the word " /j)'J{ " he is lenient. 

Occe.sione.lly a ?Uime is taken and by virtue of a linguistic play on 

the root letters of the name , a meaning is derived 'Nbich ce.n be identified 

\7ith t he character of the p•rson. For instance: 

It has been taught : Rabbi se.ys: I f' her name 

had not b~en called Delilah { .J".fr) she was fit 

that it should b~ so called. She had weakened 

( -~t:J) his stre::igth, and she weakened his bee.rt , 

she weakened his actions. 136 

Si."llilarly R. Abuhu remarks concernin~ a wome.n named Ta.mar who 

according to Jastr ow ini'or med ag~inst the Re.bb is before the Romlln author-

• 

l'amar is f •Jr;IJ}' bitterness, slle abides in her 

bitterness ,,.Y>Nl>I' e.rul we tried to sweeten~.her (by 

bribe) but in vain has the smelter smelted (gold could 

not buy her) .137 
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We also find in the Yerushalmi this word- play statement about 

Y.imhit , the mother of seven great priests: 

tc be translated: 

All flours are flour but t he f lour of Kim­

hitb is fine flour . 1&8 

A rather unusual play on words is fo und in: 

The case of R. Adda b. Ahaba who saw a heathen 

woman wearing a red head-dress (me.ntle - Jfl.>:; ) 

in the street and thinking that she was an Israelite 

woms.n, he rose and tore it from her. It turned out 

that she was a heathen woman, and they fined him 

four hundred zuz. He said to her: What is your 

name . She re~lied; ~thun ;u>ll i.{e.thun, he 

said to he r: that makes four hundred zuz.139 

The meaning her~ becomes clear if Ne understand that the Aramaic 

f or two hundred is "me.thun" ( JM-") . JUJ~ also mea ns deliberate and 

Adda infers th£t had he been less rash, he would have saved himself 

four hundred zuz . 140 In a sense , we had in the last example a double 

play on words. 

:..n excellent example of the fact th~t all was not seriousness With 

the Rabbis p&rticul.e.rly when it came to play on words, is the story in 

SukkoL. 

There were once two minim f 'J' II one was called 

Sas on and the other Simha Said Sason 

to Simha, "I am better than you since it is written, 
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1 They shall obtain aaaon and simha.'" ( Isa. 35.10 ) 

"I" said Si.JDha to Sason, "am better than you 

since it i s written, 'T"ne Jews had •simha and sason•" 

"One day," said Sa son to Simha, " they will take you 

out and lllflke you a rwmer, IC.}/~ since it is writ­

ten, ' For with simha shall t hey go forth•" ( I s . 55 . 12). 

"One day ," said Siu.ha to Sa son , "they will te.ke you 

o it e.nd draw With you water. for it is written, 'There­

f ore with Sason shall ye draw water . '" ( Isa. 12 . 3)lhl 

In the "simha- sason" story we have e n exam!) le of . word play whe re 

it beca me pos sible not onl y to use words to call up a funny or didicu-

l ous :dca , but to get fun out of ~he words themselves. 

At times we find that the word- pl ay is rather crude. l\n example 

of this type is to be found in liull in : 

.> 

. IJ" 
. ') 'fiO IC 

i)>1.1>~ I" , 
).}JO~ 

to he t ranslated: 

llhere do we find a r eference to Esther i n t he 

Torah? In the statement, "I will 3urely hide my 

fa-::e . nl.42 

Here the humor seems to be derivdd on l y f r om the similarity i n 

sound of "Esther" and "Ees- ter" (meaning to hide) . 

However , most of the examples th!:~ we he.ve discuaeed , and those 

which we shal l discuss do make use of clever er techniques . R. Akiba , 

fo r example , was ab l e to li~ one of his ~upil s out of a melancholy 
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mood by virtue of some clever wordplay . 

A puoil of R. Akiba was sittin~ with a saddened 

race . "'llhat have you?" (what is wrong} (as~ed his 

teach~r of him) 

"I aaw in a dream three things which forebode 

evil," ~nawered the pupil . " I Rill die in the month 

of Adar, I did not aee 5iasen (which follo~s) and what 

I planted I did not harvest." 

"(On the contrary}" e ~swered JJciba , "all three 

will be for the ~ood. In the majesty of the law you 

will be uplifted (a play on the words ma j esty - )~ » 

Adar - ;)i lC. ) . You ·till 1.ot bE '.)Ut under test in 

J1'2) 
Nissan (a p!ny o - test and ; o J - month} and 

yon will not bury the child thet ;rill be born to you."143 

There are two excellent examples of ?aranolllff.sy t~t can be found 

in Yenahalmi Sotah. The first is a. very clever play on "/<"'' " 
and remi nds one of' "vani , vidi , vicet" . The statement begins: 

"Remember your creator" /'< )~ (Eccles . 12.1) 

This l ast term cru:i. be reaJ in(} three ~ays(in the Hebrew Text) 

1. Your place of origin j>W.'t - tl.e ; lace fron which 

you cnme. 

2. Your pir. {''' - the place to which you are going. 

3. Your creator ( 'OJI' - he to whom you will have to 

account for your actions . 144 

The second example in Yerushal!ni Sotah car. only be understood if we 

do not forget that in Hebr ew the word "h~&.d" and "begi1min~" are ex-
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~ressed by the s::.me "lord " t t:> ". 

R. l!eir asked why does it say in Bcclesiaste s 

2 . 14 that the "sage has his eyes on his head 

/t~>r . " Does the fool have his eyes in his f eet? 

R. Abba Uarc expl ained. ttwhen he only knows the 

beginning of the subject'1./ /i 1tvr • he (immediately) 

knows "6a.t will happen at t he end. 11145 

A Midro.~hic explanation results from the play on wor ds l'Mlde by 

H~b~ with a Biblic&l verse: 

Rabe. points out this contradiction: The text 

h .rritten n~C ' (root-meaning happy . whilst we 

r ead ~-~ ·) - ~estruction • If be is meritorious 

it !Ulkes him happy. if not it makes him 4esolate . 146 

Eere is a difference bet,.,een the text and the pronunciation 

.vitl. specia l sir:;nif i co.nce to both meanings. 

R. P.anina . too , derives an interesting explanation of a difficult 

keri- ksiv on the be.sis of a simple ,lay on words . He points out that; 

I t is written J ·fl and we read 

Banina so.id: The rig.~teous eat it at eas~ 

(the ~ord YrAY be t raced to root oeen1ag ease) 

whereas when the vii.eked eat i t , it is unto the:n 

like thorns r1fo (Aramaic equivalent of the read­

ing means "tborn") . 147 

ll<r.vever • to confine Hebrew pare.!'lomasy t o word- pley only on t he basis 

of the root end its variations would be \.&ll!'e.ir . ".\'e have exac;>les of 

11itty word play which result from considering n word to be merely an 
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Abbreviation of what the word actually ::tends for . For exam? le: 

R. Isaac citing R. Amr.Ii stated: "When a 

mo.le comes into t he world his ~rovision co$es ~vith 

hi m, (The Hebr ew for) ma l e ( ?.>~ )being composed 

of the consonants of the words for) 'this is provision' 

( :;~ ~ 3 ) , fo r it is wtttten , 'And he prepared a 

great provision #''~ (kera) for them.' ( II Ki. 6. 23) 

A fenale hos nothing with her, (the Hebr ew for ) 

~ ·p) 
female (•>~1>)) implying 'she comes with nothing', ( ~"" ) . 

Unless she demands her food nothinp; is given to her, 

for it is writt en, 'Dellll!lnd ~f) from ?'le thy ngea 

and I will give it.'" (Gen. 30.28)148 

Not onl y the ~ture heroes and l eaders or Judaism have displayed 

keen wit and cl ever play on words in the course of their controversies , 

but even litt !e chil dren gave evidence or ready wit . Of this nature 

are the playful allusions on the physical characteristics of the alpha-

bet made by one of the pupi l s . 

The aabbis told Rabbi Joshua ben Levi : "Chi l -

dren have come to the Beth Bamidre.sr. and said things 

the like of which -.ma not said even in the days of 

Joshua the son of nun. (Thus) o.lof beth means learn 

wiedoon •)'? ~ ; gillU!lel daleth show kindness to the 

poorf fi {,,JC ; why is the foot of the gimmel stretched 

toward the daleth? Because it ie fitting for the 

ben~volent to run after (seek out) the poor . And 

why is the roof of t he daleth stretched out toward 
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the gimmel? Because he (the poor) must :nake hi:n-

self availab l e t o him (and not t r ouble hi~ ~enefactor 

too much to f i nd him) . 

And why is the face of t he daleth turned a~lS.Y from 

the ei mmel? Because he must give hi m he l p in secret 

(as though ~ith averted face) lest he be ashamed of 

him. 

He Waw, that i s the name of the P.oly One, b lessed 

be Ee . Zayin, Heth. tcth , yod, kaf, lamed: (t his 

sequence t eaches. and if thou doest thus . the Eoly 

One, blessed be Re, "'1. ll susta1J\hee, be gracious /" 
1·b 

unto thee, show goodness to thee, give thee a heri-

tage ( ill> ' ) , and bind a crown ( .>.>:> ) on thee 

in t he world to come . 

The o~en mea and the closed mem(denote) o~en 

teachi ng (Il l./>~ )J/(lf) end closed esoteric t eaching 

( ~:},'t) (the. t which men are forbidd.,n to seek) . 

The beut nun and the s t r aight nun: The faith­

ruf"~ bent (humbl e) (will ultimately be) the faith-

ful , tbe straightened (Rashi says: upright in t he 

worl:i to come} . 

Sarnek, ayyin: Su!>port /1110 t he poor . f':.Jf 

Another interpretation : devise mnelllO!llcs~• f'.)10 in 

the To ra h and (thus ) acquire (memorize) it. 

The bent pe and the straight pe (intimate) an 
,. ,_,~ ·~ ,, ... · ~ 

open mouthAand a c l osed mouthA(the medial bent pe 

is al li!.o&t closed) . 
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A bent zadde and a straight tzaddi; the righteous 

j) ' i.J is bent in this world; the r i ghteous is 

straightened (in the next world) . 

Kuf stands for kadesh (ho l y) . 
ff) 

Rosh for.wicked. Nhy is the f e.ce of the ku~ a-

verted from the resh? The lioly One, bl essed be He , 

said : 'I cannot look at the wicked.• And why is the 

crown of the kuf (the upward turn of the t i ttl e on 

tbe upper line of the kuf) turned to~ard the resb? 

The Rol y One, b lessed be Re said : 'If he repents , 

I wi 11 bind e c rown pn him 1 ilce !.:ine. ' 

And why i s the f oot of the Kuf suspended (not 

joined t o the r est of the letter? (to show) the.t if 

he re~ents he csn enter ~nd be brought i n (to God's 

favour) through this (opening) . 

Shin (stands for) )y( falsehood . 

Te.w (for) J>Mi truth. :Thy are the letters of Shelker 

close together whi lst those of E:neth are far ape.rt 

( ' a ' being the first , ' m' the middlt; and ' s' the las·t 

letter of the Hebrew a l phabet) . a lsehood i& frequeJo.t , 

truth i s rare ( instances c!' truth are f'ound only at 

distaut i ntervals) . And ·.vhy does fa l sehood stand on 

foot , whilst truth bas a brick l ike fou_~jation ( 'f -
shin used t o be written this way) . The 'emes" are 

firmly set resting on two ends. Tr uth can stand , 

falsehood cannot stana .~ 149 
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The use of the abbreviation principl e is es?ecially a ppa rent in 

e masterpiece of worrl p l ay whic11 e ppesrs in Sabbe th. It wi 11 be neces-

sc ry in order to mak e sense out of this quotation to give the P.eb rew 

i n a ll cases. 

The word entrance i mplies ther9 is a way 

The word sta i r s . l adder tcn1 implies a way to the roof 

The words, a relish ~..P'fij.JJA imply when will this end (relishes 
being used spnringly and lasting 

The word a house 

Tl':e words 'a small house' 
lc...b ,> '? 

The words •an in-
verted ves sel ' Ii:./> ~1 -::, 

The word b ricks 

The wor d orickl y 11.J1f) 
shr ub'!'ie r y . hedge 

~r.e wor d pitcher 

The wo r d small jug 

The word rnyrtle '.:> r a nch 

Jc.JJJVC 

the word wasb be.sin J.b•e IJ 

';he word mortar 

The word for a club 
used as a ~estle 

k.J> ' O I<. 

a long time) "-t lcf',fl •.J> A 

implies come and sit therein ,)r r.1> '4:/ ~f 

imply a con!'inod narrow house (Rashi ) 
/C.Jl j> ' IS •,.. 

imply (a low seat• invert it and 
s i t down t ' .fl 1 /1 ::> 

impl i es unto child ren's children 
( lasting many ge nerations) :J" 'J"r 

implies barrier 

is so called because it draws 
water from the river·>~·) /N f ' JJ 1 J111t 

~lias like this (gi~e us a g laas 
this size to dr~) ~j:J 

im? lies fo lly (neo~le danced there­
with at the wedding and l ooked 
lik~ fco ls in doiD.S so ) t.)J , 6i ( 

im?lies 1\'8.shine: everybody IJl/i:, 1t. 1 t/i 

implies missing ( ca rved out ) ~J > ' D•) 

i m? lies'co1u1.J :::..nd I will strike it' 

2I:>H. J t I ,,. 

The .vord u i)per &arment /C.f I;{ im?lie s no shame f)( Jl' 1tf' 

The word cloe.k is so named because one looks 
in it like a sr.apeless mass 



- 104 -

The word for a large woolen 
c 1 oak k.J> • /i ~ 

Bed I))')/;) 

The word f or a l eap ing well 
(a well which springs 
forth only to disappear 
aga in) ~E.J ,~ ;11> 

TLe word for turban 

) 110 

The word for Palace 

impl ies roll it up and 
sit down ? 'ft/<./ ·~ ~.JJl'cl 

is so callad beca use it leads to 
procreation •> 'h /'It) / /'~( 

implies this wel l i s empty 

im?lios the t the s~cret of the 
Lord is revealed to those that 
fear him, (worn by Rabbinic 
scholars). ,.,,,-r 'i) ~10 

implies at "t:he door is judgement 
(All come for justice t o the 
King's palace.)150 

j'~ k1'.J> ';)IC 
Although there is m~ch to be entr.usiastic about ;nt}. rega r d to word-

~ le y r.ev~rthe less , it i s safe to say thc:.t humor which rests on wor ds 

'l 10:1e does r.ot lie on a strong f oundation. Rumor reaches its real ground 

when i t becomes "t:he humor of situation and character. 

In this second section we are devoting just a few paragraphs to 

so1~e of the panblee which a t'pea.r in the Talmud. rhou5h not strictly 

hu.~orous , t tese ~arables a re clever, satiric expressions of a political 

na t ur P. , generally dir ected against the Roman ~ove rn:nent. An exempl e 

is t he fahle in which Akibe. tol:i of the fox who advised the f isl1es to 

l eave t he we.ter: 

Our Rab is taug.ht: Once t~e w·icked Governwent 

(Ror.ians) issusd a decr ee forbidding the Jews to 

study and practise the Torah. Pa? pus b . Judah came 

and found R. Akiba :m'' lic ly bringinz ~o.therin~e 
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together and occupying himself with the Tore.h . 

Be said to him: "Akiba, a re you not afraid of 

the government. " He r eplied : "I will explain 

to you wi th a riarable. A fox was once walking 

alongside of e. river and he Slnf fishes zoing in 

svrer o f r om one place to another . 

He sa id t o them: 'From what a r e you f l eeing?' 

t hey r eplied : 'From the nets cast fo r us by men.• 

P.e said to them: ' ';'lou1d you l ike to come U"?On the 

dr y land so that you end I can live to~ether in the 

way that my ancestors lived with your ancestor s? ' 

They repli~d : 1Art thou the one t hat they 

cal l the dleverest of ar.imals ? Thou are not clever 

but foolish . If we e.r e afraid of the elements in which 

vre live , how much -nore in the element in whfoh we 

would die ! ' So it i s with us. I f such is our condi-

tion when ....,e sit end study the Torah, of whi ch it is 

written . 'For tre. t is thy li!'e anti the length of thy 

<lays • (Deut . 30.20) if we ; o e.nd ne~lect it. how rnoch 

worse off we shall be f' 151 

R. ~.leir >'V'a.S quite a master of the psrahle if we are to believe the 

stetemer.t in Ssnhedrin: 

R. ~~ei r had three hundred ?f>. rab l es of foxes , a!!d 

we l:a.ve onl y Gh ree l eft (p robebl y of tho se collP.cted. 

by R. :.eir) ("\s i llustratiom; to the verses ) . 

e. . " r1'e fc;thers have eaten so• .. ir gr apee and 
t he chilC.re:-. • s t~etl1 a re set on edge" 
(Ezek . 18 . 2) 
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b . "Just be.l ances , just wei~hts 11 (Lev. 19. 36) 

c . "The righteous is deli ver e:l out of t r ouble 

and t he wicked c o~es in nis st~a~ ' (Pr ov. 11 . 8)152 

i:" :;}, i gives the parables in question. <15 !'ollolvs , conbined in a 

~insl ~ story (tr.ere are manuscripts which say, "Be have only one11
). 

A fox onca craftily induced a wolf to go and 

join the Jews in their Sabbath J r eparations and share 

i n their festivities . On his Ap?eer iug i n their 

:nidst t he Jews fell upon kb Vfith sticks and beat 

him. Ee therefore came be.ck determined to kill 

the fox . But the latter pleaJed: "It is no fault 

or mine tha"t; you ••ere bonten. but they have a 

Grudge a gainst your father r.ho once helped them in 

pr e pe ri JlE their "a.nquet, end then consumed e.11 the 

choice bits ." 

"And was I beaten for the wrong done by my 

father?" cried th~ ir.diF,nant 1'"'ol f . "Yes •" replied 

the fox. "the fathers have eaten sour P"re.nes and 

the children 's teeth a re set on edge . 11 

"Fcwever," be continued. "come with me and I 

will supply you with abunde.?:t f ood . 11 He led him 

to a well which had s beam across it from either 

end of which hung a rope witt a bucket attached . 

The fox entered the upper bucket end doscended into 

the 11ell whilst the loNer one ~s drawn up . " .'lhare 

a.re you going?" asked the wolf . 
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The fox nointiag to the cheese- like reflection1 

of the moon. re? lied : "Here is pl enty of meat nnd 

cheese; get into the other bucket and cone down at 

once ." The nol4 did so. and as he descended , the 

fox was drawn up. "L"ld how EUJ I go get ol.&t ?" deman-

ded the wolf. 

"Ah , " said the f ox , "the righteous is delivered on't 

of trouble and t he wicked cometh in his stead ." 

Is it not writt en. "Just bo.ls.nces , just wei~hts1"153 

It i s proba ble tl:nt t her e were other satiric passages of this nature 

in tte Tq l Mud ~hich we r e deleted by later ce , sors. 

ilt: conclude this chi>. t cr ::i.th two e>:a::.?le& of pa rody ·.\'hich e.re 

: ound in the 'i'al :r.ud. The best definition we have seen of pa.roiy is 

th .. t "lll. ich E.p:-iear s in rsra.<? l Davidson's coiJ.prehensive study of the !>&.rody 

to be found in Jewi st litera ture . P.e de~ines ?e.rody as a : 

Compositi on in uh ich t he f orn and expression 

of grave or dignified writings are c losely i mitatorl , 

but are :n'l.rle ridiculous by the subject or method ~)f 

treatment •• • In its simjJlest f orm, a ?arody may coiasist 

of the mere change of a word , or even a l~tter ••• 154 

It should be noted th~ t whe~ s ?&rody is ~roduced by the cha nge 

of a letter or only a vowel, it is not far remov ed from a pun. 

An excellent exe.mple of ~6.rody appear s in Ye:ushalmi Pes&..him. The 

sta t ement is mnde there 

"To 50 back to study the Law;" We ray notice• 

that one nust soruotimes not tu:-n a side from stud~, • 
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to do ever. the cost pr!msry good dt:eds. Thus i.. 

kbbahu sent his ~on to Tiberiss to study; the 

son it wa s reported occupied his time i n " good 

works" (buryin~ the dead, visitins the 6ick. etc . ) 

R. Abbahu sent to him to say. "Are there no 

graves in Caesarea tha t I sent you to fiherias?"l55 

Thus very cleverly he "lms ~e.rodying the very fa1tOus verse in Exod~a 

11. . !l . Incidentally. R. Abbahu•s colleagues sup2orted• Eaninah. Abe.hu's 

s~n, by statin~ thut if there i s no one to do the mit ivoth. then the 

son V:l:i S j ustified in nec;lecting his study. 

Finally we have ~he stor y of the de?utatiou ~hich ce...~c from Palestine 

t o urge upon ~enaninh the ne?hew of Rabbi Joshua , to submit to the 

~ut1 u rity or the Palestinian Sanhedri n, ?Ublicly parodied Scri?tural 

?assa;;e s . One of them substituted "He.naniah" for "the Lord" in "Tl:ese 

nre the J'ee.st of the Lord" (Lev. 23.4) 

Another r ecited "out of Babylonia shall go forth the Law , e.nd 

tl".e wor d of the Lord from l el1ar- Pekod" instead of "out of Zion" e.nd 

" f row J eruse lem11 ( Is. 2 . 3)156 

It should be noted that these parodies have no intentio1 of aatirizing 

or ciriticizing the pa rent form. They merely take it as a pattern or 

model on '.'ll:ich to frs.rne their theme. Such humor e.a there is. de;.>enda 

on ~he juxtaposit ion made , by s]milarity or form bet71een the lofty t heme 

of the ..gi:Jud: origilll\l statement and the trivial theme of the parody. 
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CHAPTER X 

~OP.OU$ POPUL/LR SAYINGS 

A oroverh does not have e.s its original motivat ion the attempt 

st being humorous . Nevertbeless , in t he pithy Nording and in the clever 

s L'DplE: way of ex!lressin~ a profound thought, much humor if{ to be found. 

;':o one C!>.~ deny that the Te.l nud is the original source of ms.ny of our 

::i res~nt day proverbs. 

For i nstance, in Erm•in , Raba of Parazika in !>resenting an argument 

in favor of buttressing for an entrance points out that: 

rre, 

Rabe. of Parazika replje~: "In the case of 

Sukkah, since (it is usually made) fo r one individual , 

the pe rson realizes his resyonsibili ty ••• In the 

c~se of qn entr ance (to an a lley) since (it is made) 

f or the use of many, (the people affected mi~ht) 

rely upon one another and so overlook (any defects 

in the crossbeam) for do not people say, 'A pot 

in cha rge or two cooks (or partners) is neither 

hot nor cold .•"157 
, "") 'J/1 1tC 

i'l cur omi time me kP 
u ·11n i:f • ')11>( 'r ~ V-1/J 

some slight .:mendetions a nd. sa~· , "Too 

r:.any cooks S?oil the broth." He r e , t1oue;h the use of a witty proverb , 

t he writer 1:ras successful in showing tha t the Sukkah rP~uires no but-

tressin~ but an entrance requires buttres sing. 

There are a r~w more example s , wt.ich we shall quote in this fi r st 

section of popul ar sayings which were em?loyed by the Rabbis to make a. 

point crystal clear in their legal argu.~ents. 
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,,e c<m t<\ke for exer.iple a discussion between ilaba and !\baye on 

t he subject: 

"And he redeemed against his will." Raba thought 

to interpret: against the !'lllster •s wi l l . Said 

Abaye to him: "Row so -- that a bond is dravm up 

for her value? But why (:nust he accept it). " "lie 

holds a oearl in his hand - - s~~ll we ~ive him a 

sha r~. 11 158 "'--°" •>' f 1e._)'.,.~· '>' l'I" k.l>J'cPJI b-,>.J 
nere the proverb probably has a 1ouble meening. Either 'Ne can say 

. ~· t he infe rence is he holds somethinr or value , must he. accept something 

ve !uel ~~s ? Cr, \7e can ask: must he accept t he shar~ on which such a 

~ond me.y be writt en? 

An amusing story is to l d in Berachos concer ning a l end lord who did 

not i;iv .:. his tenant a 1.-.rt'ul sha r e in vine t-.rigs !l rd his alibi was that 

~.is tenant \\'!' s a t hief end did not deserve a l awful share. To this 

exc11se , the Ta l mud nns~Rrs with the laconic stll.t.e~ent: 

If you steal from a thief , you also have a 

t aste of it. 159 'tj c!. )/11' • 

The Talmud indicates therefore that even i~ your tenant is a thief . 

t hi s f<ict does not f r ee you fro~ giving hi~ his lawful share . 

The status of the Hebr ew slave end the wonderrul privileges accorded 

to hi~ l ed to the statement: 

Because he is wel l with thee: he m~at be 

with (1.e . equ&l to) t hee in food and drink, thet 

thou shouldst not eat vrhi te br ec.6 and he black 

bread. thou drink old \vine and he new wine , thou 
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sleep on a feather bed and he on straN. Hence 

it was seid , "filhoever buys a Eebrew slave is 

like buying a master for himselr . "160 

"1 J1Jr{ jt .f' i>j 'r .:> ·:>? Y. jtt ~J'PY 

AS we have pointed out in previous chapters . the subject of woman 

and their idiosyncr acies , and marriage and its ~roblema lent itself to 

~uct lood-nature ~ kiddin~ . ~t&turally, we would expect to find the 

ser.ie thin~ to bo true when it came to popular oroverbs . and we do . 

There is , of course , t he popul~ r saying about a women ' s ?rocli~ity 

to tai..I: w!".ich appee.rs in Ki1dushin • 

• Ten kabs of gossip i>f)J t (may be t ranslated "talk'') 

db sce~ded to the world; nine were tsken by women .161 

Since the h ~bbis were &lready i n the nddst of the 9~1 ratio they 

continued with some sli?;hting rel!'.U r ks about slaves and Ethiopians . 

Ten kabs of drunk eIU1ess (some r ead blackness) 

descended to the world; nine wer e takeo by ethiopians. 

Ten kabs of sleep descended to the world; 

nine were taken by slaves , and one by the r est 

of t he \'/Or ld. 162 

Anothe r idiosyncracy of women , seemin~ly qs com.~on 1500 years ago 

as it is today , becomes the target of &he arrows of the Rabbis when they 

?Oint out that: 

All women are alike when it comes to beautifying 

themse l ve&. At si:tty as at six ; the sound of a timbrel 
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~kes her nimbl e . 163 
·fl.fi'J·> k:hf (pf p·t 

At times , the Ta l mud attributes alterior 
11 n /'J'Jt />f " 

motives to some wolUll. 

'.e have in mine! t he r efe r ence to Abigail . The statement is ms.de in 

:~e illah : 

l'.'hile a war.an talks , she spins. 164 

The inference i n thi s case was that Abigail , while speaking a bout 

!label , put in a word for herself, pr oposing tha t should Habal die , 

~u7irl ni r,ht jo • ell to marry her .165 

There were others who felt that a more appropriate pooular prove rb 

t o e2pl y t o Ahirail would be: 

The goose stoovs as it goes alon~, but its 

eyes pear afar. 166 

F,t l 1-:Je 

Ro·Rovtir , 7;9 must not conclude that the only rell£rks the ~abbis 

~~de on the subj~ct or carriage ~ere facet i ous and were statements wtich 

l~c6e<i real sii;nif'ici nce. We have quite a few stateraents which indicate 

a ro~J insi~ht into a successful m£.rria ce a nr.1 tho 1roper relationshi? 

between a man and his ltife . 

There is for e;:a~ple the stat9~er.~ of R. Johsnan who said : 

a. Johanan also said: "Whoever is faithless , 

his wife is faithless to hie; as it is said, ' If 

mine heart have be~n enticed unto a wo~e.n and I have laid wait 

~t my nei~hhor • s door • (Job 31 .9) ; a~n it continues, 

•Then let my wife grind unto qnother And l et others 

bov1 down upon he r .• That is what the pr overb tells , 

' Pe among the '\411- grown pumpkins c..nd his \'fife R.toong 

the youn-. ones .•" l67 

J ·~ j ' ll r 'r 
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Aa additionf\l pr oof• there is the story of tlje girl who was matched 

to a man who we.a superior to har ir. all vrays . OnA \'l'Oul d th i nk the t 

she 1vou l d be satisfied to l et we l l enough a lone. However• she wes 

intelligent enough to a dmit that she was deceived and that it would 

be unwise to have a husband Yfho •1as superior to her i n r ank . She ex-

?ressed it with this l a c oni c fo l k- saying: 

" l we.nt no shoe l a rger than my foot . n 168 

~,'..) · tr 1<.d 'k'!)~JI n~ :;1e.o!f 

here a r e , never tt.eless ex&.mples of f acetiou3ness in the discussion 

~~ proper ms.ting . The classic remark on this subject was made by Resh 

!JI~ i s!i who se. id: 

A tall man nust .tot marry e t a ll girl l est 

thei r offspring be a W\st (au espyi ng pol e) . A 

male dWb.rf must not mArry a f emale midget l est 

th•ir offs~~ing be a dwarf of the snie. lle st size . 

A li6ht- corr.!l lected man must net m.C\rr y a light 

compl ected girl lest their child be a scurf p t /? 

A very dark com? lectecl m£n must not marry an 

equally dark co:i 9lected wornt'.n less their off-

S?ring be black a s pitch fl l~ V (yellowish 

blac~ and looking l i ke thos e who suffer from the 

effects of f amine) . 169 

Of ons thing we can be sure, the Rabbis were very certain that 

mtirriac;e ;va.; & ~ood t hing- f or 'the \\ o ::i.'1:-i. that is . They wer e fir;:nly 

convinced tht>.t a woman could not be happy unles s she had soJ1le man to 

watch over her. Again. it was Resh Lakieh who secreed to concern hi :n-
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~e lf with these natters . He sa id: 

11 170 

The Hebrew is gi ven her e fi rst because t~ere are two ve.riant t r ans-

lati 1ms of the first clauRe . Jnstr ow t r anslo.tes '' I t is pr eferabl e 

to live in grief thun to dwe l l i n widowhood ." Rashi o~ the other hand 

translates ; "It is ? referable to live as husbo.!ld and wife then to dwell 

io ,.,idowl:ood. " Eit!.er way the meaning is c lee.r; namely, ths t a \'Toman 

; refers an unhappy life in a marri ed state to a happy one i n soli tude . 

Re.v As hi confirms R.;sh Uikish 's sto.tement e.nd s!lys ; 

171 

which cRn be t r e.nslete<l "if her husband is only a cabbage- heo.d ,172 

she requires no lentils for the pot . The inference her~ being that 

for the sake of any w.arried life, e. VIO:l'-'-n vrill willi:i~ly r enoU!lce all 

oths r pleasiu-ea even to the ~;.to&lt of doing \fithout good food and she 

.dll even enjoy ~he poor est mee l . 

Tre Re.bbis , as I believe has !:>ear. demons trated , did show some in-

siEht into the na rr iage pr oblem. Powever, their knowledge did not cease 

ther~ . They were '!l so quite aware of the fact t~at a child could very 

easi ly be s poiled. 

An examp le of this excell&nt .,.isychological insight occurs in Bera-

chos when the question 11rises t><S to wh-; the Je·Ns , when they })~d all they 

could desire afte r leeving &gypt , acted up end complained. R. ~iyya 
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b. i\bba :;s.ve the answer when he pointed out: 

R. ~iyye b Abba said : "It is like the case 

of a man who had a son; he bathed him end anointed 

him and gave him p l enty to eat and drink and hung 

a purse r ou:id his neck and set hi m down at the 

door of a bavtdy house. Bow could the boy help 

sinning?" R. Aho. the son of R. Shesheth : 1'hi.s 

bears out the popular saying: "A full stomach is 
11'0•).) •/ii 

a bad sort "' ·l' :Jj 1 as i. t says, 'when they were fed 

they beca!:le full , they were filled and their heart 

v1e..s axa lted; the refore they have forgotten i.~e . 111 

l'he re is the sRying in ? esahim which gives an indication hor. much 

;no:-e desirable it i s fo r t he head of the household to be with his fi;r.iily. 

Better a ko.b from the e;roun1 than a kor !'rom the roor. 174 

rhe i?1ference 't'ie i n:; , of course , tl:at it is much better to earn a little 

nes r home r ather thau much rroney, far a -:;&.y from home. 

~.e, in our own ti:::tb s , use t he saying " Only small chanr;e ~ttles 

in the ?Ocket . " The 1almud had a word for i t in the statement: 

/C.')i' c } r 'i !) 't fi 0 ·~ ot 
One stcne in a pitcher c ries out "rattle , r att l e . 11 175 

However, when the p itche r is full of stones , they have no room 

for rattlin!; . So a lso , one scholar in a f e.mily of fools achieves fame. 

Whilst a whole family of scholaqs are ta:Cen for granted . 
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The danger of revealing all of your i ntimate secrets to members 

o~ your family is revea led in the statement : 

)? 'IC.. 'e.J'" ')A/cf 

'i) '// j> j le p10· '1" 

!)" >) 

•I>) 

If your sister ' s son has been appointed a con-

stable, look out thet you pass not before him in the 

street.176 

The T11l:nud warns you that because your neph~ knows all of your af-

ft' ir s , he :n.ay blackmai 1 you. 

ei::U.larly one must ne careful in the appointment of en ad.mini stra-

to r of ~ town. An incident is related: 

Rab Judah said in the name of Samuel: "Why 

did the ki ngdom of Saul not endure? Because no 

re~roach restec on him (on Saul 's descent) for I · 

R. Johc1!E!.~ had sai~ in the na.~a of R. Si~eon b . 

Jehe zede.k: 'One should not a~point any one adJni~i~tra-

tor of a co:n::iunity unles s he carries a basket of 

reptiles177 on his back sc th~t if he became a rro-

6ant , one coulrl tell him: •turn around 111178 

Rab J\.rlah is tryillg' to ~oint out that we can pr event the arrogance 

of the &.J.ministrator by pointir.g to e. family ske l eton a nd saying: "turn 

a rou."ld and your basket of r eptiles, your f amily i 6nor.rl.ny, will stand 

r evelled ." 

Th6re is a cer tain sadness in the ?Opule r saying which e.ppee.rs next. 

It reveals the ~11 too well- known truis~ that it is easie r to die than 
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to get rich . The question a r i ses; 

Why did the Rabbis safeguard (the lender ) in 

the case of the poor man dying (by al lowing him 

to set aside dues and recover) , and not in the 

case of his beco:ning rich (by not forcing the !'Oor 

man to roray, al though he is no longer entitled to 

any dues? 

It is a common ti.ing for people to die , but 

not t o become rich (and r.e do not l e&islnte for 

except ional cases). R. Papa said; "This i s 

borne out by the co111mon saying: 'If (you bear 

that) your neigh~our b:.s died , believe it; if 

(you hear ttat) he ha s become ri€h, do not be­

!Jo ;e , 

lieve it . 1 "
179 

) l It) t.f 
too , the c l ever piay 

""/) 'JC .:> t«- .J> '1' 1>1-n 
on 11ords :in the above statement. 

I t i s i nterestin,; to note that just as in pr overbs of other nations , 

so t oo t he Hebrew pooular sayin~ em~loys the ~i gures of anims.ls and 

bi rds . Somehow, it was auch simpler to clarify a point if the aninal 

kingdom was used . Thi s very techniqµe i s used i n answ~ring a question 

; ut by Abaye to R. Jo1>eph. 

Said Abfye to R. Jossph : "7ihy should you 

want us to penalize th.: purchaser? (who buys -
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the slave) . Let us penalize the v endor t' He 

replied , " It is not the mouse t hat is the thief 

but the hole ." "If t here were no mouse," he r e­

tor ted , " how should the hole come by i~?" l80 

lkd 

To te&ch the le sso~ that a person should net be overd~n:anding, 

t!".e Tal:Tiud recounts the story of Balae.m the son of B~or . The stor y is 

told in Sanhedr i n in tl:is wny: 

So , too, 

1Alld they slew the kings of ?tidqn, the r est 

of th em that were slain ••• Balaan also , the son o~ 

Eeor
1 
they slew 11ith the sword .• (Nwn. 31 . e) . ·mi.at 

business had Balo.ara there! R. Jol nathan said: "P.e 

went to receive his r ewa r d for t he twenty four thousand 

Isruelites ~hoso destructi on he encompassed." (Hur.i. 

25 .1-9, s i nce IJr~el was thus seduced and punished 

throu~h his advice , a a stated above, he demanded 

payment ) . 

Ile r Zutrn b . Tobiah r emar ked in Rab ' s name. 

This i s whnt cen say "When the camel went to d~mand 

horns , they cut off the ea rs he had . 11181 

*>:.J '" r~d • ·f ,,,~~ :.J~"' :.J>i ·;..-Ar 1e./jA: .r/IC 
Bala~~ ~id not know when to l eave well 2nou~h alone and he 

denanded reward, thereby losin~ his life . 

Tho ~iadom of silence is praised i n the popul~r saying: 

If thy neighbor calls thee an ~ ss, put ~ sac~ le on 

thy back. 182 
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In othor 1vords , you Non't get very far by quarrelin~ with him t o con-

vince him otherwise o.nd the me r e a r gum'3nt may prove that there is so!lle 

mer it to his statement . 

~he rs.ct that the bad, will usually seek out the bad and the t;ood , 

+he soo~ is manifested in two popular say i ngs hav i ng t he sa.ne meaning 

wh i cr. appeR r in Baba Kamma . The first is: 

A bad palm will usually !118ke its way to a 

gr ove of barren trees. 

whicr. learis t o: 

Not fo r nothine; did the starling follow t he 

raven but because it is of its kind . l~ 

Ile have an exan;> l e in which a populo.r seyin~ is used to prove a 

le~~ l ~oint . The attempt is ma.de to j ustify the placing of a cus hi on 

on an a ss on the Sabbath by arguing th~ t it wanrs the ass. T~is is 

follov:e'.i by t he statAment t hat where the ass needs warmin~, it surfers 

but w~~re i~ n'3eds cooling, it does not , just as people say : 

A:n ass feels co l d even in the summer solstice 

(June - July)l84 

7he fina l example ~e have ~hich makes use of the figure of animals , 

se~~s to be the Dredomin.ant psychnlociy of those ~ho handl e our diplome.ti c 

s~fai rs those days . The reader, I believe w~ll f i nd the point to be 

clear aft9r r eading ~he comment on the following Biblical ver se . 

"&nd the elders of J~oo.b and the elders of 

!>tid~n departed . " (Num. 22 . 7) A Tanna taught: 

"There was never nee.ca between ::idian and ?'oab . 
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The !1¥1.tter mny be compared to t wo dogs in one 

kennel which ;Ve r e always enraged at each other . 

Then a wolf attacked one , whereupon t he other 

said, ' If I do not help him, he ~ill kill him 

today, and attack me tomor r ow; so t hey both went 

end ki lled the wolf . •" R. Pa.pa observed; " Thus 

peop le say, • The weasel and the cat (when at 

?ence with each other) had a feast on the fat 

of the luckless. •"185 

In the last quotation, we f ou.nd that the Talmudists di d m~ke 

refere~ces to specific groups and gave us come valuable informat ion as 

to tre cnaracteristics of the peopl e . Occasionally some of t hese slights 

a~~ r ef erences to ?ar ticular grou?s e re very humorous but more than 

t~~t . th~J d~ gi ve us some valuable histor ica l inf or mation about some 

of Israel ' e ~eighbors . 

Let us take fo r a ~ooent , the 9xarr.p l e in F.ullin 

/?J 
If a Nereshite kisses you , count your teeth.186 

Rasr. i ex~la ins that you had better be sure you have t hem all - pa r t icularly 

tte t!Ol:1 ones , for they were terrible th i efs . 

r:ot only WP.re t he Nereshites deemed rather low but the r es i dents 

r:r.o lived alon~ tl".e Pekod River and the ?umpedithites were not thought 
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of hi t;hly either . On the same pe.f;e in .·mi ch the t~e re thites a re i nsul ted_ 

t he re a ppee. r s t he fo llowing ste teme~t : 

.t J·~e 

f>j •,) (I Jc. 'JllC 

I f a r e sident of the Pekod River joi ns you 

on the hi ghway, i t is b~cause of t he beaut iful 

c loak. he saw upo~ you; if a Pu-~pedithite escorts 

you, change your lodgin~ nl ace . 187 

:Lz: ot her ;·1ords the Pekoditds were f r iendl y not because of the mo-

tiv£tio~ of love
1
but because it was t he ir 1esire to stG~ l t~e beautiful 

clouk f row your back . Simila r l y , if the ?um?edithi te lc1ew .vhere you 

:re:·c staying. i t woul d be a good idea t o change your address fo r they 

wer e ex?P.rt t hieves . 

Occesion~lly . it vm.3 t he ?ractitio~ers of a certa in t r ade or pr o-

fession ~llo c~me in for the insults rctt~r the.n 6 n~tionnl ~roup . Of 

s~c} a n&ture i s the contro•er sia l st~temeot : 

I he r est docto r belo~gs i n Bell.188 

Ra shi reali zed that a stataa~nt like this mi ght be misintorp~eted 

os conde1mine; s 11 doctors and so he expl e i ns the.t being unaf raid of , 
sickness , they a r e he. ughty be!'ore the Al1r.ight~· · Again the ir treatment 

is so'!let i me:; fata l; while on the other hand . by refus ing tree.tment to 

tt.e :->oor they ms.y indirectly cause t hei r death; or i t is pr obable that 

i t i~ not di r ect ed a gai nst healins as such , but a~ainst the a dvanced 

viewR he l d by physicians i n those days. 
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A.natter e xampl e of a r eference to a p&rticul a r gr oup is; 

A flute i s musical to nob l es , ~ut give it 

to v;ao.vers s.ud they \"Til l not accept i t .189 

The ~·:ril; er is tryinc to say tl.at foo l s wi 11 c r iticise wh.;re men of taste 

'Ki 11 admir e . 

Howeve r , fo r the most part the slurring r ef:rences which 716 :lo 

f i :;.:3 e r e usu!!.l ly :l irected to national gr ou?s . One incident , a r eference 

to t he iescenden t s of Edon, ~hich I ste.11 quo~e in i~s entir ety is ?8.r -

t ~ rul t' rly i r.terc st).ng . It str rt s with E< refe r ence t o a staterient in 

~u£i :! is h . 

" The visior. of 0 adiah . :i'hus said the Lord 

~oj concarn i n- Edo·n. 11 ( Cbe.j . 1.1) ,;hy :>:.rtic\.l s rly 

liv~1 wi t h t .vo wi c}:d ;>cr.~c .s (h rAb &.nd J e ze':>e l) , 

j\nr' yet hc. s net : c'vt:>r. " X ::! ~ le '.:y tl:eir dee:ls , 

come and prophe sy :.:air<st t he ·:iickerl ~s&u (i . e . 

E:!or::. C:sau is tte 11 f uth1: r 11 of ~.:--: ; 111.0 lived 

witP t\7o r ighteous pe r s ons (Isaac ~nd Rebecca) 

e nd ye t .iid not ! earn fron th-::ir .:ood deeds . 11 

Epl.r e. i sm !'eksba •ah, the disci:-1" of R • . leir , 

se id on the authorit y of r-:. :~e ir: " Obad i ah 1'18.S 

tha very for~st itse lf come s the (handle of the ) 

a xe t ro.t f e lls it. 1 11 190 
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:r' r om this s tory ".7<; i:;athcr i:he.t the descendc ~t o!:' Edor.i we.s found 

t,., l;;e "~.a most suital l e -::>!? r son to reprim!:nd the Jews . Also we gather 

fr on the na rrati ve that t he Rll ~bis of the Taln.ud ident ified Obadiah, 

t l.e 60·1ernor o f Ahab ' s household, 1ith the Obadiah of t ho minor pro-

1hetc . 

Occas ionqlly , in the ~opul&r s te.tecents there ~~e vilifying r e­

::.1.1rks against some of the Rabbis . l'}ie story is tc l e in 5e rakot of 

? .• ::nhms.n wr.o wented to cend e. cup o!' v1ine to hie Vlife Ye.ltha 1and Ulla 

l.fd !"~fused -co send i.er tLe cup because "the f r uit of a ;voroan ' s body 

i s h ] tl sscd onl y from the f rui t of c. !1.f'.n 1 s hody." She became e.ne;ry e.t 

tJ,is slie;ht acd used tl: e OO?u l a r sta tenent: "Gos si? co~cs f row ped-

S~.e i:u\~ rred t~~st notl i ni bette r could be er.pecteJ from a ma.!1 like 

::Un. 

J ... r !'...tht; r cle,•er statement appec.r s in ::akko t ·sl. i ch has reference 

tc Shecher.1 : 

They say t-.ere i'1 Bo.bylon, '1To9y d:id t:te {bad) 

jobbinu and Zigga d (a po?uler cane of s lav~s) got 

the (hard) fl06i;in,,. , "192 or e.s they se.y t here (in 

?nlestins ); "Shechem 0ot h im a ~iie (referring to 

Din9.h 's abduct i on by Shechern and the ~ubsequent cir­

cwnc is i on of a ll the Sheche::iites) (Gen. 39) and l\18.g­

bai (another po~ul!'r ~~ f or Shecht:m) ce.ught t~e 

knife . " 193 
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7/e conclude the chapter on ;:iopula r witty sayings with e. few ?r o-

verbs that have to do with the general f ieln of knowledge . The atte. in• 

:::ent of ".I) t ~ " was a very lror thy enter:-r i se amon?; the Jews of old . 

Po~e~cr , we ~ust ~tate e t tre outset thet part of the beauty of the 

st? :e:-.~cts~vl:".icr f o llow lie in the lansuage used and the t r a nslation 

isn 't ~ui~o as ex;ressi~e as the ori~jnal . The first is a ~aate~ent 

by Abe.ye : 

Abaye said : '\"/e have it on traditiou that 

no one is ?OOr save he wno l9cks kno>'>'ledga . In 

the ."/est {Palestine) there is a ? roverb: Ee 'i'l'ho 

hti s tr.i s , l.s.s e varythir.g ; h 'J who l a cks this, ·.vha t 

has he? Hn s one nc~uired thi s . what does he lack? 

i;a:; he not 3cquired this . \vhe t does he pos eess?nl94 

? ;-, 'I' .');J . i) 'l' •8 Jc.f1 ,., ? "iJdt.) : (.!, 1, j ) 

? JJ> i>N . J j' Jc./' k.'3 • )On ii/I 

l'he other Ftatemant is th~t o f R. Pe.pa quotin~ a ?OPUl~ r sayicg . 

o ·:j'l 'Hl<J :J"~ " o:Uch has refP.r enc e to ?M"') l P. who lac-k knowl edge . 

;ieep for him ·.vr.o knows 11ot his fortune . l augli 

for h i m who knows r.ot his f ortune . Hoe to h i m VTho 

lwows not thP. rlifferer.c e l-et.,ree:-: good and bad . 195 

~~/' ' .:>"' () 

# e ·r f 16 /'' '63 ' "~' 
; 11[ 
.,, 

Hot only did ~he Tal mud value kno>'l lt:dgo µ: r s e . but the f act that 

the Ta l mudists :ippreciated the value of n fitt i n & ~.:iswer i s shown by the 

o~-quotad orover b : 
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Better one grain of pepper than a basket full 

of pumpkins . 196 
'J} 'i '!J,f ;./ltA t~ ·M It/'~{;; tcil> If.,. (j 

In Yor.ia , Saz;.uel ' s irrefuta~le ~impl~ inter pretati on is preferred 

to th~ involved explanat i on of the other Rabbis . The Talmud ~elt then. 

tht e. shar p rr..ind was better than me-:-e learnin& • 

A very clever incident i s re l ated in Yebamot in «hich Shimi b . 

J.iyyn :>Oint3 out rather sarce.stically that e.1 though Re.b had us ed hi s 

'Yno~·1led;e wisely and dis?layed '118rvelous courai;e and originality by 

e rulinc; he :re.de , neve r t heless he stc;.>, isd short of ;>uttin~ his belief 

into practice and for this Shimi condemr.s him. 

A girl w! o has inter course wi t h s l ave or ido l ntor-

Rab ruled that the child is l egitimete. For once 

a man ap? eered befo re Rab and asked him, "What (is 

tr.e lega l position of the child) ~here an idolator 

r a slava l.ad iatercour sc with tle de.ugbte~ of an 

Israelite?" 

"The child is l egitimate ," the 1.:aster replied. 

"vive r.ie then, your de.ughter , " said the mn. 

"I Hill not give :ter to you" (was the ~star's 

r ep ly ) . 

Said Shirai b . Riyya to Rab , "People say th.r..t 

i n i.'.e~ia a came l can dance on a kab (sma l l mac.sure 

of capacity) ; her e i s a kal1 , here is ti:.e ca me l 

and here is :~edie , but tl-:ere is no dancing. 11197 
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Shi~i co:ll!r.ented wisely then that if Rab would not gi ve his daughter, 

certainl y others would follow his act ion rather t han his theor•tical 

ru ling . 

Fi nal ly, tr.ere appears the complaint of a ll older peopl e expr essed 

SC b&autifull y in the !el mud: 

j) 'll~ /:> 
'flhen ,.,.e were young we wer e treated es n:en, 

whereas now t h.at we h~ve grown ol d, we are looked 

upon as babies ?l98 

Yes , the Ta l !nud has humor end hwn!lnity. ?Lore than that , however , 

the RP.br is themselves in their own l ives possessed ~it end made no pr e­

tence a t; bei ng superhuman . This we shall see more clearly in our next 

che.pt e r . 



- 127 -

CHAPTER XI 

THE SBlJSE OF HUl:.10R OF THE RABBIS 

You will find in the T~L~ud not only laughs at the foibles of hu­

ir.anity generally• but even laughs by the rabbis themselves. ·11e have 

e lr:ady mentioned in an ea rlier chapter the fact "t;re t there must have 

exi sted :> rofessionia l jester s who were w~rthy of future life by virtue 

o!' th~ bood works whi ch they performed. P.owever . there wns one Rabbi 

·N~.o. thouc;h not a ;>r ofessionnl jester, did attain for himself quite a 

re~u~ation us a pr ofound wit . Unra rtunately. at tim~s his wit l\llnoyed 

:!lld even off'endec Rabbi Judah Eane.si. An i ncident is r elRted in Y.oe<! 

;~a.t<l-1~ concerni ng one of his sallies . 

R. Sioeon. ?.abti ' s son a nd Bar Kc.ppara were 

once sitting rehearsinb the lesson together when 

a difficulty arose about a certain passage 

lcf>¥At (o. ha lachic interpretation) and s. 

Simeon said to Ee. r :<e!>rara. "This (metter) needs 

Rabbi {to explain it)," and Ber Y.~ppe.ra rer lied ; 

11,k::id vrhe.t forsooth can Rabb i (have to) say on this ?" 

• •• Later Ber K~~pnra realized thst he (Rabbi) had 

ta..~on the ?U'tter to heart aru! submitted hL~self 

to the (disahility of a ) "reproof" <> '(.dj' le .1>1~ ·~ 

for thirty days . 199 

Bar Ks.pp~ra seems to have had the true scul of a hw:iorist for he 

did enjoy making people l~uch even to the point of em?loyiJlE: slapstick 

techniques . The story is told that : 
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On tho d~y t hat Rabbi laughed , punishment 

would come upon the world (Rabbi suffered internal 

pa ins for thirteen years , during which there was 

never a drought) . So he sa i d to Bar Ka?para (who 

was a humorist) : "Do r:ot ml\ke me l augh , and I "111 

gi ve you fo r ty ~asures of wheat." 

Be r eplied , " But 1st t he ~ester see that I 

mD.y take ~~atevcr r.;easure I desire." So he took 

a large b9sket , pitched it over (th~t it should 

retain the wheat ) , placed it on ~i s head, went 

t o {:.1abbi) and s a.ic! to hi m, "Fill me t he forty 

meas~ of wheat which I rrBy demand from you." 

Thereu~on Rabbi burst into l aughter , and so.id to 

hi111, "Did I not warn you not t o je st?" 

r.'.l re!J lied II I wish to take the wheat Nhich 

I may (justly) demand . "200 

Bar Kappara always seerr:ed to be ready with a clever remark ao mat­

ter Nhet the event . Cn t he occas i on of the birt h of a daughter to 

a. Si meon, everyone was consoling hin because b~ did not have a son. 

Be.r ;{apps ra however , came t o the poi:it i n a story t;old in Baba Batr a, 

A daughter was bo rn to a. Si meon, tho son 

of Rabb i and he felt disap >ointed . His father 

sa id to him: "Increo.se has come to the world." 

Be.r Kappe.ra said to him: "Your father has given 

you an empty oonsole tioh. The wor11 c~nnot do 



- 129 -

without either males or females . Yet he?PY is he 

whose cFJ.l dren are msles . and ala s for him whose 

children are fema l ee . The world cannot do -::ith­

out either o. s pice seller or a tanner . Yet hB ?PY 

is he whose occupetion is that of ft epice seller, 

and alas for him whose occupetion is that of n 

tanner . "20l 

On occasion Bar Ksppara injected his ~wnor into what otherwise 

11.i :':ht have been a very dull wedding. 

Ben ~leasa. a very wealthy man was Rabbi ' s 

son-in- l aw, and he was invited to the wedding of 

R. Simeon b. Rabbi. (At the wedding) Bar Ka ppara 

a.skad Rabbi. ''Ylhat i ·s meant by Toebah {abomination) ? 11 

:~o " every er.p lanati oo offered by Re.bbl was refuted 

by hi.• , so he said to him, "Exp l a i n it yourself." 

He repli.,d, "Let your housewife come and f ill me 

a cup ." She came and did so, upon which he said to 

Rabbi , "Arise and dance for me that l WJY tell 

i t to you . " 

Thus saith the Divine ~aw, (Thou errest in 

r espect of her) . 

At hi s second cup he asked hi m, "what is meo.nt 

by "tebel" (dise;race) . " Ee re!)lied in the same 

manner as befor e (unti l ) he rem!irked , "Do (some­

thing for me , and I will t.ell you . '' 
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C'n his complying, he said " Tebel hu11 mec.ns : 
, .r,. ft 

Is there (p~rfume) in it (the anima l ) ? Is l ntimacy 

therewith sweeter than a ll other intimacies. (li t . 

different from, that thou leavest thine own k i nd 

for it) . 

Then he further questioned , "And what is meant 

by zimmah i>JI!> (wicka&ness) ?" "Do as before 

(and I will tell you) . '1 When he did so, he sr.id 

zi:lll"lE.h means ·f •If I~ (who is she , i . e . t hrough pro-

miscuous intercourse, the ~e rentage is unknown, 

ahn thus a father mi ght ma rry the daughter) . 

Now Een .c..lee sa could not endure a ll thb , so 

he and ::is wife lert.202 

Rowev~r , Bar Ka?para did not have a monopol y on W:tty end ironic 

rer..£.. r l<s . :.'nn~· of the Rab'Jis had their ovrr. ind hridual probl e111s in their 

own lives wliich were very often the butt of many humorous re~rks . 'Re 

s~~ll confine our selves i n this second eection of the chapter to those 

incider.ts and re.Af' r ks made l•y the Rabbis which I.ad -co do with women 

The Ta l mud tel l s a very fwu:y story ft bout ~ne rabbi who was blessed 

?:i tn 11 loving 11i fe -.vho liked to do the O(lposite of everything he r hus-

bead 1·J9.nted . But l et the Ta lmud tell the ::itory. 

Rab ;vas constantly tor~ented by his wife. 

If he t old her , "Pr epar e me lentils," she would 

?re?ar e him s m&. 11 peas; (a nd if he asked for) 
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small peas , sl.e pr e pared him l entils . :vhen his 

son I:U.yya ';rew up her c,ave her (his fathe r 1 s in­

structions) in the rever se order (so that when 

his mother, as usuo.l , did the reverse of \lhR.t was 

requested by Hiyya i n the name of his rather, Rab 

hai exactly what h~ had wished fo r ) . 

"Your mothe r," Rab once re~~rked to him, "has 

imp roved . " ( lit. i m:>roved for you) 11 It was I," 

tr.e ot~~r r~plied , "who regersed (your orders) 

to her . '' "This is willlt people say, " the first 

said to hi.'1\, " Thine oivn offsprine; teaches thee 

rea:;on ."203 

fhe e».:edient o!' !ln "opposite system11 had net occured to him before 't-.is 

son l.:d t!lour,i.t of it. 

~fter re~dinc this story , one c~n \:.llderst and the statement me.de 

by Rab to ft . P iyya when he was takint:; l eave of him1 

:iab ;-1c. s once t ak ing le9.ve of R. .iyya . The 

latter sa M t o hi:n, ":.'!iy the All :'ercifq l deliver 

you from that Hhich ia worse than death . " "But 

i s the re" (Rat wondered) " anyth i ng that is worse 

than d~Ath?" .Then he went out he considered the 

matter and found {the folloivin~ text): "And I 

find n:or e hitter th~n death the woman . 11 {i::ccles . 

7 . 26)204 

£\·identl y Rab had cons i<iert<ble trouble ;vith his wife . 11it ness the 

~:.. ... tement of Bii.be. b . ~ehe.sia i n the name of ii.. I.ar;e. b . Goria in Rab 1 s na:ne : 
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Rather any comp l aint bu~ not ~ compl aint of 

bowel s , any pain but not hear t nain , eny ach~ hut 

not headache ; any evil , but not an evil wife . 205 

Tlie prob l am of when a student of the Torah should m11r ry is not only 

a ?roblen today but i t was a pr obl em to the Rabb i s c~nturias abo• An 

er.tir e discussion is devoted to thi s pr obl er.i in the tractate Kiddushin : 

Our Rabbi s tau~ht; "If one has to study Tor ah 

and to mar ry e wife , he should fi r st study and t hen 

l!lUry. Eut if he ce.ncot (live) Ni thout a 1vife, he 

shoul d fi r st ~rry iaan\fhen study.n Rab Judah said 

in Sa~uel• s names " The hal acheh is : (e man) f i r st 

o<\rries and 'then studies ." 

R. Johenan st.id ; "(':."ith) a mi llsto::e around 

tl:e neck she l l one study Toreh ." Yet t hey do not 

differ . th3 one rRfer s to our sel ves (the Babylonians) ; 

the other to them (P8.l estinisns ) .206 

iir-sl.i ex7le.ins that tl:e Ea.bylo . ie.n schola r s used to trave l to Pal-

es t i ne , the hone of tt. e M'i3hr.a.l-.; hence t b ?y were l rec of househo l d 

wo rries• and so mi t;ht me.rry befo r e study. nut the Palestinians , study-

i n; at hor.le and bearinO' fll"1 ily res?or::~ibilities , could mske no pr ogr ess , 

if ::arried, and so they .-rere bound to study fl rst . Tosnfos r ever ses 

th inter:iretation. F.owever, the Rab'his were "'~ 1 1 awa r e of the temp-

t~ ~ions thrt a s i ngl e rnan faced . R. Johanan went so fe.r as to say that : 

Cocceroins three doGS the ro ly Cne , blessed be 

Ee make pr ocl amat ion every day (&s ~avi~b ecrne1 his 

spec i a l ep?r ovul) (one of the three is) : a bech"!lor /"'' 
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"flbo l-;i·;re,t in a largce town "fri.thcn11. ,s~nning . . • 2-07 

:'he rinn2. oomnent vlhich vre h ve or. the &ubj~.t of 'YIOmen whiol . re-

• :i •• Rimson Jt.~1.iel ~iv&n e..i'teT !l b 111e.de t he staterent t hat: 

One 'is forbi da.en to se.y , •' po" ~autJ.fcl is 

t.~i; iaol£.:tress~tt 'rhe l'ollov.r:i..n,: -0 (j ection ms 

rtic~larl;y beauti-

!'o.1, Q.Dd "'he ~-claimee: ttSO?; g~S8 t t re Thy wo:rl:s , 

C l.01" 3 .. "' f P-s . 104. 24).2-08 

~be :t.s':il:-i s we~!t s.lwa;.,.s V<ery 'ZIX.C , ~~re of thi" im;. ... or~r.ce ;)f j o, 

!.::~ ~ F..u;r.t~r i:i:i s.ll om- Rctiv:..t:ies rut tbo,y were &.rticul-F-rl cogaiumt 

=-~ -:r.e ::eed o:' t<. l:9 ?:~y ttitude in the o'ts~1-var.~~ of the h H<l.a.~·-a 6.nd 

Rsl::li\ se. i c : ;t i~ t he dnf;~· of a ~\an to ;:rellow 

hi::iself ·11101'{ (~ith wiM) on Purir.<, until he ce.n 

no longer tell t he 'i f fe r enoc l1ctl"e e 11 11Cut'sed be 

nansn f' a nd " Elos sei 'tor! ... ordcoai" . 209 

I t was not :nd r e l y ~ reoolllJllends t!.011 r a e;\lod idcA. oo r e oice en 

a f estivc.1 but the fial>\,iS a l t>O taur hti 

A mar, is duty UOU!ld 0 r.mk e hiE chi dren r:\Ofl 

hi s househo l d r~.1oioe ou n f ostivt> l , f or it ir:. 
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sa.ic! , "And thou sµ&.lt r ejoice ic thy f east., ( t hou 

and thy son and thy riaughte r) . (Deut . 16. 14) 

"'i!le . " 1 . Judf\l· said : " J:en "7ith •.'!hat i s ~uite.ble 

for them, nn1 -:vo:nen with ··• :tt i s suitabl e f'or t h orn. 

~t\bylonii:: ·.·:it}: .:o lor~ ~ ~ r- ~ .:-.ts; ir b.r e tz Isrn~l 

1'l:e .J> ' I' /'/Ill( WAC E.. ver y defini te 9xe.rro lr.i of jo:,r without: bound s . 
i r1<1t •) 

... · • · 1.r.u 1 in fr~ct :>tatos t hat : 

Our Rabbi s t q.urht : " .So who has not witnes sed 

the '))11U~w /l'? P fllt( ha. s .ever seen rejoic inG in his 

life'·~ ll 

l!l fr et , i t wa~ on this oc casion ttst a. Si~eon hen va~-aliel ie~on-

5~r£t ~J e ll of ~is ::onda rful acrobatic skills . 

l'hey se.id of F.. Simeon hei~ ~runaliel tl:f' t r.hen 

he r e j o iced o.t the~wO .JI? fiflll( he us ed. 4;o t ... :..e .1 i;:;ht 

light~d ~orcr.e s (and throw the-,i i n tre a ir) and 

c a tch one anrl throw one anoi t r.:iy •i irl r.ot touch 

oue en~ot~e r c n1 ·.vhen he nrostr a. ted himse l f , he 

use~ to :Hg ~"1i.!J) hi!: two tl:u.-.t:is i n I.he gr ound , 

bend down (while stil l l ean i ng on thee) , k i ss 

the ground &.nd dr c.w hil"lself U? again, a fest 

which no other :nan cou l d do, s.r:d this i s what 

i s meant by Ki de.h , 9~') a forn of ~rostration .212 
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The oention of R. Simeon brir.gs to mind the stace~ent of R. Simeon 

• Gll-.:iP.li<?l ,\ith regard to tee necessit~· of joy in the accenti ng of, 

and i~ r.hu ~erfoTI16nce of &. comm~ndment . 

R. Simeon ben Gamn lie l said: "Every prece~t 

whicr they nccept ed with j oy, e • b •• circumci sion, 

as i t i s written, "I r e j oi ce at t.hy word , os one 

tr..e.t finC.etn &reat spoil , " t hey still observe vri th 

j oy • 

.. hile every precept which they accepted with 

ui s ;) leasure .cu-,,. ( lit . qu~rreli.ng), e . g . the 

for biJdeo de~rees of consaneuinity, as it i s writ­

t en , "And , ·oses 1-c&.rd the peopl e weepi ng through­

out their f&mi l iee , on account of tte affairs of 

their fami lies , ' they still perform t.hem with strife, 

for ther~ is a o marriA ~e sett lement which does 

not contc.i:i a quar rel ((lit : in ..,h i ch th~:,r (the 

parties concerned) throw no discord»· 11 213 

Dii e belief ~·me sha red by other Ro.b~is bes)des I<. Simeon for they 

ar.recd that : 

Divi ne pres ence r este u~on mEn ncit~er through 

gloom, nor tt.~oubh s loth nor t r r ough f rivolity, 

nor throulh levity, nor thr.:>u;h tal~. !lor through 

idle chatter, save ttrough a matter of joy i n con­

nection vrith a precept es it is said; 

"But now brin~ me a mir.stre 1. And i t ca::ie to 

pass when the minstrel ?lsyed that the hend of t he 
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Lor d came U?On hi m. " ( II Kings 3,15)214 

' atarsha observes tha~ the verse is ~uoted ~erely t o show th.at the 
Ill 'fiiis c~ 

Di vine ~resence does not rest on a man plunged in gloomAoccasioned by 

Jehora:u ' s visi t . 

1e ccnclude thi s section on the observ~n~o of the holidays a~c 

fe Gtit"a. ls >'rit~ what is ? robahly the fi r st r ecorded comp l,.int of a Ro.l::bi 

tt1".'t his cone;r egar.ts we.lkeC. out on him during a l:'estiva l day in the 

;ridst ~r hi s sermons . Our Rabbis teught : 

IJ tr 

It ha?pened that R. Eliezer Nas once sitting 

and lecturing ~te whole d~y (of the Festi val) on 
;t~ 

Fest ivn l !Jl."Rs . {When) The f i r st group left (the 

l edtU!"e hall } he said : "These ar e oeonl e of bu~ts . " 

{very rich countin~ the 1"i ne by 

the butts . They heve left thus early because of the 

7hey a re gl uttons . (-::hen) the second gr ou? (left) 

("'1:e:i) t he th:-d grou? (lert ) l:e sad: "T!-ese 

a re peon l e of ? i5chers . " Less 

r ich tr.an the sec o':'?.d but · ·ea: t~.ie r tl'i..an the next 

.;roup. ) (':,'hen ) the fourt.r. ;;r ou.:> ( le f t) he se. id : 

~hese ar e people of f lasks:" 

{:ine:i tl:e i'irtr &rou? (left) he said : " :r:-.ese a r e 
,A IOI~ 

::>eo::; le of beakers", ( less kee::i on thei?" r: leasure) 

fnhen) tt.e sixth gr cu-:> bee;~::i to go out he ee. i:i : 

"Il:ese ore ~he ?eO~ l ~ o~ -:l-e curse . .. ,) )/!.}( ·b '1' 

n.e e::.p-;;ineas of ~1-.~ lectur e ... <=ll ro::.se1 his ire. 
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To those Rho remained: " ~zy sons not of you 

I said tl: is but of those ~l.o ho.ve ~one out , who 

put aside life eternal end occupy "themsehes with 

the life temporbl . "215 

Tha Rabbis were r.ot inly human and able to l augh at thelllSelves 

but. ;;ery often . they were 1uite willint; and able to assign human traits 

to l;rea t Jewish horoes. Ordinarily, one rnight ex: eot that !f,oses would 

~~ consider ed a saint without any human faults , yet in S~nhedrin we 

l.avs '.:::l example of :.:oses beiug suspected ~ adultery. This accusat ion 

co""'es about as a result of the statement .vhich appear s in !~umbers 16.4. 

"And when ?.'.oses heerd it, he fell upon his 

fsc e . 11 (t:um. 16.4) iThat news did he hear? 

R. !.:arr.uel b . ·ahmani said in R. Johnathan's name : 

"Th.at he was susvected of (adultery with) a mar-

ried woman, as it is written , ' They were jealous 

of :.!oses in the cam?,' (?s , l a6.16) wh ich ~ee.chea 

thet every ?ersor: wnrned his wife on r oees ' e.ccount, 

as it is •Yritten , 'And Eoses took the tabernacle , 

and ~itched it without the camp . 1 (Ex. 33.7) - to 

avoid all ground of suspicion."216 

However, not only were the T~lmudists ~illing to admit that ~osea 

co~ ld make an error but the r e were occasions when the Rabbis were will-

ir.[ to admit that even audacity was effective a19-inst God . Tt.is re, 
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~rkable ste.temont is mDde in commenting on a ver se which is f ound in 

l<Uribers . 

ttA:o.d tha princes of 1.cab abode with Balae.mtt 

{~um. 22 .8) . But whither had the princes of 

::idian g:>ne? As soon as he said to them, "Lodge 

here the night and I ~ill brin~ you word a gain 

{as the Lord shall speak unto me) (Ibid.) , they 

reason'3d , "Does any father hate his son (they knew 

tha t it \Tas us eless to wait) ." 

R. Nahms.n said: "I111pudence, even against 

hee.ven, is of avail; at first, i t is W!'itten, 

' Thou shalt not io witl. t~1em ' (Num 22.12) yet 

subsequently i t is said, 'rise up and go with 

'°;~,er.: .'" (l~wn. 2~ . 20)217 

here then was c case where insisting wrested f rom God consent for 
I 

hi n t o ~o. Auothar excellent exe.:npl e of this t.ype of inter fe r ence is 

the inter cession of the Angel Gabriel before God in bahalf of the peo-

~ l e . The incident begins: 

Abe.ye aske(! R. Di.mi: " To what do ye i n 'the 

West'' relate the follovriO(:; "verse : 1Go not forth 

be.stily to strife, for :vhat wilt t:!'.ou do in the 

end the r eof .,,hen t hy heighbor hath put thee to 

shame. Debs. te thy ca.use with thy nei ~hbow , but 

revP.al not the secrets of smother.'" (Prov. 25.8-9) 

(Be enswered}:"When the Foly ('ne , Blessed be 

Re . said to ~zekie l , ' Co and say unto Isre l . an 
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Amorita we.s thy father , an~ thy mother was a Hittite • 

(Ezek. 16.3) , the interces sory ( -":J'i'~ )219 

spirit said hefore tho Roly One , blessed be He , 

•sovereigl n of th~ Tiniverse : if Abrah.a.n and Sarah 

came ~nd stood before Thee, woyldst Thou s~y this 

to them and put tbn to shame?' Debate thy cause 

with thy 11eigpbour (r ep roach him '3lone) but reveal 

not c.hy secret t o another! (do not rake up anoth~r•s 

sha?:le) . "219 

rherP. is one mor e story wt1ich, though told in le~endary form, 

re~res~nts e re~a•k9.ble assertion of the inde?endence of human reason­

in~ and actually represents God as be i ng ver.f pl eased \rl"-h tha clever­

ness of his ?eo;:ile . The story is to ld in Baba ltezia . 

f. r.es.venly voice cried out : ''Wr1y do ye dis­

r:>Ute with r. • .3liezer seeing thf.t i n all matter s the 

Ua l acteh agr ees mth him?" But R. Joshua. arose and 

exclaimed : ''It is not in henven. " (P.eut. ;o.12) 

7Jr$ t did he m~~n by this? Said ~ . Teremiah : 

"That the Tora':; had e lreE\dy been ~iven at l{ount 

Sinai; we pay no a ttent i on ~o 0 heavenly \oice 

because Thou hast long since vrritten in the Tor&,h 

at ,~ount Sinai , •After the majority must one incline . '
11 

(Eli. 23 .2) (Tbou~r. the story is tol rl in lecandar y 

form, this is a refll8. rkob l e a ssertion of the indepen-

dence of human reasonin~ ) · 
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R. Ke.than met Elijah and askad him: ''What did 

the Holy One , Blassed be Re , do i::i tl'.B.t hour?" 

He l aughed (with joy) a nd r.e replied , se.ying ,":':y 

sons bave defeated :ne , my sons rave defeated me .
11

220 

Fi na lly , we have the exe'1lple of a prophet beinf!; consi rlered e. veory 

.::i r~irory n\.:!llEin being who so1ttetiroes is ar.sw'3red be.ck to by tb~ 9eople . 

Ir. t his instance , the comment is "!l'ade on the ver se: 

" .-vby is t his peop l e of Jerusale~ slidden 

back by R ~erpetusl backslidinb?" (Je r . 8.5) Rab 

said : "The Y.enesseth I srael gave the prophet a 
.Jiii J J '" ,,,, 

victo rious answer . (For) the prophet said to Is­
A 

r e el , ' f~eturr. and r ep ent : your father s wh "I :::ir"'Pd-

'"I ., r• " re tl:ey? ' They r e? lied, • ,And your l?rophets 

who di:l not sin--where a r e tl:ey 'l ' As it is written, 

1Your f athers , where are they?--and the prophets , 

do they live forever !' He answered them, •Yet 

(your father s) repente and admitted' (the justi ce 

of their p unishment) .
11221 

There are inter preters of this l e.st T!!.lmudic passage who fe.31 

trAt it wo uld ll\&.ke better sens"' if the phrase "lie a nswered them" is 

deleted and rea.d, "yet they (i.h'! :ieople) repented and e.dmitted.
11 

T!1is is to say the.t the :)eoi] l e despite their victorious rejoinder . 

rUd not ?ress the AdV9ntag;e no~ but were noved l)y the "nords of 

~: Jrenis. l. s.nd confessed t heir e;uilt . 
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Ilio s ~bject of the &.:rJ l:a- a rez was one vt.ich l en': i'.. s11 l!' t o con-

si .. 1·s.bh j ~::itillz by '-he ?.ahl is . I'here a.r ~ t os1:1 uo .• evor ~·ho hnve tric1 

::o:'"r'? we ~et t oo involved in a di:; .::uss i on cf the nature of tl1~ r • ssa r;e , 

!ot. t:s l'irst r:h·~ t he ;?'l.Sso.ge a s it ~"?"e a rs in Pesahi.:11. 

R. Eleazar said : ''An a:t ha- nre : . it is per-

ri1itted to s tab hi111 (sven~ on the 1)&.y of Atonomer."C , 

wnich falls on th~ Sabbath . " Said h is d isci;i l a a 

to !iiro, " ::aster , 1id you say to shughter t.im 

( rit".lo.lly ) 1" He re? H ud : "Th i s ritue. l 6laughter 

rAq:.tires a bene:iiction \':here as tha. t ( s~a bhi•8) do.s s 

net require a b~nedi=tion ." 

It was tau r-:ht , R. f. e ir u sed to say : "i1hoever ,. 
r:iarr:es h is deu~hter to 9"n am ha- arez is as thouyh • 
he bound an~ la id he r before n lion ; just ~s ~ 

lie"" te:i. r s l: i s prey and ::l.evours iT. and hos no 

shame • so ar. l'!.m 1.e.- arez strikes and cohabits &nd 

ho. s no shame . " 222 

!here can bo no doubt e.bout the fact that e s tronr, a ntipathy existed 

betlveen t~e E«:'io l F. r end the e.m ha- a r ez . t:evertl.e l e ss , it is ?erfectly 

obv i ous that a sta t ement l ike the one e.bovo is proba b ly hwnorous a nd 

re ~~eeents nothing rnore the.n the Rabr is inrtul~i~~ in a jeu i•es?rit . 

If a 1ditional ~roof is needer. . we can ref e r ~o one statement wh ich 

R?poars i n Barakot in nh ich w~ have ?ictured the true at~itude of t he 

I:.abbi to ;;ho :1or ker . The Rabbi :lecla r es : 
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I am a bein.; cr9ated by Go:! and he is a being 

created by Jod . I have my t rade in town. Rnd he 

has his on the ~ield . I rise early for my work, 

he rises earl~· for hi s (I am inriustrious and he is 

industr ious) . Ao lie does not boast of hi s (wor! dly , 

rr.ateria l ) occupati on , co I may ~ot boast of rrrJ 

(inte l lectua l) occu?at i on. I f you th in.~ that l 

accom~ l ish much and he a ccomplishes l i ttl e, r emem­

ber whet '7e h!lve learned ; "It :liltter s not whether 

a man accompl ishes t&Uch or little , i f only t i s soul 

is direct ed heevonwe 11 (to t he idee.l). "223 

Tt.i s is e.n excellent exom~ l e o! a case in whi ct the ~en of Jab~eh 

disti~guished the~se lves by t h ei r nobility end their clear recogni~io~ 

of tl:e !'!.)Cessity of the divis i on of labor . We '!lust of heceei:;ity say 

t he n, that t:. passe.be sini le.r to the o:ie whi ct we quoted f rom Pesahi m 

chnnot be considered as ~nythin~ but a jest. 

l:oritz Lazarus made a r a'ther compr el.ens i ve etudy on the subject 

of jokinb e~out the e.~1 ha-erez, and pub l ished the ~allowing conclusion 

whi -;h this wri ter concurs wit h wholehear tedly. 

The whole ?Esse~e of •·ao i;noramua )lay be 

elit up" or "tor~ into pi eces like :.-. fi sh" can be 

nothing more 'then ~ jest . ~very Goubt must van­

ish befor e the t;radati on fro::: "even ir it be t he 

Day of Atonerr.enc" and "even if j t fall upon t he 

Sabbe.tt, " to the que::: t i on pi;.t by the di scipl es ; 



"why not slaughter theo?" cvhdnet ing i n the answer 

"because slaughtering requires a b lessin~ ." 

Only medieval misery burdening t he soul could 

f l\i 1 to recoc;nize the i ntention to j e st . The corn-

plete change of meaning ~roduced by Alfasi ' s addi-

t i on "becc.use he ran after e. b~trothed mai den" and 

theref re incurred his fate onl y "on e.cccunt of ~ur-

suit" sur ely is an a?ol ogeti c device invented by 

himself or one of his predeces sors . The matter i s 

as cleer as d~ylight , yet her e are a few or oofs . 

I · ~hy shouli both R. Elea za r and a. Samel 

bar Knhmf1ni , ~uoting; R. Joche.nan, ha"e f ailed to 

mention the chie!' circumstnnce in eo impor tant a 

ma~ter a s murder . 

Ii . The wh~le ser ies of sentences to which the 

above belongs relates to the ch1tr acter and tree.tmont 

of the am ha- nrez in genera l . It is conceivabl e 

tha~ the most i.r.li>ortant of ttem should i c7olve 

specis l consideration? 

111. "If an i gnoramuE ':118.Y be su• U? on ac­
•t 

count of pur suit.'' why lir1i t , to the am ha- o.rez ? 

Would not the same law be app l icable to the disciple 

of the wise? To allege the.t it does not occur with 

e. disciple of t he wise is simply sophistry. Vl'hat a 

~onstrous styl e for a l~wgiv~r to omit mention .. 
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of th~ chief condition leadin& to a t~reatened r e-

sult . and cite an unessentia l f act favorir-E; the 

condition : 

If more convincing p roof we re n~eded the~ 

these are but ''jesting 7>ords" ( IV'ln'1n 

it can be fo und U?On the seme ?e.ge i n the utterance of 

no less a personage i:ho.11 Rabbi himself: "AP i b-

noramus may not eat the flesh of the cattle . for 

t he Scriptures s ay: This is the law of the cattle 

a nd i:he f owl , and 7moever does not devote himself 

to the Le::\" is fo rbidden to eat the fl~sh of cattle 

'ind fowl." Could anyone S'? riously thi~ tr'lt R. 

Jehudah Nasl legally forbade en ar. he.- a r ez to eat 

meat ? And .;entle R. Akiba ••ho accusecl hims e lf, 

wo\ l d he h~vl3 -;;ouched a hair of the head of a talmid 

chacham in his am ha- arez days ? F.ers too, the 

probression from t h e iog to an a ss is proof posi-

tive of i ntende d p leia so.ntry. The clincliine; ar{;U-

ment is furnished b y R. Chiya . If his words are 

not a wre,ched joke, they e r e r. ure nonsea.110 .
224 

rhus Yle can not consider the a rr. ha- 'lrez ?assage as l:nvinc; serious 

~oaninu or h~lochic si~nificance but rather mus t regard i t a s ~ poor 

exar.11., le of the humor of the Rabi-is . 
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.le re. ve i n our exam? les of the \'lit of the Rabhis :r.i.any exs.mples 

which are not in the l i mited sense , h~orouse Howeve r . they do i n­

dice ~e the hwnanit y of the Rabbis and in thnt r esnect one can't help 

but s~a le at these statements . 

The ~abbis , for exnmple. list ro~ us a whole &nily Post procedure 

o=i l ow a ;;,ar son s hould accept honors besto.ved U? On him: 

Our Itabb is taught: If one is asked to pass 

before the Ark , he ought to r e f1Ase (e.s fee ling 

himsel f unworthy fo~ the sacred duty) and if he 

does not refuse . he resembles a dish without salt; 

but if he persists too rnuch in refus ing , he re­

semb les a 1ish ~hich is oversal~ed . Bow should 

he act 't J.'he first time he should ref1.4se; the 

second time he should hesitate; the thi r d ti~e 

he sh1.ul d stretcL his legs e.nd GO down.2
25 

How long should ;rayer b e ? This questi on too occupied the sages 

anc! the discussion which followed proved to be very cle\'er . 

Once a ce?"tain disciple went down b sfi:>re 

(tr.e r ee.dine; desk was at a l o""Ner level than the 

floor of the sY"le.r,ogue) t~~ Ark in the pr e sence of 

u. Eliezer , and he re~d the pr ayer et great len~th . 

His discipl es ss.id to him: "1f8.ster , how lon~v31ied 

this fe llow :s '!' Re repl ied t.:> them: ''Is he 

drawin~ i t out any more than our master 1.Jos~s , of 

whom it is written: ' The Forty Dllys a nd Forty 

Nights ' (that I fell C.o·vn) . " (Deut . <; .25) 
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Another t i me it hati pened that e. certs.in disci"ll e 

went down b efore tte Prk in the ~resence of R. 

El~za r . and he cut the ?re.ye r very short. f i s 

di r.ci? l e s said to h im: "Row concise this fe llow 

is !'' E.e r eplierl to t hem: "Is he e.ny :Aore concise 

than our ~ster 1.:oses , who ?r o!•ed , e.s it is written : 

!Heal her now , C God, I beseech Thee ' (l\um. 12 .l}) .
11

226 

The :1:odesty of the Rabbis at times iS ver 7 strikine . They vtere 

:io~ reluct!lnt to e.dmit th11 t occasionally Go~c subject under -tiscussion 

o i _:l.t ~.Ave bcec too di " ficu lt for them. Their r.ietho1 of exr'r essii.g the 

~ac~ tl& t a Lishnah s tood bef ore t~em an~ yet was inex:>liceble , wa s 

very ori ;;inal. 

• f,:>K. f !)f /'~, 

&ehol d .11. te.hl e , meet and knife , yet we have 

no mo~th to eat .
227 

.a v-3ry si:nil e. r ste.tenent ·iritl". r e ..r,a.rd t o the inatil i t y of the aabhis 

to r 9so lve a situa tion is to be found i n the T!ilnud ! 9rusha l=i . 

" To Ezra , 'the priest e nd s cr ibe . " (Ezra 7 . 6) . 

R. Eliezer noted '.; l:e redund.,.nce of the terl:l "scr ibe" . 

Why is " scribe" listed? r:- sL J" the. t j ust ns he 

enumerated the wo rds of the :'o::-e.h , so he enumerated 

the ~7ords <f tha Sages . R. na gi sa id io t h e u une of 

R. Se.muel b . i-;ahmo.n : 11 0Ur a ncesto r s culti vat.od the 

lF.nd , ple.nted , p l oufhed And h~rvested, cut , threshed 

nnd baked the bre~d an~ we ~on •t hnvc a nouth 1ith 

wr.ich to eat i t •
11228 
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In other wor d s , h9r e t hey wish to poi nt out thP.t the sa&es did £. 

r~ultitude o f thin.c;s t o fo.cilitate our re li 1~ious studie s and de s2 ite 

911 t hese aids, we don ' t underst11.nd wJ.at tl.ey hc.d to sa~r . 

t:.ven wt.en nak in& a cist~e , e. .:;ret\t Rab h i l i'ce Ia rfon V.1lS willinl" 

to t'Jr.dt th<?t he t.ed 1"'.Sde e r.:istake . Hir !i 'l:nissio!l of ~ rror we s r ath er 

l~~r:.:i rc-us a s ~e sha ll s ec it. the ;"'o llowin-. i nc id!mt . 

It or.c e hP. t:Jpened tl-~ t /t . 'ra rfon o.-dered ~ co.v 

( l ·~ lorv;i n;; ~o lienahem) whose womb had been r e-

mov ed , t o 1.a .;iven t o do0R . (h e d ed.a r ed her unfit 

" h ... . ) , Or .uma n CO!'lSU.u:1 vl 'JO , fhen the matte r WU brOUl'.;h t 

befo re t h o s~ge s of Yabne , t h ey ?e r:nitted b~r (as 

hu1r.i;;n fo c-d) f or Theodos t he Phy -;icia::i ste.ted tha t no 

cow or s ow ws.s a llowed t o leeve Al C'xandria i n E~ypt 

~~1 2ss he r wo~b hnd f irst been cut out , so as to 

pr ev e:"'lt l:e r from l: !l~·ir:lg i ssue (the l'~gypti on breed 

ll'&. S un i que i r. quo.lity &nd s o tt.ey t ook thi s measur e 

i n oder t o l i~it its breedin~ t o tL<\t c ountr y . 

3uc:i a. :nutilet i on did not , hcwcv e r , 1Jffe"'t tli ~r:i . ) 

'.i.'hereH?On :n. TP rfon exclaimed ~ "Thy a ss is 

SP i rl to }' i:n : " vou a r e not "ow.ii o '"l'l lcr.:> co::.iJense -

t i on sir.ce r.o vrl.o i s ?Ublic l y r ccoi;iti ?ed l'\S a :.:eml:eh 

i s !' r e 3 f r om l j11bility t o :ie.y . '1229 

The humor of ~h! s.i t ua.t i or cen be seer. ir. tr.e !'act the t Te r r or. wa s 

bicJ in~ h is esG ~ood ye ~or e fe l t that r~ wou l c hav~ t o ~ ell his 

P 'SS t o c om-,ensate t he o;m::r of ";r.c cow fo r his c::-..-:.r. ~..,uc :!.:c-:: sio1? . 
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j_liC "(.'~ S itur~iOnS . Tl-.P que"'~~ O?': i s asked ; 

!low do \Ve ;mo.~· tl:-;.t the b l ood of +; e drS>"li~ 

U ir.::; is 't"'.'"lt:'! R. Elie:: e r ,.;hispered i n er. und~r-

tone : "From tht-t ;r;h:.ch i s written i n Lev . ll .4 It.JU /:>l~~ 

"From the e r .:;u'!lent t hat thou didst utter i n e 11 under -

t om1 , one can t'3 E that thou e.r t s. s chobr . 11 230 
'Ml f :Jfl 1·111/>t ~ J 'J f 'fl~ t 

e1.,l l a i ns t.l-c.t ?.. . Eliezer .-1Li :;~ered "'nd <lid not 
/'.N I '"' .. 

answer in a 

lo .. I • o i ce ·.sl !•c 11:;iu2l l y di out or res Ject ror R • .>in:eon , so es no~ 

t.J l ... t 211yone 'think that he w1s e: ctin~ flS a teech9 r in the ''" !'cnce 

o:" !\ • i=.eo"l . Uesr ite ~ is wh is oerir:~ , R. Simeon, li~e ~1 1 good te~chE' r : , 

o7erh c r d t.ir. 9:\d. ~cld. hi!n !;'l:f;t "'.e lad e.nswer "d corre ct ly but WllS to 

b~ co:.-:;; li.'::'?OT.e:i ·;)ccc. \l co he had t r.e i nt'!' ! ll gence to •th i cp.? r it . 

;bre is )•O\'teve r • U. :.tory OU ".:he 4 ughtir.ess or a 1\6.bbi J:;lio~er 

i n t!E; Tal 1~ud \\'hich t,.· s its bte r er.ti n.; 1r.oz:ic r.ts . le 9.?"" ?t. r t i cul'lr ly 

~~tti u~ &h ea d of our story. ~e c en ev~~ \isua l i ~e the pi~tur~ . I t 

-:-1.s !; h11vc becu c very ? roud ::icment f .J r the your.~ :tEl.bbi .-1h•m, wi th l:i s 

stu<ii ~s entied , he l e ft: th: o.ce.derJy witl. al l its ;ir ec i ous i:.ssoc i at i ons 

and f ull ".> r ardent ho?e , s~t out f o r h i s m-.t iv<> .,i:ice. Ee Lad e•er y 

r e£ son to r eel the ;;lo\'. of consciou s !:'r i de for he ro.d com?let ed v1ith 

r ':.r e :liligence the cour se as-si&ned imd attained. t l-.e hi ghest r ank a a;On$ 

U s com_1ani ons . .Hav i n.; set the s c e'le , l et ' s l et th<i 1'" 11"'.ud tell t l:a 

story. 
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Once n. EleazE..r , son o~ Si meon was comin:i: f r om 

!.:i~dal Jed er, fror.i the hot;.se of his t eacher and l:e 

vre.c r-Uidihg l e isurely on his ~ss by the riverside 

and wa s f eelinG heppy and elat~d ~ecause he had 

stud ied ::iuch Tor ah . There chanced t o me.3t h i m an 

exoeedinr; ly u gly ma.n who Gr eeted hi m, " t>eace be 

upon you sir . " He, '!'lowcvar, did not return hjs 

sa l ut ation but instead sc.id to him, "Empty one , 

how ugly you qre . Ar e your fel l ow c itizens a s ugly 

c;i.s you are?" 

The man :-e?lied., "I do not know, but go e.nd 

:;1MH 11111<{ "''° tell the · craf't sman who mRde me , ' how u~ly is the 

ve s s e l 7thich you have me.de . 1 11 

ffil eu R. Eleazar he.d ree. li ze d ths. t he had done 

wr ong; , _-.e J i s!'lounted f r o:n the ass a!ld pr ost r ated 

hi mself befor e the "le n antl sai'i to him , "I submit 

myse l f t o you , for~ive r.ie ." The ma n r ep lied : 

"I wi 11 !'lot forg i ve you until you go t.o t h'!' c r afts-

:::ii: n who m:i.de ir.e Pr.d s&.y to liirn , " How u~ly is t he 

v e 'H:e l i'.-p i ct you have rr.e.de." 

He (R. Eleazar) wc;i.l~ed behind hi m until he 

r eached his native city. 'Rhen hi s fellow citizens 

ca.me out to ir.eet h i m gr eet) n~~ him with the \Vords , 

" Peace be u i.Jon you , 0 Tea cher , 0 !ljl.ster," the tMn 

ask ed them, "Whom a.re ~rou addreseing thus ?" They 

r ep lied, "The man •mo is wal king bel:ind you." 
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The r eupon he exc1£>imed: 'tlf t M s roiu! i s a 

t eacher , may there not b e any rnore like him i n 

Israel. '' The p~ ople t hen e.sked '!". im, "~.'hy:" He r ei>lied , 

" Such e.nd such a thi ng he.s he done t o me . " They 

sai:l to r.i..u.: " nevertheless f orgive h i m, for he 

is ~ ma.a ~reatly lea r r.ed in Tore.t .• " The :nan r e-

plied ., "For :,rour sa!·es 7ri 11 I forgive h i m., b ut 

only on the cor.dition thEt he does no-c &.ct in the 

same ~~::u::er i n the f ut u re . "23
1 

&)!:~ o~ t~e :·.os-c outstanding era•:;p les of the tu.."!8.Ility of t he ~bl-is i s 

the ::ell- kn.J'IV . story of the o;n i miSJr. of fi.ab i t.kibs.. 'Ihe n;ory is to l d 

';l.f 't : 

I,ong e.&o s s !iabbi s GeJi:Aliel , R. Eleazer b . 

Azariah , R· Josaua e.r.d ~. ;.ki bs " e re W!l lkins on 

~ha roaci , "Ctey hea r d t )ie voice of t he c r owds at 

Rome ( on tre.~elliag) f rom puteoli (a gr eat seaport 

in It!l.!y) a bun'3r ed Pnd t;Henty Dile s e. 1:11y. They 

a ll f ell a-weep in~, but ~. Aki b6 seemed ~erry . 

Se.id they to hir.l : '',iher efor e are you merry?" 

Said ~.e to them: "r,'hgr"lfore e.re you wee?ing?
11 

Said they : " These heetr.en "ho ~ow down to i!llfiges 

and burn i ncense to i dols ll ve i n safety nn~ ease 

whereas our Temple , t he r~otstool of our God is 

burned down by f ire , c.nd should we then not weep?" 

iie r e9 1iad , "The refore aro I merry . If tl!ey 

the.t offend hi m fare tl:us , how rr.ucb better shall 
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f a r e they that do obey hi re. " Once a gai n they ca~e 

to gount Scopus they saw a ! ox emergin~ from the 

~oly of Holies . They fel l a weepin~ and R. A-~iba 

seerr..ed nerry. 111'e r e f ore said they to him. "are 

you mer ry?" Said he . "wherefor e are you weepin&?" 

Said t hey t o ! i !JI : "A place of \'fhich it was once 

said 'J.nd the co:nmon man that dre.~eth ni~h shall 

1.-e ?Ut to death 1 O!u::ie 51) is DOW become the hl\unt 

of foxes , and should we not. weep?" Said he to 

them, "Tr.er efore am I merry; f or it is wtitten, 

'And I ~ill ~eke t.o me faithful "Nitnes!es to re-

core , Gri~h the ?riest an1 Zech!!.ra iah, the son of 

Jeberecl.i'l.h . {Is . 6 .2) (also Zech 1.1) 

xo.-1 -.vha t eonnection ha:. tbia Uriar the ::>riest 

wi th Zecho.ra iah? Urie.h lived during the times of 

tte first re~2le while (the other) Zechariah lived 

(~ nd ?r ophesied ) durin& tte second Te~? le; but Holy 

W~it linke1 the {later) prophecy of Zedra iah with 
~s 

the (earlier) pr~;hesy ( in the days) of ~rieh~it 

is writ.ten " T~ere~ore f or :,•our sake shall Zion be 

rloughed as a field . " ( !.lie ~.12) 

In 7echarieh i t is written "Tl:us se.ith the 

Lord ~r Fo~ts , th~re sh~ll yet old men &nd old women s it 

ir. the broad ? l e ces of Jerusalem" (Zech. 8.4) so 

l ox:.g a:; Uriah's (threatening) prophecy mi~ht not 



- 152 -

be fulfilled, i t is qui~e certa in th~t Zechariah's 

prophecy also is to find its literal f ulfillment . 

Sa i d they to him, 11 /\.k i ha , y ou he.ve comforted us ."
232 

~e obtain an additional insi~ht into the hwr.anistio philosophy 

of 'tho :labbis in the i!loident vrhich R. Simeon b . Eleazar relates about 

the destiny of a :119.n in this \Vorld . 

R. Si~eor. b. Eleazar said, "Eave you ever 
cl 

seen a wild beast or b ird withott •craft? Yet they 

are sustained lYithout anxiety . 11 

It was taugl1t: R. Simeon b . Eleazar ss i:i: "In 

my whole lifetime :i he.ve not seen e. deer engaged in 

gathorin~ fruits, a lion carr-in~ bur dens , or a fox 

P.t e sho~keeper , yet they ~re sustained without 

trouble , thou~h they were c reated only 'to ser7e me , 

·Nl-erent. I ~s orC'sted to serve oy !.~er . 

•:ow if thase who were created only to serve 

~e are susta ined without t~ouble , I who wae created 

tc s erve my t:aker (shoul1 certainly b e sust~~ned )I 

But i t is b'!cnuse I hr ve 11cted e'•i lly end destroyed 

r:.y livelihood . 11 233 

A fasci nating story is found i n Sab~P..tl. which portrays for us the 

fro.nkr.ess of some of the Rabbis in dealino; •Kith a problem. It seems 

t)U' t : 

Rab Judah e nd R. Je -e~i~h b. Atra e nd R. Ra:ian 

b . Raba visited the home of Abin of Heshikye (n. town 

in Babylcnia). For R. Judah and R. Jeremis.h b Abba 

couches were br ou1:ht ; fo •· R. Fant.n h . 1aba ~one 
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was brought . No'l7, h r> fowi1 him reciting to his 

son, "and over en infant ' s axcrement (a dish r:ia.y 

be ir.vertec! ove r t:.. lrunp) on account of his i ufa.nt 

(to :>revent h i m from dabbling wi.t h i t) ." 

Said he to ri:i, "Abin , a foo l r eci.t"3s nonsense 

to his son. 11 234 

This rudo re~ark was r.ade by R. P.anan in spleen at his host ' s dis­

courtesy i n sayin~ , tr.~t the excrement was rit for dogs so t l-8.t it ni~ht 

~e hond l ed . 'i'he r efor e one could carry it out altogether, so why over-

tur n e 'ish upon it. 

· ~·esty , tau~ttin~~s . fran.~ne ss and som~tines even r udauesz play 

:i ;>S r t in the discu~sion of the Habbi s . A story is told i n Eonl<ot 

a1,0ut ;-! . Zliezer i n Ntlich be , in a very i nteresting; way di s1:1isses some 

scholars \'/ho coi~~ to coridole l:irn. 

our i\"lbbis tau:;ht : For rrn l e ai::d ~e .. .a. le slav,es , 

no r ow (of comforters) : ( I t was c u~tcmary fo r those 

returain~ f rom ~ buri&l to t he mour~er ' s house to 

s tand in a row b?.fore l.im to comfort him) • nor ia 

the bl(Jssi n:-; of mourners (oaid ofter the fjrst meal 

taken h y- the 111ourner afte r tl.e !'uncre. l ) s'lid , nor 

is condol er.ce of' fere t . ·1"r-r . 1· .-. l'-onltwro:nc.n of R. 

oliezur diad , ~is disci~ les went in to connole with 

him. ·.•hen he so.>\ them he wer:t uo tc ui upper chanber 

but tl.ey went up after }· i1... He then ..ve!lt into an 

e.nte-room o.nd they followed him there . He said to 
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them: •· l thought that y ou would be scalded ·.vith 

warm water ; I see you a r e not scalded even ·ni th 

boiling hot \Va te r . ·•235 

It -nas a s i f R. Eliezer ss.i:i : " I t!,ought you woulr take the fi r st 

h i nt at d you de not even t ake t h e la st f 

Not c~ly were the Rabb is wi l lin~ to sco l1 ot her scr.o l a r s but very 

often i n incoMpetent teacher , ~h~n reco~nized as such wns condeLmed and 

considered unwor thy . It s eems that : 

IhP. ~e:nbors of the Xflsi 's househo l d once 

shcfet ) , ~.nd the Rabtis ss.ic to Judah b . ~ar~~ni, 

a.l oud to t hr,i aud :.ence what t he tea che r he.d s poke!i 

concise l y and i n 4 lo~ voice ) of Resh Le.kisb: "Go 

0.1.1 steni:? a t his silfe a s i nter !'lrete - . " 

St~nding by h i~, he ( audah ) b~~t down to hear 

w~hat he ilished t o t ee c-h , b ut the te::i.cl':cr !llfl.de no at­

teir.pt to se.y e.nythi n::; . Thereu::1on R. Judah t ook as 

b i s O?enin;; text : '1WoP. un";o h b1 .vho sai tih unto woo~ : 

•Awake ! ' - to the dumh sto~e : ' Ari~ P. !' Ce.r. t his 

teach? Eehol'3 , it i s overla i d >i th gol d and !:'~lver , 

and tl:.ere is no brea th et e.11 i n tl"·e midst of it .'' 

( He.b . 2.19)236 

fie ccnclude the sectior: on t he "l.ume.nity of the Rabbis" -:Tith an 

ai:r.usi n:; litt le i:lc i dent whicr. indicates t o 1..s ttc.t the sr;colers we re 

well a -;e.::-e o!' tl:e f5'.ct tr.~t 'leo".'lle •~ry orteh fine.glee to get e.roun1 
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the law. They knew that r>eopl~ very ofti:n '»ou ld CPuse the forr..ntio!'l 

of a clemi.sh in en attempt to render an anime.l unfit . This kind of 

1,>racti c~ wo.s forbi:!den . When someone askad how did sue}-. a tt.ing ha~-

Barley was s'tre?m on the one side of tl-e hedge 

a~d it (the rirst l ing) was on the other side . As 

it wanted t:> eat tl!ereof, it stuck its he!i.d (through 

the hedga) and the hedge tor e i'ts li? (which counts 

ac a peraAnent blemish) .237 

f.'.l de\·ote this .:':.fil".l sec1.ioc to the "humor of 'th~ Rabbis" . The 

sub;ect , ~.tou5n o. very broad and general one , ~ill o.:'fer us an oppor -

t..u1ity ~~ lo.u
0
h ~loua c t inciaents ~nd stor ies tol1 hy the Ra~~i~ ~bout 

the:nselves ratl.e r th!1n the humor rel ated ebout others . 

The subject of hosi: i-:al i ty l ~nt i~:;elf to th followin ::: amus i ng 

incident . One of the P.abbis wa s asked by a group to sit down on the 

co'-l~h end he sf'l.t rlown. Upon sitt in~ dovrr-, l"e w:is reproached and they 

t olrl hir.i: "wh~t i s the r eason tb.: t wht1c '\.l-<Jy told )'OU t i) sit o n the 

couch , you did sit .'' I t seems tr.at ;he c ouch was reser ved fo r distinguished 

visitors , \Yh ild the c:>m::non visitor sat on an ordinary 'ltool and there-

fure his irr.J:edi~te complia~ce savoured of arrogance . 

His s.:isvrer to 'them wo.s: 

11 \1hatever your host te lls you , do" (var . Loe. "except 

de oar t 11
)
238 
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The t ext ~rob~~ly reeds better without thi~ adaition , but if it i~ 

r etai ned (whi ch v.-e prefe r to rio) , it was probaoly meant humorously. 

m'?a ning that a gue Et should not outstay hie welco!lle to the point ilhe:-e 

he ~ss ~o b e to l d to r,o J 

!ha following story i s an exce ~tionally ~ood one . : t is ir. ~ cla ss 

all by itsel~ and c ao ue Fl aced in the "this too is fo r the g,ood t' cate­

t,ory ( ;,11or 1~ fd ). To this day , l!W3ny Jews llll\rd.fe s t this opti:nistic 

att~-t-~de and i t is due t o this kind of an attitude~hat peo?le can lau~h 

trou~h persecuted unmer cifully. 

fi . :!1.U1a. s a i d i n the name of ~ab citin~ R. :_:eir , 

and Gu it wa.s t&t:ght i n the neoe of a. Alr.iba: A 

man sl.ou~d a l v:l!.ys e.c:::ustor19 himself to say• ''aat­

ever &he All-: 'erci!'ul does is for good," (e.s exem?li­

"ied in) the fol lowi n.,: i ncidant. R. A!-:: iba WRS once 

goin?, alon~ the rc~d End he ceJ!le to a certain towr. 

and looked for lodgi~gs but was eve rywhere r efused . 

l:ie ea:d , 11 ilbe.tever the All- e erc iful does is 

for good." and l.e went and s ,Jeot the ni.:;h t in the 

open f ield. Ee han ni~r. him a cock, an ass an~ 

a l e;;ip . A 3ust of 1•ri.nd cs.·11e Lnd blew out t h e ls..'llp . 

a weasel ce ,~e and ate the cock , a lion name e.nd ate 

t h <i e_ss. ,_e s a i.1: "'fhatever the Al l - iterciful does 

i s for good." The sa.!!'e ni g},t some brieands came and 

carri~d off the i~abit~~ts cf t~e town . Be said 

to them (a?p11re!'";tl y to the men of the t own. on a subsecment 

occasion or :>e r hr..;s to l1is disciples w}-.o a ccor:ir:e.niecl him); 
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" Di1 I not say to y ou wha tev a r the All- J!er ciful 

does is all for go.,d?"2~9 (Because the 19.mp or the 

cock or the a ss mir;ht l-.e.ve disclosed hi s \·;he reabouts 

to the brigands ). 

The Rabbis , a s •vill very o!'te:i he. :--peo when ther e exist vari ous 

grou? s , did rirlicul e and mi ni:nize \.he contribut i ons of member s of other 

schools of thought . Tln is in Baba I.~ez ie. , the o.-erly Rcut~ inter preters 

of the LJiv1 are "teased . The statement is msde: 

-'" 
Are thou ?erhaps fron Pwnpeditha , wbtlr e they 

draw f\ll el ephant throuf.h the eye of a needl e ?240 

Anothe r s light ~as made against one .of the schools when in tryin~ 

t o ox? l &i r. the d6ath of R. Adda b , Abba, Abaye indicated that it was 

i~sulted • baye when ha used to 

J}) •• i'IL ' ? 'JP d 

I(?) t), ,. ~·Jlt 

say to his students: 

JJ> 'Jl>c"~" 
k.J t i" I /; l. 

Inste'ld o!' ~n.e-.ving bone s at ;.baye , wty do 

you no t. e &.t fe.t: 1neat in the school of Rabe , 241 

He inferred -.he.t tl..e teaching waE muc h supe rior et rtaba •s school e.nd 

he would l ear n 7UCh !!'ore tihe.n he 1rould 9.t thP school of Abaye . 

Sonetirees the insult vrs.s not a ~ai~st the school but against an 

individual . One such i r.cB (>nt is th&t ·which is tol d about Resr. Lak.ish 

when he defeated R&.bl:-~ Johanan in a l e&e.l d-:sy1te conce ruing the mnking 

of weapons . 

One day th~re ~re s a dispute in the schoolho»1se 

(with res pect t o the followin~, viz. ) a sword, knife , 

dagger , spear , he :c1s s::; e.n-:J a scythe - - "At whe. t sta::;e 

(of thei r mam;re.ctur e ) can t h ey bec ome unclean? 



- 158 -

"Wh en their manufacture is !'inishod , " (Bef ore 

tha t they ' r e not co:::?lete a rt i eles or ute:ieilE , 

e.nd o!'ll~· such can hecorne unc 1 aan) • 

"&nd when is t heir 01A.."lufectur e fin ished~" 

R. Tohana.n r u led; 11 ,\he ;. they a r e te:nper~d iu 

a furnace . " Re sl. Lakish ?:"..!l intaine d : "Then they 

have been fur bi shed i n water." Sa i d he to him: 

"A r cbber loc:-!erste.I:ds h is t r o.:le . 11242 

" '63 I 

,lr1t.et z points out ~·.- i t i. rege rd to thi s i nc i dent t b t: 

Tl.is wus =i uot ed orly 1'r overbie.lly, tl'lou t?;h in 

l rt ter t i mes it W'l.S ta.ken liter ally, end Resh Lakish 

was h e B to have '!)eea & i·obber . Actually he ho.d 

been fl circus attendant , t o v1hi ch his necess i tious 

cir-:t.J"ts te.r.ces had r educed h i :n, o.:1d t h e:;o wee.pons 

we r e usej ic the course of t t e t cAll i ng . 243 

I n ".lost ce.se:; . it wa s not insul ts whic l- wer e exchen~ed ~ut re.ther 

0ood l'lbtur ed k i dding . An exqm~le i s ~o be foW1 ~ i n a jebate in Jaba 

r:~:nma i n. ·vhich Rs.~a C'onc l uded the P.. r gwnent hu;norously . 

Rabi ne. said ~ Rabe : ''Is not 1f oot 1 (men­

tioned in t he comnenc in"; c l o.u se) i dent i c&.l vritl1 

' &ni:n!! l 1 (ment i oned in the s econd els.us~" {-1her 0 -

for e tr.en "';tis r edundancy) ? h e ansv:ered h im" (!n 

the cor.mcnci:'l~ c l euse , t t.e ...:ishneh) 1eels '':ith Prin­

ciples (denc.ge done l:Jy tl.e '3.c tuo. l f :>ot, wh e r eas in 

soco!ld c l'!.us e , ) der i vat ives a r e intr o:bced . " (Damage 

1one by other phr ts of ~he ~ody of t~e ani mal). 
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Evt e.ccorJin ~ to tl:i ~ , tr.e subsc1ue1~t J'i shnah 

s~ tes; " ·r.-o~l' is Lu 19-i : • • • A':'..j' ani..-:ia 1 is ~ u 1ad ! 

\Ths.t ?rinciplos an~ wl.at ri !' ri~tives could b e 

:i i stir.gui shei t 'iere "." F.abe. ho..,ever nr:sr.crec 

him hu.":'!o!·oi..s ly , " I '?X t-ound~d. one (:r..i t hneh) ; i t 

i ~ no11 fo r yo\I to ex, i oun~ the ot~c !" . " 2W+ 

he:-e ·•ere "' re .. r.:en ir. tl 0 Ta.l::u ""7}:o :ie sidcs beir.g no .. ed. f or their 

~crola r sl i:- were a 1 :o ,..oted for t 'l":eir ;; in:.h A.n? th<?y. too , like f at 

:::cu a ll ove r :} e ·.,o~ ld bsc:.>'1e ~re subject of ; 1,..ch r,ood ~t>tured 'idddir.b . 

D-.ey t.so1 ro ss.y that: 

.. :-:c;i f\ . ls!:"' e: so:l of R. Jos ... &nd Ii . Bleaza r 

son cf h . '..ii:l.eotl :""tJt , cr.e could ?ass throu:-h ~·ii.th 

9. :,·n~"' of oYed under tre1u an:! not touch the':! . 245 

Ano <: \. c. r ·11e ry e....usir{; stcr.r is ~old a.ro•1t the very stout R. I sl.m.9.e l . 

i:t . I sb r.e-. 1 son o!' :- • Jci;e v'!. sited the home of 

\ . Si.T,so1. 'I) . ~ . ,'ose b . Lakunia . fl':e~· of'fereJ l:in. 

a ;o:-.!t:;t , m.ich }·.e £\C~ O ':'tci at tht? fi r ':t invitati on 

and ~rc.nk i n 01:<. dre.i.rtt . S~id th~y t.o h .., : " Do 

you not ~c;~ce thPt li9 who d !"i~<s hir- "'Obl st in one 

::lrs.'"i:;l'.t is br ee-iy•t" S:i.i:i l ie t<- tris;·, : "Th i s wa s 

not SP. id w;,eu your bob l e t i s small, you r vli.ne sweet , 

-·6 and c1y s1.o!!'Ach b:·oa.c!. . 11 C4 

• 0 ' ):,)/ p I .fl JI ( j ''I 
') J//( t.f" 

";ie conclude our sectio!l or. th<? hw110 :-- of the Te. l i!uj .ri th the 'lr\1...sin:; 

:.;toQ of the Rabbi w}10 cou l C. not star.d the smell of gc.. rlic . 
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I t once he.:;pened t!l.a t while Rabb i wa s delive ring 

a lecture, he noticed a scell of ga~lic /) , ) 

Thereupon he said : "Let hi m who has eaten garlic 

60 out . " R. Hiyya arose and l aft; theu a ll the 

ot her discip l es rose i n turn ~nd Nent out . I n 

thA morni ng R. Simeon , Rabbi ' s son, met and asked 

hi m; '"Ws.s i t yo:i. ,·rho caused annoyance to my fathe r 

yesterday?" " F.eaver. for f e ud that such a tr.ing 

should he.!"pen in Israel," he answer ed . 247 

r::i othe r wo rds . h e acted ;vith the i~tention of savi::i;; the r ee l of -

fenier fr~n humilia t ion. 

~e have utte~?t; ed in th~ las~ chapt e r to i ndi cate how ~ride the 

ga7.iut of Rab1· i ni cal huri.or r an . It i!:c luded everything fron hila rious 

jestin: t o satire ~nd humor whi ch atteJJ1pted to be i nst r uctive . However . 

i -c 11ould be a ser i ous e r ror ~o think :r.s.t a l 1 the Rabb is unders tood t;he 

i.n;Jorta:1 ce of humor and vi.lued laughter . It i s th i s pr ob l em wt.ich we 

sh'.! ll :lea,l wit h in tl1is :::e.xc chapte r . 
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CHAPTSR XII 

THE OPPOSITIO~ TC I.AtlGRTER 

Trough i:::i. al l our :> rev i ous r eferences , :e r.a.ve atten...,ted to show 

tt.e.t humor was ?res P. :it s::ion~ the ~lr.:.ldists , it would be:: incorrect i f 

we d i e not oo i nt out that the perv<J.<ling en-1 dominant cha racteristic or 

the Tal nudists is earnestness a nd se riousneRc . 

For exu~ple , a man l i ke 

R. Johe.nan s&id i n the name of R. Si::!1eon b . 

Yob9. i : " It 'is forbi ide=. to a ::a.~ n to !':.11 his 

:noutr. with bugl.ter i::i this worli , bec::i.nse it 

so.ys , 1' Than will our >r.nuth be f illad wi th l aut;:t:­

ter l\Ud our tonr:ue witl. s ingin6 ' (?s . 126.2) . " 

"When .,.'ill tt nt b~?" ''At t he t i r.ie .:he:: 

'fbey shall se.y !i:lou:; the nations , the Lor d hnth 

done creot th i ngs Kitl': "these (?s . 126. ;) . '" It 

was r elated of 1\esn L9.ki sl1 tha t t.El n.sver again 

filled his mouth .Yith lau~hter in t~i s l'l'orl.d 

a fter he he<J.rd this se1 ir.~ fro?'l R. Johan&.n [,is 

teacher . 248 

The condeL'Ul- t i oc of scoffin& an1 bitte r s~tire i s nowhere eny 

cloc.rer than t r.e stateMent :rhich sp?ea r s in Avoda.h Zara h . 

Said R. Elen zar : " He who scoffs , afflication 

1Vill befall h i M, as it is said , ' !Jow ther efore do 

ye not scoff , lest your yl.mi s hn')nt be made severe .•" 
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( I sa. 2@. 22 . The r.or<:f.>;O#A here r endered ' your bands' , may 

also stand for •ycur affliction') • R~ba usee to sny 

to the Rabbis : "I beg of you, do not scoff, so that 

you incur no ?Wlishment." R. Katt.i.na said : "He who 

scoffs, his sustenance ~ill be reduced , as it is 

s~ id , •He withdraweth Hi s hand i n the case of scof-

fers . 1 " {A !1o·~ileticnl r endering oi' ros . 7 . 5) R. 

Simeon b . Ls.ki sh said : "lie who scoffs wi ll fall in­

to Gehenna . a s it is said, 'A proud anti h~ushty man, 

scoffer is his name , worketh fo r arrogant wrat~·'" 

(Prov. 21. 24, rendered hcmile"tically) . And b~· '1fre.tl: ' 

nought but (;ehenr:.e. is meant ; as it i s said, nThat 

day is a day of wrath." (Zeph 1. 15) {This refers to 

the Day of Judgaent when the ~~eked will be sentenced 

to Gehenna . )249 

A few i nttances are ~iven in Beractoth of cescs where an individual 

was compelled t o resort to vc. ri:>us radics.l devices to distrsct the e;uests 

at n • eddi?lb feast f rom their exubera nt boisterousnes s . 

'.L'hus, 

ua. r, the son of R&biua IUl.dO a ~rriage feast 

for h i s son. Ee saw that the Rab" is were gr owing 

very ::ierrr , so l':e brou6ht e. precious cu9 (crystal 

cup) wor th four hundred ZlJZ and broke it before 

them, and they bticc.r:e serious . 250 

rhe v e ry identical tl'.iug happened ".'!'hen 

R9.v ~sti m9.de a. in" rrie. i;:e feast for his son . He 
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saw that thA r ebbii:; were growing very merry. so 

he brought a CU? of white crystal and br oke it 

before them and t.t-ey beca.1:!e s e rious ,251 

have two examples ~here the refere~ces l'tere me.de to 

:nsans of checkir1!; undue levity. 

Abe.ye wos sitting befor e l~bbah, 'llhO obse rved 

that be seemed very ..,erry. lie sai -! : "It is writ-

ten, and !"ejoice with trembl ing." He rep lied , 

"I o.w 1•utting on 1'1.lin . " 252 

Tephi l lie 

lie i nferr ed thfl.t his wearing of Te:>hillin wou ld gua rantee that he 

would :iot go too f s.r in h i s r.ier riment . A E'imile.r s tory i s toli conce:-n­

i.ng ano~her schol a r . 

R • . Jercrui ah w~s sitting before R. Lera 

wro s aw t ;.a.t 1.e seemed ve ry irerry. lie said 

to hi l'l : "It i s ~rritte4, 'In all scrr ow "the re 

is ? r efit ' IProv . ll;. 23)." Fe replied: 11 1 

a m wearin g ~illin . 11253 

Certain Groups in t heir regimen cf disc i p line forbade laughter be­

cause of t: e fa.ct that t l:ey felt i t l ed to i .:nmoral ity. ~·:e f ind the 

statement in m~I t hc..t if a man has t a!<en up on hi mself to become an 

associate J fn ) (i . e • • a g embcr of a group of scrupulous obse rvers 

of the Law. es:'ec i a lly i n matter s of tithes and purit~·.) cer tair. re­

strictions ~re ? laced U? OU him and : 

R. Judah adds: " Nor ruay he be addicted to me king 

vows or tc laughter ... 254 (which supposedly !ends 

to immorality). 



- 164 -

JiTaturally , there we.s e. time 6.nd ple.ce for mirth and 11:1.ugl.ter and 

this is what R. Johanau referred to when he said : 

As long as tha t wicked man lived (?~ebuchad­

nezzar) mirth 1..- 9.0 never hear d i n the mouth of 

any living being .255 

lie re ve included a chapter of this re. ture in our study, so as to 

avoid t l1e t i=:mptation of considering the Tal mud , a book which he.s as one 

of its ? rirue motivations the development: of the sense of hwnor. Nothing 

could be further from the truth. At th~ same t ime , I b elieve we e.re 

now i n a posi~ion to refute the incorrect staterr.ent that the Ta.lniudists 

were dry lege.lists and lacked n ser.se of r.un:1.>r . 



• 
I I \, 

- 165 -

CHA.PIER XI I I 

COli~L'CSION 

1'ie have taken only one l P.af out cf the.t coll ..:ctive human ei:perience 

of e i~ht hund red year s that waG set down in the ee.rly centuries of the 

~~ er~ ca l encer - tha t gr eat book wti ch ~call the Talmud . 

fl:e st"ries whicl. we have r elated and di scussed mi1·ror the •nany 

sided l ife of the Jewish peo? l e and a r e in a r eal sense , e coo:nentary 

on it . iiuch of the ?"it and humor ...-rhich was i~cluded in this study ce.t1e 

to the re lie ~ of the Je~ ~hen tt e dr eariness 9nd t r agic Pe.rnestness of 

thR br oat strue~le of ox~stance thren tened to unnerve hL"ll. 

'.!othin~ offe red the J ew so bood ~ safeguard e.ga.i~::it despondency 

as the , o.1er ';o enjoy the l:Uffiorous side of thin:;s in the mi dst of em-

barr& ss~ent . These disa ppointments and ad~ersities wh i ch the Jews had 

to :ir.counter A.nd the ove!"'/:},el"lling oo·Ners 1-,t~y r.ad to co"ltend ri th , whetted 

their" intellect into a sher? bright steel .vhi ch flashed forth its :3au.ling 

sr'ls ndor to ovc r c.v1e their foe . 

There is an oltl Tal mudic sayir.g : 

R. Ilo.i sc. i d : " By th?" J<:1 th i ngs ~ye ne rson ' s 

char acter be dete r mi ned: By his cu~ (the effect of 

drink• on ~is mi.ad) , hy his ou r~e (money S?ent on 

charity) rn~ by his ange r ; and some s~y: by his 

l au&hter e. l so . 256 

Thi3 dictun. l.r.s &. h:9.ys he ld t r ut !'or ~he si ngl e incivi.:lual and 

i t has he ld t rue for the en~i re r~~ion a s ~el l. ~1'~t hRs provoked e. 
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peo_1le ' s laughter s n•l the vray in Yt. i ch a peo? l" l.!1,;ghs at i'ts own mis­

ror t unes and ~.,eaknesses , he.s 9.ff or·ded us a glimose into its inner charac ter . 

'Ve ro. v e found in our survey that the Jew wns &.ble to f inri his humor 

in al l his surroundings: man, net1,;re, and even God hi~~elf ; he can 

l:ar dl] eL~er into any conver sation ~ithout telling a joke or two . Even 

t t e ~eacher in the scp ool or the ?Te3cher in the ?Ul pit t r ied to liven 

his tal k with a fe"N humorous pe.r&.bles . 

Cl svangur ?Oilnts out that: 

It always ?ni ns the Jew to r epre ss a story 

t~at has just occurred to h i m. "Eyzehu Giber ? 

B.a.:coyvesh o. plsycl.vertl f ' (":'iho iR a hero? H3 

who rep r essei; '1. joke!') says the Je·N, :>rodyini 

the to.lMudic sayin~: "Eyzehu gibor~ Hakovasl'. es 

yit s ro !'' ( 11 .'lho is a hero? l!ewho rer resses h i s 

] '1. S Si ")0 !" ) • 257 

~ore can b e r:o ::ioubt about it . The v:it ann bu.:n'1r ir. the '.l'll rr.ud 

was ? res e nt at ci) l tLr.o~ . Tl.e :tabb is always r..c.1 tl:e gift of .;losEing 

over i n hu-.norous "!Pnn..? r , nd of st. o,.,'in~ irony about tha vttrious fo r ms 

a nd ex;-ressions or life snil of rl3co~ni zi hi'; the comical sine of bainF; . 

We h&.ve a L 1.sd il... o•..1r ~tudy t o n:l\k f3 & !1 e111.i?~'.: book, the Talmud , 

wh ich in fact is c. libra ry. li•:.:i s gai'1 . Ad1nitte-!!y, :vn 1h:!l1 t wit h only 

one of the t housands of phese.s of th~ :;igar.tic 70.-r- . 

Ho . the Te.bud is not a d •e d book . For 1500 yea .. s our peop le , you::ig 

and old , made this bock the s<11. rce of t h eir stron gth. In discussin~ 
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the e.!'lcie:it l o.h's , i;-v {!n those .:h i ch '1ere no lo:iger a.pi:: ll cc.ble to their 

de.i ly e xue rience . +hey f or go't ~he de gr ade.tions i:.nd the indi:;iiities to 

1'1hic.~ they ·.ve r e subje cted . 

'I'he Jewish 2eop l ~ in tho :i9.ys of ~~e Bi'hl e an'1 l'"1 '1t::i httv e swig 

t f.e i :- t1a rt . :o moire it he9.rd for gener !l.t i ons tc c c :ne , is a &r eal: and 

s:icred task . But to mr..ke it ?"r t of the whole of the human sym:>hony 

i s a tas!: n o l e ss i m:)orte.!'lt. ln the ~e.rnony of al l t he vo i ces , and 

in t!-.e ett:'?'"' ?t "CO . L h "'8.Ch Cf the~ S OU.rd c l ea.rl y SO tr.ht it ::18..f 'Je 

hear :\ '\nG unJers';occ , li -;s tl.e l;U!l re.nl.e 3 for a better ''>'Orl d 'lnd a c re!lter , 

•nor .. ::'aani u;; f ..ll c iv i lizati on • 
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