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Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 
David Eli Stern 

in Par~ Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

Rain Men: 
Honi the circle- Drawer, Hanina Ben Dosa 

and the Rabbinic Portrait of Chari s matic Act i vity 

This thesis entails a close literary and thematic analys~s of all 
the talmudic stories about Honi ha- Meaggel and Hanina\be9· Dosa, as 
well as selected aggadot about other charismatic figur't:!Swhich are 
found in B.T. Hagiga, Chapter Three. The selection of Honi and 
Hanina as focii for this study was due to the fact that they are 
the most prominent Jewish "holy men" in early rabbinic literature 
and lived at a time of tremendous change and schism, the first 
century BCE -first century CE. The author attempts to set the 
stories against the backdrop of this period of instability as well 
as pnalyzing them in light of the amoraic context in which these 
stories were redacted. 

Having decided on the topic of the charismatic activity of certain 
rabbinic figures, the author proceeded to read and critique a 
number of the major studies about charismatic and holy men, chief 
among them being the work of Max Weber and Peter Brown , which is 
wri tten from the perspective of the sociology of religion . As a 
result of this research, Mr . Stern was able to shape a series of 
key questions with which to approach the rabbinic..stories as well 
as isolate common cultural charact eristics of holy men and their 
port raits. Mr . Ste rn, as he studied the stories about Honi and 
Hanina, attempted to see what they reveal about the attitude of the 
rabbis toward holy men, to what extent they tell us about the 
relationship between char ismatic activity and institutional 
auth ority, why these stories are included in the rabbinic corpus 
and these stories repr esent a response to human need for order and 
mean ing in a chaotic wor ld. 

In Chapter Two, the author describes the historical contexts in 
which Hanina and Honi wer e purported to live as well as that of the 
amoraic period in Babylonia in o r der to provide the reader with the 
contextural framework to better understand the stories under 
consideration. His goal is to find out how these stories function 
for the rabbis and what they reveal about the rabbis ' att itudes 
towa r d charac.teristics . In order to do so, he outlines the 
instability of Fir st and Second Cent ury c. E. Jewish Life in 
Palestine, which was char acterize d by sectarian schism, belief in 
spirits and demons , and the chaos experienced with the destruction 
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of the Temple. Following the loss of in~ependence and the collapse 
of the cult, there was a tremendous need for a reassert ion of 
rabbinic contr ol, centralization and institutional authority, as 
was the case too during . the amoraic period in Babylonia. It was 
in that context that the activity of pagan and Christian wonder 
wonders and the belief i n magic provided a backdrop for the shaping 
of the stories about rabbinic holy men. 

In Chapter Three , the author proceeds to focus on t~stories about 
Honi, the circle - drawer, espec~ally those conoering his activity 
vis-a-vis rain, drought and fasting, found in Tractate Ta 'anit. 
These stories reveal Honi ' s closeness to God, his popularity 
amongst the masses, his personal bharisma, yet at the same time 
his use of conventional rabbinic vocabulary and forms. 
occasionally, however, in these stories Honi ' s act iv i tes are 
criticized by rabbinic authority figures, the chief example of 
~ich is found i n the story of Honi and the carob planter. 

I n Chapter Four, the author proceeds to analyze the larger corpus 
of ~raditions concerning Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, which describes his 
r eputation, rehea~ses his teachings and links him with a variety 
of rabbinic personages, including Rabban Gamtiel and Yohanan ben 
Zakk'ai Though ·he is a ~harismatic figure with majestical power, he 
is pictured as . being concerned about ~he needs of his fellow Jews 
and i nvolved in righteous acts. He is considered a true tzaddik, 
but has unique,.ability to perform miracles, effect rescue and bring 
healing: 

Since B. T . Ta'anit, Chapter Th ree is the main source for stories 
about Honi and to some extent Hanina, the author in Chaper Five 
analyzes a selection of other •stories found i n this tractate which 
deal with charismatic behavior. Most of these stories involve 
individuals who cause the rain to fall, while others deal with the 
prevention of disasters, protection from plagues a nd other act ions 
affecting the natural order . Most of these aggadot bear out the 
c haracteristics of charismatics ,which we saw in the previous 
material, while emphasizing the rabbinic attitude that holy men can 
perform miracles due to their humility before God and their merit . 

In h is Conclusion, Mr . Stern summarizes the rabbinic ambivalences 
towards charismatic activity which he found in the traditions 
analyzed. The rabbis at one and the same time describe the 
activity of holy men in detail, but also devalue it as something 
to be emulated . They also try to institutionalize it by 
juxtaposing it to rabbinic concepts of r ighteous behavior, 
relationship with God and the observance of the commandments. 
Fr~quently, the rabbis de-emphasize the power of the individual 
charismatic by mak i ng sure that the structure and thrust of the 
story about hi'!Jl sµbordinates the miracle performed to the holy 
man ' s righteous behavior. In essence, these stories underscore the 
possibility of holy men and their power within the parameters of 
a rabbinic world view, whi.ch stre~ses God • s omnipotence and the 
human being's need to do God ' s will. 

. • 
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Although it is very difficult to gain a clear sense of these 
diverse stories while avoiding the pitfalls of questions regarding 
their historicity, Mr , Stern has handled this material in a very 
sophisticated and creative manner. He has studied the various 
aggadot using the analytic tools of sociology, history and 
anthropology, while also paying close attention to the nature of 
the historical contexts in which they were shaped. The questions 
he brings to bear on ~hese stories enable him to uncover their 
essential messages and the pm;pose for which th~~ere created. 

To be sure, much more remains to be done with this genre of 
rabbinic stories, which would add..t.o the analysis, e.g., an overall 
literary analysis of B.T. Ta'anit III, paying attention to the 
arrangement of material and the juxtaposition of stories . In 
addition, further study of Christian and paga n c harismatics from 
the same time period would add a dimension missing in this study . 

Nevertheless, Mr. · Stern is to be most highly commended for his 
meticulous analysis, c reative approach and clear presentation. He 
has demonstrated bis ability to deal in a sophisticated manner with 
d~fficult r abbinic .tex·ts, to integrate di'verse material and to 
express hi~ ideas ~risply and coherently. His thesis provides us 
with a crea~ive angle by which to view the rabbinic stories about 
holy men and a critical a~proach to rabbinic stories in general. 

.· 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dr. Norman J. Cohen 
Professor of Midrash 

April 21, 1989 
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My i nte1·est in holy man literature began with an 

undergraduate term paper on the t opic of magic in Renaissance 

drama. In examining plays like ~Tempest and D.r. . Faustus, 

I was struck by the extent to whic h the plays presented mag ic 

as a radical means of human assertion in an often inscrutable 

world. The attempt to control events not only on a natural, 

but a s~pernatural, level emerged as an act both consummately 

presumptuous and at times consummately noble. The play s 

ouggest that in their desire to make sense of a chaotic 

unive rse, human beings attempt to establis h o rder and mea~ing 

in the natural realm by resorting to supernatural a c ts. Most 

important, the desire to transcend the limitatio n s o f human 

capacity, while perhaps more acute in certain periods than 

others. seemed to be a part of the human condition, a fact of 

life not only in the turbulence of the English Renaissance, 

but in a l l ages. 

Four years after completing the term paper, I enrolled in 

a course at HUC-JIR .in Los Angeles entitl ed " Rabbinic Stories 

and Rabbinic Self-Image." The course. taught by Dr . Lewis 11. 

B~rth , i ntro duced me to h o ly man literature in general , and 

pa~ticularly to the fascinating genre of raobinic stories. 

iv 
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As the title indi~ates, we examined stories about the 

remarkable capac ities of rabbis (most o f the figure s were 

later than those studied here ) in an attempt to comprehend 

how the rabbi s understood and desired to pres~ themselves. 

While this thesis was still two years off, the 
......_ 

charismatic bug had bitten . The questions of radical huma n 

assert i on seemed particularly interesting in a religious 

context. because the religious enterprise has as one of its 

, primary functions the task o f making sense o f the wo rld , of 

helping adh e rents to discover stability 1and meaning amidst 

all of th~ unanswered questions whic~ confront them day by 

.. day. On ~the one hand, the c hari smatic individual and the 

religious institution thereby shar e tpe goal of disco vering 

and creatin~ o r de r and rueaning in the world; on the other, 

' the y . emplo y fun d.:.ime11ta 11 y different, and mutually 

antagonistic, means t o reac hing the: goal. Ultimately, t o 

borrow and bend the concept of Dr. Lawrence Ho ffman , both the 

c harismatic a nd :the inst itutio n are involved in a .. meaning 

game "; they play, however, by radic ally different rules. 

' The selec tion of Talmudic aggadah as a vehicle f o r 

exploring r abbinic attitud e s towards c harismatic a c tivity was 

purposeful. First, Talmudic sto ries have been preserved--

as far as I kno w, Judaism has not preserved any examples of 

Jewish a retalogy or sacred biography ~ Mo reover, aggadah as a 

genre seems to embody important issues and tensions which 

inform cnarismatic activity in Judaism: the stretching and 

v 
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breaking o f boundaries of expectation .. and the oppo r tunity to 

make meaning by simultaneously alte r ing and adhering to 

traditional forms and t e xts. These elements of aggadah 
, 

vi 

beco me even mo re compel l ing in the Talmud itself, where -;r-
aggadot are placed in juxtapos ition and par tnership with the 

halakhot which dominate Talmudic literature. 

I selected Roni the Cir c le- drawer and Hanina ben Dosa as 

the subjects~f this st~dy for a numbe r of r easons. Fi r st, 

they are gen~rally regarded as the cleares t and most 

prominent e xamp les of Jew ish holy men ~n the Talmud ic corpus . 

Moreover, they are compelling because of the perio d i n whic h . . 

they repo rtedl~ lived: ~o~i. during the fi rst centu ry B.C . E . 

to the firs t c entury C. E.; Hanina ben Dosa , during the first . 
century C. E . Honi t he Circle-dr awer and Hanina ben Do s a 

• thereby act with in a n historical context o f r e markable 

schi s ms , doubts and instability . Similarly, the stories 

about the figures reflect another period of transition and 

flux , as the Babylon ian rabbis ~ttempted to transform and 

rec reate Jewish society in the rabbinic i mage. The tu r bulent 

h i storical contex t f or both the figures and f or the 

lite rature whic h d esc ribes them prov ides an important and 

fit~ing eleme nt .to t heir charismatic status. 

In analyzing the rabbinic stories about Honi the Circle-
. 

drawer , ~anina ben Dosa and other figures, this t hesis seeks 

. to answer several que~ tions. What do these stori~s r eveal 

about rabbinic attitudes towards holy men ? How do the 

' 
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stories communicate t heir diverse messages? What do the 

texts suggest about t he r elationship between charismatic and 

inst itutional authority in Judais m? To wha t extent do the 

texts correspond to o r depart from models of c harismatic 

behavio r and holy man literature discus~ in the first 

c hapter of this study? Wh y did the rabbis , the 

representatives of institutfonal autho rity, include stories 

about charismat ic figures at all? Finally, wha t do t hese 

~ stories r e veal about Judaism · s response to the human yearn ing 

' 

f o r order and meaning in the wo r ld? 

Wh ile the rabbinic attitude towarqs c ha ri s matic activity . 
is mo r e variegated than monolithic, cer tain tendencies are 

disce rnib l e. First • and most important, the texts reflect 

rabbinic ambivalence. The tradition canon izes and thereby 

preserves holy ma n stories; at t he same time. the stories 

o~ten inc lude elements which serve to undercut the wonde r -

working abilities of the protagonists. Sometimes the 

cautionary note is e xplic it, as in Shimon ben Shetah · s lemma 

at the end of the Honi story in Mishnah Ta ' anit 3:8. 

Sometimes the r a bbinic attempt to cont~ol the image of 

cha rismatic figures is mo re subtle, as in the tendency to 

link the ho ly man ' s ~nique powers to mainstream To rah 

learning or t o rabbinic models of righteous behavio r . The 

stories thereby reflect and refract both the first chapter's 

explora~ion of the relationshi~ between charismatic and 

vii 
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institutional authority, and its examination of holy man 

narratives . 

In the first chapter, I will introduce a number of 

theor etical considerations for the study o f c harismatic 

activity and the accounts which desc7fbe it, derived 

primarily from the theory of Max Weber, as well as from other 

examinations of holy man activity and holy man stories. The 

tension between charismatic and institutional authority 
-~ 

developed in the first chapter sets t he frame for the rest of 

this investigation. The second chapter narrows th~ focus to 

Jewish charismatic activity in partic6lar, and examines both . 
the pos~ibilities and limitations of historical context as an 

aid td understanding the rabbinic portraits of Honi the 

Circle-drawer and Hanina ben Dosa. In the process, chapter 

two outlines the historical context in which Honi and Hanina 

ben Doea lived, and the historical co~text in which the 

stories about them were finally redacted. 

The succeeding three chapters focus upon the rabbinic 

{ . texts themselves, and examine· them in light of the 

theoretical and historical considerations suggested by the 

first two chapters. In chapter three, I analyze the rabbinic 

view of Honi the C·ircle-drawer by examining the relatively 

limited number of stories which describe his activities . 

Chapter four focuses upon Hanina ben Dosa, and the variety of 
,. . 

texts which give evidence of his · reputation, his activities . 

and his teachings. Chapter five provides the crucial element 

. . 



of literary context. B.T. Ta'anit Chapter Three is the chief 

source f or the ~raditions concerning ~oni the Circle-drawer, 

and a significant locus for ~anina ben Dosa~~orJes as well . 

In chapter five, I analyze samples of the numerous aggadot in 
.......... 

B.T. Ta'anit Chapter Three whic h shed light upon the rabbinic 

portraits of ~oni the Circle-drawer and ~lanina ben Dos a. In 

the conclusio?, I attempt to synthesize the various 

considerations discussed in the body of the thesis, and to 

employ :them in . suggesting answers to' the questions posed 

above. Finally, I hope to suggest new questions and 

directi~ns for understanding the f ascinating Jewish matrix of 

charismatic behavior, institutional authority, and the 

~hallenge·s of religious leadership . 
• 

' 
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' CHAPTER ONE 

> Introduction:' 

' Charismatic ~ctivity ~nd H~iy Man Literature 
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THE PROBLEM OF CLASSIFICATION 

The study of figu res like Honi the Circle-drawer and 

Hanina ben Dosa presents a problem of classification. l Terms 

such ·as " holy man, " "divine man," "charismatic, " " wonder -

worker," and " magic ian " are used to describe these and 

similar figur~s. but not always with consistency or clarity 

of definition . The problem is compounded by the fact that 

the value - laden labels applied t o such figures by their 

contemporaries , their chronic lers and modern scholars alike 

are more often subjective than descriptive . Jonathan Z. 

Smith has suggested that in the late Roman wo rld , the terms 

" magician" and " magic," rather than describing a spec ific , 

kind of practitioner or a distinctive set of functions, 

llssues of classification and terminology are prominent 
in research on holy men ~nd aretalogies, and receive 
attention in many of the studies cited here. For a good 
survey of the classification problem in the development of 
holy ~an research, see Eugene V. Gallagher, Diyine ti.An QJ.: 
Magic ian'? · Celeya And Origen c.n. . Jesus. · Society of Biblical 
Literature Dissertation Series #64 (Chico: Scholar ' s Press, 
1982), 1- 40. F.or a similar examination of classification 
p r oblems in the study of asceticism, see Steven D. Fraade, 
" Ascetical Aspects of Ancient J udaism, " · in , Jewish 
Spirit¥a l itv fI.Qm ~ Bible Throygh ~-M4ddle ~. ed . 
Ar thur Green (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company , 
1988), 253-288. ' 
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instead located the practitioner and his practices beyond the 

bounds of social legitimacy;2 Jack N. Lightstone su~gests 

that this use of - '"magician·· as a locative rather than a -r 
descriptive term is as much a p roblem for scholars as it was 

for the ancients: 

To .c ite a common adage : one man , s religion is 
another's superstition . So too, one man ' s Holy Man is 

.- another's magician (or madman). And the s cholarly 
t reatment of these data more gives evidence of the truth 
of the adage than shows that scholarship has become 
sensitive to the issues highlighted by the saying . s 

The solution to terminological confusion does not lie , 

however, in broad definitio ns whic~ encompass all pos s ible . 
figures &nd accounts. In his discussion of holy men in the 

Grec o - Roman world , Morton Smith emphasizes the quant i ty and 

d ; versity of holy man narratives and warns against sweeping 

conclusions : 

This is the life of the hero as a ho ly man . Its 
ramifications i n f olk l ore and mythology r un through all 
ages and continents, appear in widely different f o rms. 
and are therefore extremely difficult to study. Books 

2Jonathan Z. Smith, "Towards Interpreting Demonic Powers 
in Hellenistic and Roman Antiquity," Aufsteie nnd. Niedereane 
d.cL. Romischen H.e.l!.. II 16 . 1 (Berlin, New York: De Gruyper, 
1979), 1425-1439; q~oted i~ 0ac& N. Lightstone , ~ Cpmmerce 
Q..f. :the. Sacred; Mediation Qf. :the. Diyine amone ~in~ 
Greco- Boman .Diaspora, Brown Judaic Studies 59 (Chico : 
Scholars Presa, 1984), 4 . Cf . Lightstone, "Magicians, Holy 
Men and Rabbis: Patterns of the Sacred in Late Antique 
Judaism," in Aporooches ~ Ancient Judaism : Studies in 
Judaism q.nd it.Ji Greeo-Roman Context, vo~ . 5, ed. William 
Scott Greeri · (Atl4nta: Scho lara Press, 1985), 133-148. 
Lightstone notes that Judaism ' s charismatics constituted 
Christianity ' s magicians, a·nd v.ice-versa : "In so labeling 
the 'other's ' Holy Man, · the boundaries of legitimate 
religious authority s eem drawn" (Lightstone, Commerce, pS) . 

3Lightstone, Commerce , 17 . 

3 

. ' 

.. 



which attempt to survey all the material, or even one of 
the major branches of it, are almost necessarily 
pretentious, superficial, and of little scholarly value.• 

The classificati~n problem, then, is mani~;si.J.d: 
/ 

wary of value - laden terminology, of 

one must be 

using labels 

subjectively, and of usntg classificatlons in a locative 

rather than a descriptive sense. Moreover, while the 

identification of similarities among various forms o f ho ly 

man activity is important, such activlty and the accounts 

which describe it emerge as a set o f diverse phenomena which 

resi~t pristine classification . 

Before examining how the texts characterize Jewish holy 
,. 

men, this stqdy begins with a working definition : the holy 

man is a figure c redited with wonder- working abilities 

believed t o derive • from a special relationship with the 

divine.s As later chapters will indicate, "wonder- woI'king" 

for our Jewish figures entails displ&ys of sup~rnatural . 
powers in healings and the control of nature. 

•Mort on Smith, "Prolegomena t o 
Aretalogies , Divine Men, the Gospels and 
Biblical Literature 90 (197ll: 179 . 

a Discussion of 
Jesus, " Journal Q.f. 

SThis study will use the teirms "holy man," 
"charismatic," and 1'wonder- worker" i.nterchangeably to 
identify the ·figures described by this funictional definition, 
though the three terms have varying nuance1s elsewhere in the 
literature : "charismatic" often evo•kes a sociological 
perspective, with a concomitant empha8is on issues of 
leadership· and author! ty; "wonder-wo.rke1r " is a broad ~erm 
which identifies the figure by his miraculous acts, and "holy 
man'' · makes ~xplicit the l ink between the supernatural 
abilities . of the figure arid some divine ~01urce . . "Charisma, " 
when used ·in 1 ts narrower sense, eusgeste; a ,divine so\~rce as 
well . 

4 
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MAX WEBER: CHARISMA, INSTITUTION AND ROUTINE 

7 
Some of the most important. contributions to the 

understanding of the role ""'°f the holy man have been derived 

from the field of the sociology of religion, most notably 

from the work of Max Weber. The Weberian con cepts most 

i mportant for this study are 'charisma ' and · routinization. · 

According to Web~r, charismatic authority arises in times of 

"psych'ic , phys' ical, economic, ethical. religious 1 political 

distress," in order -to meet "deman.ds that go beyond those o f 
,. 

everyday rout j,ne ": 

The natural leaders in distress have been holders of 
s pecific gifts of the body and spirit; and these gifts 
have been believed to be supernatural, not accessible t o 
eve rybody.s 

Charisma , by its nature, is opposed to the institutionally 

permanent: 

In 6,rder to do justice to their mission, the holde rs 
of charisma must stand ou tside the ties of this , 
world, outside of routine occupations, as well as outside 
the routine obligations of f amily life . 7 

Charismatic authority. i~ therefore directly opposed to 

5 

6Max Weber, "The Sociology of Charismatic Authority," in 
E.l:.S2m t1ax . Weber : Essaxs in Sociology, . ed. H. H. Gerth and C. · ~ 
Wright Mi }ls (Ne~ York : Oxford Dniver51ty Press, 1958), 245 . 

' 
7Weber , "The ' Sociology of Charismatic Authority, " 248 . 

. . 
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rational, bureaucratic authority, which is a f o rm of 

"everyday routine control of action . "8 

The charismatic himself is credited with unusual powers, 

and is the object of personal rather ::fhan institutional 

allegiance: 

The legitimacy of their [the charismatic leaders ') 
rule rests on the belief in and the devotion to the 
extraordinary, which is valued because it goes beyond the 
normal human qualities, and which was originally valued 
as supernatural . The legitimacy of charismatic rule thus 
rests upon the belief in magical powers, revelations and 
hero worship. The sourc e of these beliefs is the 
proving of . the charismatic quality through miracles, 

through victories and other succe~ses, that is, through 
the welfare of the governed . s 

The charismatic ' s followers submit to his authority because .. 
of their belief in the extraordinary quality of the specific 

person; they len.d their support f o r as long as they p e rceive 

that these extraordinary powers are being used for the public 

weal . 

Charisma becomes even clearer when compared to those 

f o rces wh ich it opposes. Weber emphasizes that charisma is 

oppose.d to all institutional routines; lo lt stands in direct · 

contrast to b ureaucracy , whose central characteristics 

include rules and regulBtions, the authority to ~mpose these, 

8Weber, "·The Nature of ·charismatic Authority and i ts 
Routinization," in t1a.x Weber cm Charisma And Institution 
Building : Selected Papers, ed . S . N. Eisenstadt (Chicago: 
The Unj,.ver~ity of Chicago Press, 1968), .51 . . 

9.Weber , "The Social Psychology of the World Religions, " 
in E.t:mn ~Weber , ed. Gerth and · Mills, 296. 

l OGerth· and Mills, "Intellectual Orientations ," .ln E.t:mn 
MAX Weber , ed . Gerth and Mills, 53 . 

6 
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and the methodi~al provision f o r their fulfillment . 11 The 

authority of institutions and bureauc racies is legal, i . e ., 

it rests upon impersonal bonds and obedience to rules rather 
. ~ 

than belief in and devotion to spec ific pe¥sons.12 In fact. 

because charismatic activity poses a threat t o institutional 

---stability, institutional authority seeks to quash the 

charismatic's expressions of "virtuoso religion " : 

Every hierocratic and official authority of a 
'church' ... fights principally against all virtuo so­
religion and against its autonomous developmen~. For 
the ~church, · being the ho lder of institu~ionalized 
grace, seeks · to organize the ~eligioeity of the 
masses and to put its own officially monopo lized and 
mediated sacred values in the place of the autonomous 
and religious status qualificat~ons of the religious 
virtuosos.13 • 

Emile Durkhe-im noted the same contrast between the 

i ndividuality of the charismatic and the institutio nal 
.. 

stability of the "church" in his func tional distinction 

between magic and religion. Durkheim observed many 

similarities between what is labelled as magic and what is 

labelled as r eligion: both consist of beliefs and rites ; 

both rely upon myths and dogma ; both contain ceremonies, 

sacrifices, prayers and chants; they even address themselves 

11 Weber, ''Bureaucracy, " in El:.QJD. t1aA Weber, ed . Gerth and 
Mills, 196 . 

12Weber, "The Social Psychology of the World Religions, " 
299. 

13Jbid . , 288. 
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to t .he same superior beings. l • . The difference, Durkheim 

argues, is in their level of institutionalizat i on. Durkheim 

writes that throughout histo~y, we do not find a single 

religion without a Church."15 Magic , on the other hand, ~ ,,. 
non - institutional by nature: 

...._ 
There is no Church of magic. Between the magician 

and the individuals who consult him , as between these 
individuals themselves, there are no lasting bonds which 
make them members of the same mo r al community, comparable 
to that formed by the believers in the same god or the 
observers of the same cu lt , The magician has a c lientele 
and not~ Church.18 

While the t wo sociologists use different terms , the •basic 

distinction is the same -- the individual chari e matiq and the 
.. 

relig ious in-sti tut ion e~.and i n opposition to one another, o ne 

ins isting upon obedience to set rules and behaviors, the 

other representing the spontaneous, extraordinary and thereby 

potentially revolutionary powers of an individual figure . 

Accord ing to Weber, the fundamental opposition between 

charisma and institutions is resolved thro~gh the process of 

routipization, in which the ch~rismatic situation ultimately 

gives way to incipient institutions, and the institutions 

becoma the carriers of the charismat ic l eaqer'e message, 

appropriately modified to meet the go'als of institutiona l 

l 4Emile "Durkheim , Dw. Elementary Forms o.!. 1.h.e. Re ligio us 
~(New Yo rk : The Free Press, 1915). 57 . 

15Ibid. I 59. 

18lbid .• 60. 
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survival . 17 I n fact, the concept of routinization teaches 

that charismatic authority, or traces of c harismatic 

teaching, can survive only if they be come r outinized, i . e ., 

only if they become a part of (and transformed by) the 

stabilizing force of institu~ions . Once t h e a~or~ty of the 

individual charismat i c begins to wane (e.g, when the 
~ 

charismatic dies), rules rather than extraordinary persons 

come to govern . ts According to Weber , the p r ocess is 

inevitable : 

In its pure form c h a rismatic authority may be said 
to exist only in the process of originating . It. canno t 
remain stable, out becomes either , traditionalized o r 
ration~lized, ~r a combination of both ... Charismatic 
authori ty is by nature unstable; it ultimate ly 
participates in • an inevit able proc ess of 
rationa lization . 19 

Ironically, in o rder f o r any traces of ~ charis matic moveme nt 

t o s u rv i ve, xhey must s ubmit to their o ppo s i te, the proces ses 

o f rational i zation and institutionalization . 

17Gerth and Mills, "Int ellectua l Or ientations, " 54 . 

1 awe be+, "The 
297. Succession 

· rene wed emphasis 
personality . 

Social Psychology of the World Relig).on13, " 
procedures, Weber notes , represent the 

on rules at the death of a charismatic 

t9Webe r , "The Nature of Charismatic Authority and its 
Routinization; ·: 54 . Cf. Weber, " 'The Meaning of Di,ac ipline, " 
in EJ:..Qm ~Weber , ed . Gerth and Milla, 253 . 

9 
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CHARISMA, SANCTITY AND THE DOMESTICATION OF CHAOS 

Charles F. Keyes , in his analysis of t he function of 

sacred biography, 1inks the charismatic's ~t~on in times 

of distress to the human pursui t of the sacred. The 

c harismatic i~ believed to h~e access to the sac red bec ause 

he is perceived to have power over the forces which threaten 

the stability of society : 

The charismatic is a person who is 
' domesticated ' the forces of 
pollution that . threaten the sense 
meaningful existence . The charismatic 
real~zed in ' his or her own action (or 
contact or union with some being ,- force, 
believed to transc~nd chaos . 20 

perceived to have 
dissolu.tion and 
of o rde red and 
is o n'e who has 
inaction) direct 
or state that is 

As in Weber ·a model, the charismatic provides leadership in 

times o f distres~; the people l ook to the charismatic 

i ndividual fo r access to the sacred when they find themselves .. 
in "marginal situations."21 Keyes e mphasizes that social 

recognition is eseential to the charismatic ' s authori~y. it 

depends upon the charismatic ' s ability to prove his powers o f 

domestication, and th~reby his access to the sacred.22 The 

2oc~arles F . Keyes, ~ charisma : From Social Life to 
Sacred Bioaraphy, "· in .Cha.riema a.ru1 Sacred Bio4rapby, ed. 
Michael A. Williams, · Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion Thematic Studies 48, no . 3- 4 ( 1982 ): 2. 

21Ibid ., 8. 

22Jbid . ., 7. Cf. Lightatone, CommerceL ' 41-44 . Lightetone 
identifies "autho-rity" as the characteristic which 
distinauishes the holy man f -rom the magician in late 
antiquity: " Withou~ the requisit~ authority the magician has 
recourse on1y to lower beings or to the power of demone in 
overcoming yet other demonic powers ." In connection "with . ' 
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most common sign o f domestication is the conquest of death, 

f or death is seen as the ultimate threat to life's order; 

similarly, curing abilities serve frequently as primary signs 

o f charismatic power .23 The most important characterietic of 

the charismatic sign -is that it be "culturally~asonable " 24 : 

~. the words and actions of the hcly man must correspond 

to cultural understandings °'" the sacred.25 Without such 

correspondence, the people will not identify the actions of 

the charismatic as indicating access to the holy, and t he 

c harlsmatic will thereby not have any basis for authority . 

Keyes makes a helpful distinction between cultural authority 

and institutional ·authority . Cultural author ity refers t o 
. 

the charismatic ' s pr~vision of understandable signs : 

indications o r activities that will lead the people t o 

perceive him as having access to the aac red, and whic h 

thereby grant him popular• authority. I nstitutional autho rity 

refers to "how a charismatic person relates to existing 

ecclesiastical and secular powers ."28 As Weber suggests, the 

charismatic, who by definition demonstrates cultural 

Keyes's emphasis on access to the sacred, Li ghtstone ' s holy 
man derives his author ity in part from being perceived as "an 
intimate of the divine realm . " 

2 3Keyes, "Charisma, " 3 . 

24lbid . , 7 . 

25Ibid. I 0 . 

26Ibid' . 
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autho~ity, often constit~tes a potent threat to existing 

institutions. 

The models presented by Webe r and Keyes exhibit 

interesting points of intersection. In both, periods of 

distress emerge as fruitful eontext for c harismatic -:;-

activi{ies . Bo th also emphasize the difference between 

popular and institutional perceptions of the '"'-·holy man . In 

"marginal " periods, the people might well l ook to the person 

of extr aordj.na ry (and "sacred") powers as a source of order, 

while the ins titutional authorities wil l see the holy man as 

a source of further disintegration an~ a threat to stability. 
I 

The charismatic,' a marginal , disruptive figure himself, is 

associated with the sacred because ~ of his ability to 
' 

domesticate the "forces o f dissolution and pollutio n"; he is 

valued as one capable of transcending chaos, but precisely 

bec ause o f this ability, he is associated with the ch aotic . 

The c h a r ismatic figure is a source of domestication, but by 

virtue of his nature 1 h e must ultimately be domesticated 

himself. 

THE SOCIAL BASIS FOR CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY 

The social basis for charismatic authority receives 

· further attention in Eugene V. Gallagher ' s study of the 

debate between Celsus and Origen regarding Christian claims 

.. 
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I 

for Jesus · s div1nity.27 Gallaaher affirms Michael Hil l · s 

assert ion that the p ower to authorize figures or activities 

as charismatic lies with the people: 

No leader can be labelled charismatic unless he is 
accredited with the possession o f such a quality by his 
f o llowers; his claim must be ~uated by t he 
' p opulation · which c onstitutes his poten t f al followers in 
the light o f those characteristics that may be registered 
as having a sour ce in reve lation or inspiration , and if 
th is claim is validatedi-then obedienc e t o t he leader .. . 
is a matter of obligation . 28 

Hill ' s characterization reflects the same c riteria that Keyes 

pres ents . The author ization of c harisma resides in popular 

support, and popular support depends upon the would - be 

charismatic · s evincing characteristics which correspond t o 

implicit criteria held by t he audience : 

~ Far from being a purely abstract u ndertaking , t h e 
attempt to e va luate candidates for divine status was 
finally r oote d in socia l experience . 29 

27 Fo llowing a p rominent concern in curre nt 

13 

anth~opologica l theory , Gallagher emphasizes the r ole o f 
native systems of c l assification in providing insight into 
cu ltural realities : " If the o utlines and fragm.e nts of 
systems of c lassification can be uncovered, and if s ome of 
their categories and principles of assignment can be 
described , it. should be possible t o detail no t only the 
native perceptions of ' the divine man but also the vie w of the ' 
larger world wh ich those perceptions fit , and possibly even 
the social reality which shaped them ." Gallagher, Divine l1An 
Ql:. Magician , 37 . Cf . Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger : An 
Analyoie g.f. ~ Concepts gi. Pollution and Taboo 
(Harmondsworth : Penguin Books, 1966), 15 . 

21Mic hael Hi ll , A Sociologv 
Basic Books, 1973), 163; quoted in 
Magician , 179 . 

gi. Reli~ ion (New Yo rk : 
Gallagher, Divine t1a.n o.r. 

29Gallagher, Divine t1a.n o.r. Magician , 177 . 
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In fact, as Gallagher indicates, this social construction of 

c harismatic authority, in which the evaluation of certain 

a ct ions is more important than the performance of those 

actions, fosters the subjective and inconsistent. 

identification of, holy men: 

divinity for one audience may 

" The deed ~ch _demonstrates 

well demonstrate the malign 

influence of demons f o r an.Q.;ther. ·· 3 o Gallagher, 1 ike Horton 

Smith, resists the attempt to create a unified portrait of 

the Hellenistic divine man, prec isely because society itself 

was far too c010plicated to produce unanimous assent on the 

nature of divinity . 31 Rather than presenting a specifi c 

pattern . of evaluation, Gallagher concludes that a spectrum 

of possi'ble evaluatiqns " existed for a given candidate f o r 

d·ivine ~tatus in the Hellenistic period; the basic criterion 

30Jbid., 33. Other scholar s have demonstrated not o n ly 
that different groups authenticate divinity a cco rding. to 
different criteria, but that portrayals of speci fi c figures 
were sometimes recast to reflect changes in societal values. 
See, for example , Wi lliam Sc ott Green, "Palestinian Holy Men : 
Charismatic Le.adership and Rabbinic Tradition, .. Aufsteia Wl.d 
Niedergang de.r. · Romiscben ~. 11, 19.2 (Be rlin, New York: 

14 

De Gruyper, 1979), 621; David Lenz Tiede, Ille. Charismatic 
Figyre ~ Miracle Wo rker (Missoula : Society of Biblical 
Liter ature Dissertation Series 1 , 1972), 98; -and M. Smith, 
··Prolegomena, " 186 . Green discusses the rabbinic shaping of 
the Honi tradition . : Tiede argues that claims for the 
divinity of figures like Pythagoras vary in different eras . 
Smith cites the development of . the Ascelpius figure (as a 
god), and ~f Jesus and Apollonius (as divine men ) as evidence 
that portraits ef gods and divine men change to reflect the . ' 
t enor of a given society. 

. 
31Gallagher, Divine l1a..n QI. Magician, 178. 
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consistent throughout the spectrum is that a worthy candidate 

for divine status "ought to do good for humankind. "32 

HOLY MAN STORIES AND THE QUESTION OF CANON 

The general significance of popular support for the holy 

man, and especially the emphasis on the evaluation of the 

holy man's deeds rather than on the deeds themselves, points 

to the central importance of the accounts which describe holy 

man act ivity . The stories told about holy men constitute a 

crucial area of study, not only because of the cultural 
; 

reflections the ' stories provide, but because of their impact 

on th~ development b f subsequent religious attitudes. In 
,• 

their study of spiritual biographies in late antiquity, Moses 

Hadas and Morton Smith underscore the impo rtance of "image ·· 

in . this regard : 

For the effect exerted upon the course of history 
the authorized image of the hero is more important than 
h·is historical personality . It is upon the image rather 
than the person that reverence is bestowed, whether 
formally ip an o r ganized cult o r informally in popular 
tradition, ·and it is the cult, formal or informal, that 
ensures the survival of the image.33 

S2lbid., 175 . 

SSMoses Hadas and Horton Smith, Heroes aru1 GJ2da.: 
Spirit~al Biographies in ~ Antiayity ( New York : Harper 
and Row, 1965); 4. Cf . Gallagher·s· discussion of Bieler 's 
research on the holy man type: "The characteristics with 
wh ich people are endowed in folktales, sagas and myths 
indicate what their audience knew or expected to hear about 
them; Bieler is concerned not with the ' historical 
Apollonius" or the ' h istorical Alexander of Abonuteichos, · 
b~t with how they }\ave been viewe·d" (Divine 11an Q.t. Mag iaian, 
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The value of the s tory lies in the images it seeks to convey, 

images which in turn suggest the constellation of fundamental 

convic t ions, be liefs and relationships which constitute the 

world-view of the story 's creat ors, editors o r preservers.3 4 

The act of identifYi?g a nd preservi~ s tories as 

autho ritat ive cons titutes the creation of a canon. Writing 
'-

of religi ous literature, James Sanders suggests that a canon 

begins to take shape in a ns wer to questions of identity or 

author ity . SS Sanders's view corresponds t o what literary 

critic Haza r d Adams cal l s the " power criterion" in the 

f o rma tion of a canon;38 Adams acknowle dges the preva l ent view 

of canon .as a reflection and asse rtion o f s ocial order ; 

11 ) . 

. 
· The canon, like a ll c ultura l production, is never an 

innocen t selection of the best that has been thought and 
said; rather, it is the institutionalization of tho se 
particular verbal artifacts that 'appear best t o c onve y 
and sustain t he dominan t social o rder . 37 

34Jacob Neusner, There lie. 5..a.i D.will : Talmudi~ Judaism .i.n 
~Making (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972) p . 23. 

SS James A. Sanders, To rah a.n.d. Canon (Philadelphi a: 
Fortress Press, 1972 ), 91. 

36Hazard Adams, "Canons : Literary Cr iteria/Power 
Criteria " Critical Inauiry 14 (Summer 1988 ) : 748 . I am 
grateful to Rabbi William Cutter of HUC-JIR , Los Ange les, for 
bringing this article to ' my attention . 

S7Arno ld Krupat, " Native . American Literature and the 
Canon, " Crd.tica l Ingyirv 10 (September 1983 ) : 146 ; quoted in 
Adams, "Canons," 749 . Cf . Barbara Hernstein Smith, 
"Contingencies of Value , " Critical Ingyiry 10 (September 
1983) : ~22; · quoted in Adams , "Canons ," 760: " What must be 
emphasized is that the value the ' g oodness ' or 
' badnes's • -- of ~n evaluation , like that of anything else 
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We examine stories bec ause the y have much to teach us about 

the dom i nant values of a given society or social group. 

Canons emerge to ans wer questions of authority and 

legit i macy, which are essentially quest ions of order; from 

t he perspective o f power c riteria . .. c anr _is a f orum for 

instit utional self-assertion. 

How then do stories abC>i:rt charismatic threats to the 

soc ial order come to be included as part of the Talmudic 

co rpus? One possibil i ty suggested by canon theory is that 

the rabbis include stories about c har ismatic f igures in order 

to control the imag~ a f t hose figures that is transmitted to 
' 

posterity . I nstitutional self-assertion does not require t h e 

e xclusion of threats t b the social o r der; it may indeed call 

for an incl usion and reshaping o f those elements which 

threaten exi sting or n a s cent i nstitu t i onal a u thority . Most 

i mt;>ort·ant, the stori~s which the r a bbi s t ell about the 

c harismatics provide evide nce o f both how the rabbis regarded 

c ha rismatic behav ior , and how they defined their own role in 

the social o rde r . Sa 

( including any other type of utterance) is itself cont ingent , 
and thu~ a matter not of its abstract "truth value,· but of 
how well i t performs vario~s desired/abl e functions f o r the 
various people who may ·at any time be concrete~y involved 
with it. " 

S8While the stories reflect certain rabbi n ic attitud~s . 
one mus t be careful about assuming that rabbinic att i tudes 
are easily a ccessible through the stories , and equally 
careful . abQut ascribing too muc h authority t o rabbinic 
intentio n . As Adams observes, " l i terary canons can ... be 
harbo r s of antithetical characterist ics in spite o f the 
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ARETALOGY 

Wh ile scholars such as Adolph Buchler,39 William Scott 

Green4 0 and Geza Vermes41 have made significant cont r ibutions 
. 

to the study of stories treating Jewish holy menj?H questions 

motives wh ich brought texts 1.ato them" ( Adams, "Canons, " 
754). 

39Adolph Buchler , Types Q.f. Jewish- Palestinian Piety f.I:2lil 
~ 1.0. B. C E .I& 1.Q. c.....E..... : Tiul Anc i e nt Piou& t1en (New Yo rk : Ktav 

Publishing House, 1968 ). Buchle r 's priority is to examine 
figures classified . as basidim , a nd to prove that they could 
np t have been Essenes. In the process, he examines ce rtain 
Talmudic accoun~s of Hanina ben Dosa, and especia lly of Honi 
the Circle-drawer, to wh om t he last section of his e~say is 
devoted. On the po r t r ait of the basid in r abbinic 
l iterature, . cf . Shmuel Safr ai, "Teaqhing of Pietists in 
Mi s hnaic Lite r ature," Jo~rnal Q.f. Jewish Studies 16, no. 1 
~ 19 6 5) : 15-.3 3 . 

4 OSee Green, "Palestinian Holy Men,·· 619 - 64 7. Green 
p r o vides a detailed literary and r e dactor ial analysis of the 
Honi t raditions in the two Talmuds . He uses the texts t o 
demonstrate the " rabbiniz~tion " of Honi: La_, the ways in 
which the r abbis reshaped the Honi t r adition t o make it 
conform to r abbin ic values and authority. 

41Geza Vermes , "Hanina ben Dosa," c hap . in f.c.a.t. Biblical 
Jewish Studie s (Leiden: E . J . Brill, 1975) , 178 - 214 . Vermes 
p rovides a comprehensive portrait o f Hanina ben Dosa based 
upon texts in the M.ishnah , Tosefta, Talmuds and midrash. 

42For further discussion of the function of rabbinic 
stories, see. the following: Lew is M. Barth , " Rec ent Studies 
in the Aggadah, " Prooftexts 4, no. 2 ( May 1984): 204-21 3; 
Norman J . Cohen, " Structural Analys is of a Talmud ic Sto ry : 
J oseph- Who-Hono r s-the-SabQath , " Jewish Qyarterly Reyiqw 72 
(1982) : 161- 177; Jonah Fraenkel, " Paranomas ia in Aggadic 
Narratives," Script.a Hierosolymitana 27 ( 1978 ): 27-51 ; 
Zipporah Kagan. "Divergent Tendencies and their Literary 
Mo ulding in the Aggadah, " Scripta Hiero~o lymitana 22, (1971 ) : 
151 ~ 170; Shmuel Safrai, ''Tales of the . Sages in the 
Palestinian 'Tradition and the Babylon ian Talmud," Scripta 
Hier o a o lymitana 22 ( 1971), 209-232; G. B . Sarfatti , "Pious Men 

.. 
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negarding holy man accounts have been much more pre valent ~n 

the study of Christianity and pagan religion. Muc h of the 

discussion has focu~ed on the literary genre of aretalogy.43 

The word is ancient, but its return to prominence in modern 

scholar ship as a term describing sacred biographies and 

collections of miracle stories raises th~ issue in New 

Testament criticism of the similarities between Gospels and 
......_ 

Acts on the one hand and ancient collections of mirac le 

sto ries on the other . 44 

Tne term ·· aretalogy " is derived from aretalogus, a La t in 

word who se meaning in ancient sources s e ems t o have mea nt 

··teller o f mirac le · stories , " 4 5 and eventually ( from the 

fourth ceptury BCE onward ) came to refer to "an evangelis t 
~ 

' who proved the stature of a deity or a holy man by r e citing 

of Deed and the Early Prophets , " Tar b i z 26, no . 12 (Decembe r 
1956) : 12~- 153 [Hebrew with English summary] ; Ephraim E. 
Oroach, "The Talmudic . Sage : Charaoe ter and Autho rity ," in 
Jewksh Society Throughout :Ula~. ed . H. H. Ben Sasson and 
S . Ettinger ( London : Valentine, Mitchell, 1971 ) , 116 - 147 . 

43Gallagher's discussion of problems of classification 
also serves as a helpful survey of the study of questions of 
aretalogy . See also Jonathan Z. Smith, "Good News is No 
News: Areta logy, and Gospe'l, " in Christianity, Jydaism, a.n.d. 
other Greco-Roman Cylts : Studies fQ.r. Morton Smith at. Sixty, 
ed . Jacob Heusner (Leiden : E.J . Brill, 1975), part 1, 21-38 ; 
and M . Sm.i th, "Prolegomena . " 

44 M. Smith, "Prolegomena, " 176. 

45lbid ., 175 . The evidence used by Smith and others to 
determine the me~ning of aretalogys appears in Suetonius · 
~ Q.f Auaustus , 74 , and Juvenal 15 . 16 . Smith avers that 
since the evidence indicates that aretalogus was a popular 
rather than a t echnical term, its usage was probably 
inconsist~nt . 
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his miracclous works, ·• or "one who pr,ofessionally speaks the 

wondrous deeds of a deity o r a divinely g ifted human. " 46 

Based on such definitions of areta logus , s cho lars assigned to 

the term "aretalogy " a group of r e l ated definitions and 

func tions, including a miracle story or collection of 

miracle stories " whose primary 
..,.... 

func tion ~as "the praise of 

and propaganda for the deity supposed t o have do ne the 

deeds " , 47 and "a formal account of the remarkable career of 

an impressive teacher that was used as a basis f or moral 

instruction." 48 While these se rve as adequate general 

definitions, Gallagher and Howa rd Clark Kee have cal led f or 

greater rigor o f definition, arguing that " the pattern of the 

biographical so - called ·aretalogy ' ... is not nearly so fixed 

as i ts . proponents claim ," and especially that biographies o f 

miracle workers or the collections of miracle stories on 

whic h t hey are based "do not always or e ven regularly have as 

their claim the demonstrat ion o f the divine nature of the 

performer of the mirac les ." 49 Sc holarship indicates a lack 

48Hadas and Smith , Heroes and~. 61. 

4 7M. Smith, "Prolegomena, " 176 . 

48Hadas and Smith, Heroes and~. 3. 

4 9Howard Clark Kee, 'Aretalogies, Hellenistic " Liyes, " 
and~ Soyrces Q.f thu:k, ( Berkeley : Center for Hermeneutical 
Studies in He llenistic a nd Modern Culture, 1975 ), 1-2; quoted 
in Gallagher, Diyine l1an tu: Magician , 27 . Kee'e point is 
valuable f or the study of Jewish holy men bec ause i t 
emphasizes t he fact that the holy man accounts need not have 
as their goa l the establisnment of the d ivinity of the 
prota&o~is~ ? Tiede also c lai•s the usage of the ter~ 
aretalogy does not reflec t sufficient rigo r of definition ; 
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of consensus on the elemen ts o f the form. and on th'e 

relat ionship of the form to its content . Morton Smith 

• 
asserts tha t the genre is better distinguished on t he basis 

o f content as opposed to form , requiring t ha t the areta logy 

have a "hero whom it c elebrates by reporting one or mo r e o f 

his mdrve'lous deeds. " SO Hadas argues that the c r eators of 

aretalog ies of Pythagoras, Hoses, Jesus and- Apol l onius 

attempted to adapt unrelated miracle stories about a given 

figu r e to the ~hronological and geographical require me nts of 

a Greco - Roman biographica l f orm. He concludes therefore 

• that "none of these is properl y a ' life ' o f its hero."Sl 

THE FUNCTION OF HOLY MAN STORIES AND SACRED BIOGRAPHY 
' .· 

Given the spontaneous, interpersonal and histrionic 

nature of c harismatic activity and authorit~. the story which 

purpo rts to record and preserve charismatic elements faces 

q uestion s o f its own authori t y .52 What is the force and 

h i s study argues that the unifi~d aretalogy of t he divine 
wise man/mLracle worker r epresents a fusion · of two o r iginally 
distinct traditions (Charismatic Figure , 13 ). 

SOM . Smith, "Prolegomena, " 196. 

SlHadas and Smith , Hero es and~. 103. 

52The questia n is not one o f historical accu~acy, but 
rathe'r, of h ow the story whic h purports to record and 
p~eserve the charismatic a c tivity can retain the immed i acy 
and authority o f the original event . The tension is 
expressed in the contra~t between the fo llowing t wo 
quotations . We ber claims : " In its pure f o rm charismatic 
aqthority may be said to· exist o~ly in the prooese of 
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f~nction o f the c harismatic story onc e it is distanced fr9m 

the charismatic event itself? On one level, the stories 

function as mnemonio s : they provide people wi th the means to 

recognize signs or incide nts of charisma when they next 

occur.53 But the funct ion of the charismatic story , and of 

the sac r ed biography in particular,54 g~ beyond the 

descripti ve t o t he tele olog ical. It orients the r eader t o 
'-

future action, a nd particularly , t o future a ccess t o the 

sacred : 

The sacred biography as a p a r t i c ular type of t ext 
points backward in time . . . t o even ts in which the sacred 
became manifest in a his t o rical person and makes these 
events rele vant t o the present, and it points f o rward to 
a time when tho'se who read o r he a!" the biography will 
them~elves ~each be yond the ir own h istoric ity to an 
ultimate r eal ity . SS 

Because- ~he sacred biography presen ts a ccess to the sac red in 
. 

the context o f a human life, and in the context of human 

o riginating" (" The Na-tu r e of Charismatic Authority, " 54); 
Keyes argues : "For mos t people, c harismatic acts are but 
memories or storie s told by o the r s"· (Keyes , "Charisma ," 12) . 

53Ke yes, "Cha risma," 13 . 

5 4The stor~es of Jewish f igures under conside r ation here 
are not sacr ed 'biographies : they do not indicate any attempt 
to create a " life," a oiographical account ~ith a beginning , 
midd le and end, no matter ho w artificially imposed. 
Moreove r, they do not cons titute aretalogies, because the 
groups o f sto ries studied here do not appear as independent 
col lections ; while th~y may be clustered in one a rea or 
another, they are gener a lly interspersed withi n the greater 
body o f the Talmud . Nonetheless , wh ile our works are better 
classified as stories rather than biographies or collections, 
the themes and considerations that inform the investigation 
of aretalogy ana sacred biography also play a central r ole in 
this stl.\,dy . 

55.Keyes, "Charisma, " 13 . 

22 

I, 
• I 



'c.. 

I 

' 

,. 

') 

history,56 it serves as not only a reminder of things pa~t 

but a model for emulation . 57 By placing mirac l es stories 

within a biographical form (and thereby a social context), 

the author o r editor of sacred bi9graphy makes the stories 

and their pro tagonists more accessible to the reader as 
.,.. 

models for behavior . 

Just as the power of the charismatic activity depends on ...._ 
its being "culturally understandable, " the story depends on 

the author _or editor ' s ability to employ recognizable signs 

of charisma· and sanctity in portraying the life or career of 

the holy man . This again is the charisma-institution 

tension: the · charismatic derives his power from be ing 

outside of institutional norms, but in o rder · to be .. 

56Cf. Michael A. Williams, "The L..i.f.e. Q.f. Antony and the 
Domestication o f Charismatic Wisdom, " in. Charisma and Sacred 
Biography , ed. Williams, 34-35 : " Robinson and Koester have 
argued with respect to early Christian l~terature, esfecially 
gospel literature, t ·hat the choice of genre itself may be the 
first and most important clue t o the world~view and 
theo logical intention of the author. A person who gathers 
Jesus- sayings into a collection with no historical narrative 
or frame may have chosen that genre (perhaps e ven 
unconsciously) because it suits the non-historical, other ­
wo~ldtY wisdom of the sayings ; l~kewise, one who incorporates 
Jesus-sayings into a continuous narrative so that the sayings 
occur witbin the course of a life whose links with history 
and socie~y are related (as in Luke-Acts) may have chosen 
this genre because of a consciousness of a close relation 
l;>etwe·en divine revelation and ongoi~g history." 

57Keyes, "Cha risma, " 16. Cf. Hadas and Smith, Heroes 
and ~, 9. ·While Hadas claims that the primary function of 
aretalog.ies is religious rather than biographical, he notes 
in reference to Xen9phon 's Cyr-0pedia that the inclusion of 
biographical details makes the presentation of the ideal 
gentleman more "eerv lc6able" aa a paradigm for pera~rtal 
behavior . 



_. 

understood, he and hts actions must "speak·· an understandable 

and recognizable language. This respons ibility is all the 

more incumbent upon the charismatic story, already distanced 
" 

from the original event. It bears a double bufcien -- it must 

express continuity in relationship to the ......_ life of its 

subject, and continuity in relation to the lives of its 

readers: 

The biography stresses . .. continuity between 
individual and tradi t i on, rather than the sudden 
appearance of the unique and radical break with the 
past . "58 

Especially if the 'author o r editor is describing a figure 

whose charismatic authCrity is already firmly established, 

accessibility mignt also be established by humanizing the 

portrai t of the char.ismatic, through " the anchoring of t he 

hero within human society~··ss In this case, humanizing may 

function not to undercut the extrao rdinary power o f the· 

charismatic, but to preserve it.60 Indeed, whil e all of 

these contextualizations of the original action inevitably 

transmute the authority o~ charisma, they are also means to 

maintaining it.61 By presenting human, historical and social 

contexts even for the ext raordinary activities theY, relate, 

s &Williams, " Antony, " 38 . 

59lbid . • 36. 

a ONote t 'he c .or r espondence 'to 
institutionalization is necessary to 
charismatic ele~ents. 

Weber ' s claim that 
the preservation of 

Slin t his sense , t he sacred biography P.erforms the 
We,berian function of routinization. 
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- ~ ~ r-~ ~ ! ~~~~ r~ iPA reveal accessible mode ls f or emulation, 

a nd may thereby continue to suggest f or their readers the . 
potential for transcendent a ction, the potential for "a 

wisdom t hat lies beyond the meanings and contexts " in which 

the stories are framed . 62 

Jonathan Z . Smith presents a different 
-;­
understanding of 

the function of aretalogy.~ Smith sees aretalogy as an 

apology compelled by the ambiguous status of mi racle:6 4 

For those figures f or ~hom an ultimate religious 
claim is made (e.g., son o f god), their biographies will 
serve a~ apo l ogies asainst outsiders' c harges that they 
we r e me rely magicians, and aga inst their admirers ' 
sincere mtsunderstanding that they we r e mere ly wonder­
wor~ers, divine ' me n o r philosophers ~65 

The aretalogical response was c r ucial : 

.. The solution of each group or individual so 
was the s ame, to insist on an inward meaning 
suspect activities. The allegedly magical 
properly understood , is a sign . There is 
t ran s parent and a hidden meaning.66 

' . 

c h a r ged 
of the 

action, 
both a 

In other words , Smith argues, one of the pr i mary functions of 

aretalogy was to show that miraculous acts are devoid . of 

62Keyes, "Charisma, ·· 18. Cf. ibid., 6, where Keyes 
poses the question of sacred biography ' s function in t e rms of 
the relationship between gnosis and l ogos . 

63J.Z . Smith, "Good News is No Ne ws," 24 . 

64Cf . E . R. Podds, Bagan and Chris t ian in aJl ~ Qf. 
Anxie~y (Cambridge: University Press, 1965), 125-126 : "In a 
world where everyone be lieved in magic, miracles ~ere both 
c ommonplace and morally suspect ; they, might serve to impres s 
the masses, but arguments based on them were inevitably tw6-
edged ." 

65J . Z . Smith . "Good News is No Nelils, "' 24. 

6.6lbid., 25 . 
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value unless they indicate some transcendent insight or power 

on the part o f the figure who commits them. 

Smith also . disputes the conten~ion that the aretalogy 

always presents a model for emulation. He argues that the 

impact of the aretalog y depends upon an "experience of 

discrepanc y " in the 1.nterplay between /the text and the 

reader's experiential context: 
.......... 

This experience of discrepancy provides an important 
corrective to our usual understanding of a retalog ies as 
models to be imitated by disciples . The devotee does not 
passively reenact or imitate. Rather he has an 
experience which l2Q..th validates and challenges the model 
proposed - by the "Life , " and through a process of double­
reflection, his understanding of both his exP.erience and 
the "Life" requi res r einterpretation.87 

The protagonist is both accessible and inacce ssible because 
. 

the reader's own experience both validates and c h a llenge s the 

.· 
experience presented in the text . 

According to Smith, the aretalogy reflects rather than 

reso lves the tensi~n between the charismatic · s essential 

uniqueness and his potential as a role model.88 Smith 

defines a retalogical p rotagonists such as Apollonius and 

Pythagoras as ·· sui gener is. " 8 9 Pythagoras is difficult t o 

l ocate , neither man ; magician, nor god ; he is ·· in a class by • 

67lbid ., 22 . 

S&This tension is essential t o understanding rabbinic 
self-portraits and attit4des · towards c harismatic activity in 
the texts under c onsideration . 

s 9J . Z. Smith, "Good News is No News·," 21. 
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himself . ... the mysterioµs 'included middle . '"70 Likewise , 

Apollonius is "himself alone": 

We are presented with a portrait of a powerful 
figure who muddles all models . The disciples (and his 
later readers) are incapable of being like him, even of 
truly understanding him, because he is fundamentally not 
like us . He is himself. He is an nther.71 

THis su~ generis protagonist is portrayed not only as 

enigmatic, but estranged; he is a figure who ""'' breaks all 

previous cosmic and social structures."72 In fact, Smith 

argues, in a G.ceco-Roman society where independence rather 

than obedience is the criterion for distinction,73 the sui 

generis holy man · s defiance of s t ructures and expectation~ 

eme~ges as a sourc~ of trans6endence : 74 

.. 
CHARISMATIC ACTIVITY : A SOCIAL HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Whi le the above theoretical conside~ations regarding 

c harismatic figures and the accounts which describe them rely 

to varying degrees on empirical obeervation of textual 

70Ibid . , 31. 

71Ibid ., 27. 

7 2Ibid-. , 36. Note the paral.l~l to Weber · s . "holders of 
chaPisma" -who stand "outside o 'f the ties of th!s · world ." 

7Sffadas and Smith, Heroes Arui· ~' 13. Hadas cpntrasts 
this emphasis with ·the monotheistic system presented in the 
Hebrew Bible. "Under a paramount authority the only lt.ind of 
diatinction accessible to the individual is that ~hich 
promotes the interests of the !lut})ority" (ibid.). 

74J .Z. Smith 1 "Good News is No News," 38. I 
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Brown·s study on charismatic activity in the 

late Roman Empir e is an explic i t example o f social histo ry 

rather t han a presentat ion of categories for the soc iological 

or anthropological understanding of religion.75 Though from 

a different methodological perspect ive t~ the lite r ature 

reviewed above, Brown's examination of the r ole of t he ho ly 

man in the Roman Empire in'-the fifth and s ixth centuries7s 

revea l s important func tions o f the charismatic, both 

affi rm ing and refining concepts set forth above, and presents 

categories o f charismatic activity wh ich shed light on the 

Jewish figures studied in the follo wing c hapters . 
I 

In assess ing the conditions which gave rise to holy man . 
, activi~y in the regiort and period o f his study, Brown notes .· 

t he fluidity -and concomitant i nstability o f the v i llage 

populations which .constituted t he f ollowings for holy man 

ac.tiv ity . He refut~s . ho wever, the traditional claim of 

soc ia l historians that c harismatic activity arose from some 

overwhelm ing sense of misery felt by the country folk , or 

28 

7 SPeter ·Brown , " T.h·e Rise and Function of the Holy Man in 
Late Antiquity, " c hap. in Soc iety and the. ~in Lal& • 
Antiguity (Berkeley: University of Califo rnia Press, 1982), 
103-152'. Brown describes the historian's task : "It is for 
the historian ... t o analy~e this image [of the h o ly man] a s 
a product of the · s oc iety around the holy man ·' Instead of 
retai ling the image of the holy man a s suff icieht in itself 
to explain his appeal to the ave rage late Roman, we s hould 
use the image like a mirro r, · to catch, from a surprising 
angle , another glimpse of the average late Roman " (ib id. , 
106) . 

78Brown focuses upon Syria ; " the great province f o r 
ascetic stars" (ibid ., 109 ). 
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that it represented "the rise o f more primitive religious 

sentiments in a deplete~ and insec ure society."77 He thereby 

modifies and focuses the factor of distress presented by 

Keyes and Weber ; Brown refers to the crisis of late antiquity 

as a crisis of leadership, and more specifically ,~~risis of 
" 

freedom.78 Amidst the absence of stabilizing institutions, 

the holy man provided security anCt-direction : 

Such a need for certainty and for leade rship is not 
usually experienced by more stable societies, where the 
objectivity assoc iated with the supernatural is more 
securely lodged in impersonal and enduring institutions, 
in great temple sites ... We know that the later Roman 
Empire was the very opposite of such a society . On every 
level of life", the . ins ti tut ion~ that had seemed · capable 
of receiving t.he awesome c harge of ' permanence and 
divinity in classical times either declined or exploded . 
Men were ' left with nothing to fall · back on than other 
men.79 -.. 

In meeting the need for leadership, the holy man played the 

rol~ of the "good patron" who served as a medi ator in village 

life, t he "hinge-man" who belonged t o the outside world, yet 

placed his knowledge, culture and values at the disposal of 

the villagers.so Villagers looked to the holy man for 

intervention and reconci liat~on, often through communal 

ceremon ies which would serve to enhance communal identity. 

Given the holy man ' s role as patron and village leade r , power 

77 lbid . , 148. 

78Ibid., 115, 148 . 

79Ibid ., 148 . 

SO Ibid . , 118 . 
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emerges a s his primary characteristic.81 Miracle was one of 

the foremost demonstrations o f po wer ; thus miracles were 

i mpo r t ant no t in and of themselves, but a s evidence o f the 

ho ly man ·s author1ty.82 
# 

Brown warns consistently against 
/-

core of the holy man. s c raft : "The seeing miracle as the 

miracle condenses and v~lida~ a situation built up by mo r e 

disc reet means."8 3 Miracles which demonstrated the holy 

man 's power, such as c urses and exorcisms, were evidence of 

~he ho ly man ·~ ability to mediate the f o r c es of disruption 

and rebellion within society.84 

The power o( the holy man and his r o l e as patron were 

directly ·related t o a more transcendent characteristic: " In . 
late Roman society, the h oly man was deliber a t ely not human. 

I 

8 l· Ibid . , 121: "Ab ove all e lse. the holy man is a ma n of 
powe r . " Note the correspondence to· Lights.t one· s emphasis on 
authority a s the holy man ' s distinguishing characteristic. 

82Note the r.elationship t o arguments by Keyes, J.Z . 
Smith, and Dodds above . Keyes argues that the mirac l e is 
influential only insof~r _as it corres ponds to c ultural 
unde~standin~s · o~ the sacred, especially to the extent that 
it demonstrates the charismatic's capacity· to domesticate 
c;: haos. Smith emphasizes the importance of' "hidden meaning" 
as a va l idation of the miracle, the miracle which in and of 
itself D9dds desc ribes as . "both commonplace ~nd morally 
suspect." 

8 3Brown, "Rise and 
"Altogether, we get a very 
at the mirac ulous element 
his c-lients. ·· 

84Jbid.' 122-123. 

Funct~on, .. . 122. Cf. ibid., 147: 
wrong impression if we l ook only 

in the ho ly man's relations with 

' 
. : 
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He was the 'stranger· wu: excellence. " 85 Brown identifies 

the ascetic feats of the holy man in Syria as "a long drawn -

out , solemn ritual of disassociation -- of becoming the total 

stranger."86 Ae a 

of place, family, and 

mobile figure who stood outside the ties 
-;;-

economic interest, ~nd as a figure 

whose very power was attributed to non - human sources, the ....._ 
holy man o wed nothing to society, and was therefore able t o 

serve as the consummate bearer of ob jectivity.87 A 

destabilized Late Roman society required objective mediato r s, 

and was prepared to inves t a human being rather than an 

institution with such a position.88 As the consummate . 
stranger , the holy man was invested ·with "utterly objective , 

i~alienable power. " 89 

As a figure who both stood outside the village and was 

the s ou r ce of rec onciliation within it, the holy man was by 

de~inition a straddler of boundaries -- not only between the 

village and the desert or city beyond, but between human 

beings and the divine . The ,holy ~an served to make a dista nt 

God relevant and accessible . to human needs : 

&S!bid ., 130. Note the parallels to J.Z . Smith 's 
portrait of the sui gene ris are.ta logical protagonist and to 
Weber · s "holder of eharisma ~ :. 

88Ibid. I 131. 

&?Ibid., 134 . 

88Ib}d., 132 . 

89l~id .• 143 . 
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In his [the ho ly man ' s] person, the acute 
ambivalence of a Christian God was summed up in a 
manageable and approachable form: for the holy man was 
... easily moved to tears of compassion, and , at the same 
time, the heir of the Hebrew prophets He could be 
approached directly, as God never could be.90 

Brown's portrait o~ holy man activity emphasizes significant 

elements of the charismatic type outlined ~ this chapter : 

the holy man s leadership is personal rather than legal; 
"--

moreover, as a stranger with extraordinary power, the holy 

man serves as a professional intercessor both within the 

human realm a~d between human and divine, and thereby as a 

source of stability in a society struggling with the collapse 

of institutional order.91 

9 0 I-bid ~ , 144. 

91Ibid ., 146 . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Jewish Ch arismatic Activity and the Rabbinic Ro le : 

Historical Cont~xts 

.. 

... 

. · 

.... <) . ,. .. 



.. 

HISTORY AND STORY 

........ 
The prev ious chapte r explo red theoretical considerat i ons 

related to the study o f holy men and holy man stories, as 

well as cer tain char acteristics of the holy man which eme rge 

•from Brown's social historical study. Many of these 

qonsiderations serve as important concepth f o r this study of 

Jewish ho l~ men : the domestication of chaos in a situation 

' o f distt'ess , the emphasis on soc ial r ecognition, the 

subordination of miracle to transcendent meaning, the 

i mportance of cultur ally understandable sings o f the sacred .. 
and tne breaking o f traditional norms a r e phenomena which 

emerge as crucial to the study of specific Jewish figures and 

stories. 

In exami ning the phenomenon of Jewish char ismatic 

activity , at. least two p oss i ble approaches present themselves 

from the outset. The firs t is to ask a social-historical 

question r egarding the lives o f the Jewish figures 

·themselves, e. g . , what r o les did ~oni tne Circle- drawer a nd 

Hanina ben Dosa play in their respective societ ies during the 

period in which they are repo r ted t o have· lived, from the 

first century B . C.$ . through the · first century C.E.? The 

.. 
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problem with the historical question, as will be develaped 

below, is that the rabbinic texts of the two Talmuds are not 

necessarily accura~e sources of historical information about 

tbe periods they purport to describe; moreover, while 

rabbinic texts may provide some guidance to the historian, 
"""?" this author i s not adequately equipped t0 determine which 

descriptions of a given figure or period might be ....._. 

historically accurate. Thus, in order to avoid the 

historicity trap, this thesis asks a second question : how do 

rabbinic stories about holy men function, and what do they 

reveal about t he rabbinic attitude towards char ismatic 

behavio.r? Wit~ this second question, {he focus of the study 

becomes · the texts themselves. Nonetheless, given the 

didactr~ aim of rabbinic texts. one cannot ask even text ua l 

questions wi thout cqnsideration of the texts· historical 

Jimensiori.l One must approach rabbinic histo ry warily , 
t 

perhaps especially so when examining the r o le o f marginal 

figures, 2 but one must still approach it . In fac t, t)1e 

histori cal context for the rabbinic stories examined in the 

succeeding chapters consists of two discrete periods: 

first , t he period and circumstances in which our figures 

purportedly lived; s econd, .and more importantly, the per iod 

lCohen, "Structural Analysis of a Talmudic Story ," 164 . 

2M. Smitn, on the reliability of Celsus· portrait of 
holy man activity in late antiquity , states : "The spiritual 
u nderwOl'ld. of antiquity -- the world 9'f wandering prophets 
and magicians and miracle workers · - - is known to us only by 
occasional gl i mpsetS" ( "Pr oleg0mena, " 181) . 
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and circumstances in which the stories about them wel'e 

finally redacted .3 

Firet and Second Century C.E. Judaism in Palestine 

THE CRIS!~ OF INSTABILITY ~ 

"'--
Jewish life in Palestine at the dawn of the common era 

was characterized by instability . Jews faced considerable 

economic difficulties.4 Jewish society was mark ed by social 

. disequilibrium ; rural and urban dwellers were at odds, and 

significant rifts existed between H~ llenized and non-

Hellenized. segments of the population. Palestinian Jewry at 

' laqte and the Temple hierarchy in particular lacked 

~eadership and consensus, and had already begun to corrode 

from within prior to the destruction o f the Temple . 5 

3The work of Salo Wittmayer Baron for the earlier period 
and Jacob Neusner for the latter, as cited below, f o rm the 
basis of this historical overview. Histories of the Second 
Commonweal th are numerous, as are the discrepancies a·mong 
them. See Solomon Zeitlin, Th.a Ria..e. a.n.d. ~ i! ~ Judean 
State (Philadelphia : Jewish Publication Society, 1962-1978 ) , 
especia lly the second and third volumes . Also of i nterest 
are Gedaliah Alon, ~. Judaism, a.n.d. !the. Classical World : 
Studies in Jewi s h History in ~ Times Q.f. ~ Second Temple 
a.n.d. Talmud (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1977); and Alon, The 
~ in their Land in ~ Tal~udic ~. 70- 640 C.E. 

4Sa lo Wittmayer Baron, ·A Social a.n.d. ReligiQus History Q.f. 
· ~ ~ (New York : Columbia University Pr~ss, 1952), vol. 

2, 54. 

5Baro~, Social And Religious History, vol . 1 , 271 - 285 . 

36 

• t 

- I 



.. 

\ 

The most significant factor in the Palestinian turmoii at 

the tuTn of the millennium was the pervasive force of 

sectarianism.s Salo Baron refers to the Second Commonwealth . 
as the ··richest period in the his tory o f Jewi sh sects"; 7 

Jewry's rapid expansion both within Palestine and without 

after the Maccabean r evolt stimulated ~ther sectarian 

f o rmations s The most significant Jewish sectarian 

-...... 
conflict occurred between the Sadducees and the Pharisees . 

Theories regarding the characteristics and c 0 nstituencies 0 f 

these movements are manifold.~ While the historical origins 

SThe prevalence and passion of messianic sentiment were 
an integral part . 0£ sectarian ideniities and conflicts . 
Baron Glaims that the messianic ideal dominated religious 
discussion, appearing not only in a~ocalyptic literature but 
in Hellehistic and Palestinian lite~ature as well. Messianic 
belief allowed J e ws to• see a ll of the pressures and cri~es o f 
contemporary life as signs of the dissolution . of the o l d 
o rder, and portents of the new . Though messianic e xpressions 
varied, they were generally charact~rized by expectation o f 
"the cessation of historical proc esses, and a fundamenta l 
c hange in - the laws o~ nature . " Baron, Socia l and Re ligious 
Hi§tory, vol . 2, 55-65 : 

7Ibid., 26. Cf. ibid., 45 -65 , for Baron · s disc~ssion . of 
the Zealots, the Essenes, and the Damascus Sect . and the 
relationship of each group to Pharisaism and to messianic 
sentiments. 

Sibid., 35 '. 

9Much disagreement persists regarding the Pharisees · 
position in Palestinian society befo re 70 CE. A brief 
summary of p~ominent view.points appears in Rob.ert Seltzer, 
Jewish People, Jewi'sh Thou'ght: Th.e Jewish Experience in 
History (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co. , Inc .' , 1980}, 
216- 22 0. Seltzer includei viewe expressed by Ephraim Urbach, 
Th.e Sages, Their Concepts and Beliefs (Jerusalem, The Magnes 
Press ~ 1975 ) vol. 1, chapter 16 ; Ellis Rivkin, A Hidden 
Revolut ion : The. Pharisees · Search f..QJ: , !.he. Kingdom Withio 
(Nashville: . Abingdon Press, l-978)_, and ·Rivkin, I.b..e. Shaping 
Q.f. Jewish History (New York: Charles Scribner·s Sons, 1971), 

•' 
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•of the schism between the Pharisee~ and the Sadducees is 

unclear, a comparison of the movements reveals various 

distinctions, especially regarding their attitudes towards 

the Temple cult and Torah.IO 

Baron empha&izes the difference between Sadducean and 
-;;-

Pharisaic attitudes towar.ds the Temple cuYt . The Sadducees 

were attached to the Temple not only because they were the 
~ 

priestly class, but also because of the general importance of 

state and territory in their wo rld - view ; mo re than a 

religious center, the Temple was political ly impo rtant as a 

territorial symbo l and integral part o f the Commonwealth . 

The Pharisees, while they did not reject the Temple, tried to . 
populari ze it by encouraging pilgr~mage . Wi th their own 

power interests in mind, they linked pries tly p owe r to 

po pular assent . In contrast to the exclusive Temple- f ocus of 

the Sadducees, the Pharisees had greater conce rn f o r 

ins truments of Diaspora Jewry they stressed Sabbath 

c hapter 3; Morton Smith, "Palestinian Judaism in the First 
Century" in Israel : ~ ~ .in Ciyilization , ed . Moshe 
Davie (New York: Harper and Row , 1956), 67-81 ; and Heusner , 
~Politics .t.'2. Piety : ~ Emergence c.f Pharisaic Judaism 
(Englewooa Cliffs : Prentice-Hall, Inc . , 1973) .. See also 
Baron ' s view of the · Pharisees as an "official minority 
supported by an unofficial majority " (Soc ial a..wi Religious 
History , vol . 2, 35-36) . 

1oone should note at the outset that Baron ' s account 
seems to favor the Pharisees as the group whose flexibility 
enabled the surviva l of Judaism. 

' . 
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· obse~vance, the function of the synagogue, and especially ~ 

Torah. 1 1 

The Pharisees· central concern for Torah constituted a 

definitive departure from the Sadducean focus on the Temple 

cult. The Pharisees' doctrine of the three interdependent 

crowns of kingdom, pr iesthoo.d, and Torah u~rsoores a 

crucia l concept of Pharisaic doctrine : the Temple, while the 
'-

cultic center and an important political symbol, is not the 

so l e locus of power . The concept of Torah, without a 

- specific territorial locus, merits a crown of the same status 

as , kingdom and priesthood; in fact, the crown of Torah is not 

only equal to t he other two, but superior: 

The Grown of Torah is offered tD everyone, and I 
consider him who has. won it as if all three had been 

' offered tp him and he had won them all.12 

Pharisaic doctrine tnereby asserted not only the significance 

o f Torah, but i .ts accessibility ; in contrast t o the exclusive 
• 

nature oof kingdom and priesthood, the Crown of Torah was 

available to all. 

Unlike the Sadducees , the Pharisees expressed the 

sanctity of TorC:\h through continuous hermeneutic 

reinterpretation r ather than literal application. Jacob 

Neusner describes "the Pharisaic religion of 'Torah · " in 

light of Weberian categories o! charisma and r out ine : 

11Baron, Soc ial and Religious History. vol . 2, 37-45. 

12Sifr e on Numbers, Pisga 119, Friedman edition, fol. 
40a . 
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Routine is imposed by the requirement to regularly 
study a given text. Spontaneity 4nd ch~risma emerge in 
two ways: first in the very content of the biblical 
text, which embodies the highly charismatic experiences 
of earlier ages; . sec ond, in the unexpected and 
unpredictable response of the sage to the text . 13 

Neusner thereby perceives Yohanan ben Zakkai and the 

Pharisaic sages as pursu~ng an intermediate co~e between 
" 

the spontaneous, undisciplined and charismatic atmospr.ere of 

Galilean re ligion and the instit\.l"t..ion - bound routine of the 

Temple cult . t" _, 
THE JEWISH WOR LD OF SPIRITS 

·The person dwell•fng in Palestine in the first century of 

the common era lived not on.l.y in a world of sectarian schism, 
•' 

but a world of spirits. Popular interest in astro logy and 

magic satis fied a general absor ption in the unknown and 

13Jecob Neusner, First Centurv Judaism in Crisis : 
Yohanan ~ Zaccai and :the. Renaissance Q.f. Torah (Naahville : 
Abingdon Press, 1975), pp. 13-14 . See also Neusner, A L.i.f.e. 
Q.f. Yohanan ~ Zakkai, CiL. l::.fill c......E..... (Leiden: E.J . Brill, 
1967). First Century Judaism ill Crisis is an abridgement and 
condensation of A L.if.e.. 

14According to Neusner, Galilee was the center of 
charismatic religious practice i n Palestine; not only Jesus, 
but other charismatics who were met with rejection in 
Jerusalem were able to find fol lowings in the Galilean 
countrys ide : ''In Galilee Yohanan ·encountered the oppos1.~e of 
the rigid traditional routine . of the priests ... This was 1an 
open, primitive , ~nlettered faith, pure and all-embra~ing, 
but. with more enthusiasm than discipline ." This free­
wh~eling and intimate Galilean religion stood in contrast to 
"Jerusalem's routine of cultic technology. " Neusner, First 
Cen·tury Judaism ill Crisis, 67-68. Cf. Geza Vermes, Jesus t.b.e. 
~: A Historian 's Reading Q.f. :tJie. Gospels (Philadelphia : 
FortreGs Press, 1973), 80. 
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. 
mysterio~s. So~e of the influence c ame from outside o f 

Jewish culture. Hellenistic mystery cults were prominent in 

t he per i od; Chaldean astral religion was a "dominant and 

expans ive f o r ce" in the Mediterranea n world ; is the influence 

of Irano-Chaldean demonology and angelology a nswer ed and 

fueled the popular desire t o master mysterious force~e 

Intertes tamental J udaism exhibited elements o f belief in 
"""-

magical healing and exorc ism. Apocryphal literature applied 

patterns set by the miracle - wo rking prophets Elijah and 
_.; 

Elisha to earlier Biblical figures, crediting t hem with 

powe r s of healing and exo r cism : Abraham, Hoses and Solomon 

were reputed to have occult healing power&; David, &nd 

es~ecially Noah . a nd Solomon, were descri~ed as masters of 
. 

e xorcism, using .. esoteric knowledge to exert cont rol o ver 

demons . 17 Contemporary Jews a lso practiced the art of 

15Baron, Social and Religtous History , vol. 2, 15 . 

IS Ibid . , 15-20. 
average Palestinian 
e vil ." 

Cf . ibid., 
became filled 

43 : "The 
wi th spir its 

world of the 
of good and 

t7Ve rmes , J esus ~ ~. 62-68 . Vermes provides 
c ita tions f o r the ascriptions of special abilities alluded t o 
a bove : Abraham, according to ·the Genesis ADoc ryphon 20 : 16-
19; Moses, according to the Hellenist Artapanus (second 
c entury BCE) in the Praeparatio evangelica ix .29, 24-5 ; 
Oavid, a ccording t o Pseudo-Philo in Liber Antiguitatum 
Biblicarum 60 : 1-3; Noah, a~ mentioned ln Jubilees 10 : 10- 15 ; 
and S~lomon , as in the f ollowing quotation from Josephus ' 
AntiOYities 8, 44-5 : "There was no form of nature with which 
he was not acquainted or which he. passed over without 
exam.ining ... And God granted him knowledge of the art used 
against demons f o r the benefit and healing of men . He also 
c omposed incantations by which illnesses are r~lieved, and 
left behind f o rms of exorcism with which . those possessed by 
demons drive them out, never to return ." The Josephus 

41 



.. 

\ 

42 

incal'ltations: "God of Abr:aham Isaac and Jacob " was widely • 

used as a magical forruula.18 Jewish influence also appears 

in pagan magical papyri of the period . 19 

The Jewish belief in the potential for connection with 

angels, demons and other occult forces partakes of a 

phenomenon in the broader Greco- Roman cult~ of late 

antiquity : the blurring of distinctions between the human ....._ 
and the divine . Various pagan beliefs reflected an 

atmosphere in which the dividing line between god and human 

beings wa£ far from a bsolute . The Greeks maintained a notion 

that gods were like men, possessing human virtues but to a 

superior degree. Pagans also believed tha~ gods were likely 

to appear in . human form , so that va rious histo rical figure s 

were believed to have been deities in disguise . The pagan 

wo~ld was populated as well with mythical demigods, born af 

mortal- divine sexual union . In addition, the society 

oontaitied human beings who thought they were gods or 

s upernatural beings; this tendency was further complicated by 

the Greek custom of honoring ~ulers and public benefactors 

passage also reveals the extent to which exorcism and hea ling 
were understood as related func tions . 

18Baron, Social and Beligioijs History , vol. 2, p . 23 . 
Baron notes · that accordinj to ·Origen, this formula ~as used 
pot only by Jews, but by ' "almost all those who• occupy 
themselves with incantations and magical rites ." 

19Lightstone, Commerce, 38. Cf . C. Bonner, Studies in 
t:Jagical A.mutets, 28; quoted in Baron , Social And Religious 
HistorY, vol. 2, 337, n. 27 : "Almost every .magical papyrus 
bears some marks . of Judaism here and there, in its ide~ or in 
the sacred names involved, and so do scores of magical gems." 

·. 
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with the · eame ~inds o f cults that ~ere created · for gods . In 

the realm of philosophy, Plato popularized the notion of the 

mortal ' e divine soul imprisoned in a material body, 

suggesting that subjugation of the body would permit human 

beings to fulfill their divine potentia1.20 

THE HOLY MAN AS DIVINE-HOMAN INTERMEDIARY 

In this world of poli t ical, social and spiritual f.lux, 

the mostJ important function of the holy man was as an 

inte rmediary between the human and the divine . In the pagan 
I 

context, holy men were termed ."daemonic men, 

explains to Soc ra~es in Plat~' s Symposium : 

as Diotima 

iverything that is daemon±c is intermediate between 
God and mortal . interpreting and conveying the wishes of 
men t o g ods and the will of g ods to men, it stands 
between the two and fills the gap . . . God has no contact 
with man ; ~nly ~hrough the .daemonic is there intercourse 
and conver~ation b~tween men and gods, whether in the 
waking stat~ or during sleep . And the man who is expert 
in such intercourse is a daemonic man. compared with whom 
the experts in arts or handicrafts are but journeymen.21 

As Celsus ' disparaging portrait of the second-century 

Palestinian and Syrian scene suggests, a number of figures 

arose in response to the popular need for mediation: 

20M. Smith, "Prolegomena, " 181- 182 . Smith also notes 
among the Greeks a habit preserved in our own day : the 
application of the term "divine " to indicate a person ' s 
superior achievement in a desirable human capacity. 

21Plato, Symposium, 202 D 13-203 A 6; quo ted in Dodds , 
Pagan and Christian, ..37 . 

. · 
~ . 
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(There are many] who wander about begging both in 
and outs ide temples and frequent both ci~ies and camps on 
the pretense of prophesying : And any one of them is 

· ready and accustomed to say , " I am the ,god 1 or a eon of' 
god, " or "a div ine spirit, " and ... "Blessed is he who 
has worshipped me now . On all others, both in cities and 
in the countryside, I shall cast eternal fire. And men 
who do no t know the penalties awaiting them will repen t 
in vain and mourn, but those whom I have persuaded I 
shall save forever."22 

Despite the presence of pretenders, Dodds asserts that by the 
, ....,,.... 

second century C.E . , definitions such ati that expressed by 

Diotima had come to be "the expression of a truism .. : ....._ 
Virtually everyone , pagan, Jewish, Christian or 

Gnostic, believed in the existence of these beings and in 
their function as mediators , whether he called them 
daemons or angels, or aions or simply "spirits " . .. And 
the "daemonic man, " who knew how t o establish contact 
with them, was correspondingly esteemed , 23 

In a world where sup~rnatural beings were bel ieved to exert 
' 

control o ver human lives, human beings with influence ove r 

the supe rnatural were eagerly sought. 
' " The needs which the holy man met were not necessarily 

ethereal, as the empha$1s on healing suggests, people sought 

to enlist the esoteric powers of the holy man for practical 

purposes. Holy men often performed the same function as 

oracles: they were called upon t o predict the future, t o 

220rigen, Against Celeue, 7 . 9 ; quoted in M. Smith, 
"Prolegomena, " 180. Celeus obviously had his own polemical 
agenda, and his picture may not be completely accurate. 
Interestingly, howe ver, as Smith notes, Origen ' s reply does 
not attempt to deny the existence of the people whon Celsus 
portrays; Orig en says instead that their powers are not 
comparable to those of the Old Testament ~rophets . 

23Dodds, Pagan a.nd Christian, 38. 
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read minds or read sealed letters.24 The questioni5 

addressed to orac'les and to holy men were also an index of 

the turmoil and insecurity of the age. Dodds cites a papyrus 

containing a list of twenty-one inquiries addressed to an 

oracle in the late th ird century, including the following : 

" Am I to become a beggar?" " Shall I be sold up?" "Should I 

take to flight? " "Shall I get my salary?" " Am I 
-;,..,. 

under a , .... 
spell?"25 By providing answers to practical questions, ......_ 
insights into the important but difficult matters of the 

everyday, the holy man was an intermediary who could thereby 

) give people some sense of control and o r der in an often 

inscrutable wor1d . 
... 

The Jews saF their world, no less than the pagans ' saw . . 
theirs, as p opulated by an array of good and evil spirits . 

These ' secondary powers ·Were not perceived as alien t o 

monotheism; in fact , precisely because of the doctrine of the 

one God, Jews felt the need for mediating agents betwee n 

themselves and the d1vine . Therefore, Jews looked t o the 

Jewish holy man for his influence in the spirit wo rld . 

Incantations and exorcisms could enlist the support of 

spirits in accomplishing human · will. To this end, the 

knowledge and manipulation of demonic and div ine names wa s 

extr emel'y powerful . 26 At another level, the boly man was . 
2 4 Ibid. , 56. 

25Jbid. ' 87 . 

268ar o n, Social and Reli~ious History, vol . 2, 17-20. 
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esteemed no t only f o r his influence with d e mons and a ngels, 

but for his relationship with God : 

That a distinctive trend of c harismatic Judaism 
existed during the last couple o f centuries o f the Second 
Temple is undeniable .. These holy men were treated as the 
willing o r unsuspecting heirs t o an ancient prophetic 
tradition. Their supernatural po wers were attributed to 
their immediate relation t o God. They were vene r a ted as 
a link between heaven and earth , independent of any 
institutional mediation.27 

/-
Baro n notes that Phari saic Judaism i n part 1 cu l a r was 

conducive to th is felt need for me~tion : its acceptance of 

angelology, e mphasis on human vigilance against evil s p irits, 

devaluing of the Temple cult, and claim that t he patriarc hs 

intervene with God on behalf of t he people all increased the 

importance of mediators who might bridg e the chasm .. between a 
I 

perfect Cr eator and a n imperfect world."28 The Jewish need 

fo r med iation was not merely a borrowing from pagan c ulture , 

but an intrinsic element o f first - second century Judaism 

itself. 

27Vermes, Jesus 1h.e. J.e.R, 7 9. Vermes ' s desc ription 
contains o ther important elements to be explored in later 
c hapters: t he relationship o f the holy man to earlier 
prophets, and his independenc e fre m institutional f o rms. 

28Baron, Socia l and Religious Histo ry , vo l . 2, 42 . 
Ba r o n identifies the Pharisaic doctrine o f resurrection as 
another attempt to make sensible the relationship between 
perfect Creato r and imperfect c reation. 

. .. 
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DESTROCTION AND DKCENTRALIZATIO~ 

If first-century Judaism was already a r ich and ferti le 

s o urce f o r holy man a c tivity , the destruction of t he Templ e, 

and with it the change from a cultic - territorial to an 

ethnic - religious world-view , created new and greater 

possibilities for charismatic leadersh ip. The ~trvction of 

the Te mple made concrete the decentralizatio n which 
........... 

Pharisaism had begun t o raise to prominence . The c entral 

institutio n o f Jewish life had been destroyed, creating a 

vacuum to be filled either by a new institutional structure , 

'by n o n - institutional leadership, o r both . 

As Neusner demonstrates, the Hjshn4h emerges as a n . 
o rdered respon~e to the confusion and uncertainty wrought by 

the destru~tion o f the Temple : 

In every line the Mishnah bo th expresses the issue 
o f confusion in the wake of the end of the old mo d e o f 
o rdering life above and below, and also imposes orde r by 
sorting out confused matters In a mo me n t o f deep 
despair and d o ubt such as the later first and second 
centu ries, this appeal to the heart and mind o f I s rael 
penetrated t o the depths of the dilemma . 29 

The po wer o f the Hishnah res~ded in the congruence between 

its charac terist i cs as an intellectual system and the social 

context to whic h it responded: 

The powerful attracti on o f problems of confusion and 
c haos, on the one side, ahd order and form , on the other 
-- these form t he generative problematic of the Mishnah 

29Jacob Neusner, " Max Weber Revisited : Religion and 
Society i n Anc i ent Judaism " (Oxford : The Oxford Centre for 
Postgraduate ~ebrew Studies, 1981 ), 3 . 

• 
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as a system 
ve:ry nature 
condition 
hiisto r y . 30 

because they express in in teJ lectual f o rm toe 
and essential being o f Israel in its socia l 
at that particular moment in Israel'p 

Notably, i n the Mishnah, which i s concerned deeply with 

~stablishing a new institutional o rder in the face o f chaos, 

holy man stories are almos t totally absent. with the 

exception of the ~oni narrative in H. 

Hishnah contains no mention of charismatic 

Ta'anit 3.8, the 
/""-, 
activity by the 

Tannaim.31 As the e videru:e earlier in this chapter 

suggests , th is absence of material can hardly be due to a 

scarcity of Jewish charismatic activity; instead, it suggests 

that holy man activity and the systematic approach o f the 

Mishnah may h ave been distinct or conflicting responses ~o 

the same ~ris is df confusion and chaos brought on by the 

destruction of the T~mple . Corres'ponding to the Webe rian 
.· 

framework, it is quite possible that the institution-makers 

of the Hishnah considered the c harismatic wonder-worke r a 

threat to the nascent rabbinic o rder . 32 .. 

3 o Ibid. , 11. Accord i~g to Neusner. the Mishnah 
establishes order by presenting an image of stasis: " What 
the Mishnah really wants is for nothing to happen . The 
Mishnah presents a tableau, a wax museum, a diorama. It 
portrays a world. fully perfected and so wholly at rest ... a 
world in stasis, perfect and complete, made holy because it 
is complete and perfect. It is an economy -- again in the 
classic ~ense o f the word awaiting the divine act of 
sanct ification" (ibid. , 9-10). 

3 lGreen , "Palestinian Holy Hen.·· 624-625. 

32Th e concept of routiniza~ion produces an irony here. 
The rabbi s, who portrayed themselves as descendants of the 
Pharisees, themselves become the protectors of an 
institut~onal o rder , chary of decentralized threats t o their 

,. . . . 
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The Amoraic Period in Babylonia 

RABB~NIC STORIES AND RABBI NIC PERSPECTIVE 

In many ways, the intellectual and his~orical context for 

the final redaction of the stories about Jewish ~oly men is ,, 
more important than the context in which the figures 

'-' 
supposedly lived, because it is the Talmudic stories about 

these figures, and not any historically reliable biographical 
__, 

acc ount of their lives, ~hich are open to study. The Amoraic 

context for the holy man stories is therefore equally if not 

49 

more important than the Tannaitic context in which the , . 
figures supposedly functioned . One must approach Amo r ai c . 

history cautiously; ' Neusner makes several historiographical 

observations about the ~moraic period which serve as helpful 

qualifications for this study . First, because our primary 

source of data for understanding the environment in which the 

rabbis operated 1s the Talmud itself, we must acknowledge its 

limitations as an historical resource . As Neusne,r argues, 

while it can be a fruitful source for the study of history, 

"the Baby lonian Talmud i mpedes as much as it advanc es the 

historical inquiry ." 33 While we lack a reliable historical 

authority. 

B 3Jacob Neusner •. A History Q..f. :t.hft il.elui in. Babylonia 
• (Leiden: E . J. Br ill, 1968), vol. 3 , xviii . 
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chronicle, we possess legal sayings and s~ories which can 

tel'l us much about reality as the rabbis pe_rceived it : 

The stories people told and the beliefs they held to 
account for and justify the power relationships they 
experienced .. . What were the beliefs that men referred 
to in order to shape, understand, and explain reality ? 
What were the fundamental convictions about reality that 
underlay aJl their actions?34 

Ultimately, it matte"rs little to this stu""' whether the 
, 

events described in holy man a ccount6 actually transpired ; 

more important is the pictu~~ the sto ries provide of the 

rabbis who included them in the canon, and ~hat the stories 

- can reveal about the rabbinic task of transforming Jewish 

society.SS The rabbis were involved not only in crafting 

stories or recasting ~enories , but in attempting t o reshape 
' . 

the Jewish ' wo rld as they knew it : 

How did a few men impose their vision and their will 
on a v~ry old religious community, and so reshape that 
community to confo rm to a new interpretation o f all that 
had gone before? For this purpose, religious 

34Jacob Neusner, There~ 5.a.:t. .QQ.Hn: Talmudic . Judaism in · 
~Making (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972), 23 . 

SSBarth suggests several important caveats and questions 
for the study of aggadah . He notes that the scholarly task 
of dating legends is extremely difficul~. Moreover, the 
centrality of redactorial 'context in anaping and reshaping 
the meaning of a given story makes the discovery of "original 
form or of scriptural causes or historical factors ... 
difficult to ~mpossible." One m4st formulate careful answers 
to important questions: "Did ' the Aggadists intend to deal 
with events of their time? Against the background bf .which 
historical period might an Aggadah have been formed? To 
~hich problems might it have · been related, and which 

· positions did it seek to communicate?" ( Barth , "Recent 
Studies in Aggadah," 205-208) . 
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institutions and ideas are more interesting than 
political an~ social history .S e 

In order to understand the fu~ction of the holy man stories 

not only as reflect ions Qf the rabbin ic attitude towards 

charisma , but as transformat~ve tools, we must explore the 
~ . 

...world-view of the rabbis who told them. 

The Babylonian rabbinate was ...£_haracterized by an 

important paradox. On the one hand, as Neusner indicates, 

the Babylonian rabbi was 
.-J 

on no account a separatist . ·· 31 

Acad~mies were not isolated from the cit ies, and the rabbi ' s 

political and administrative roles brought him into 
, 

continuous contact ·With th& people . The rabbis did not form 

a caste, nor a discrete e con9mic class, nor an exclusive 

.· sacerdotal group -- theoretically, the rabbinate was open to 

all who qualified, and the rabbis applied the same standards 

of be havior to the general po~ulace as ithey did t o 

themselves.SS For all of this ostensible openness, however, 

the rabbis were clearly an elite group, distinguished by 

their learning and by their behavior. This was the central 

1pqradox of the rabbinic estate: on the one hand the rabbis 

36Neusner, There ~ s.a..t. lk2.iul, 10. Elsewhere, Neusner 
quotes Reinhard Bendix 's formulatio~ of Weber 's similar 
systemic questions: " Weber appro.aclied the study of religious 
ideas ... specially in terms of the social processes whereby 
the inspirations of a few become the .convictions of the 
many." Reinhard Bend~x, M.a..x. Weber: An Intellectual Po'rtrait 
(New York : Doubleday and Company, Inc . , 1962), 259; quoted 
in Neusner, "Max Weber Revisited," 16 . 

37Neusner. Babvlonia , vol . 3 , 102. 

38lbid. 

.. 
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regarded themselves as superior; on the other, they claimed 

to be providing a mode l f or popular, not mere ly elite, 

behavior .39 

THl!: RABBI AS HOLY MAN 

Lik e their counterparts in"'- r e lation to t he Tannaitic 

period, both those who lived in the Amo ra ic period and those 

' who have studied it exhibit difficulties in defining magic 

objecti vely . Neusner descr ibes scholarly attempts t o 

distinguish the period ·.s religion from i t,P ma.gic as mo re 

theological t han phenomenological ." 40 Within Babylonian 

, society itself, magic was · a commo n phenomenon : .. 
Magic , as t rology, medicine and other aspects of the 

occult are legitimate .... They cannot be ignored as " no t 
normative," especially since most o f the leading figures 

mong the elite were believed to possess great powers in 
these matters .. . When, manufactured in t he seventh o r 
e {~hth century, the incantation bo wl s appear, we come 
upon substantial e vidences regarding Jewish magic, and 
find the masses of the Jews were using pretty much the 
same tech~iques as the Zoroastrians, Chr istians, 
Man icheans, Mandaeans, and ·others. 41 

39Ibid. , 98 . This paradox is especially important in 
understanding the attitude of the r abbis towards 
charismatics. If the charismatic is one who by definitio n 
stands outside of the community, endowed with extraordina ry 
po wers, h o w are the rabbis., as communal leaders and popular 
models, to regard him? 

40Neusner, Babvlonia, vol . 4, 116. Cf . Erwin R . 
Goodenough, Jewish Svmbols .in. the. Greco-Roman Period , 
Bo llingen Series 37 ( New York : Pantheon Boo~s. Inc., 1953-
1965), vol. - 2, . 159 : "Magic is a term of ·Judgment, not o f 
c lassificatio n "; quo t ed in Neusner, Babylo nia , vol. 4 , 116 . 

4 1Neusner, Babylonia , vo l . 3, xix. 
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While some Jews may have attempted to distinguish Jewish 

wonder- working on the grounds that it was enabled by the one 

God r ather than by pagan gods and spirits, such a distinction 

did not produce "a denial of the efficacy of magic, no r did .. 
it prevent Jews from using the same magical practices as 

pagans ."42 Moreover , Saul Lieberman stresses that magic and .....__ 

natural science were closely related in late antiquity . 

Everyone believed in charms, demons and the power of sorcery; 

for the rabbi~ to deny belief in sorcery and incantation 

formulas would be• to r eject the "· scientific methods · of 
. 

their. time and place .. " 4 3 While such "scientific " activities 
' 

were widespread and recognized as desirable demonstrations of 

power, their practitioners · never ackno wledged them as 

"magic. " 44 Magic was as much a subjective and locative term 

of disparagement in Amo raic Babylonia as it was in Tannaitic 
• 

Palestine.•s 

42Neusner, Babylonia, vol. 4, 354-355. 

43Lieberman, Saul, Greek in Jewish Palestine ( Ne w Yo rk : 
Feldheim , 1965), 11 4; quoted in Neuener , Babylonia, vol . 3, 
118. 

4 4 Neusne r , Babylonia, vol . 4, 361: "So far as magic i ans 
were disreputable, no faithful community would . regard its 
ho~y · men as magicians. But so far as magic was an expected 
and normal trait of religious virtuosi , everyone supposed his 
community's holy men could produce magic. " 

· 4 s Ibid. , 354 . · Neusner cites an unpublished lecture b y 
Mor"ton Smith: " In antiquity, the practice of magic was a 
criminal offense and the termJnag.1.cian was a te rm of abuse. " 
Smith notes that the term " magician" connoted social 

"Subversion, especially to tho.se whose established authority 
was ' threatened by the " magician 's" super.natural powers . . 
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The rabbis were considered wonder- work ing masters. As 

Lieberman suggests., the rabbis regarded astrology as a valid 

science, though they did not claim to have mastered it 

themselves.46 Talmudic Jewry also possessed its o wn 

" denlonology, with distinctions between class~ of demons as 

well as individual spirits.47 
........... 

For the rabbis, as f or their non-Jewish counterparts, the 

capacity and reputation for charismatic activity was a 

cul tivated source of power: 

The rabbi both presented himself as, and was widely 
believed to be, a holy man, whose charisma weighed at 
least as heavi xy as his learning, ~nd whose learning t o 
begin with encompassed far mo r e than a mere collection of 
ancien t traditions of Scriptural exegesis . What was 
extraordinary abou1( him was his · mastery of a body of 
theurgical learning, the power of which rendered him 
exc eptionally influential in heaven and earth . 48 

The rabbinic holy man 's power was s ociopolitic al as well as 

supern~tural. Storie~ about different ci r cles of rabbis 

indicate that each group arrogated unique abilities t o i~s 

most outstanding members, and derided the abilities of 

hostile rabbis. Accounts ~f supernatural deeds became a 

46lbid., 330-332. 

47Joshua Trachtenberg , Jewish Magic and Superstition : A 
Stydy in E.Q.lk. Religion (New York : William Collins and World 
Publishing Co., Inc ., 1961), 25. Neusner describes the 
rabbinic system of angels and demons as "the tec hnology of 
the rabbis ' theologica l world- view " ( Babylonia , vol . 4, 324) . 

. 
48Ne usner, Babylonia, vol. 3, 104 . 

.. 
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convention in telling stories about any great rabbi . 49 Not 

only within rabbfnic circles, but in the relationship between . 

the rabbinate and the exhilarchate, the rabbi ' s reputation as 

a holy man provided power and leverage.so .. 

RABBINIC MASTERY OF THE ~ERNATURAL : TALMUDIC EXAMPLES 

In striking contrast to the Mishnah , the Talmud contains 

assorted accounts of the r abbis ' supernatural abilities . 

While the number of these accounts is relatively small in 
I 

comparison to the bulk of the Talmud ' s halakhic and aggadic 

l itera~ure, the quantity remains much greater than in the .. 
~annaitic stratum.s1 Examples of rabbinic wonder- wo rking in 

the Babylonian Talmud include being visited by Elijah,52 

talking · t o the angel of death , 53 communicating with the 

49Ibid., 123. Neusner cites B.T. Sanhedrin 17a, in 
wh ich R. Yohanan claims that one must be a master of sorcery 
i n order to qualify for a seat in the Sanhedrin . 

50Jbid , I 104 . 

S!Neusner, Babylonia, vol. 4, 391 -392. Neusner claims 
that it is "clear ... that [the editors of the Babylonian 
Talmud) did not attempt to suppress such data, and att ributes 
its r elative sparseness to "the nature of th~ literature, " 
i .e. , legal r athet than · hagiographic. Neusne~ provides a 
s u mma ry table of rabbinic texts related t o ho l y man activity 
(ibid • I 392-400) • • 

S2B . T . Ketubot 105b-106a , B. T. 
Henahot 4la , B.T . Berakhot 29b, 
subsequent . citations in this chapter 
Ta lmud unless othe rwise noted.) · 

Baba Mes'ia 114a-b , B . T . 
B. T .. Eruvin 43a. (All 
r efer to the Babylonian 

SSMo'ed Qatan 28a, Hagigah 4b - 5a. 

.. 

.. 
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dead,5 ~ receiving greetings from the heavenly court,55 

issuing curses,56 interpreting dreams57 and c reating or 

restori ng life.58 The rabbis were especially noted f o r their 

control over demons~and their healing abilit~. Belief in 

demons was widespread in Babylonia, and the ability t o 
....._ 

control them was an essential characteristic of the rabbinic 

holy man .ss The Babylonian Amoraim, like rabbis of previous 

-
1 generations, were learned in medical traditions, and the 

.. 

Talmud contains numerous examples of rabbinic interest and 

advice in the area . of medicine . so ~he rabbi& . medical 
. . 

kno~ledge was sometimes held to be eso~eric, and incantations 

were common in connection with medical remedies.61 .· 
While pagan and Christian holy men attributed their 

abi l ities to other supernatural s ources, the rabbis were 
'I 

unique in their claim that their o wn supernatural abilities 

5 4Mo'ed Qatan 28a, Baba Batra 58a. 

SSTa'anit 2lb- 22a . 

56Baba Batra· 22a; Baba Meaia 108a; Baba Qama 80a; Mo ' ed 
Qatan 17a-b, 27b; Nazir 57b; Yevamot 106a . 

57Berakhot 55a-b, 57a. 

sasanhedrin 65b, 67b; Me'gillah 7b. 

59ijulin 105b, Horayot lOa . 

eo Avodah Zarah 28b-29a, Berakhot 39a, Sanhedrin 48b 

61Shabba~ 66b, 129a; Nedarim . 49a; ~oma 84a. More 
natµ ralidtic rabbinic remedies are indicated in the following 
sources: Avodah Zarah 28a; Eruvin 29b; Ketubot 50a, 77b; 
Gittin 67b, 69a, 70a. · 

. 
' 
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derived from the Torah.62 While the rabbis were capable of 

performing miracles, they were not primarily wonder-workers; 

their supernatural abilities were derived from and 

subordinate to their study of Torah : 83 

[The rabbis] did believe that those whose lives 
conformed to the image of God, the Torah, participated in 
God's holiness arid a!'!ro in his power, and this was 
attested by their ability to create men and resurrect the 
dead, to control angels and demons, &nd to perform other 
spectacular miracles . a• 

Neusner identifies two distinct rabbinic views of the 

relationship between supernatural abilities and Torah . In 

what he def~nes as representative 'of "no rmative Judaism," 

whateve r supernatural power a rabp} exhibits is the result of 

.hi s atting in accordance with the dictates of Written and 

Oral Law; acts of piety and observance increase hig merit, 

with the hope that his prayers, blessings and curses will be 
'I I 

made eff ective by divine or angelic action.as From the 

second perspective, rabbinic knowledge of Torah is itself a 

62Neusn~r. Babylonia, vol . 4, 356. 

63The rabbinic emphasis on Torah to some extent r esolves · 
the paradox of the rabbinic e&tate. The rabbis identified 
the Torah, the text which all Jews were commanded to study, 
as the source for their own esoteric and extraordinary 
abilities. Note also . that the combination - of Torah and 
wonder-working corres ponds to a popular aretaiogical form : 
the fusion of "wise man" and "miracle-worker" elements. 

&• Neusner. Babvlonia, vol. 4, 286. Cf. Neusner, 
Babylon ia, vol. 3, 124: "The rabbi did not study Torah in 
order to Qecome a magician . The content ' of his studies did 
not concern sorcery and witchctaft. He stu~ied a law cpde 
and what had been said about it by previous teachers. 
Everything else was aecond!lry." 

65Neusner, ijabylonia, vo l . 4 , 356. 
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form of theurgical gnosis, a direct source of supernatural 

power: " It was · Torah ' that lay at the center of their 

being, though a · Torah ' which was believed to endow the 

kno wer with unusual 'skill and knowledge. " 6~ Whether the 

Torah ' s powet' was bestowed indirectly via merit o r direc tly 

as a result of gnosis, the Ta°'hlud contains various examples 

of Torah study as a source of miraculous power for the 

rabbis, especially as protection against harm . 67 

AMORAIC VS . TANNAITIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS 
' 

.JEWISH CHARISMATIC ACTIVITY 

In summary, in contrast to the Tannaitic tradition , the 

rabbis after 200 C. E. po rtray themselves as skilled in the 

c ontrol of demons, exorcism, and supernatural ability ; 

compar~d to the rabbis before 20 0 , who did no t display in the 

literature any great concern with the wo rld of demons and 

exorcism, the Amoraim produce a literature, in Lightstone · s 

phrase, in wh ich "demons emerge from the woodwork in 

66Neusner, Babylonia, vol . 3, 124 . Cf. ibid . , 104 : 
"The substance and effects of their gnoeis sufficiently 
impressed other Jews that they were seen, by virtue of what 
they luulli., to have been transformed into extraordinary men. " 
In contrast to Neusner, Green portrays the link between 
charismatic activity and Torah learning as a rabbinic attempt 
at domestication, rather than as evidence of the Torah 's role 
as a source of charismat ic authorit~ ( "Palestinian Holy Men , " 
646). 

· 87Sotah 2la, Mo'ed Qata~ 28a , Ta'anit ~Ob . 

. 
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ve ritable battalions. "68 Consistent with the Weberian 

tension between institutional and charismatic authority, 

Lightstone attributes this distinction between Tannaitic and 

Amoraic literature to the destruction of the;:-;emple and the 
; 

subsequent decentralization of Jewish life . as The Temple was 

an ordered system of sacred ~ace , marked by a system of 

c leanness and r ites of purific ation.7 0 Lightstone sugges ts 

that direct access to the Temple cult, or the expectation of 

such access (as represented by the utopian stasis of the 

Hishnah ) seems to corr e late with a r elative lack 
' 

of concern 

with demons and exorcism. He claims that the Temple system 

o f pur~ficatory rites 4nd the Diaspora system of exorcism .· 
each exist to c~eate order by defining social boundaries, the 

former through "Pentateuchal-cul tic pat terns of · world,··· and 

t he latter through a ''' decentra li zed · shamanistic· med iation 

of the sacred ." 7 1 Thus Rabbinic Judaism after t ·he 

dest ruct i on, and Diaspora Judaism while the Temple was still 

standing , developed an early and intense interest in 

supernatural activity : ·' Diaspora Jews venerated the Torah of 

the Te mple yet remained outside its concentric ci r cles of 

order, consigned to the -regions of uncontrolled confusion of 

145. 

. 
• 

88Lightstone, Commerce, 51 . 

8 9Lightstone, "Magic ians, Holy Me n and Rabbis ," 143-

70Lightstone, Com~erce , 53 . 

7\Jbid ., 159 . 
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social categories."72 The strong and centralized Temple 

would not countenance decentralized and varied sources of the 

sacred (as represented by the "shamanistic" model) 

distributed througho.ut the world; thus it is only after the 
/"" 

Mishnaic period that rabbis begin to define themselves ( and 

permit themselves to tell st.e_ries about others, including 

biblical figures) as mediating the power of heaven directly, 

based on knowledge of Torah . 

Despite greater Amoraic interest in and tole rance of holy 

man activity, the rabbinic attitudes revealed by the Talmuds 

· are characterizeQ more by complexity and ambivalence than by 

either unqualified acceptance or outright rejection. We know 

that stories about Jewish figures known primarily for their 

ability to perform supernatural feats appear as part of the 

Talmudic canon. The ta~k remains to explore the ways in 
, " 

whic h the rabbis shaped and presented those sto ries, and to 

understand how the stories might r eflect rabbinic views 

towards char ismatic behavior and towards the rabbinic 

enterprise of r e.ligious leadership . 

72lbid . , 53-54 . Note that Lightstone does not refer to 
the two systems as competitive or antagonistic, but instead 
as serving parallel functions . He refers to priests and 
exorcists, or Temple an4 living holy men, as pairs which 
existed in "apposition, alth.ough not in opposition, " 
reflecting "not problems of definition among competing 
groups" but ''the frontiers of meaningful accessibility to the 
Temple ' s structured world" (ibid., 56). Cf. Fraade, 
" AsceticErl Aspects," where the aut!lor suggest.a that ascetic 
practices might be seen "to complement and su,pplement the 
Temple ·rites" ( 263) . Both of . these views represent a 
mod~fication of ~he · Weberian opposition between charismatic 
and institutional authority. · 

• I 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Honi the Circle-Drawer 
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF RAIN 
"'"-

The main sources of the recorded ~oni tradition appear in 

rabbinic literature .which is concerned wi th issues o f rain, 

· drought, and fasting: M. Ta'anit 3 :8, Tosefta Ta'anit 2:13, 
. 

. B. T. Ta'anit 23a -~, and P . T . Ta ' anit 3 ~ 9 - 1 0. Drought is 

cause f o r ·fasting and prayer bec ause , as the rabbis emphasize 

in Yari ous statements, r ain is vital to the survival of the 

community . R. Hoshiah claimed that the f o r ce of rain is 
• 

"ei:ual to the who l e c r eation, " l wh ile R. Tanhum b. Hi}'ya 
• 

compared rainfall to the giving o f Torah : 

R. Tanhum b. Hiyya said : "The fall ing of the r ain 
is greater than the.giving of the To rah, for t he giving 
of the Torah is a joy only to Israel, wh ile the falling 
of the r a in is a rejoicing for all the world, including 
t he catt le and the wild beasts and the birds. " 2 

Io rabbinic texts and with the insertion of " who causes the 

wind to blow and the rain to fall " into the second prayer of 

the Amidah,3 the rabbis also linked rainfall to the concept 

tGenesis Rabbah 13 : 4 . 

2Midt~sh Tehillim on Ps . 117 : 1. 

3B.T . Ta'anit 7a, Genesis Rabbah 13 : 4 . Cf. the 
discussion in A Rabbinic Anthology , ed. C.G. Montefiore and 
H. Loewe (New York : Schocken 'Books, 1977 ), ~69. 
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of resurrection. Conversely, for the inhabitants both of 

Palestine and Babylonia, the absence of rain c ould be 

catastrophic, and constituted a clear situation of Weberian 

"distress ." 4 The problem was more than mete9ro~4.cal; the 

community regarded fasting and prayer not primarily as direc t 
........... 

instruments for effecting rainfall, but as exercises in 

penitence . Onderlying the liturgical convention is a 

conviction that the drought (or other natural affliction ) is 

~ sign of God's displeasure with the people, r esulting from 

Israel's transgressions : "R . Qattina said, , 'Rain is withheld 

only on ac_.count of neglect o f To:-ah. · "s A passage from the 

' Pale~tini an Talmud relates drought t o sin, and conversely , 

r9infall to merit: 

For. f ou r sins rain is held back : ido latry , 
unchastity, bloodshed1 and because of those who make a 
public promise to give charity, and then do not give it . 
For the merit of three things rain comes down : for the 
merit of the earth, for the merit of lovingkindness, for ' 
the merit of sufferings . All three are indicated in Job 
37 : 13 : ' He causes it to come whether for correction, or 
for His land, o r for mercy. · s 

From the rabbinic viewpoint, therefore, rainfall is a life-

giving force, and a symbol of divine pleasure; conversely , 

its absenc~ not only threatens all forms of life on earth, 

• See discussion above, 5. Cf. Bro wn ' s reference to the 
Christian saint Symeon Stylites: "To ask Symeon Stylites to 
pray for rain was an object lesson in the ability of one man 
to render manageable and intelligible the dumb hostility of a 
Syrian drought: ': (Brown, "Rise and Function,'' 144) . · 

SB . T . Ta'anit ?b . 

6P.T. Ti~anit 3 :3 . Cf. B. T . Sanhedrin 106b, B r . 
Berakhot 20a , B. T . Ta'anit 24a- b. 
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but represents divine ~issatisfaction. The individual who 

can invoke special powe rs to provoke rainfall is therefore 

important not only t Q Israel 's daily survival, but to its 

relationship with God. 

......... 
M. TA' ANIT 3 :8 

Chapter three of the Mishnah tractate Ta ' anit contains 

laws concerned with the imposition of public fasts in 

situations where a mishap, especially the lack of rain, 

befalls the pommunity . It discusses the . quantity and quality 

'Of rain which require the sounding of the alarm note which 
' . 

often accompanied or signaled the imposition of a fast. The 

discussion indicates that the alarm note (blown on t h e 
.. 

shofar) is also sounded o n account of pestilence, the 

collapse of houses, locusts, wild beasts, and other 

afflictions. The mishnah whic h constitutes the core of the 

Honi tradition declares that the alarm is sounded on account 

of any calamity which befalls the public, except for 

excessive rain : 

They sound the spofar for all calamities which might 
befall the commun·i ty, except for an excess of rain. Once 
they said to Honi the Circle-Drawer, "Pray that rain may 
fall... He said to them : "Go out and bring in the 
Passover ovens so that they do not melt ." He prayed , but 
it did not rain . What did he do? He dr~w a circle and 
stood wtthi:n it, and said before. Him: · "Master of the 
Universe, your children have turned their faces towards 
me, fot I am llke a son of the boµse before you . I s wear 
by, your great name that I will not move from here until 
you have m·ercy upon your children." The rain eegan to 
dr ~P. He sai(i : I did not ask for such (rain).. but for 
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rain of (a quantity to fill) cisterns, ditches and 
caves. (The rain') began to fall vehemently . He said: 
" I did not ask for such (rain) , but for rain of 
benevolence , blessing, and graciousness." The rains fell 
as he ordered them, until Israel went out from Jerusalem 
and up to the Temple Mount because of the rain. They 
came and said to hlm: "As you have prayed t.l.l.,Q_t they (the 
rains) will fall, so pray that they will / cfepart... He 
said to them: "Go out and see if the Stone of Strayers 
has been washed away. Shimon ben Shetah sent (a 
message) to him: " I f you ~ere not Honi, I would have 
decreed a ban of excommunication against you . But what 
shall I do with you, for you act petulantly before God 
and He does y our will, like a son who acts petulantly 
before his father and he {the father) does his will .7 
And of you it is written in Scripture: "Your father and 
mothe r wi } l rejoice, and she who bore you will exult "S 
( M. Ta'anit 3:8). 

What is the portrait of charismatic activity, and of Honi in 

particular, presented in M. Ta ' anit .3.8? After the first 

sentence of the mishnah sets the halakhic context for the 

aggadah, the Honi narrative proper begins with the formulaic . . 

ma'sseh §.h.e. . 9 Immediatelr . the fact that the peopie solicit 

Honi ' s efforts suggests that he is already recognized for his 

powers. He emphasizes his status as a recognized figure in 

hie later wo rds to God : "Y.our children have turned their 

faces towards me." The story also reveals Honi ' s sense of 

confidence; he is so certain that he will be able to cause 

rain t o fall that he instruct~ the people to bring in the 

clay ovens used f o r the Passover sacrifices , lest they melt 

?Cf. B.T. Berakhot 19a. 

8Proverbs 23:25. 

9Green argues that ma'aseh ~is " the standard formula 
for ~ precedent " ( "PaleE?tinian. Ho ly ·Men, " 628). 
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during the anticipated rainfa ll. to Immediately afte r these 

instructions, however , the narrative undercuts Honi "s . 
presumption : "l{e p r a yed, but r ain did not f a ll . " 

Importantly, this !ailed first effo rt is c lass i fied 
;r 

conventionally as an act of prayer,11 identified by the same 

word with which the peep.le ma,U their request ( bitpallel ). 

The narrative does not describe the content of t he prayer . 

~oni's next action is far from conventional . Standing 

within a ci rcle,l~ he addresses God as a familiar . The story 

'creates a tenaion between the transc endent status of God and 

lOThe presence of the ovens , suggests that the s t ory is 
set near the time of Passover. Green not es that this places 

' t he sto ry . at the end · of what is normally the Palestinian 
rainy season ("Palestinian Holy Men," 51) . The request for 
rain, the refore, ~ould seem to be all the more urgent. 

llThe fai lure 0£ a figure ' s first prayer f o r rain is a 
mot~f in the thi rd chapter of B.T . Ta'anit . See, f or 
ex~mple , ·a. T. Ta 'ani t 24a. 

12Green, cit ing Trachtenbe r g, notes the significance of 
the circle as an "ancient and universal magical s y01bol": 
"The invocation of demons i s a dangerous business, a nd the 
magician must take steps to protect himself in the event that 
his spirit adju~ants get out o f hand. What simpler or mo re 
obvious device than t o exclude them from his immediate 
environment? ... By this magic act [of enclosing oneself in a 
circle] the ground and atmosphere surrounding the magician 
become a private, f orbidde n prec inct " (Trachtenberg , J ewish 
Hagie aru;1 Superst.itioQ, 121 ; quoted in Green, "Pa,\estinian 
Holy Men," 634-635 ). . Green notes that c irc les weire , solar 
symbo ls used in the magical rites of Hellenistic mystery 
pults. He also ~dentifies, citing Patai , a counterpart to 
Honi "s c ircle in the trenc h that Elijah digs around the altar 
on Mt . Carmel during his contest with the prophets of Baal . 

·This last point seems t o rely upon a link be~ween the trench 
dug for tne · fire contest in I iings 16 :32 and Elijah ' s 
subsequent predic tion/ production o f rain in I Kings 18 :41- 45 
(Raphael Patai, "The ~Control of Rain' in Ancient Palestine .'' 
Hebre¥ Union Colleg¢ Annual 14 (1939): 25 1- 286 ; quoted in 
Green , "Palestin ~an Holy Men, " 634) . 
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the terms in which Honi addresses God. First, to intr oduce 

Honi"s wo rds, the narrator uses the term "before Him " 

( lefanayy ), a construction often e mployed in reference to 

speech addressed to God. Honi then addresses~od with the 

epithet "Master o f the Universe, " thereby confirming God ' s 

status. Even as his speec h eU&geets recogn ition o f God"s 

transcendence, ~oni delivers an ultimatum . 13 The a rrogance 

" of h is request is emphasized by the fact that he mentious 

himself four times in a ninetee n word passage: " to me, " " I, " 

"!, ''"I will not." Honi"s speech also emphasizes t h e 

transcendent God · s 'personal re lationship to Israel. using the 

term you r c hildren" twice to describe the people, and 

refe r ring t o h iroe~lf as " like a c hild o f the house bef ore 

you. In fact, with the term son of the house, " ~oni 

asserts hie own fav o red• status before God . I • The first 

sentence Honi . speaks conflates these elements of 

13Fo r the notion of not moving unt i l God r esponds, see 
Habbakuk 2:1: " I will stand on my watch, t a ke up my station 
a t the post, and wait to see what He wil l say to me, what He 
will r eply to my complaint ." Cf. B.T . Ta ' a n it 23a (see 
discussion below, 8 1 ) and Meg il lat Ta 'anit 12. For a 
mid'rashic elaboration in which Habbakuk draws a ci r cle and 
stands within it, cf. Midrash Tehillim on Pe . 7:17 a nd Ps . 
77:1. Cf . Avot de Rabbi Natan bhap. 9, in whic h Moees draws 
a small circle and stands 'within it t o seek God"s merc y on 
Miriam 's behalf. 

l 4The 1:2.en bayit phrase might be translated a s " for I am 
like an intimate before you." For a different view, see 
Shmuel Safrai, "Teac hings of Pietists · in Mishnaic 
Literature,~ f9 . The author, in ~os itirig a rel~tionehip 
between this story and the episode of B .T. Berakhot 34b in 
whic h Yohanan ben Zakkai refers to Hanina ben Dosa as a slave 
before a king, suggests that ~ bayit here may mean 
"domestic slave. " 

-
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transcendence, human self - assertion and divine- human 

connection : ''Master of the Universe, your children have 

turned their fac es towards me, f or I am like a son of the 

house before you. " ...,.... 
~oni ' s sense of presumption before the d1vine emerges 

each time he asks for a revisio"-of the rains; not only does 

he demonstrate the boldness to express his dissatisfaction 

• unilaterally (his intermediate statements are not prompted by 

popular request), but he expresses it in terms of his own 
• 

original statement rather than the people ' s needs : each 
I 

complaint beg ins, ~· I did not ask for such (rain)." 

Just as it reveals ¥on.,.i's intimacy with the divine, h is 
.. 

popular following and his personal rather than legal 

approach , the story makes ironic use of institutional 

elements . Note , f o r e¥ample, the functi on of the term 

hitpalle l, "pray . The wo rd (in varyihg f o rms) appears three 

times, each time as part of the people · s request that ~oni 

pray for rain . The first time, ~oni obeys and prays, but his 

prayer is ineffective. The second time the people request 

prayer (using the term twice ), is Honi fails to comply, 

instead responding wi~h his instructions about the Stone of 

Strayers . 

Similarly, the references t o the Stone of Strayers and to 

Passover ovens serve to subvert institutional elements. 

lSNote that the people seem t o . regard prayer as the 
activity which caused the rain : "As you have prayed that 
they (the rains) will fall, so pray that they will depart." 
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Both of these terms evoke the Temple : the Stone of Strayers 

as a type of "lost-and found " on the Temple Mount, is and the 

Passover ovens as instruments of the sacrificial system . 

Honi, however, ignores th~ir function . . 
context, the Stone of Strayers and the Passo ver ovens 

function only as objects that measlh-e or are subject to the 

rain he demands: "Go out and bring in the Passo ver ovens so 

that they do not mel t," "Go out and see if the Stone of 

Strayers has been washed away . Aided by their similar 

structures, these responses. c reate a narrative frame: Honi's 

encounte r with the people begins and ends with their request 

f or prayer and his subvers~on of institutional symbols in 
,· 

response. 

Success i s most salient chat"ismatic 

c ha racteristic . For al l of f ts non - insti~utional e lements, 

Hon i ' s lipproach works : the rain falls as he o r clains. 

Moreover, as Green suggests, the implicit demands for 

adjus t ment of the rainfall that appear between ~oni 's ini tial 

oath ("I swear by your great name ... until you have merc y 
. 
upon your children" ) and its resolution ("the rains fell as 

he ord~red them ") suggest ~oni ' s ability not only to produce 

rain, but to control its quality; · it may even create the 

1SB . T . Baba Mesi '"a 28b : "Our Rabbis taught : .· 'There was 
a Stone of Strayers ·· in Jerusalem : whoeve·r lost an article 
would go there ~ and whoever found an article would do the 
same. The latter would atand · and proclaim , and the former 
wou ld provide ma~ka of identificatlon and receive the lost 
article back.' " 

. 
' 
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impression that "~oni, ' not God, dominates and controls the 

a c tion. ·· 1 7 

The mishnaic redaction of Honi ' s 
~ 

somewhat abruptly, however; it ·moves from 

success story ends 
-;:- .. 

~ithi~ the episode 

(i.e. ' Honi ' s response about the ......__ Stone of Strayers ) t o a 

seemingly exterior comment (the lemma of s :himon ben Shetal}.) 

Shimon ben Sheta~·s concluding statement reflects the 

apparent tension i~ the aggadah as a whole : on the one hand, 

Snimon censures Honi's willful behavior before God; on the 

other, he acknowled,ges the holy man s unique status and 

effectiveness. 

' The stat~s of Shimon ben Sheta~ heightens the drama o f 

his statement. He was a member of o ne of the fiv e zygoi, 1 8 

serveJ as ay ~ din in the Jerusalem Sanhedrin,19 and was 
• 

powerfu l and strict in his enforcement of the law : h e i s 

reputed to have hanged eighty women in a single day who had 

been convicted of witchcraft.20 · From the outset, Shimon be n 

Shetah ' s statement reflects the tension between institutional . 
censure of Honi ' s behavior and a recognition of his sui 

generis nature. "If you were not Honi, I wo uld have decreed . . 
a ban of excommunication against you"; even as Shimon 

17Green, "Palestinian Ho ly Men, .. 633. 

18M, AvQt 1 : 1-8 . 

19M. ~agigah 2:2. 

2 ~ M. Sanhedrin 6 : 4 . 

•. 
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indicates that Honi deserve s to be excommunicate~ . 21 he 

recognizes that Hqni ' ei unique status changes the 

circ umstances -- the power of the individual takes p~ecedence . 

over lega lism . Sbimon ben Shetah, an exemplar of . 
institutional authority , can only throw up hiG/hands : '"But 

what shall I do with you? " 
....__ 

Sh imon ben Shetah's analogy to the petulant son and 

capitulating father continues the aggadah · s play on the theme 

o f family and familiarity . Honi describe d himself a s a ~ 

bayit before God; now Shimon uses the father-son relationship 

n o t only to acknowledge Honi · s unique ' position. but t o . 
criticize the charismatic·s behavior : "you a c t petulantly 

'befo re Gorl ?nd he does your will, like a son who a c t s 

petulantly before his father and he ( the father ) does his 

wi 11. " The Psalms v·e r se underscores the parental image . 

Here the aggadah · s display of rabbinic ambivalenc e emerges 

most clearl~ . On the one hand, the overall effect o f Shimon 

ben Sheta~·s statement is to criticize Honi·s behavio r, even 

while acknowledging his influence . On the other, the verse 

21Green argues ihat nigd~y. the technica l term for 
excommunication, is used elsewhere in the Mishnah only to 
indicate "expulsion from the Pharisaic group on account of 
transgression of sectarian teachings." He acknowledges, 
however, scholarly disagreement as to whether the term might 
also apply to actions taken against those outside of the 
Pharisaic sect . According to Green ' s · argument, the 
threatened e~communication of Hon i might actually be a subtle 
attempt to identify him with tne Pharisees, and thereby serve 
as another ~lement by which Honi is ~ brought into the ranks 
of ea rly rabbinism " (Green , 1'Palestinian Holy Hen," 636-639) . 

. . 
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from Psalms seems to lend an unqualified institutional stamp 

to ~oni's activities by lipking them with Sc r ipture. 

The prism of institutionalization helps to explain 

certain of these contxaries in the composition of the 

aggadah.22 The acknowledgement of ~oni ' s unique re~fbnship 

to God and the critique of his actions, while they appear to 
......_ 

be in tension, also have a common function : they limit the 

potential of the charismatic story as a source for popular 

emu'lation. Similarly, both the upbraiding and the 

assoc~ation with Torah are elements of institutionalization. 

Even as the rabbis ' artic~late a derisive stance towards 

charismatic act!vity , by associating ~on~ with the Psalms 
~ 

verse, they sug~~st an implic it bond between the power o f the 

individual charismatic ' and Torah, the rabbis ' primary source 

o f traditional authority. 
.. 

T. TA'ANIT 2: 13 

A parallel passag~ in the Tosefta reveals further 

elements in the rabbinic portrait of ~oni : 

22What does it mean t<;> "make ~ense of contraries?" One 
approach is that of redactoriil ~riticism, as manifested 1in 
Green's thorough and helpful work on the " rabbinization " of 
ijoni. . Green skillfully separates the · various Jjoni aggadot 
into diverse strands , arguing that the final redaction of 
each represents a conflation of disparate elements. No doubt 
he is · correct . This study emphasizes ~different question 
(orie which Green ~oes . not wholly ignore): what is. the effect 
of the finally redacted portrait, considered as a whole? How 
can the conflations be not only analyz~d. but comprehended 
(i.e., not t;:mly ta~en apar't. ·but graeped)? 

. . ., 
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Once they said to one pious man, "Pray BO that rain 
will fall .·· He prayed and rain fell. They said to him , 
"Just as you prayed " and they (the rains) fell, pray and 
they will depart.·· He said to them: "Go out and see: 
If a man stands at Qe r en Ofel and [can) splash his feet 
in the Qidron brook, then we will pray that rain should 
not fall. But w& are certain that God wil~ever again 
bring a flood to the world, as it is writKen: "Never 
again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.'23 
And it says, ' For this to Me is like the days of Noah : 
As I s wore that the waters O'f..Noah would nevermo re flood 
the earth, so I s wear that I will not be angry with you 
or rebuke you ... 2 4 ( T. Ta' ani t 2: 13 , ed. Lieberman, 334-
335, ls. 80-85). 

While the 

., ..$ 

protagonist of the Tosefta passage is an 

UQidentified hasid25, this story and that in M. Ta ' anit 3.8 

are c learly parallels.2~ At the same ~ime, the Tosefta 

version add~ elements to our understanding of ~oni, and 

.. 
:?3Genesis 9:11. 

24Isaiah 54:9. 

~SThe question of what hasid means in rabbinic 
literature, and what it means in °application to figures like 
Honi and Hanina ben Dosa, is a matter of debate among 
scholars. . For an extensive examination of the issue, see 
Safrai, "The Tea<0:hing of Pietists in • Mishnaic Literature, " 
and Buchler, Types Q.f Jewisb-Pal~stinian Piety . Both provide 
thoroughgoing r efutation of the nineteenth century scholarly 
attempt to iden tify the tiasid im with the E.ssenes. Safrai 
differs from Buchler in argu ing that the Qas i dim should not 
be viewed as "compl ete+Y identical with the generality of the 
sages." He describes the Qasidim as men noted for their 
actions (including attendance to public needs) rather than 
their rulings, member s Qf a g r QUp who possessed th~ir own 
"highly individual halakhah " . which was sometimes "opposed t o 
that generally prevailing. " Especially important for this 
ex~mination of Hon! the Circle-drawer and Hanina ben Dosa, 
Safrai (citing 11: Sukkot 5:4) sees the terms " qasidim " and 
the " ' ansbei ma'aseb " as referring to an identical group 
within society (Safrai, "Teaching of Pietists, ·:· 16-20). 

~ 
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2 &Green, "Palestinian Holy Men ," 632 : "We do not have 
two versions of the same story, one an abbreviation of the 
other, but two different stories which share a ~ommon 
literary structu r e that probably derives from an~ther source. ~ . 

.. 

. 
~~~~~~~~-~~-··~~~~~~~-

.. 



•• 

depa rts from the Mishnah passage in significan t ways. The 

first significant diff~rence i s that unlike ~oni " s, t he pious 

man·s at tempt at prayer (again identified by t he term 

hitpallel ) is successfu!.27 Moreover, while this story l acks 
-;;;-

the details of the different quantities of ' r ain a nd the 

in termediate demands they produce.....!n the Mishnaic redaction, 

it does includ e the people"s request that the rains depart. 

In contrast to Honi"s statemen t in the Mishnah, "Go out and 

see if the Stone of Strayers has been washed away,' the 

prbtagonist in the Tosefta suggests that the people go and 

sea if the ~aters of the Qidron have risen to such a high 

level that a ~erson standing atop Qeren 'Ofel (a high r ock ) .. 
can splash his feet in them.28 The assignment, like its 

paral lel, is rhetorical . Unlik e the Honi o f H. Ta'anit 3 : 8, 

ho we ver, the Tosefta • s pro~agoniet tells the people why they . 
h a ve no reason to worry (" We are certain that GQd will never 

again bring a fl ood t o the world " ) , and provides two Biblical 

citations t o underscore the po int. 

27That success might also be reflected i n a shading o f 
emphasis produced by a sligh t difference in grammatical 
c ons t ruction between the two versions of the people ' s request 
f o r the rain to depart. In the Mishnaic vers i on , the phrase 
is subjunctive : "Just as you prayed that the rains shou ld 
fall (sheye r du), " while in the Tose~ta passage the phrase is 
declarative : "Just as you prayed and the rains fell " 
( yeyerdu ). 

I 

28Cf. P.~. Ta·anit 3·9, where R. Eleazar makes the same 
reference to Qeren Ofel and the Qidron brook in defining when 
one may pra~ f o r r ain to depar t. He then cites Isaiah 54 : 9 
a s assurance tha~ God will never again flood the earth . 

. 
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The cha risma of the protagonist in the Tosefta ve r sion 
. 

is less pronounced traces exist in his designation as 

9asid , and in the fact that he is r ecognized and successful 

as a figure who brings rain. Those eiements are muted by the ~ 

fact th.at his act is identified as prayer, and by the absence 

of any explicit evidence of a personal relati<>wship with the 

divine. Finally, rather than a petulant attitude towards 

God. the pio~s man expresses faith in the security of the 

divine promis es he cites.29 

B.T. TA ' ANI~ 22b-23a: . PRECEDING THE FIRST AGGADAH 

' 
B.T. Ta'anit expands t&e rabb inic portrait of Honi with 

three consec utive pericopes; th~se passages, consisting o f 

two aggadot and one exegesis; both reflect and extend the 

tensions evident in the Mishnaic redaction. Before the first 

29Josephus provides evidence of another early story 
about Honi . Josephus · protagonist is known as "Onias, who , 
being a righteous man and dear to . God, had once in a r.ainless 
perio~ prayed to God to end the . drought, and God had heard 
his prayer and sent rain ." Onias is a martyr for peace at 
the time of the war between the partisans of Hyrcanus and 
Aristobo~us : "This man hid. himself when he saw that the 
civil war continued to rage, but he was taken to the camp of 
the. Jews and was asked to place a curse on Aristobolus and 
his fellow-rebels, just as he had, by his prayers, put an end 
to the rainless ~eriod. But when in spite of his refusals 
and excuses he was forced to speak by the mob, he stood up in 
their midst and said, ·o God, king of the universe, since 
~these men standing beside me are Your people, and those who · 
are ' besieged are Your priests, 1 beseech You not to hearken 
to them against these men nor to bring to pass what these men 
~sk Yo~ to do to those others.· Aud when he prayed . in this 
manner the villains among the Jews wno stood round him stoned 
him to death'' (Josephus, Jewlsh Antiguities , 14:22-24) . 
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aggadah about ~oni , the gemara inc ludes a brief discussion of 
. 

M. Ta ·an it 3:8. At the outset o f t he discussion i n the 

Babylonian Talmud, R .. Yohanan articulates the concept which 

under lies the Mishnah:s injunction not t o pray on account of 
7 

an e xcess o f rain: "Because we may not pray on a ccount of an 

excess of good ... 30 In the rabbi~ attempt t o define how much 

rainfall is enough to warrant a prayer f o r rain to cease, 

Rami son of R. Yud interprets a phrase from Halac h i 3:10 to 

argue that an ex-cess o f good occurs when "one's speech 

' becomes confounded with saying, ' Enough. ·" 3 1 In the 
I 

Babylonian Talmud ' & discussion, the Tosefta ' s reference to 

Qeren Of el (though withoqt explicit mention of the Qidr on) 
,• 

emerges as an explicit c riterion for def i ning excessive 

rainfall : "How excessive must the r ainfall be to warrant 

pray~r fo~ it to c ease? He (R. Eleazar ' r eplied: When a man 

standing on Qeren Ofel is ab l e to splash his feet in the 

30B.T . Ta ' a nit 22b . Cf . P.T. Ta 'anit 3 : 9. 

3 rRami son of R. Yud understands :ad b.e..li diU 
("boundless") in Malachi 3 : 10 as :ad sheyivlu siftoteikhem 
milomar dav. ( "until one's speech becomes confounded with 
saying , ' Enough "'). The idiom ..:..ad sheyiyly siftoteikhem , 
which is found in P . T , Ta ' anit 3 .9 as ~ shey..,ibbalalu 
siftoteikhem, also appears ln ' Genesis 11 :9 in t he Tower of 
'Babel narrative : lti ~ . halal ~ sefat k..o.l. ha;ares 
(." because there the Lord confounded the · speech of the whole 
~arth ''). Cf. P . T . Ta ' anit 3:9, which provides two 
interpretations of the Malachi verse : " R. Jonah, Simeon bar 
Ba in the name of R. Yohanan : ' A matter regarding which it 
is impossibl"e f p r you to say "Enough .. ' that· is a blessing ." 
R. Berekhiah , R. Helbo, R. Abba bar Ilai in the name of Rav ~ 
' Ontil your speech becomes confounded from saying repeatedly, 
"Enough blessing ! Eno ugh b l essing !'" 

.. 
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water ... 3~ The discussion concludes with examples of " rains 

in their season."33 Significantly, an anonymous opinion 

identifies Shimon ben Sheta~ with an ideal period in Israe l ' s 

past when rain fell i.n perfect quantities as an illustratio n 
~ , 

of God ' s promise : 

For s o i(' happened in ~ days of Shimon ben Shetah . 
Rain fell on the eve of Wednesdays and Sabbaths until the 
wheat came up as large as kidneys , the barley as olive 
pits, and the lentils as golden denarii. They stored 
specimens of them as an example fbr future generations, 
to teach them the effects of sin, as it is said, "Your 
iniquities ha¥e diverted these things, your sins have 
withheld b·ounty from you"3 4 (B.T. Ta'anit 23a ). 

This association, which immediately precedes the passage in 

wh ich Shimo?? ben Sheta~ censures Hon.i, elevates Shimon ' s 

•already con~iderable status; the Pharisaic master is not only 

a prestigious judge, but one associated with ideal rains 

which produce wondrous sustenance . 35 

328 . T. Ta ' anit 22b. Cf. the conclusion of P . T . Ta •anit 
3:9. where, as in Tosefta Ta'anit 2 : 13, R. Eleazar fortifies 
his statement with the text from I saiah 54 : 9 . 

33God promises ··rains in their season " to the Israelites 
in Lev i'ticus 26: 4 . · 

34Jeremiah 5:25. The opinion also cites the days of the 
rebuilding of the Temple as a period of ideal rain: "Rain 
fell during the n ig~t but in the morning the wind ~lew and 
the clouds dispersed and. the sun shone so that the p~op le 
were able , t9 go out to their . work, and then they knew that 
~hey were engaged in sacred work" (B.T. Ta•anit 23a) . 

35Note the conflation · even here : the rain and the 
produce associated with Shimon, the bearer of institutional 
authority, themselves smack of the miraculou~. As indicated 
above (52-58) 1 the r abbis see themselves as holy men . 
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B. T. TA'ANIT 23a: HON! DRAWS A CIRCLE AND DEMANDS RAIN 

The first of the three passages about Honi appears as 

part of the gP.mara ' s treatment of Hishnah Ta'anit 3.8, and 

amplifies the mishnaic version o f the aggadah : -;-

Our rabbis have taught : One time most of the month 
o f Adar had passed and r ain had not fallen. They sent (a 
message) to Honi the Circle~awer : "Pray so that rain 
will fall ." ·He prayed, but rain did not fall. He drew a 
circle and stood within it, as the prophet Habbakuk had 
done, as it is written : " I will stand on my'watch, take 
up my station at the post, and wa it t o see what He will 
say to me, what He wil l reply to my complaint."36 He 
said before Him: "Mas te r of the universe, your children 
have turned their faces to me, f or I am like a son o f the 
h ouse before you. I awear by your great name that I will 

• I 

not mo ve from here until you have mercy upon your 
childre n ." The r ain began to drip . His students said t o 
him : ~ Rabbi, we see you and we will no t die . It seems 
to u s that the rain falls only t o free you from your 
yow. .· He sai d : I did not ask for such (rain), but f o r 
rain of (a Quantity to fill ) cisterns, ditches and 
caves . (The rain) fell vehemently, until every drop was 
the size of the opening of a barrel; the sages estimate 
that no drop was smaller than a ).Qg . 37 His students said 
to him : "Rabbi, we see you and we will not die . I t 
seems to us that the rain falls only t o destroy the 
worl d... He said before Him : .. I did no t ask for such 
Crain ), but f o r rain of benevo lence. blessing, and 
graciousness ." The rains fell as he o rdered them, until 
the whole people went up to the Temple Mount on account 
of the rain . 3 8 They said to him, " Rabbi, just as you 
prayed th&t tfley (the rains) should fall, s o pray that 
they will depart." He said to them ; " I have received a 
tradition that one does not pray on account of an exc es s 

36Habbakuk 2:1 . 

37P.T. Ta'anit 3:9 provides a related but distinct 
description of the rains· vehemence : "Samue l taught : · (It 

. r aine d as if poured) from the mouth of a wineskin .. .. 

38 ln order to explain h ow the 
P . T. Ta ' anit 3 :·9 adds : "This means 
roofed over. And ao it has been 
colonnade within a c o lonnade .... 

Temple pxovided shelter, 
th~t the Temple Mount was 
taught : There was a 
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of good. Nonetheless , bring me a bullock of 
thanksgiving."39 They brought him a bullock of 
thanksgiving. He placed his two hands upon it , and said 
before Him : "Master of the Universe, Your people I srael 
whom you brought out of Egypt can tolerate neither an 
excess of good nor an excess of retribution. You were 
angry at them, · and they could not tolerate it; you 
showered goodness upon them, and they could not tolerate 
it. 40 May it be'your will that the rain c~ and there 
be relief in the world ." Immediately the 'wind blew, and 
the clouds scattered. The sun shone, and the people went 
out to the field and gathered mushrooms and truffles. 41 
Shimon ben Shetah sent (a ailrssage) to him: "If you were 
not Honi , I would . have decreed a ban of excommun ication 
upon· you . For if these years were like the years of 
Elijah, in whose hands were the keys of rain ,4 2 would not 
the Name of heaven be profaned by you?43 But what shall 
I do with you, for you act petulantly before God and he 
does your will, as a son who acts petulantly before his 
father and he (the father) does his will. He says to 
him, ' Father, tak~ me to bathe. me in ~arm water, wash me 
in cold wate r , give me nuts, almonds, peaches and 
pomegranates, · ' and he gives them to him . And of you it 
is written in Scripture: ' Your fat her and mother will 
reJ01ce, a nd she who bore you will exult .. ' 44 (B . T. 
1'a ' ani"'t· 23a) . 

As Green argues, this expansion of H. Ta'anit 3 : 8 adds 

""distinctly r-abb1nic elements"45 to the portrait of ljon i; in 

fact, 'these added elements. combined with the absence of any 

39The te rm is ruu: hoda "ah, but Rashi ' s note plays ott the 
similarity between two verb roots and describes the bull as 
being for the purpose of confession ("lehi tyadot a l ayv"). 

40For a parallel to ~oni's characterization of Israel, 
see B. T . Yevamot 47a- b , where the statement is one of the 
dissuasions offered to the prospective convert. 

,. 
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new charismatic ~acets, reduce the overall charismatic nature 

of ~oni's character. As we examine the rabbinic accretions, 

however, it is vital to understand that the establishment of 

links between 

,...constitute a 

~oni and the, rabbinic institution ~not 

one-way street of "rabbinization," as Green 

would suggeet. 48 Instead, a6'- the concept of 

institutionalization underscores, the assertion of a 

rela~nship between charismatic and institutional authority 

also serves to preserve charismatic elements, albeit in 

modified form. The fact that the rabbis "draw Honi further 

into rabbi.nism"47 affects •not only the portrait of ~oni, but 
. 

the self-portrait of the rabbis who seek to arrogate to their 
' " own institutions some ~f the compelling power of the 

charismatic . 

The first departure from the~ Mishnaic version of the 

story is related to timing: while the Mishnaic reference t o 

Passover ovens seems to· locate the story near the time of the: 

festival , 48 the Talmud places the incidents of the aggadah 

in late Adar,49 and fails to mention the Passover ovens.so 

48 Ibid . I 628. 

47Ibid ., 644 . 

48Cf . P . T. Ta'anit 3:9, which places ·events ''on the eve 
of Passover ." 

49Green claims that by placing events a month earlier, 
the Talmudic account rocates the story in the midst of the 
l;'ainy season, "thereby diminishing its m~gical character" 
(" Palestinian Holy Men, 614) . Green · s use of "magical, " 
however, is not clear. _ While placing the events in the rainy 
season makes the advent of rain more probable. it does ~ot · 

. 
~ 
~-----
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The Talmudic account next introduces an important connection 

between Honi and Habbakuk: " He drew a circle and stood 

within it, as the prophet Habbakuk had done"51. The 

association with Haebakuk lends Honi legitimacy, and the .. 
citation provides some precedent for Honi 's pet?u'lance : the 

verse and its context suggest the prophet · s stubbornness and 

complaints before God.52 

This Talmudic account portrays Honi as a rabbi with 

disciples -- this is as direct an identification of Honi with 

c hange the charismati9 
throughout the story 
interv~ntion with God. 

means by which rain 
through Hd ni ' s 

is effected 
unmediated 

, 50The Talmudic version of the aggadah lac ks references 
to both tne· Passover ovens and the Stone of Strayers. 1t 
thereby diminishes the sense o f Ho ni·s arrogance as projected 
by .his instruction to bring in· the ovens, and the sense o f 
subversion implied by his recasting of institutional symbols. 
In contrast · t o this diminution of Honi 's arrogance, P.T. 
Ta"anit 3: ·9 presents the e>l!'plicit opinio'n that arrogance wa s 
the cause for the failure of Honi's initial prayer : '' He 
prayed but rain did not fall. R: Yose bar R. Bun said: 
' Because he did not come (before God) i n humility . ... 

51As Buchler and Green inoicate, the connection between 
Habbakuk · s " wa tch" and the drawing of a ci r cle occurs not in 
'liabbakuk 2. 1 i tsel·f, but in the Targum. Buchler claims that 
the 'rargum "probably " relied upon the Mishnah (Buchler, Tvpes 
Q.f. Jewish-Palestin ian Piety, 246 , n . 2; Green, "Palestinian 
Holy Men, " 644, n. 83). 

S2While the reference to ·a Hebrew prophet af~iliates 
Honi with institutional figures, it also demonstrat~s that 
his charismatic activity occurs within culturally 
acknowledged categories of sanctity: "the interpretation of 
charisma is always couched in an idiom that has already been 
established as relating to the sacred" (Keyes, "Charisma," 
9). Keye~· s argument reaffirms a crucial paradox: 
institutional eiemento help constit~te the- necessary idiom 
for communi~ating and preserving charismatic authority. See 
below ( 85, n . 57) . for the relat"ionship between the Honi 
material and the Elijah and Elisha traditions . 

IH 
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the rabbinate as appears in any of our texts. The students ' 

statement, "We see you and we will not die, " seems to be a 

statement of exho rtation : " We see that God does miracles f o r 

y ou -- n ow pray (eith~ for more rain in the first instance, 

or less in the second) , that we not d . .. 5 3 ie . 
-;:-
The students ' 

first statement, that the dri.f?ing rain " falls only t o 

release you from your vow,"54 serves a double purpose : it at 

_, onc e ack nowledges that the rain falls f o r ~oni ' s sake 1 ss and 

implies that this rain is insuffic ien t. Similarly, the 

statement , "the rain falls only t o destroy the world " i s a n 

' e xpres sion of dissa~i sfaction with the kind o f rain Honi has 
. 

evoked. In fact, the tw~ exc hanges with the students recas t 

Honi as a r e pres entative o f the people tha n as a unilatera l 

o per ator In the mishnaic acco unt, the people only made t wo 

requests : both were f o r praye r, one wh~n there was no r a i n 

and one after they had retreated t o the Temple Mount; all o f 

the i n termediate demands were Honi ' s alone. Here , Hon i ·s . 
o nly unsolicited address to God is the ultimatum he issues 

while s tanding within the circle . While t hat statement 

53This interpretation follows Rashi on B . T . Ta·anit 23a . 

S4Cf. P.T . Ta"ani~ ~:9 ; ~here no students are me~tioned , 
and the statement seems to be attributed to the people : 
:'They said to him . 'these rains coQ>e only to release you from 

. your vow . 

SSThe perception by another that a miracle occurs for 
the char is~atic' s sake is an important e~ement of social 
r ecognition, and a r ecurrent aspect in B . T . Ta"anit Chapter 
Three. See , for e xample, B . T . Ta'anit 20a and 23b; see 
discussion b~low, 133~ 145. 

.. 
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remains a striking example of the charismatic ' s individual 

and personal approach, it is no longer echoed throughout the 

story as it was in the mishnaic redaction. The students · 

intervening statements also break the rhythm of intimacy that 

the Mishnah develops between 

responses; in M. Ta'anit 3:8, 

Honi · s . 
the 

reque~ and God ' s 

middle of the aggadah 

consists almost exclusively ......._ of ijoni ' s ultimatum and 

consecutive complaints to God, punctuated only by concise 

__ , statements of the rain· s quality ("the rain began to drip, " 

" the rain fell vehemently" ). 

Other expansions in the Talmudic text cont inue to place 

~oni in a ~abbinid context. Not only his students, but the 

people, address him ae rabbi; he is a recipient of the .. 
prohibitioh against praying on account of an excess of g ood, 

and shares the tradition with the people when they ask him t o 

pray for the rain to depart -- this is a much more direct 

response than the cryptic, "Go and see if the Stone o f 

Strayers has washed away," and it clearly relates the aggadah 

to its halakhic context . Moreover, ~oni ' s use of the bulloc k 

places him not merely in · a rabbinic framework, but relates 

his activity to that of the priestly cult . In fact, the 

prayer over the bulloak (" Hay it be your will that the rain 

cease and that there be relief in the world ") brings a resul t 

', .. . 
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not reco rded. in the Hishnaic version of the sto ry : the 

cessation of the rain and the bounty the rain produces . SS 

The Babylonian Talmud expands Shimon ben Sheta~ ·s mes sage 

to ~onl with two additions: the analogy to the petulant son 

and his father becomes more explicit, with referen~to the ,, 

son ·s requests; and Shimon relates his threat of 

excommunication t o the period of EliJah and to profanation of 

the divine Name . This second cha racteristic i s especially 

impo r tant . By citing pro fanation of the Name , the gemara 

provides an explicit reason (absent from M. Ta'anit 3:8) f o r 

t he threatened excommunication . ~oni ' s a.elf-indulgent 
. 

attitude towards God is one apparent source of profanation ; 

Shim'(n ' s mention of " the years of Elijah " suggests another . .. 
His statement seems to ·be a reference to 1 Kings 17 : 1 , in 

whic h Elij a h swears in God ' s name that " there will be no dew 

or rain exc~pt · at my bidding ." 
4
If Honi were . to have issued 

his petulant challenge before God during the time of Elij ah ' s 

decree, he wou ld have caused pro fanation o f the Name by 

creating a situation in which God would either have appeared 

unable to respond to ijoni's prayer, o r would have undermined 
.· 

EUJah · s oath. The Elijah reference is also significant 

because Elijah frequently appears · in connection with other 

SSThe d irect j~xtapobition of the w~ndrous r esults o f 
the rain with the name of Shimop ben Shetah recalls Shimon 's 
own ear lier association with .ideal ra.infali: 
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' Jewish charismatic activity;S7 by invo~ing Elijah ' s name, 

Shimon ben ShetaQ underscores the gravity of his own 

r eprimand. In fact , f o r all of the institutiona l accretions 

which the Talmudic version of the aggadah contains, t he image 

of ~oni is not so manipulated as to make Sh~n · s warning 

unnecessary. The rabbis have not so thoroughly co-opted the 

charismatic that his power no l."&flger poses a threat. Again, 

the ultimate index of Honi·s charismatic power is the succes~ 

of his actions, and that success still obtains. even though 

it is now more closely linked to rabbinic institutions . 

B . T . TA.ANIT 23a AND P . T . TA'ANIT 3:10 : 

HONI AND THE RABBI~IC EXEGESIS OF JOB 22 : 28 - 30 . 

B.T. Ta ' anit 23a continues with an exegesis of 

Job ~2 : 28 - 30 : 

Our r abbis 
members of the 
Circle-d r awer? 
fulfil led, and 

have taught: Wha t ( message ) did 
Chamber o f Hewn Stone send to ~oni 

" You will decree and it wil l 
light will ~hine upon your affairs. 

the 
the 
be 

When 

57Cf. Genesis Rabbah 13 :7: " No man has existed 
compar abl e to Eli jan and ijoni the Circle-drawer, causing 
mank ind to se r ve God ." For a treatment of the r elationship 
between the wonder-wo rking feats of prophets such as Eli jah 
and Elisha and the char ismatic .activities of later ho ly men, 
see G. B . Sarfatti, "Pious Men, Men o f Deeds, and the Early 
Prophets," Tarbiz 26, no . 12· (December , 1956) : 126- 148. 
Sarfatti examines .a number of Biblical stories about the 
e arly prophets and Talmudic stories about characters 
classified as qasidim and ; anshei ma'aseh (especial ly ~oni 
ahd Hanina ben Dosa) , and notes numerous featu res in common 
among them. .. Sai:fatti conc ludes that ·the "men of deeds " are 
later developments of the earlier p r ophetic type, tho ugh 
without the prophet s , responsibility As messenger o f God . 
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they cast you down, you will say, There is lifting up, 
for he save s the humble. He will deliver the guilty. He 
will be delivered through the cleanness of your hands. " 58 
"You will decree and it will be fulfil•led for you": you 
decreed below, and the Holy One Blessed be He fulfilled 
your dec ree from abo ve. " And light will shine upon your 
affairs ": a generation t hat was in darkness , you have 
given light by your prayer . " When they cast you down , 
you shall say ' there is lifting up '":' a generation that 
was cast down, you have lifted it up by your prayer . 
" Fo r He 'Baves the humble": a generation that was humbled 
by its transgression, you have saved it by your prayer. 
"He s hal l deliver the guilty ": a generation 'Wttich was 
guilty, you have delive red by y our prayer . " He will be 
delivered through the cleanness of y our hands ": you have 
delivered it ( the generation) by the deed of your clean 
hands (B.T. J:a'anit 23a ) . 

J The rabbis praise Honi by linking ' him with t he different 

... 

I 

elements of the exegesis . Notab ly, t he pr~jse is issued by 

the members of the Sanhedrin; it thereby continues to relate 

Honi' s a ct iv ities to institutional authority . • Mo reover, the . ' 

e xegesis consistently identifies the source o f ~oni's merit 

as prayer," thereby presenting an o bvious transmutation of 

Honi ' s mo r e charismatic means of intervention tn the natural . 
o rder. ( The previous verse, Job 22:27 , also treats t he theme 

of God's responsiveness to prayer : " You will pray to Him, 

a nd He will listen to you, and you wil 1 fulfill your vows .") 

Finally , the s tructure o f t he pericope itself emphasizes the 

link between ~oni and traditional structures : it virtually 

embeds · ~oni ' a actions i n Scripture . Indeed, it integrates 

references to ~oni's charismatic activities into the most 

characteristic of r.abbinic a c tivities -- exegesis of God 's 

revealed word. 

58Jo b 22:26-30. 
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The parallel passage in P.T. Ta'anit 3 . 10 makes explicit 

an important ' concept only h i nted at by " You dec reed below, 

and the Holy one Blessed be He fulfilled your decree from 

abbve," i.e . , that God annu'ls divine decrees in o rder t o 

uphold those of the righteous.59 The Yerushalmi ' s exegesis 

makes the p oint clearly : 

"You wil l decree and it will be fulfilled for you. 
Wha t does Scripture mean by "for you?" Even if He said 
this and you said that, what you sa~ill be fulfilled, 
and what He said will not .80 

In fact, the Yerushalmi passage seems to present a comparison 

o f Gods' will to ~on i ' s, and an affirmation that ~oni ' s will 

prevails: 

" When they cast you down, you w il 1 say ' '!'here is 
lifting . up. ·" I p1anned to cast them down (by 
wi thholding rain), but you intended to lif~ them up . 
Your intention was fulfilled, and Mine was not .6 1 

... 
The Palestinian paraliel thereby makes two crucial statemento 

about ~oni's character, statements which both con firm and 

qualify his chb rismatic nature : it implies that his will can 

S9This concept has numerous parallels in the Talmud . 
Cf. B . T. Shabbat 59b, B . T . Shabbat 63a, B .T. Baba He~~ia 85a, 
B . T . Ho'ed Qatan 16a, B . T . Sotah 12a . 

80P.T . Ta~anit 3:10. 

61P.T . Ta'anit 3:10 . Earlier in the same passage, Honi 
uses t he concept to respond to Shimon ben Shetah ' s censure : 
"Shimon ben Shetah sent (a message) to him·: · . ~ . For if a 
debree had been issued as was issued i~ the days of Elijah, 
would you not have been found to be leading the public to ~ 
profanation of the divine Name ? ... · He (Honi) said to him : 
'Does not tne Holy One blessed be He annul his decree on 
account of the decree of the righteous'?'" 

.. 
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prevail over God ' s, but attributes that power to 

righ~eousness . 

B.T. TA ' ANIT 23a AND P .T. TA ' ANIT 3:9: 

HONI AND THE CAROB- PLANTER 

? 
T~e third and final pericope about ~oni which appears in 

the Babylonian Talmud is an aggadah which re.fleets a common 

legend, that of the man who sleeps for an extended period of 

time and awakens to a changed world62 : _, 

~ . YoQanan said : "Al·l his life this same righteous 
man (~on~) was disturbed by this verse of Scripture : 63 
"A Song of Ascents . When the Lord returned the dwellers 
of Zion we were as dreamers.""6 4 He said: "!sit 
possible for a person to• sleep and dream for seventy 
years?" One day, he was out walking on the road, and he 
saw a man planting ~ carob tree. ~ He said to fiim, "How 
long will' it take f o r: this tree to bear fruit? " He 
replied, "Seventy years. "65 He said, "Are you sure that 
you will live another seventy years?" The man replied, 
"I f ound c arob trees in the world; as my forefathers 
planted these for me, so I plant these for my children." 
He ( Honi) scat down · to eat and , fell asleep .' (As he 
slept:) a grotto formed around him concealing him from 
view, and he slept f o r seventy years . When he awoke, he 
saw a man gathering the fruit of the carob tree. He 
(Honi) said to him : uAre you the man who planted this 
tree?" The man replied, " I am h is grandson." He said, 
" I must have slept for seventy years! " ' He saw his ass, 

I 

62Sarfat ti, 148- 153. Sarfatti cites as 
Diogenes uaeftius· story ~oncerning Epimenides, 
of the klng's slave in IV Baruch. 

. 

examples the 
and the story 

63For parallels to this construction, see B . T . Berakhot 
6lb, B . T. Yoma 19b, B.T . Megi~lah 24b. 

64Ps. 126: 1. 

65Cf. B. T . Bekhorot Sa for this and other horticultural 
calculations by the rabbis . 
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which had .given birth to several generations o f mules . 
He went to .his house, and said to them, " Does the son of 
ljoni the Circle - drawer still live?" They answered, "His 
son is not alive, but his grandson is still living." He 
said to them: " I am ljoni the Circle-drawer. " They did 
not believe him. He went to the House of Study. He 
heard the rabbis say : - ·~he law is as clear to us as it 
was in the years of ~oni the Circle - drawer, who~n he 
came to the House of Study was able to solve for the 
rabbis all of their difficulties. " He said to them, " I 
am he,·· but they did not believe ~, nor did they treat 
him with the respect due to him . He despaired, pr'ayed 
for mercy, and died. Rava said. "Thus people say, 
'Either companionship or death " 'SS (B . T . Ta'anit 23a) . 

.-
The first clues to the story's portrayal of ~oni reside in R. 

Yohana,n ' s statement . which constitutes the first half of the 

story ' s rabbinic frame (the· atory c onc ludes wit9 a statement 

attributed to Rava). R. Yo~anan · s statement casts ~oni as a 

sympa~hetic rab~inic figure : 

concerns himself with problems 

he is a " righteous man " who 

of Scripture . Honi ' G 

character develop~ most clearly through his actions and 
I 

attitudes in the course of the ~ar rative . The Ho ni of thi s 

story, like the Honi of the core Hishnaic a ccount, is no t a 

. -patient man. · When he hears that the carob tree takes seventy 

years to bear frui~. his response is to ask whether the man 

planting it will actually live to see it produce : he seems 

to assume that one would not perform a task unless he could 

be assured of receiving comm~nsurate benefit.67 The man·s 

_sscf . B.T. Baba Batra 16b for a related statement : 
"Either a friend like the friends· of Job or death.·· 

s 7 Fraenkel locai(es a reflection of l;loni ·a ' assump_tion 
about an immediate relationship between pranting and reaping 
in the word play between "plant" (nata') and "bear fruit" 
(~a ' ein) . . Fraen~el notes that the Babylonian Talmud employs 
the root Qh.t.l much more frequently than n.t..:_ . The fact that . . 

. \ 
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response, however, indicates an ethic not of reciprocity, but 
. 

of continuity: SS "I found carob trees in the worldi as my 

forefathers planted these for me, so I plant these for my 

children." 

In response to this moral iesson, 
I 

Honi eats and falls 

asleep for seventy years, during ~ch time a grotto grows up 

around him and conceals him from view . Honi 's sleep and 

-<:onoealment are consistent with the story . s theme of 

awareness. Whi le the story r eports three instances in which 

Honi saw, the narrative relies on the fact that he is 
, 

literally unseeing al'ld unseen for seventy years; the source 

of his despair in the second half of the story is that others 
' .. 

do not . rec ognize him : 

The tone of the Babylonian account is confirmed by 

contrast to the Palestinian paralle l . •Notably, the version 

in P.T . Ta·anit 3 . 9 contains elements neither despair nor 

rejection: 

Near the time of the aestruction of the Temple, he 
(Honi)69 went out to a mountain with his workers. Before 
he arrived there, rain fell . He went into a cave. When 
he sat down , he b~came tired and fell asleep.70 He 

~occurs only ten times in the · Babylonian Talmud emphasizes 
the presen9e of the word play· here . ( "'Paranomasia," 40 ) •. 

68lbid. J 38. 

ssrromediately preceding the aggadah, the protagonist is 
identified cryptically by R. Yudan Giria : "This is ijoni the 
Circ l e-drawer. the grandso n of ~oni the. Circle-drawer ,·· 

70The root dm,k , here employed to -mean "he fell asleep," 
also means "to die, " "' to lie in · the grave" ( Marcus Jastrow, 
A Di ctionary Q.f ~ Targumim , ~ Talmud Babli a.nd 

"' 
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remained immersed in 6leep f or seventy years, until the 
Temple was destroyed and built a second time. At the end 
o f seve nty years, pe a woke from bis sleep. He left the 
cave, and he saw a changed wo rld . A place that once had 
vineyards n o w produced olives instead; a place that once: 
p r oduced olives no~ produced grain instead. He asked the 
people o f the province , '" What is new in the wo r ld? '" They 
s aid t o him, .. And ,you do not kno\< wha t is new in the: 
wo rld? " He replied, '" No. " They said t o h}1fl"", '~ho a r e 
you? " He a nswered, " Honi the Ci r c le - drawe r ... They said 
to h i m, " We heard that when he would g o into the Temp le 
court it would become illumin~ed.71 He would go in and 
i llum i nate it and read aloud concerning himse lf : " When 
the Lo rd returned the dwellers of Zion, we were QS those 
who dream ." 72 

The Palestinian version begins on a no te of wh imsy : Honi the 

C~rcle- drawer has t o find s helter in a cave bec ause o f a 

s udden rai nfall ! 73 In · this version , wheo Honi identifies 

himself, the people r ecall a sto ry that reflects ~oni ' s 

positi ve re~utation; far from a note of rejec ti on, the 

aggadah end s with their glowing reco llection . 

Yeryshalm i , and the Mjdrasb i,c Li teratur e ( New Yo rk , Berl i u 
Ve rlag Cho r eb, 1926), 3 13-3 14 . The word play is suggestive : 
first, because iu both the B . T . and P.T. versions o f the 
story, Honi s l eeps i n a cave; second, because when h e awake n s 
from his seventy year sleep , h e i s forced t o a c knowledge the 
death of others and h is own mortality . 

71The term " illuminate " in the people ' s praise of Honi 
has the same r oot, nh.r. , as the term "clear " in the r abbi 's 
praise of Honi in the Bavli 's ve r sion ("The law is as clear 
t;O us a s it

0

wa& in the years of Jjoni the Cir cle- drawe r . " ) 

72Psalm 126 : 1 . Fo r a parallel to the full account, see 
Midrash Te hill i m on Ps. 126 : 12. 

73Fo r a pimilar irony , see B. T. Ta 'ani t 24b , ~here 
Hanina ben Do sa asks God to halt the rain so that he can 
i~avel home . Bo th accounts underscor e the unique status of 
the ho ly men : amidst discussions o f drough~ , t he Talmuds 
recount how ~ ~oni and ija nina ben DQsa sought r efuge from 
abundant rains . See discussion below , 102, n . 14 . 

' 



Return ~ng to an examination of the Babylonian version, 

~oni · s initial concealment and later failure to be recognized 

emphasize his progressive isolation through the c ourse of the 

story . His sleep of ~eventy year s leaves him a generatio n 
-;-

r emoved from anyone whom he might kno w, or who might know 

him: the person gathering the c~obs is the grandson of the 

man who planted the tree ; not ~oni ' s son, but Honi · s 

>grandson, remains a live. No body at his house ' 'elieves his 

assertion of identity; similarly, none of the students at the 

H~use o f Study believe his statement . 7 ~ With no one t o 

affirm his identity, , ~oni despairs and dies . 

Lik e Honi · s failure to be r ecognized; the t wo remaining 

rabbi~ic el~ment s of the story qualify and constrict his 

power . The statement of the rabbis in the House of Study is 

doubl~-edged ; on the one hand, they pra i se Honi f o r his 

erudition in h is generatio n ; on the other, they unde r c ut his 

specia l status by claiming for themselves prec ise ly hi s 

s c holarly acumen : " The law is a·s clear to us as it was in 

the years o f ~oni the Circle - drawer . " Similarly , Ra va·s 

final statement emphasizes Honi·s i so l a t ion , a nd its dange r s 

It also summa rize s t he s t o ry s.conce rn wi t h mo r tality· our 

huma n lives, f a r fro~ immortal, ma y not even be memo rable . 

Ou r h ope f o r continuity lies in understanding what we have 

74Understood in the c ontext o f the other Honi aggadah, 
this rejection pro vides a po we rful irony . Honi the Circle­
drawer, "like a eon of the house" ( keyen bayit ) before God, 
meets with rejection ·both in his own . house (be ite ib ) and in 
the House of Study ( b.e..i..1 bamidrash ). 
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received from past generations, and what we have to offer to 

futu re generations. We will no longer be r ecognized after 

sev~nty years have passed. Moreover, in the context of 

rabbinic control of the~ charismatic image , Rava~statement 
/ 

~ is an ideal capstone to the story , and to the rabbinic 

por trait of ~oni. No matter how IT&- may be "rabbinized, .. ~oni 

remains a c harismatic . To the extent that the r abbis can 

_9reate a relationship between his powe r s and their o wn, 

between the power of the individual wonder - wo rker and the 

power of Torah or other institutional symbols , they will ; 

thet thereby preserve Honi "s power by qualifying it, and add 

to their own . Yet the r abbis issue a final warning which 
.. 

speaks ·not of e xcommu_nication, but of death: one who stands 

alone, outside of corporate companionship, outside of 

routinized norms and stabilizing institutions, does no t last . 

Institutions endure; the individual charismatic , f o r all o f 

his personal power o r intimacy with the divine, perish~s . 

' • 
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Hanina ben Dosa 
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INTRODUCTION 

Compared to the Honi tradition in rabbinic literature. 

the FOrpus of texts con cerning Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa is 

large and diverse. It consists not only of accounts of his 

actions, but of descriptions of his r eputation and teachings. 

' He int~racts with impressive rabbinic figures like Rabban 

Gamliel a nd Yohanan ben Zakkai, . he is compared t o Moses and 

to Elijah, and apothegms attributed t o him appear in Mishnah 

Avot. Most important, because the aggadic portrait of Hanina 

ben Dosa is relat i vely extensive and detailed, these stories . 
reflect rabbinic views regarding both the manifestations and 

· the source o f his charismatic abilities . 

RABBINIC STATEMENTS bF HANINA BEN DOSA'S REPUTATI ON: 

.. M. SOTAH 9:15 

The most concise elements of the rabbinic portrait of 

Hanina ben Dosa emerge from those texts which contain 

rabbinic statements of his r eputation. The first ~f these is 

Mishnah Sotah 9 . 15, the beginning of which.links the deaths 

-
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of various figures to the types o r c haracteristics that 

perished with them: 

When R. Meir died, makers o f parables came 
e nd . When Ben Azzai died , ass i duous students came 
end. When Ben Zoma di~d , exegetes came to an end . 
R. J oshua died, goodness ceased from the world-':J1 . 
9. 15 ) . 

to an 
to an 

When 
Sotah 

~anina ben Dosa·a name appears amon(,,_ such pro minent rabbinic 

figures; immediately f ollowing the statement , " when Rabbi 

aq,.iba died, th e g l ory of the To rah came to an end. " the 

Mishnah records, "When R. ~anina ben Dos a died , men o f dee:d 

(
1 a nshei ma'aseh ) came t o an end. " l 

Like the: related term hasi d ,2 the epithet ;anshei ma'aseh . . 
has provoked debate among schola rs .3 Rashi, in h is commentary 

' . 
to B. T. ·sotah 49a, wrote that t he t erm refers t o "one whose 

piety is c ertain and who p e rforms wondrous deeds, as 

1 Cf. T. Sotah 15 :5 , B . T~ Sotah 49a, P . T . Sotah 24c . 
After lamenting the loss of such great figures and the 
charac teris tics they embodied, the Mishnah continues : "Upon 
whom shall we depend? Upon our Father in heaven ." This 
mishnah t hereby expresses ambivalence regarding the 
relatio nship between divine ane human power. Even as it 
pra ises the greatnes~ of the deceased rabbis , it insists upon 
their morta lity, and thereby proclaims that ultimate ly 
humanity can depend only upon God . 

2See above, c hap . 3 , 73, n. 25 . 

3Buchler (Tvpes Qf. Jewish Palestinian Piety, 87) s~rveys 
different views on the r o le of the #aoshei ma ' aseh . 'These 
include : men distinguished by rare virtues t o whom on 
account of that miracles happened frequently " (Levy), 
"miracle- wo rkers " (Low, Geiger, Brull , Blau, and Kohler ), 
"adherents of some esoteric religious teaching who ... did 
not devote th~mse~ves to contemplation only, · but responded 
also to the practices of life " ( Kroc h1nal ) . ''prac tica l men" 
(Friedlander), and "miracle- wo rking Essenes " ( Sc h o rr , 
Frankel ~. 
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describ~d in Ta'anit ." 4 Scho lars such as Buchler and Safrai, 

however, have attempted to divorce the term from any sense of 

miracle i they argue that the term ma ' aseh should be 

understood as "dee d, ·· i n contrast to rabbinic terms for study 

such as talmud, midrasb , and mishnah .5 ,, Buc hler asserts that 
•• 

righteous a cts define the "pious men and the " men of 

deeds·•: 

R. ~anina b en Dosa and other men o f deed would ... 
have distinguished themselves by _.-the most conscientious 
observan9e o f the positive precepts o f the Torah, o r by 
d e voting themselves particularly to acts of loving ­
kindness. s 

Simi lar ly, Safrai claims that the men of a ction " were 

"active in human society . . . engaged in attending to public 

needs and moved a mong the public ." 7 While scholars such as 

Buch ler, Safrai and Sarfatti seem correc t in their emphasis 
\ 

4Rashi r efers t o Chapte r Three o f 
c ruc ial sou r ce not only f o r revealing the 
o f Honi and Hanina ben Dosa, but for 
rabbinic portrayal of charismatic behavior 
below, 129- 152. 

B. T . Ta'anit , a 
r abbinic portrait 
understanding the 
in general. See 

• . ssafrai, "Teaching of Pietis ts in Mishnaic Literature , .. 
16, n , 11. Safrai > who trans lates IDa 'aseh as "action, " 
c ites M. Avot 1 : 17 as an example o f the c ontrast between 
rabbinic catego ries of action and study: "Expounding the law 
is no t most i mportant, but action " 

BBuchler, Types c,f. Jewieh~ Palestinian Piety , 87. 
' 

75afrai, "Teaching of Pietists in Mishnaic Literature , " 
16, n . 11 . Cf . Sarfatti, "Pious Men, Men of Deeds, and the 
Early Prophets, " iii ('English transl~tion): "The principal 
power of ,suc1l individuals rests not in halakhic d isputation , 
the relating of ' aggadic lore, or tne composing of ethical 
maxims, but rather in the purity of their deeds, ~ which we re 
intended to pleas~ thei r Creator and t o bring benefits to 
their fellow men ." ·' 

J 
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upon deeds as characterizing f igu r es l ike Honi the Circle-

drawe r and Hanina ben Dosa, and in their argument that the 

term ma'aseh need not mean "miracle," they overstate the case 

when asserting that "nowhe re i n our literature ~ we find a 

connec tion between · men o f action' and ' the deed ' -- i.e., 

miracle.·· a By ignoring what Rash1- obse r ved, that many of the 

deeds o f Honi and Hanina as recorde d in the rabbinic cor pus 

~ are in fact " wo ndrous, " these scholars seem to take a 

defensive rather t han an objecti ve stance. As Vermes 

accurately notes regar<ling ~anina, and pS the f ollowing 

exami nation of texts reveals , "his (good) ' deeds ' are 

described as c har ismatic he~aling and other miraculous acts ... 9 .· 
The t e nsion in sch~larship in fact reflects the tension in 

the t ents : Hanina ben Dosa eme rges clearly as one conce rned . 
with a cts of loving-kind~ess " and "attending t o public 

needs"; at the same time, the texts present a portrait in 

which those characteristics somehow relate to Hanina · s 

extraordinary a bilities. In fact, the nature of that 

relationship emerges as a c rucial issue in the study of the 

texts concerning Hanina ben Dosa. 

8Safr ai, "Teaching o f Pietists in Mishnaic Literature , " 
16, n . 11 . 

9Ver mes , ~ "l:lanina ben Dosa, .. 188 . Vermes goes on to 
describe Hanina as " the most ce lebrated mi r acle-worker in 
Rabbinic ·Judai sm," and ~o c laim · t.~at the "most suitable 
parallels " to the descoriptions o~ his activities are found in 
the New ' Tes tament rather than in the Talmud. 
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RABBINIC STATEMENTS OF HANINA BEN DOSA' S REPUTATION : 

THE BABYLONI AN TALMUD 

The Babylonian Talm~d contains further rabbi~ tributes 

to ~anina ben Dosa. In B.T. ~agigah 14a, as part of a 

rabbinic exegesis of Isaiah 3:1-4-;-~anina is identified wi th 

t he te rm "honorable man " Cue.au. fanim) : 

"And the honorable 
account favor is shown to 
heaven, like R. Hanina b. 

, earth, like R. Abbahu (B.T. 

man ": This is one on whose 
his entire generation : by 
Dosa, or by Caesar's court on 
~agigah 14a ). 

As the beginning of the Isaiah passage revea!s, this exegesis 

and the statements of M. Sotah 9 . 15 . exhibit a common 

characterist~c: both refer to the death or defeat o f valued 

figu r es: " For behold, the Lord, Lord of hosts, will remove 

from Je~usalem and from Judah the stay and the staff ... the 

honorable man .. . the eloquent orator." The exegesis 

itself represents Hanin a as one whose merit is so great that 

it benefits not only himself , but his entire generation; 

moreover, the favor he evokes comes from heaven, not from 

earth it thereby bear s the stamp of divine authority . 

Notably, ho we ver, the text does n o t indicate the reaso n for 

Hanina ' s merit; it mere ly describes its magni tude. 

Two statements by Rav assert that ~anina ' s merit benefits 

not only his generation, but t his world and the world to 

come . Like -the statement in B. T . ~agigah 14a, · the statement 

a t tributed to· Rav in B.T . Ta'anit 24b invests Hanina ' s merit 

with heavenly authority: 
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R. Yehuda said in the name of Rav: Everyday a 
heavenly voice declares: "The whole world is sustained 
by the mer it of my son Hanina, and my son Han i na suffices 
himself wi th a k.aY of c arobs from the e ve of one Shabbat 
to the eve of t he _next"lO (B.T. Ta'anit 24b ). 

The text indicates intimacy b~tween ~anina and ~heavenly 

r ealm not on ly by noting the daily endorsement of the 
....._ 

Heavenly Voice , but also by the double mention of the phrase 

my son J:lanina." Rav's statement begins to s uggest poverty 
...... 
as a fa~tor invo lved in ~anina ' s righteousness or merit. 

Wh~le the tex t does juxtapose ~oni's poverty with his merit, 

it does not establish a · causal relationship 1between them . 11 

In another st~tement, Rav c la i ms that the world to come 

exists f o r Hanina ' s sake: . . 
Rava said: The wo rld was c r eated only for the 

'totally wicked · o r the totally righteous." Rava said: 
" Let a mqn know of himself whether he is totally 
righ t eous or not. ·· Rav aaid: The wo·rld was created only 
for .. Ahab the son of Omri a nd for R. Ha nina ben Oosa : for 
Ahab the son of Omri, t h is world; f o r R. Hanina ben Dosa, 
the wo r ld to come (B.T. Berakhot 6lb ). · 

By association with Rava ' s opening statement, Rav · s statement 

classifies ~anina . ~s " tota.l ly righteous" ( '?add ig ga mur ) . 

Furthermore, by opposing ~anina to Ahab, Elijah ' s opponent, 

the text hints at an implicit identity between ~anina and 

the pro phet Elijah himsel~. Note again, however, that the 

lOCf. B . T. Hulin 86a ; and B.T. Berakhot 17a, where the 
v o ice goes f orth fr0m Mt. Horeb. See also B . T . Yoma 9a and 
T . Sotah 13 . 2 on the function of the bAt. J:s..Q.l as . the means by 
which Israel ~ receives ~essagea since the death o f tbe last 
prophets . 
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the miracu l o us: ~anina is able to subsist on ne~t to nothing , 
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statement of reputation suggests no clear basis f o r Hanina · s 

merit. 12 

/" 
STORIES OF HANINA BEN DOSA'S ABILITI ES AND RIGHTEOUSNESS: 

B.T. TA ' ANIT 2'4b- 25a 

_, A fuller portrait of ~anina ben Dosa lies in the aggadot 

which reco rd his activities; while the Hanina stories are 

widely dispersed throughout the Talmud, six of them appear 

consecutively· i n B. T .• Ta ' ani t 24b- 25a. Like ~on i the Circle-. 
drawer and others in the . third c hapter' of B.T. Ta'anit , 

• .. 
Hanina ben Dosa is c~edited with the ability t o control rain : 

R. Hanina ben Dosa was traveling on the road when it 
began t.o .ra.in . HE: said befo re Him : "Master of the 
Universe , all o f the world i s in comfort while Han i na is 
in d·istress ?.. The rain ceased. When he arrived at his 
house, he said before Him , "Master of the Universe, all 
of the world is in distress and l;lanina is in comfort ?" 
It began to rain . R. Yosef said: "Of wha t use is the 
prayer of the High Priest compared with that o f R. Han1na 
ben Dos a? ·· 1 3 ( B. T. Ta' an it 2 4 b) . · 

12As B.T . Shabbat 112b indicates, Hanina · s reputation 
extends even :to his animals: .. R. Zeira and Rava bar Zimuna 
said: If the ancients were ang~ls, we are men. If they were 
men, we are like asses . Not l ik.e the ass of R. l;fani.pa ben 
Dosa or of R. Pinhas b. Yair, but like the rest ~f the 
asses. " Cf. B.T. , Hulln 7a. The statement probably r efers to 
a etory about Hani~a ·s donkey recorded in A~ot de Rebbe Natan 
A. chap . 8 (Schechter, p . 38) . In that story, r'obbers steal 
Hanina · s donkey, but it will not eat while in their 
po'ssession, so they let it go . It keeps walking until it 
reaches home,· wttere Hanina and his son feed -it . The story 
concludes with the statement : "As the ancient just men were 
pious, so their beasts ~ere pious ." C.f .. the tale of R. Yosei 
of Yukrat ' s donk~y, B.T. ~a'anit ~ 4a . 

... 
13Cf . B.T . Yoma 53b . 

. 
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The aggadah provides a clear image of Hanina ·s po wer . He 

makes two relatively dir>ect requests to God as "Master of the 

Universe, " first for a cessation_ of rain, and th~f'Q! its 

resumptio n, and both are fulfilled summarily. 1 ~ Moreo ver , ...__ 
his first request is only for his sake , and still it is 

fulfilled. Like ~oni ' s ability t o control the quality and 

quanti t y of the rain he demands, the fact that ~anina c an 

both stop and start rain at will suggests unbounded p owe r . 

The ~tory, like mos t of those in the series f ound in Ta 'anit 

2fl.b-25a, concludes with a rabbinic st.atemept ( in this case a 

rh~torical question). R. Yosef ' s words are especially 

compelling because they compare ~anina·s power favo r ably t o 

that of the Hig~ Priest ~imself; in a sense, the rhetoric al 

question · r epresents an outright recognition of c harismat i c 

po we r . Even while a sserting ~anina ·s distinctiveness and 

superiority in relation to the paradigmatic representative of 

Jewish institution•lism , ho wever, R. Yosef implies that 

~anina and the High Priest are engaged in the same activity, 

identified here by the word "prayer. " The closing question 

sets ~anina off as unique , but retains a connection between 

his· power and the central rabbinic endeavo r ·of tefilah. 

14The reguest for the rain to stop is striking because 
it appears in the m.idst of a number o f stories i n B . T. 
Ta'anit · Ch~pter Three in which various figures pray 
unsuc cessfully for r ain. In the midst of ·all of those 

• failures to bring rain, along comes Hanina ben Dosa and asks 
f o r rain to cease! 

. 
• 
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The next story in B. T. Ta 'anit 24b immediately foll ows 

the statement by t~e Heavenly Voice regarding ~anina · s 

subsistence on a klCL of carobs, and again /1i'1-nts at a 

connection between ~anina · s merit and his poverty : 
-._.. 

-· 

.. 

[Hanina 's] wife used to light the oven every Friday 
eveninj and throw soruething that produces smoke into it 
because she ~as ashamed (at not having br~ad to bake ). 
She had a wicked neighbor who said ( to herself ), " I know 
that 1these people have nothing, s o what is this? " She 
went and knocked on the door, but Hanina· s wite was 
ashamed and ·went into an alcove. A 'miracle happened 
before her (the neighbo r ), and sh~ saw the oven f flled 
with bread and the kneading basin filled . with dough . She 
said t o ·her, "Y~u. ~rou! Bring a shovel. your bread is 
getting charred! " She replied , · 't:ha t is why I went 
upstairs. " It has be~n taught : s-tie did in fact go t o 
get the s,hovel because she was ac:customed t o miracles 
(B: T. Ta•anit 24b- 25a ). 

While Han i na ben Dosa d1:>es not appea1· in this passage, it 

probaLly refle6ts his mer it ~ and pcssibl~ that of his wife . is 

The story makes reference to a ritual context; it takes place 
... 

on Shabbat evening, and Hanina ' s wife is likely embarra$Ged 

no t simply that s he does not have f ood, but that she does not 

have bread f or Shabb~t . Notably, the provision of bread is 

ref erred t o as a "mi racle" by the narrator, and the 

concluding rabbinic statement ·uses the same term in 

suggesting that Hani na · s wife was acc us t.omed to suc h wondrous 

15While neither this nor the succeeding , stories which 
mention ~anina ·s ·~ife mak e any state ment about ·her own merit, 
an aggadah in B. T. Baba 'Batra 74a-b ind icates her righteous 
activity . In that account ., R. Yohana·n. tells of sailing on a 
ship and seeing a box covered. ·with praciouc. stones attd 
pearls. ' When a diver has difficulty obtaini'ng the box, a 
Heavenly ,...Voice proc laims, "What do you "'ant with this. box of 

• the wife of R. ljanina ben Dqsa? In the f ut.ure sh.e will place 
in it' the blue woo l for t he righteous ·i n the worl'd to coine ." 
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events. t G Especial ly · given its placement immedia~ely 

following the statement about the k.aY of ca r obs, the 

overriding message o f the story is that while ~an ina is poor, 

he is favored by heaven. No request has t o be mad?:" whether 

addressed to God or as an oath; in danger of embarrassment 
.......... 

for not appropriately hono ring the Shabbat, Hanina ·s wife is 

visited by a miracle which not only saves face, but puts food 
_,. 
in her oven.17 

•The subsequent story also focuses upon the poverty of 

~anil)a and his . wife, a.nd on her dissatisfaction ; 

His w~fe said to him: "For now long shall we go on 
, suffering so much? He scrid to her: "What shall we do? " 

(She. sa Hi-): "Pray that you be given something. " He 
prayed, and someth.ing like the image of a hand appeared 
and gave him one leg of a g olden ta~le . He saw in a 
dream that in the future the righteous would eat at a 
thrP.e- legged· golden table, but he would eat at a two­
legged table. He said t o•her: ia " Are you satisfied that 
everyone ~ill eat at complete tables and we wil l eat at a 
deficient one?" She said to him : "What shall we do? 

1 son the concept of being a.ccustomed to miracles. cf. 
B.T. Ta'~nit 2la. The texts in B.T. Ta'anit Chapter Three 
are ambiguous about whether one should rely upon miracles. 
On the one hand, Nahum ish Gimzo, in B.T. Ta'anit 2la, is 
sou'ght out for a task because he is regarded as "one to whom 
miracles custemarily happen, " and he acts with such 
expectation; on the other, in Ta 'an it 20b, R. Adda bar Ahaba 
endorses the statement of R. Yannal : "One s h o uld never stand 
in .a place of danger and declare, "'A mirac l e will happen to 
me, because perhaps a miracle will not happen to him . And 
if a miracle does befall him, his meri't is reduced .·· 

17It is interesting to note 
Hanina·s wife ' s emharraGsment as the 
intervention; .her embarrassmer1t may 
for Shabbat observance . . 

that the story portrays 
cause for supernatural 
reflect a pious concern 

18The text is corrupt here, especially regarding who 
. says what ~o whom . . 
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Pray that it be taken away from you . He 
was taken away. It has been taught : "' The 
was greater than the first, for we have a 
once a thing is given,· it is not taken 
Ta ' anit 25a). 

~ The story links ~anina · s pover ty in this world 

prayed and it 
second miracle 
tradition that 
away "' l9 (B . T . 

~-to his ' reward 

in the world t o come . While he has the power to relieve his 
~ 

material difficulties, i.e., to summon one of the golden 

table legs, such relief would impa ir his status in the next 

world . By c hoosing to return the table leg, therefore, h e 

opts symbo l ically to refrain from using his po wers f o r hi s 
. 

own (and.his w ife '~) mate~ial relief . This may b~ a c ruc ial 

sou r qe o f me r it : · not only his poverty itself·, but the f act . 
that he has .the ability t o alleviate his poverty, and chooses 

not to do so f o r the sake of a place in the world t o come.20 

The e mphasi' on the world to come places ~anina 's miraculous 

c ircumstances in a rabbinic context, and the concluding 

r abbinic statement uses a rabbinic tradition to affi rm rather 

than undercut the significance of the mirac l e: "The second 

m iracl~ was greater than the first, f or we have a tradition 

th~t 0nce a thing i s given, it is not taken away . 

The subsequent aggadah in B . T . Ta'anit 25a continues t o 

desc ribe the miraculoue events which happen t o ijanina ben 

19Cf. Exodus ijab~ah 52:3 and Ruth Rapbah 3 : 4 f~t similar 
stor ies about how gift5 in the present world detract fro m 
reward in the world to q ome . See also B. T . Hulin 60a f or a 
parallel t o the final proverb . · 

20 Note the ascetic strain here . 

. 
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Dosa, again places them in the context of Shabbat observance, 

and again relates th~m to the relief of others : 

One Friday at twiiight he noticed that his ~ghter 
r was sad. He said to her, "My daughter, why are you sat!.? " 

She said to him. " I con·fused the vinegar jar for the oil 
jar, and I kindled the Sabbath li~t from it. He said t o 
her, "My daughter, why should it bother you? The One who 
commanded the oil to burn will also command the vinegar 
to burn. " It has been taught: It continued to burn for 
the Rhole day, until they took from it light for Havdalah 

- (B . T. Ta'anit 25a). 

Here ~e have a variation on the story of ~anina ' s wife and 

the oven . The daughter describes a situation , in which the 

observance of Shabbat is put at risk. In this story, the 

reliaf is no t jmmediate ; firs~ comes ~anina · s statement o f .· 
faith and assurance ~hat God will insure that the vinegar 

burns. Hanina·s statement, while it does imply a reliance . . 

upon miracle, communicates ~ piety rather than arrogance , 

because he does not suggest that God will provide the mirac le 

especially for him or his family; he presents his statement 

as an affirmation of faith rather than a demand . Once again , 

the concluding rabbinic statement affirms ~anina ' s 

righteousness by magnifying the quality of the miracle, and 
I 

parenthetically invokes an additional ritual context : 

vineg~r not only burned for Shabbat e~e, but even through 

Havdalah . 

The next agg.adah. also turns upon Hanina·s confidence in 

t he just resolu~ion to & problem : 

Rabbi Hahina ben Dosa owned goats . . They (the 
people) 9aid

0

to him, " They are causing damage. " He ·.s{lid : 
... If they' are causing damage, may bears eat them; and if 
they ' are not, ~av each one bring home . a bear on i ts horns 



at e vening . At evening, each one b r ought ho me a bear on 
its horns (B.T. Ta'anit 25a) . 

Hanina e xpresses confidence n ot only in the r ecti tude of h is 

po sition, but. in the fact t hat his r ec ti tu~'will be 

r ecognized or rewarded. Thi s is hardly, however , a sto ry of 
....,,_,_ 

noble faith in the ability of a Shabbat lamp t o burn; the 

aggadah contains no address t o God, and the contex t is ha rd ly 

one of ritual observance. To the contrary, the issue (the 

damages that one's animals migh t do) is quite mundane; the 

resq lution , in which ~oats carry bears on their ho rns , smacks 

~o re of t he occult than the sacred . Thi s story also lac ks a 

conc lucUng rabbinic lemma. Hanina · s merit is not stated 

direc t l y, but the accur acy of his prediction implies that he 

is innncent of the c ha rge. Moreover, this story is placed 
'I t 

among a group of stor ies which have begun to build an image 

of ~anina's poverty and righteousness, a nd its context 

thereby i mplies that Han ina somehp w merits this miracle.21 

The .s ixth story about ~anina ben Dosa in B.T. Ta'ani t 

24b-25a treats the mundane affair of building a house : 

He (ijanina ben Dosa) had a woman neighbo r who was 
building i house , but its. Joists did not join. She wen t 
to him and said : " I have built a house but the jois•ts do 
not join ." · He said to he r , " What is your name? " She 
a n swered, " .:..ik.u,." He said, "..'...i.101.. may your joists be 
joined together ." It is taught : They reached, and 
project~d one cubit on either side. And some say: They 
added new )oi!lts to them . It is taught : Pe limo said, " I 
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21A comment in B . T. . Baba Mes ' ia 106a-b asser ts Hanina 's 
meri t more directly : " Had yo u· ' been worthy that a· miracle 
should happen on your behalf, a mirac l e would have pappened · 

_ to you , a e it did f or R. Hanina ben Dosa, whose goats' b r ought 
ho me "e6ars on i-heir horns:" · 
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have seen that house, and its joists projected one cubit 
on either side. And they said to me, ' This is the house 
whose joists R. Hanina ben Dosa joined through his 
prayer ·" (Ta'anit 2Sa) . 

Certain familiar characteristics r e-emerge here First, a /' . 
member of the community see~s ~anina·R help; this indicates 

not only that people recognize ~ina ·s powers, but that they 

perceive that his powers can be enlisted for the affairs of 

the day - to- day.22 The story also demonstrates Hanina·s 

responsivenes s and skill. The text itself relies upon a pun : 

the wo rd ..:..i.k.l.l, which is the woman ' s name, is also "an Aramaic 

dptative particle,1'23 yielding a translation for the whole 

sentence: "Oh, that your. joists might be joined together! " 2 4 

.. 
The word play calls attention to the fact that Hanina ·s wo rd s 

resemble an incantation more than a prayer. Again , ~anina 's 

merit i~ not stated expli~itly, but is perhaps indicated by 

his willingness to help the woman . Interestingly, concluding 

rabbinic statements again come to boost the image o f the 

protagonist e ven further. Similar to the lemma in the story 

of the golden table leg, the first rabbinic statement 

amplifies ~he result of the miracle : .. I t is taught : they 

reached, and projected one cubit on either side . " The next 

statement further extends the effect of the miracle. The 

final statement, attributed to Pelimo, not only confirms that 

' 22Note the. correspondence to Brown ' s model of the holy 
man as "good patron." See above, 29. 

,23Vermes, " ~ani'na · ben Dosa, " 189 . 

2'For a similar usage, see B.T. Sanhedrin 107~ -
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such a house exists, but classi fies Hanina ' s action as 

"prayer. " The rabQis thereby not only inflate the event. 

but give it a rabbinic cast. 

The fina l story of the series in B.T . Ta'anit 24b-25a 
.....__ 

contains no magical elements, but explicitly affirms Hanina ·s 

righteousness. It begins with a question raised by the story 

of ~he goats and the bears : 

Where did R. Hanina ben Dosa get goats, since he was 
poor? And further; did not the Sages say: "One does not 
rear small cattle in Palestine'' ?2 s R. ' Pinhas said, "Once 
a man -passed by his house and left his hen s there, and 
the wife of R. Hanina ben Dosa found them. He said to 
her, "Do not eat thejr eggs." But . the eggs and the hens 
increa~ed, and they were troubling them. He sold them, 
and bought goats with the money from the sale. One time 
the same man who had lost the hens p~ssed by and said to 
his .companion, "This is where I left my hens. " R. ljanina 
heard and said to · him: "Do you have a mark on them? " He 
said to ·him, "Yes. " • He described the sign and took the 
goats, and these are the goats which brought bears on 
their horns (B.T. Ta~anit 25a). 

Notably, the story creates an expectation of the ruiraaulous 

that it does not fulfill. N6 doubt, many readers of this 

aggadah expect the hens to be transmuted magically into 

goats . Instead, Hanina simply sells them because they take 

up too much room. The story ~s the only one of the seven in 

Ta'anit 24b-25a in which nothing miraculous transpires . 

instead, as the last story of the series, it leaves a 

distinct impression of Hanina's fairness:2S first he 

2SCf. M. Baba Qama 7~1. 

2SAnother epithet applied to Hanina, '' man of"truth: " 
reflect7 the characteristic of fairness represented· in this 
story. Cf . Mekhilta d~ Rebbe Ishmael, Amalek 4 :67-68 
(Lauterbach, p. · 183.) Hanina is mentioned in ~he context of 
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prohibits his wife from eating the eggs of hens which she 

d oes not own, and the n he r estor es the goats to the man who 

o wned the o r iginal hens. The final sto ry thereby helps to 
, 

i~entify the source of the c har lsmatic 's merit ; whil~e 

~anina po r t r a yed by t hese stories neither restricts hi s 

wonder- wo rking to ritual contexts nor'-directs all o f his 

invocations towar ds God, he is a pious huma n being. The 

k ind of a r rogance and presumption whic h ~oni displayed is 

notably absent here, even from the aggadot in wh ich Hanina 

displays s~lf-interest (e , g . , the stories of the r~in and o f 

t he g oats· horns) . . Mo reover , Hanina·s favored status is 
. 

r e f lecte'tl not only .. in the success o f his endeavors, but in 

the positive light shed o n t hem by the rabbinic statements 

which con c lude these . sto ri es. While rarely ma king explicit 

the link between Han ina·s behavio r and his extraordinary 

powers, t h is series o f seven stories creates an image o f a 

man who is scr upu l ous, generous, and fai thful and who 

whose righteou~ness seems to earn him extraordinary po wers . 

an exegesis of Exodus 18 :21, in which Moses describes those 
whom he will select as judges as "Men o f truth who spurn ill­
begotten ga i n ": " ' Men of truth ': f o r exa mple, R. Hahina ben 
Dosa and his companions. · who spurn ill ~begotlen ga in ': 
Those who dis dain ' their own p roperty . For if they disdain 
their own prope rty, s o muc h ' the mo re. s o the pro perty of 
others." 
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HANINA BEN DOSA ' S OBEDIENCE TO INSTITUTIONAL PRACTICE : 

P .T. DEMAI 1. 1 AND ECCLESIASTES RABBAH 1. 1 

Rabbinic literature contains other miracle stori~bout 
;' 

Hanina ben Dosa wh ich either undersco re o r supplement 

elements present in B.T. Ta'anit 24b~5a. For e xample, an 

aggadah in P . T . Demai 1 . 1 describes a mirac l e which takes 
;._; 

plftce in the context o f Shabbat, a nd emphasizes the value of 

honesty and obed ience to institutio nal practice: 

R. Hanina ben Dos~ was sitting down to eat on 
Sabbath ·night whew his table collapsed. ' They said to 
him, " What happened? .. She {his wife) said to him, " I 
~orrowed spices from my . neighbor, but I did not tithe 
them. He mentioned it a second time, and the table r ose 
{P . T . Dema i 1 .1). 

Here, in anothe r story about a table, a mishap occurs not 

on ly because ~anina ·s wife has . failed to fulfill a particular 

responsibility to the Temple . When she a nd her husband 

a ckno wledge that responsibi l ity, the table is restored. 

Another aggadah f ocuses mo re expltcitly upon the fulfillment 

o f obligations to the Temple cult : 
' 

Once R. Hanina ben Dosa saw the inhabita nts o f his 
city taking vot ive offerings and free - will offerings to 
Jerusalem . He said, "Everyone is taking vo tive offerings 
and fre e-w ill offering~ up to Jerusalem, and I take 
nothing ." What did he do? He went to the outskirtis of 
his city , and saw there a stone which he c ut , c hiselled 
and po lished . He then said, "Behold , it is my 
responsibility to get this to Jerusalem." He s ought t o 
hire labor~rs ~ and five men came t o him . He asked them , 
.. Will you carry this stone to Jerusalem for me?" They 
replied, "Give us fifty sela'im and ·we wil l carry it t o 
Jerusalem ." He wante d t.o give the m the money, but he did 
not hav e any with h~m then . they l~ft him and went . The 
Holy One, blessed be He , arranged for five angels 
resembling men (to appear t o him. ) He said to ~hem, 
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"Will you carry this stone for me?" They replied, "Give 
us five oela ' i m and we will carry your stone to Jerusalem 
for you, but only if you place your hand and fingers with 
our s.27 He placed his hand and fingers wi th theirs and 
they found themselves standing in Jerusalem. He wanted 
to pay them their wage, but he could not find them:;:--He 
e ntered the Chamber of the He wn Stone and inquired after 
t hem. The y said to him: "It seems that ministering 
ange ls carried your stone to Jerusalem... " They applied to 
him t h is verse from Scripture : "See a man skilled at his 
work -- he shall s~and before kings ( melakbim )'';28 read 
instead " He shall stand before angels ( mal 'akhim )"29 
(Eoclesiastes Rabbah 1 : 1) . 

Like the story of the · oven, this story recounts neither 

prayer nor invocation on ,Hanin~ ·s part; like othe r stories, 

it placei him in miraculous ci r cumstances, emphasizes his 

poverty and righteousness. and . reveals his concern for 
" .• 

institutiona l obligations . . Though poor, he realizes that he 

can make an offering of a stone, so he works to fashion the 

stone lnto a beautiful object.30 ~Then, though ~e has little 

money, he attempts t o hire laborers. Finally, upon being 

transported to Jerusalem, he remembers his obligation to pay 

those who helped him with the stone. Host important, the 

2~!he significance 0£ this phrase is unclear. It may 
si~nlfy that he helped them to carry the stone, or it may be 
a ' f ormulai c symbol for agreement. 

2 8~salm 22:29. 

29Psalm 22:29 itself contains anot~er ~ord play, between 
"his wor.k " ( me l "'akbto) and " kings" (melakhim ). A similar 
word play appears in a miracle story in B.T. Ta'anit 24b, 
~here R. Mar i sees ange l s (mal ~akhei) in the guise of .sailors 
(malla?ei). ~ ' 

30Hanina's gift of the stone is underaGored by another 
word ' pl~y in the passag~ : t~e workers and the angels insist 
that Hanina give them se-la'im, "currenc y ," but the term also 
means· " r ocks," .thereby creating a play on the · even. 'o;r 
stone., 'which Hanina c r a fts . 

• 
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story makes prominen t use of the institutional categorie& of 

votive and free -will offerings, focuses upon a pilgrimage to 

the Temple, and ends not only with Hanina · s presence in the 

/" -
~ Chamber of He wn Stone, but with a rabbinic exegesis which 

explains the story . The miracle whic~befalls Han ina serves 

as a reward for his righteous d e votion, and the r e ward is 

con~y-med and explained by the bearers of institutional legal 

authority, the members of the Sanhedrin.31 

H~NINA BEN -DOSA AND THE DOMESTICATION OF CHAOS : 

THE SNAKE STORIES, AND THE TALE 9F AGRAT DAOGHTER OF MAHALAT 
' 

Hanina · s r elationship to institutional elments is mo re 

ambiguous in the story of his ~ncounter with the poisono us 

snake, an aggadah which is central to his image. The basis 

for this aggadah ( with one version in the Palestinian Talmud 

and one in the Babylonian) appears in Mishnah Berakhot 5:1, 

which discusses the importance of concentration in reciting 

the Amidah: . 
The o r ig inal pious ones used .to wait an hour befoxe 

praying in order t o dir~ct thel r hearts towards God. 
Even if the k ing g reets one, h e ma y not r etur n the 
gre~ting. And even if a snake ( nahash) curls around his 
heel, he does not interrupt (his prayer) ( M. Berakhot 
5: l) . 

31 For an even further endorsement of institutional 
elements, se~ the par•llel in Canticles Rabbah t:~. where 
Ha n ina gives the sages the money he had planned to giv~ .to 
the~ angels. ' 

. 
' 
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P.T. Berakhot 5: 1 employs an aggadah about Hanina ben Dosa t o 

illustrate the Mishnah · 5 statement: 

They say o f R. -ijanina ben Dos a that whtm.. he stood 
and prayed a lizard ( ~ayarbar ) came and bit/fllm put he 
did not interrupt his prayer . They went and found the 
lizard lying dead at the mouth of its hole. They said , 
··woe to the man who is bitten by. a lizard , but woe to the 
lizard that bites R. ~anina ben Dosa" (P . T . Berakhot 
5: 1 ) . 

l"n relationship to M. Berakhot 5 : 1, Hanina · s survival 

emer ges as reward for his concentration in prayer, or perhaps 

a s a result o f his concertration in praye r . J:laniua adds 

later in the acc ount that he did no t even feel the snake 

His students. said to him, " Rabbi, did yo u not fee l 
any thing?"" He said t o them, " May evil be fa 11 if I eve n 
f elt it, for my heart was c o n centrated in praye r ( P . T . 
Be .... akhot 5: ·1) . 

The conclusio n of the passage, howeve r, pro v i des ano the r 

explanation for Hanina ' s survival: 

··If the man reac hes wa.ter firs t, the lizard dies, 
but if the lizar d reaches water first, the man die s . . . 
R. Yi tzl')ak ben Eliezer said : "God created a spri ng f o r 
h im under his feet to fulfill what is wri tten:32 'He 
fµ lfills the wishes of those wh o fear Him, He hears their 
c ry and delivers them"' 33 (P.T . Berakho t 5:1) . 

By providing a "scientific " explanation f or the outcome, and 

by inserting God into the story, the editors undercut the 

32Psalm 145 : 19. 

ssc f . T . Berakhot 
l aryad. Cf . . B.T. Hulin 
between a nahash and 
n a hash as "aerpent, " and 
species of lizard ." 

3.20, where the wo rd "f o r r eptile is 
127a, which deiines <ar yad a s a cross 

a aa,y . Jastrow, Dictionary, defines 
baVarbar ", 'arvad. and aa,y each as " a 

•. 
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possibility of Hanina · s o wn miraculous capacities . 

Nonetheless, even as these statements threaten to deflate 

notions of ~anina ' s charismatic power, the statement "woe t o 
/"" 

the" man who is bitten by a lizard, but woe to the lizard 

which bites Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa " lmpliEWiL..that Hanina has 

unique stature and capacities, perhaps even among the 

"ancient _pious ones" whom he represents in the story. 

Wh i l e the veYsions of the story which appear in P.T . . 
Berakhot 5 : 1 and in T. Berakhot 3:20 each describe ~anina as 

engaged in p~ayer when· the snake bites him, the story in the 

Babylonian Talmud presents an imag~ of a much more activist 

Hanina: 
,• 

Our rabbis taught : Once in a certain plac e the re 
was a lizard (aryadl that wo~ld injure people. They c ame 
and t o ld R. ~ani1:'a b·en Dosa . He ~aid to them: , ··sho w me 
its hole. " They showed him its hole, and when he pu t his 
heel over the mouth of the hole, the snake came out and 
bit him and died. He put it over his shoulder and 
brought it to the House of Study . He said to them : 
''See, my children , it is not the snake that kills but the 
sin . " 3 • At the same time they said: '"Woe to the man wh o 
is encountered by a snake, but woe to th~ snake that 
encounters R. · ~anina ben Dosa " (B.T . Berakhot 34b) . 

In tl}i's vers·ion, ljaJ'.lina functions as a charismatic who 

operates at the social margins. The p~ople come to him t o 

solicit his help in overconiing a threat to the common 

S4For a reference to this statement and this story. see 
Exodus Rabbah 3:16, where· the text comments upon Mcrses·s 
fli~ht from before the snake in Exodus 4:3: "'And Moses fled 
from before it.· Why ·ctid he flee? Bec aus e he had s inne d i n 
his words. If h~ had no t sinne d, h e wou ld n o t have fl ed, f o r 
it is not the sna ke tha t kill s , but the s in , as it i s t o ld in 
the sto:y o f R. ~apina he n Dosa." 

. . 
' 
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we lfare . The threat, an unclean reptile, clearly resides 

beyond the bounds of social eontact . He seeks out the threat 

aggressively and conquers it.- The ~anina of this st~ is 

rnot the passive survivor of an accidental encounter, but a 

combative and extraordinary conqueror-.- The story's final 

image is strikingly iconoclastic: Hanina c arries the carcass 

of h ig, deadly prey over his shoulder back to the House of 

Study, in what appears to · be a violation of the laws of 

ritual purity.35 The a lien threat has been domesticated by 

the pure and extradrdinary •power of the charismatic .36 . 
Unlike the Palestinian versions , 37 the Babylonian version .. 

r emoves the ' story from any r itual context : neither God nor 

3 5Vermes, "Hanina ben Dosa, " 186 . For a somewhat 
equivocal illustration of Hanin~ · s relationship t o ritual 
law, cf. Gen~sis Rabbah 10:8, where he is reported by two 
ass-dr ivers to ha ve started Shabbat early in his town . 

36lnteresting para1 lels appear in the Pythagoras miracle 
tradit i ons: Pythagoras is reported to have bitten a 
poisonous snake and killed it; in · a more rationalized 
account, he drives a snake from a v illage. J , Z . Smith 

•describes these episodes as "commonly recurring motifs" in 
the mi~acles of Pythagoras ("Good News is No Ne ws , 32) . 

37A thorough examination of the relative e mphas is on 
mirac ulous elements in the . Pa lestinian as o pposed t o the· 
Babylonian Talmud remains to be accomplished. In the case of 
~anina ·ben Dosa, the . stories in the Babylonian Talmud far 
outnumber those in the Palestinian . Whixe any attempt t o 
explain .the discrepancy seems speculative, Vermes offers the 
following possibility: " l't seems that the transmitters o f 
the ~anina traditions may haYe felt embarrassed · by the 
similarities between h1s charismatic activities and those 
attributed to Jesus and his Jew ish f o llowers . . Fear o'f 
blurring the dis'tinc tion . between Judaism and Judeo­
Christiani ty was pro bably the main contributing factor, in 
third century Galilee, · ~o the dissolution of the ' legeftd · 
surrqunding the .- fig ure of l;fanina ben Dosa " ( Vermes, p . 213 )' 

·. 
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prayer is mentioned . Nonetheless. like the other versions , 

it expresses a tension between Hanina as sui generis holy 
.. 

man, and the possibility that his behavior might V"'eml.llated. 

In the Babylonian version, ~anina himself suggests the basis 
'-

for his power: ··rt is not the snake t.hat kills, but the 

sin. This statement roots Hanina · s power in piety, and 

-Converts what might be a unique epis.ode into a rabbinic 

ob~ect lesson. No netheless, as in the other versions, any 

attempt to explain or generalize the incident must stand in 

tension with the assertion of Hanina · ~ un~queness : "Woe t o 
. 

the man who . is , • encountered by a snake, but woe to the snake 

that encounters R. Hanina ben Dosa. " This statement 

assures that the image of Hanina itself canno t be fully 

domes t icp ted·, tossed over a rabbinic shoulder and brought 

back t o the House of Study. Instead, alo ng ~ith its 

important links to rabbinic thinking (such as the emphasis on 

piety), the portrai~ of Hanina ben Dosa retains vital 

charismatic elements : the response t o and reliance upo n 

social recognition, the ability to domesticate forces of 

chaos, and success through extraordinary deeds. 

Hanina domesticates chaos again . in the story of his 

encounter with the demon Agrat and her angels of destruction. 

The story appears ·in B.T. Pesahim 11 2b a.s an elaboration on 

R. Yosi"s statement in the name of R. Yehuda and Rabbi, "Do 

not go out alone at night ": 
,. 

It has been taught: . Do not go out alone at night on 
Wednesday nights, nor on Sabbath nights, be~ause Agr&t 
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the daughter of Hahalat and eighteen myriads of her 
angels· of destruction are out, and each one of .them has 
the power to destroy. Originally she was found every 
day. One time , she met R. Hanina ben Dosa. She said to 
him: "If they had not decreed in heaven, ' Be careful of 
Hanina and his Torah,· I would have harmed you _:· He said 
to her, "If I am esteemed in heaven, I decree .that you 
shall never pass near an inhabited place." She ?"eplied, 

.. "P lease permit me !or a small interval. " He permittea 
her Sabbath nights and Wednesday nights38 (B.T. Pesahim 
112b). . 

Sjnce the world of the rabbis was populated with demons, the 

ability to dominate as pow~ul a demon as Agrat daughter of 

Marla lat pres en tE? Hanina as. a char isroatic of extraordinary 

power . ... In a senee , this story provides a complement t o 

accounts of the 'social recognftion that ~anina receives--

here, as Agrat ' s statement indicates, Hanina·s pow~r is 
' .· 

recognized and deferred to not only' on earth, but in heaven. 

IAterestingly, ho wever, the demon mentions not only ~anina, 

the man of deeds, but his "Torah " ; consonant with the 

rabbinic perspective, not only the man, but his teaching, 

provides transcendent power . 

.. 

38Cf . potal lel in Berakhot 43b, and a similar story 
about Abaye in B.T. Pesahi~ 112b. The general explanation 
for Hanina's selection of Wednesday and Saturday nights i s 
that'those were nights when ,people were not out traveling. 
As ~o why peovle were not out on tho se nights, one apparent 
~xplanation relates to a text examined in the p~evious 
chapter: those were the nights, as in the days of Shimon ben 
$heta9, or:i") whic h it would rain. Traditional commentators 
also offer ·~ar!ous opinions. Rav Shem Tov ben Shaprut, for 

. example, suggests that those were ~he nights of ' the malign 
influence of the planet Mars. 
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HANI NA BEN DOSA: STORI ES OF RESCUE AND HEALI NG 

The final group of ~anina material reflects another ~~ory 
, 

r prominent in accounts of charismatic behavior : resc ue and 

healing . In B.T. Yevaroot 121b, tfte- story of Ne~unya· s 

daughter occurs as part of an attempt to determine when women 

may_pemarry, including a consideration of the instance in 

which the woman's husband falls into a cistern . In the 

Mishnah, R. Meir relates that a man once fell into ~ large 
I 

cistern and rose to the surface after three days ; the 

respbnse in the gemara serves as- a reminder of the function 
' .. 

of miracle in halakhic discussions: "Mirac les cannot be 

brought as proof. "39 As par~ of the discussion of ways in 

which a person could survive £Uch an accident . the gemara 

includes the story of Ne~unya's daughter: 

Our rabbis taught : Once the daughter of Nehunya the 
well-digger fell into a large hole. They came'and told 
R. Hanina ben Dosa. After the first hour he said to 
them, "Pe~ce." After the second hour ·he said to them, 
"Peace . " After the third hour, he sad to them, "Sbe has 
come up." They said to her, " My daughter, who brought 
you up (from the well)?" She said , "A ram joined me, with 
an old man leading it." They said to him (Hanina ben 
Dos a) , ··Are you a prophet.?" .He · said to them, " I am 
ne~ther a p r ophet nor a propbet ' s disciple, • o but should 
the work with which a r ighteous man busies himself4 1 

39Cf . B. T . Berakhot 60a and B . T. ~ulin 43a . 

40Amos 7: 14 . ~ Cf. B. T . Berakhot 34b and £.T. Eruvin 63a . 

41Nehunya dug wells . to provide f o r · the needs of the 
p ilgrims · who came u.p to Je r usalem · for the p,iJ.grimage 
f estiva l s. Cf. B.T . Ta'anit 19b- 20a for the story of 
Naqd imon hen Guryon, who borrows water for the pilgrims fr'om 
a g e n tile lord; see di.scussion be-low, 133-139. 

• 
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cause hi s o ffspr ing t o pe rish? " 4 2 R. Aha said: 
·· Nonetheless, his daughter died of thirst . As it is 
written, ' And r ound about Him it sto rms ( nis ' arah ) 
roightily ' 4 3 -- this t e a c hes t hat the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, deals strictly ~ith those who surround h i m even to a 
hair ' s bread th (~ tiasa · arahl ." R. ijanina ~d : "( We 
may derive this) from here ; 44 ' A God greatly dreaded in 
the c ounc il of holy beings, and held in a we by all around 
Him ... 4 s ( B . T. Baba Qama 50b) . ..._ 

Again, people seek ~an ina ben Dosa·s aid in times o f crisis. 

Here, h oweve r, he does not go t o the scene of the accident, 

but instead remains at a distance; in fact, i t is unc lear 

whether his efforts a c tually rescue Ne~unya · s daughter, or 

whether he s~mply p~edicts her survival. ( Whatever his 

action, the text no where describes it as prayer .) The . . 
r esponse .of ~e~unya · s daughter, that s he was b r ough t ou t o f 

the well by a n old man leading a ram, seems to invoke the 

binding ~f Isaac a nd its salvific themes; it is also unc lear , 
'I 

ho wever, whether these images se rve to f o r tify the miraculous 

nature of Hanina · s abilities, o r t o undercut it by suggesting 

42Cf. B . T . Megillah 16a a nd B. T . Niddah 52a . 

43Psalm 50 : 3 . 

•• Psalm 89 : 8 . 

i5Fo r parallels to the story as a whole, c f . B .T . 
Yevamot 12 lb and P . T . Sheqalim 5 : 1 . The different versions 
e v ince slight variations . In B.T . Yevamot 121b, the 
concluding statement, made by R. Abba , indicates that 
Nehunya 'a son died of thirst . In P . T. Sheqalim 5 : 1, the 
pr~tagonist i s Pin~as ben Yair r ather than ijaniqa . This is 
o ne of a number ~ of. instances o f overlap between the Pinhas 
be n Yair and t he tfan·ina ben Dosa traditions . Pinl).as ben Yair 
is also credited with his o wn c ha r iemQtic acts. See, for 
example, P . T. Demai 1 . 1 • and B . T . ijul i n 7a . An examination 
of the t~xts desc ribing Pint1as ben Yal r and tneir 
relationship t o the Hanina ben Dosa traditions wou ld serve as 
~ruitful grbund fo r further study . 
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that it was not Hanina who effected the r escue. Hanina · s 

r esponse to the people's question is also open to 

interpretation: on the one'hand, it seems to be a"/M'ldest ,. 

response; on the o ther, he chooses to respond by using the 

words of the prophet Amos . The second"nalf of his statement 

reflects a recurrent theme in the Hanina narratives: the 

con~ction between righteousness and reward. 

statement, however, refutes this principle, along with any . 
suggestion of Hanina ·s influence or effectiveness

1 h'hateve r .. 
o ne ' s understanding of Hanina ·s role in the story, R. Aha · s 

' ' 
state~ent about the fate .· of Ne~unya · a daughter, along with 

the typical rabbinic ~egesis he employs, diminishes any 

sense of wonder which the story might have produced. Even as 

Hanina ' s po~~rs were considerable enough t o cause the people 

to ask him whether he were a prophet, R. Aha "s simple 

statement o f fact effectively limits the reader ' s impression 

of Hanina ' s capaciti es . 

The two stories which link Hanina ben Dosa to the healing 

df the sick both serve as elaborations of M. Berakhot 5:5, 

which refers to Hanina·s prayers for the sick in the conte~t 

of dis~ussing the consequences for err~ng in the recitation 

of a fixed prayer : 

They saiG of R . Hanina ben Dosa : When he would pray 
for the sick, he would oay, "This one will live and this 
one will die .. " They said tq him 1 "How do you knou?" He 
said to them, "1f my prayer is fl~ent in my mouth, then I 

.. 
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know that it is accepted; if not, 
rejected" 46 ( M. Berakhot 5:5)., 

I kno w that it is 

The gemara expands upon M. Berakhot 5:5 by recounting the 

illness of Rabba n Gaml i e l ' s son : 

Our rabbis taught: The son of Rabban Gamliel once 
became ill. He sent t wo scholars to R. Hanina ben Dosa 
(to ask_jl im ) to pray for him . When he saw them he we nt 
to an upper room and he prayed for him.47 When he came 
down, qe said t o them: "Go,· for the fever has broken . " 
They said t;o him , " Are you a prophet? " He replie d, " I am 
neither a prophet nor a prophet ' s disciple, but so have I 
learned48 -- if my prayer is fluen t in my mouth, I know 
that it i s accepted; if not, •I kno w that it is rejected ... 
They sat and wrote ~nd noted the exact hour . Wh e n they 
came t o ·the house of Rabban Gamliel ,. he said to them, "By 
the Temple service' ~ The hour you have reco rded i s not 
too small nor too great , but prec i sely as it happened: 
at that exact hour the fever left him and he r e quested 
wate r•s (B . T . Bera khot 34~). 

As in t he story of Ne~unya ·s daughter, people express 

recognition o f Hanina ·s abilities by coming to seek h is help ; 

in f act , i n t h is story, no one less than Rabban Gamliel 

himself r equests ~an ina·s assistance. Once again, ~anina 

perfo rms hi s task from a distance, thereby increasing its 

46\lermes t ranslates: " then 
person) is favo red ; if not, I know 
fatal " ( " ~anina ben Dosa," 179 ). 

I kno w that he (the sick 
that (.nis disease) is 

47For the . pattern of sending s c holars t o ask a holy man 
to pray, cf. B . T . Ta'ani t 23a, where the rabbis send t wo 
s c ho lars to Abba Hilqiyah, grandson of Honi the Circle­
dr~wer, to ask him to pray f o r rain . This aggadah contains 
another· parallel to the Hanina story: Abba ~ilqiyah goes up 
to the roof t o pray without being asked by the messengers. 
(See discussion below, 139-144.) 

48Vermes t r anslates: -.. But this is how I am favo r ed" 
( "Hanina ben Dosa, ·· 18,0). 

49Cf. P.T. Berakhot 5:5. 
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miraculous nature.so The story also c lassifies Hanina ' s 

action as prayer (in this ~ase, the text uses the idiom 

l e yagaesh alayy raQamim). In fact, while the nature o f 

Hanina ' s activity was unclear in the story of Ne~unya · s 

daughter, in this case ~anina acts in response to an ~licit --. 

request to "pray for him," and his prayer is instrumental in 
....._. 

the boy · s recovery. Here, ~anina supplements his r esponse to 

the question, "Are you a prophet,.. wi th a characteristic 

rabbinic statement, "but so have I learned,"51 and then 

r eheat ses the statement recorded in H. Berakhot 5 : 5 . The 

students, who seem to be skeptical, note the time of Hanina ' s 

assurance, and his statement proves to be accurate; not only 

' did the story begin with a request for help originating from 

Rabban Gamliel, but it concludes with his confi rmation of 

Hanina ·s :tbilities! "At that exact hour the fever left him 

and he requested water ." 

The story of Hanina ben Dosa and the son of R. Yohanan 

ben Zakkai follows immediately in B.T. Berakho t 34b : 

On anothec oqcasion, R. Hanina ben Dosa went to 
study Torah with R. Yohanan· ben Zakkai . YoQanan ben 
Zakl_<ai · s son became ill. ' He said to him, "Hanina, my 
son, pray ~or him that he might live ." He rested his 
head between his knees and prayed for him, and he lived . 

SOCf . P.T. Berakhot 5.5, which adds that the two 
students went to visit ijanina ben Dosa ·· in his town," thereby 
suggesting that ~anina recites his p r ayer from a distance . 

s 1 "So have J learned" here is Uh meggybelani, thereby 
echoing his statemen<t in the Mishnah , .. I. know · that it is 
accepted" (yode'a ..:a.n.i sheby megaybal). The word play 
conflates the traditiona~ rabbinic and confident charismatic 
e l e ments 0£ Hanina·s image. 
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R. Yohanan ben Zakkai said: "I f ben Zakkai had rested 
his h~ad between his knees all day, he wo~ld not have 
been paid notice." His wife said to him, "Is ljanina 
greater than you? " He said to her, "No, for he is like a 
slave before God, while I am like a prince before the 
king" (B .. T. Berakhot 34b). 

This healing sto ry is similar to the previous one. The .first 
f' 

1 ine ~f the story places Hanina firmly within the rabbinic 

establ ishment: he is not merely a marginal figure sent to 
. 
for emergency help; instead, he studies Torah in the house of 

Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakka~ trfmself.52 In fact , the 
J 

juxtaposition of . '' Yohanan beri Z~kkai's son" and "~anina, my 

son sqggests a close relationship between Hanina. and 

Yo~anan. Nonethe less, even as ~anina is presented as a part 
? 

of the institutional structure,, and even as his successful 

action is again defined as prayer, his physicaL position 

I 
evokes the prayer of Elijah, the prototypical Jewish 

charismatic figure.53 

The most distinctive element of the story is the exchange 

between Yohanan and hi e wife . Yc~anan·s acknowledgement of 

• ~anina's powers prompts his wife's question; in re.sponse, he 

vigo rousl y re- asserts the instit~tional hierarchy : "He is 

like a · slave before God, .wnile I am like a prince before the 

king." Hanina demonstrates .. a close relationship end 

unquestionable acces~ to God; Yo~anan·s statement, however, 

distin.6uishes be~ween access to God (in which Hanina is 

,. 
52In thip case, ~anina does not offer his prayer from 

afar. .1 

53Cf . I Kings 18 : 42 . 
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·superior) and status before God (in which Yohanan asserts his 

own preeminence). Hanina, like the slave, may be able t o 

enter the king 's quar ter s at all times, but Yohanan has the 

status o f a prince before the king, and can thereby exert 

influence on matters more important than those for which the 
-:;-

~ , 
slave approac hes his master. Yohanan ' s statement is notable 

as an attempt to assert traditional hienu:chy in the face of 

Hanina's non - traditional powe r. His message, h owever, aside 

from b~ing somewhat cryptic, is compromised by the fact that 

~anirta · s healing of Yp~anan ' s son can hardly be described as 

the tri v ial affair of , a slave. Yohanan ' s concluding 

statement, therefo're , is ' not as powerful as the action by 

Hanina tlhich prompted it, nor is it as effe'ct ive as the .. 
similar statement by Shimqn ben Shetal}, or by R. Aha in the 

Nel:lunya story. Ultimately, Hanina 
. s power remains 

unassailable, though it also. appears comfortably and 

willingly linked to an explic itly rabbinic context. 

HANINA BEN DOSA 'S TEACHI NGS . 
.I 

In addit i on to his r eputation and the aggadot which 

re late his deeds, Ha nin a ' a own teachin,gs also contribute t o 

his portrait . Mishnah Avot conta ins three statements by 

Hanin a . ben Dosa . In M. Avot 3:9, Hanina emphasizes that 

deeds and fear of sin are necessary to the preser~ation of .. 
wisdom : 

' 
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R. Hanina ben Dosa said : "Anyone whose fear of sin 
takes precedence over his wisdom, his wisdom endures; but 
anyone whose wisdom takes precedence over his fear of 
sin, his wisdom does not endure. " 

He used to say: "Anyone whose deeds are greater 
than his wisdom, his wisdom endures ; and anyone whose 
wisdom is greater than his deeds, his wisdom does not 
endure" (H. Avot 3:9). 

,/ 

Th~se statements reflect ijanina · a pi'etiatic orientation : 

deeds and spirit take precedence over l~rning. Mo reover, 

they confirm what the stories have already shown : that the 

man of deed" is characterized by his actions rather than by 

h is intellectual attainmente . The Hanina statement included 

in H. Avot 3:10 reflects another pietistic notion : 

He used to say : "4nyone in wh om humanity tak es 
pleasure, God takes pleasure in him; but anyone in who m 
mank~nd does not · take pleasure, God does · not tak e 
pleasure in him." 

The statemen t reflects the 9asid 's emphasis on involvement in 

the community, and links human acceptance to divine 

acceptance. The doctrine is an interesting variation on the 

central cha rismatic concept of social recognition the 

chariamatic ·a status as one in whom God takes pleasure 

depends upo n his success amo~g the people . 

Unlike the rabbinic image of ~oni, which reveals certain 

transparent attempts to "rabbinize" the character, the 

portrait of ~anina ben Dosa which emerges from these texts 

presents a figure who both exhibits important char ismatic 
, 

abilities, and seems comfortably rooted in institutional 
. 

structures. In other - words, Hanina presents a l,!lodification 

o f Webe r ' s absolute oppoeition between charisma and 
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institution . 54 As with Honi, the blurring of the 

distinction works in two 9irections: it reduces the 
"/"-. 

,, potential threat of the charismatic I but l!lt the same ti Ille 

preserves charismatic properties b.Y as~iati1ng them with the 

institutional rabbinate. R. Yohanan ben Zakkai "s exchan~e 

with his wife may best sum up the rabbinic view of Rabb i _,. 
~an~na ben Dosa: it combines an explicit recognition o f 

~anina "i wondrous abilities with an institution - bound, if not 

always effective, . assertion of traditional hier~rchies and 

categ·ories . 

, . 

S• Weber bims elf n~ted that the priest may combine both 
institutional routine and charismatic miss ion: " Fo r Wet)e,r I 

charisma and i'ts r ou tinization we r e omnipresent possibilities 
in a'll phases o f history and had· t o be examined ane1.1 ~n each 
cace" (Bengix, 11u~. p . 328) . 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Selected Accounts of Charismatic Behav ior in 

the Third Chapter of B.T. Ta'anit 

,.. 

.· 
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I NTRODUCTION 

The third chapter of B.T. Ta\anit (B.T. Ta'anit III, 

hereafter) is a r ich source not on ly f o r the ijoni and Hanina 

ben Dosa trad1t i ons, but also for o ther aggadot whic h reveal 

rabbinic attit~des towards charismatic activity. This . 
chapter will expl o r e those s t ories included in B.T. Ta'anit 

III tha t shea ligh~ on t he rabbinic po rtraits o f ~oni and 

Hanina ben Dosa, and on rabbini c views of c harismatic 

activity in genera) . 

B.T. Ta'anit , liie the Miehnah chapter upon which it 

e labo r ates, concerns itself with fasting as the prescribed 

response t o t he absence of rain. B.T . Ta'a~it III consi s t s 

mostl y o f aggadot rathe r than halakhic d~scussion, and of t he 

apprcxima~~ly sixty aggadot whic h c onstitute the c hapter, 

almost half desc r ibe individuals who throug~ some means are 

capable of cau~ing rain t o fall . In some instances, the 
¥ 

method is me r ely adherence to presc ribed ritual ; in others, 

~ like the Honi stories , suc h adhe r ence is presented as 

insuffic i ent , and the stories suggest that other methods or 

· causes b r ing success. Othe r aggado t d~sc ribe different mea ns 

of hµman i n tervention in the natural order; these include 

\ 

129 

/- -, 

q 



preventing dilapidated buildings from collapsing,1 protecting 

cities f rom plagues,2 causing trees to bear fruit,3 and 

c ursing other human beings effectively . 4 From these various 

aggadot, a diversified image emerges of figures~ho are 

capable of affecting the natural order. In most cases, these 
........... 

figures are por~rayed as neither pristinely obedient to 

institutional norms, nor as completely iconoclastic. 
__., 

Instead, like the image of Hanina ben Dosa, their po rtra its 

contain both institutional and charismatic elements. Many o f 

the f ~gures display typical cha rismat ic characteristics : 
• 

th~y receive SQcial recognition; they achieve their goals 

through ~ersona~ rather than legal means; they perfo rm 

miracle~. but the miracles are perceived as evidence of other 

merits. On the other ~and, these figures also bear a 

distinctly r abbinic stamp: humility befo re God emerges as a 

frequent prerequisite to their effectiveness, and the me ri t 

identif led as underlying many o~ their feats is define d 

according to rabbinic notions o f r ighteousness. 

lB.T . Ta'anit 20b, 2la. 

2B.T. Ta 'anit 2lb. 

3B.T. Ta 'anft 24a. 

4B.T. Ta ·anit 23b. 
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R. Z!RIKA'S COMPARISON : B.T . TA'ANIT 23b 

In B.T. Ta ' anit 23b, the juxtaposition of two approaches 

to rain-making reflects the complex rabbinic attitu~towards 

figures capable of affecting the natural order. R. Zerika 
'-

c ompares the "mighty ones of the land of Israel .. t o the 

"pious ones of Babylon ":S 

-' R. Zerika said to R. Safra: Come and note the 
difference between the mighty ones of Palestine and the 
pious ones of Babylon. When the world was in need of 
tain, the pious ones of Babylon, R. ~una and R. ~isda , 
said: "Let us gather 'together and pray, and perhaps the 
Holy One Blessed ·~e He will be appeased and send rain. 
But the mighty ones of Palestine : ~hen the world was in 
need of rain, R. Jonah the father of R. Mani, for 

,.example, would go into hfs house and say, "Give me my 
haversack, and I will go and get grain for a~ . .. When 
he went outside, he would go and stand i n a low-lying 
place, ae it is wr itten, "Out of the depths I have called 
to you, oh Lord." And standing in a secret place, 
cove:.·ed with sackcloth, .,he would pray, and rain would 
come. When he returned to his house they would say to 
him :· ··"Did you bring grain?" He would say to them: "Now 
that the rain has come, the world will feel relieved" 
(B.T. Ta'anit 23b). 

R. Zerika, a fourth century Palestinian Amo ra, does not 

indicate any explicit value judgment to~ards the two methods 

he describes; he does, however, present the reader with two 

distinct models of rabbinic behavio~ in the face of drought . 

The actions of the third - century Babylonian masters, Huna and 

Hisda, represent part of a prescribed institutional response 

~The res t of the chapter fails to confirm the 
geographical element of R. Zerika's . description; his 
statement is mo re important as a comparison of d isp~rate 
means of effecting rainfall than as a comparison of reg,ion·a.i 
patternR . 

. 
• 
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to drought : communal prayer. With appropriate humility, the 

two rabbis do not express Any undue confidence that their 

prayers ~ill be efficacious; they state that the rainfall 

will depend on God's being ~ppeased, suggesting an assumption 

that the drought is a result of some sin whic h requir~God · s 
appeasement . s Like Huna and Hisda, R. Jonah acts on his own . . ""--

initiative. (Unlike many of the figures in Ta anit III who 

are credited with extraordinary abilities, his actions are 

not prompted by any p~pular request.) Contrary to the t wo 

Babylonian rabbis, however, he acts as an individual. and he 

goes t G a secret plac e . to utter his prayer. ~oreover, the 

des~r iption of hit actions contains no qualifying humility ; 

' in fact, it conc'ludes with a statement o f assurance : "Now 

that the rain has come, the world will feel relieved ." 

R. Jcnah ' s actions, however , are no t iconoc lastic .. 
throughout. His activities reflect obedience to certain 

institutional norms : his action is described explic itly as 

prayer with the formulaic uya'ei rahamei, " he puts on 

sackcloth, and even his ~electiqn of a hidden place is linked 

t o a Biblical verse, Psalm 130: 1.7 Therefore, while R. Jonah . 
seems to display definite charis~atic characteristics at 

ssee above, 63. 

"R. Jonah is standing in a " low-lying place" (bedukhta 
'amigta), and thus the connection to Psalm 130 : 1 : 
"Mima ' amaqim qera.tikha ~- '· Note that while the agg~dah 
does not indicate to whom R. Jonah addresses his prayer, the 
prooftext does present an explicit and appropriate object of 
prayer, "Lord... · 

f I 
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first, the story e~ploys institutional elements to modify and 

modu late his image. R. Zerika ' s comparison also suggests 

subtly that R. Jonah may be mo re effective t h an his 

Babylonian counterparts: R. ZeFika never r eports whethe r R. 

~una and R. ~isda 's prayerG were successful, but his acc~t 
r eveals and repeats the favorable resol~ion to R. Jonah 's 

efforts: "rain came" (the formulaic "ye ' atei mi tra .. ) and 

.. the wo rld will fee l relieved." 
_; 

In R Jonah, the rabbis 

thereby present a successfui alternative to the institutional 

behavio r of R. Huna and R. Hisda. Notably, however , R. 

Jonah ' s mode l, while dist\nctive, 
I 

is not diametrically 

opposed to that of R. Huna and R. Hisda. Instead, as the 

' portr~it of R. Hatilna ben Dosa suggests, the rabbinic 

alternative t o purely institutional behavio r is partially 

institutional behavior: i.e., charismatic behavior modified 

by institutionai elements. 

NAQDIMON BEN GORYON: B.T. TA ' ANIT 19b-20a 

I n the first aggadah of the chapter, and one of the most 

significant for understanding t he po~trait of ~oni the 

Circle-dr awer, Naqdimon ben G~ryon takes it upon himself to 

elicit rain, but his behavior is qualified by explicit 

institutional elements: 

Our r abbis have 'taught: Once all of fsrael came on 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem, but the re was no ~ater for them 
t o d r ink. Naqdimon ben G~r-yon went ~o a certain gentile 
lord and sa :i'.d t o him: "Lend me twelve wells of water for 

' 
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the pilgrims, and I will r etu rn t welve well s of water t o 
you. If I do not repay the water to you, 1 wi ll give yo u 
twelve talents of silver." He fixed a t i me f o r 
repayment . When the time arrived and it had no t r ained, 
the lord sent a message t o him in the' morning : "Send me 
either the wate r or the compensatio n that you o we me." 
Naqdimo n responde d: " I still have time~ the who le day is 
mine... At midday the 101·d sent a message t o Naqdimo u : 
" Send me " e ither the water o r the compensatio n that yo u 
owe me. Naqdimon responded : " I still have time t oday. " 
In the afternoon the l o rd sent a message to Nlqdimon : 
"Send me the water or the compensation which you o ~e me . " 
Naqdimon responded: " I still have time t oday ." The l o rd 
sneered at him and said : " It has not rained all yea r, 
and now it ~11 rain ?" The lord then ente r e d t he 
bathhouse h appily . While the lord wen t happ ily to the 
baths, Naqdimon entered the Temple sadly . He wrapped 
himself and stood i n praye r, and said before Him : 
" Haster o f the Unive r se, it is revealed . and known before 
you that not f or my o wn ho nor no r for the honor o f my 
f atner·s house, but f o r your . ho no r have I done this, that 
ther e might be wate r avad.lable to the pilgrims. " 
Immed iately the sky became covered with c l ouds, and 
e no ugh r ain f e ll ~o fill tw~lve wells, and the n some. 
Whe n the lord emerged· from the bathhouse, Naqdimo n ben 
Guryon came out of ~he Te mple. When they saw eac h other, 
Naqdimon said t o the l o rd , "Give me con;ipensation f o r the 
e xcess water that you ha ve rece ived ." The l ord said : " I 
know that the Ho ly One. Blessed be He, doe5 not dis tur b 
His wo rld othe r than f or your sake . But I still have a 
c l aim against yo u to ex~ract my compensatio n , because t he 
sun had already set, and therefo re the rain f e ll in my 
domain ... Naqdimon returned t ·o the Temple, wrapped 
himself and stood in prayer, and said befo re Him : 
"Haster of the Universe, make it kno wn that yo u have 
beloved ones in Your WQrld. " Im.mediately the clouds 
s cattere.d •and the sun shone t hrough. The lord then said 
t o him : "If the S'un had not broken through, I wo uld have 
a claim agai nst yo u t o extract my compensatio n. " It has 
been taugh~: His name was not Naqdimo n , but Bo ni . And 
why · was ·he called Naqdimon? Bec ause th.e sun broke 
through [oiqdera] for his sake. The rabbis have taught: 
The sun bro ke through [nigdema] for the sake of three 
people : Mo ses, Joshua and Naqdimon ben Guryon (~. T . 
Ta~anit 19b- 2 0a).~ 

&See parallels : Avot de Rabbi Nata n , c hapter 6; B.T . 
Avodah Zarah 25a; B . T . Gittin 56a. 
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In the progr ession o f B.T. Ta 'anit JI!, the Naqdimon story 

(19b- 20a) appears between the 
0

Mishnah' s a ccount o f Ho ni (19a) . 
and the elaboration of the ijo ni sto ry in the gemara (23a). 

Not only its placement in • the chapter but its content ....,... 
~provokes comparison bet;ween the Naqdimon story and the~ story 

in which ~oni draws the ci r cle and~alls f o r rain . Bo th 

protagonists address God as individuals, pray for r ain f o r 

the p~ple's sake , and succeed in soliciting conside rable 

res u.l ts: for ljo ni, "the r ain f el 1 ve hemently, .. and f or 
I 

Naqd imon, "enough ra in fell to fill t welve we lls , and then 

some . 
, 

Neither figure is satis f ied to make o nly one request 

o f Go·d, and f or both, the fulf.illment o f multiple requests 
' 

indicates th"eir co~s iderabl e po we r : after his prayer fails, 

~oni makes three different successful requests for rain; 

Naqdimon asks once f o r r ain, and qnce f or the ~un to r eemerge 

in o rder to prolong the day, and God grants both requests .s 

In ooth stories, the charismatic is regarded as h a v ing the 

persona l power to elicit rain f o r his own sake : Honi · s . 
students complain, "The rain f a lls only t o free you from your 

vQw, " and the gentile lord says t o Naqdimon, " I know that the 

Holy One, Blessed be He, does not disturb his world other 

9As discussed· in the previo us c hapter , the fir~t Han ina 
ben Dosa Btory in B.T. Ta'anit 24b also suggests the'power 
signified by the fulfillmen t oi multiple requests : ijanina 
asks first f Qr the rain to ' stop, an4 the~ for it to start 
again, a nd both requests are granted . 
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than f o r your sake. " 10 Like ~oni, Naqdimon seems to have an 

extraordinary persona' l relationship with God he 

confidently borrows the water from the gentile lord, and 

makes direct supplicati on to God to meet his needs . He has . 
tremendous power not only are all of ~6 efforts 

successful (a better reco rd than Honi ' s). but his ability to 
~ 

both cause the c louds to cover the sky Ci .e. I make it rain ) 

and to make the sun return ( i. e • I to reverse the onset of 

e vening) suggest~ the same all-encompassing power as 

indicated by Hanina ben Dosa ·s ability to both stop and start 

the rainfall ~aqdimon influences not~ing less than the 

sun ' s coming · and going. 

W~ile Naqdimon and Honi thereby demonstrate similar 

characteristics, the pronoynced institutional elements of the 

Naqd imon story ultimately present the protagonist ' s behavio r 
·, 

as a f o il t o Honi ' s purer form of charisma . In f act, 

despite its own charismatic elements, the Naqd imon story, 

lOThis remark· by the gentile lord exhibits elements 
which appear in other ·stories in B.T . Ta'anit III . The first 
is that despite a disclaimer by the wonder- worker himself , 
others regar·d him as the cause of the mi racle; thus, the 
lord · s statement that the rain fell "bishvilkba" ( ·· ror your 
sake'·) stands in direct contrast to Naqdimon · s disc-laimer . 
" l.Q. likbyodi ... e..la likhyodkha" ("not for my own honor ... 
b1,1t f or your honor"). As discussed below ( 139-1 46) , this 
contrast between the charismatic's · disclaimer and the credit 
given him by the people also occurs in the stories of Abba 
Hilqiyah (B.T. Ta'anit 23a- b) and Hanan HaneQba (B.T. Ta'anit 
23b). In each o f these examples,· the contra's t sug~ests not 
only that soc i al recognition i6 important to the 
charismatic: s authority, but that social recognition may 
create such authority· e ven when the cnarismatic does not seek 
it. . 

. . . 
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like the r econstituted Ho ni narrative whic h follows soon 

after it in the gemara, seems to serve as a corrective to the 

unqualifiedly charismatic cor e of the Ho ni · narrative wh ich ,, 
appears in M. Ta ' anit 3:8 . 

Instead of presenting the image of a petulant chi'ld who 

importunes his God, the Naqdimon story combines charismatic 

and institutional e-Iements to reflect a typically complex 

rabbinic portrait of charismatic activity~ In contrast to 

, the Hi shnah"s vers ion of the ~on i narrativ~ , the Naqdimo n 

story evinces strong institutional elements. Whereas Ho ni 

mentions Temple-relateQ objects like the Passove r ovens and .. 
the Stone of Strayers only in a subversLve sense, Naqdimon 

requests water f o r the sake of ~ilgrims,11 and goes t o the 

Temple and wraps himsel f in a prayer shawl before offering 

his prayer . Like Honi, Naqdimon addresses God using certain 

formulaic elements ("Master of the Universe," and "(it is] 

revealed and known before You") , but in contrast to Honi"s 

arrogant stance before the Creator, Naqdimon states 

explicitly that . lie seeks to assert the honor of God, not of 

himsel.f a> his family.12 Moreover, Naqdimon . seems an 

exemplary man of faith he literally banks on the fact that 

liNote the similarity to the function of the righteous 
Ne~unya ~he Well-digger. 

r 12Naqdimon "s requests are . more subtle 
Naqcfimon never states exactly what he wan ts: 
ihstance, when he wants ratn, he refers only 
for which "I have done this "; in the second, 
the sun to re-emerge , he ask's God vaguely to 
that 'fou have beloved ones· in Your wor,ld ." 

than Hon.i 's. 
in the first 

to God's honor 
when he wan ts 
"make it kno wn 
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God will send rain in time . In fact, unlike ~oni, who is 

uninhibited in asking God t o reyise the rains, Naqdimon seeks 
~ 

rntervention in the natural order only after the gentile ' lord 

has demanded his water three times.13 '- While neither the 

~oni n or Naqdimon accounts define the protagonist 's merit 

explic~ly, all of these institutional elements combine to 

sugge6t themselves as the source for Naqdimon·s powers . 
• 

Moreover, while both the ~oni and the Naqdimon stories end 

with prais~ for the ·protagon ist, Shimon 
/ ben ShetaQ s analogy 

to the father and his petulant so~ qualifies drastically the 

Prov~rbs citation ab~ut rejoicing parents. In contrast, the 

praise for Naqdimo n is unambiguous : at its conclusion, the 

aggadah assoc iates Naqdimon with the likes o f Hoses and 

Joshua . 

138 

13While the weight · of the rabbinic portrayal is 
positive, Naqdimon may no~ be such an uncomplicated altruist . 
Wh ~l~ his motives seem to be pure, his indirect petitions 
have a double- edge. He emerges as a loyal partisan, asking 
<that God preserve the Divine reputation rather than cede 
victo ry t o a gentil~ . His requests~ however , seem self­
servin~: by the time Naqdimon pray~ for rain. the pilgrims ' 
already have their water; he requests rain only in order to 
r epay his personal debt to the lord . Indeed, he is not 
beyond an attempt to garner personal gain from God 's response 
to his prayer: "Give me compensation f o r the excess water 
that you have received. ·" His second petition mi.8ht also 
reflect self· interest -- it is again intendea to acquit him 
of his debts . Ult±mately, however. NaqdimQn emerges in a 
positive ligh~ -- his apparent presumption ' is mitigated by 
the fact that his opponen t is a sneering non-Jew, and the . 
debt~ he incur;; and seeks to elude result from his faith ·. i ,n 
God . . Most ).mportant. the fact th.at God fulfills Naqdimon's 
personal requests, even to the extent of reversing the QOUrse 
of the sun , . confirms the wonder-worker ' s consummate power. 
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By thereby presenting Naqdimon as a mo r e institutionally -

o riented model of charismatic success than ~oni , the rabbis 

begin to qualify the Mishnah ' s Honi story even before they 

present its expansion in B.1. Ta'anit 23a. Like the ~binic 
, 

modifications of the ~oni story wh ich emerge in the gemara, 

the story of Naqdimon ben Guryon und~scores the possibility 

and value of institutional allegiance even for the 

char>ismatic, and thereby suggests the hybrid but necessary 

link between institutiohal norms and chari s matic power . 

ABBA HILQIYAR : B.T. TA'ANIT 23a-b 

Like the acc0unt of Naqdimon ben Guryon, the story of 

Abba Hilqiyah, who is described as " Ho ni ' s grandson, " is 

important because o f its juxtaposition t o the ~oni narrative , 

and because of its related content. This aggadah o f "Honi "s 

grandson'' follows immediately upon the story of ~oni " s death: 

Abba Hilqiyah was the grandson of Honi the Circle­
drawer , and wheneve~ the world was in need of rain, the 
sages sent a message to him, he prayed, and it would 
rain. One time the world was in need of rain, and the 
sages sent a pair of sages [to ask him] to pray for rain . 
They went to his house but they did not find him . They 
went out to the field and fou~d nim hoeing . They gree~ed 
h~m but he did not acknowledge them . When night fell, he 
gathered wood, and he put the wood and the hoe on one 
shoulder, and his cloak on the other shoulder . 
Throughout the journey home he did not put on his shoes, 
but when he came to water he put on his shoes . When he 
came to prickly shrubs and thorns, he lifted up his 
clothes. When ·· he reached the city his wife, adorned, 
came out to meet him. When he came to his house, his 
wife entered first, then he himself, arrd then the rabbis. 
He sat down to eat, but he did · not say to tih.e rabbi!>, 
"Come and eat ." He divided the bread among his children, 

. ·---
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giving one po rtion to the elder son and two to the 
younger. He said to .hiG wife: " I kno w t hat the sages 
have come t o ask for rain . Let u s go up to the r oof and 
pray, and perhaps God will be appeased and r ain wi ll 
come , and c red it for i,t will no t be given t o us." They 
went up t o the root , He stood in one corner and s he in 
the other . The c l ouds first gathered i n his wife's 
co rne r . When he came back do wn , he said to th~? " Why 
have you come here , sages?" The y said to him: "The 
rabbis sent us to you , sir, ( t o ask you] to pray for 
r ain . He said t o them : "Bles~ is God, who did not 
caus e you t o be dependent on Abba Hi lqiyah... Th ·.:: y said 
to him : " We know that the r ain comes on account of you . 
sir, but e xplain to us, sir, those ac ts whi ch astoniela 

, us. Why whe n we greeted you did you not a c knowledge u b? " 
He r eplied: " I was a day - wo rker, and I resolved not t o 
take timi:: oway from my wo rk ." And why did you, sir . 
~q r ry the wood and the hoe on o ne shoulder, and the c l oak 
on the othe r ? He said t o them : .. It was a borrowed 
c l o ak, and I bo r rowed ·it f or th is purpose .{to wea r) and 
not f o r that· (to pl&ee wood upon it]. And why, sir, did 
you not put on your shoes for the who le journey, but when 
you came t o 'water you pu\ on your shoes? He said t o 
them : " Fo.r. the whole journey I cou l d see. but I could 
not see in the water." Why did you raise up you r 
garme n ts when you came to prickly shrubs and tho r ns? He 
said t o them: "This (the body] heals , but this [the 
c l othes ] does . not ." Why when you came to the city did 
your wife come out to meet you adorned? He said to them : 
"So that I wou ld not look at other women. · Why did she 
enter f irst , and then you afterwards, and then we? He 
answered: "Bec ause you are unknown to me ." Why when you 
sat down to eat did you n o t say to us "Come and eat"? 
Because ther e wa s not enough f ood , and I resolved not t o 
be g i ven undue c r e dit. Why did ~ou gi ve o ne portion o f 
bread t o the elder·. s on and two to the younger? He said 
to them· "This one [the elde r J is in the house, but thi s 
one [the younger] studies at the synagogue. " And why did 
the clouds first gather in the corner whe r e your wife 
stood and then in your corner ? Because a wife stays home 
and gives bread to the poo r, wh ich gives them immediate 
pleasure, bu t I give them money, whic h does not give 
immediate pleasur e. Or perhaps bec ause when there were 
some outlaws in our neighborhood , I pra yed f o r them to 
die, and she prayed f o r them to repent and th~y 
repented {B . T. Taanit 23a-b). 

The story o f Ab l1a ~i.lqiyah b~ars a more direct connection t o 

the Honi narrative than the Naqdimon story does: the Abba 

Hi lqiyah story appears immediately after the Honi s tories, 

. 
' 
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and describes Abba ~ ilqiyah as ~oni ' s grandson.1 4 Like the 

story of Naqdimon ben Guryon, the story o f Abba ~ilqiyah 

presents an alternative to Honi's pure c harisma, and t he reby 

serves as an indirect but c rucial commeM:.ary upon the Honi 

·•• stories themselves . 

In certain ways, Abba ~ilqiyah'e b r and of ch&Clsmat i c 

behavior is more similar to ~oni 's than to Naqdimon's. The 

f ac t that the p~QPle send for him in times of drought 

I suggests that, like Honi, Abba ~ilqiyah has a reputation as 

' 
o ne capabl e of bringing rain . Mo r eover, his .. acts which 

aston ish " mc.rk him as unique , ·and puztle the messengers who 

come t o solicit his h elp . When he finally doe~ go up to the 

roof , h e does so, like ~anina ben Dosa,1s without ever having 

e ng9ged in conversation with the messengers . His activity on 

the roof, t hough he defines it i n advance as prayer with the 

formu l aic phrase piya'ei r a qa me i , hardly r e flects Naqdimon ' s 

trip to the Temple and use of the prayer shawl : Abba 

14The description of Abba Hilqiyah as Wu: berei 
( .. grandson ") de honi bame'agge l also echoes the language of 
the previo us aggadah, in which the term 1:2.ar. berei occurs 
t~ice :· once in reference to t he grandson of the planter, and 
once1 in reference t o Ho ni · s grandson : Wu: beref .:.i.t.a. . Cf. 
t .he parallel to the Abba Hilqiyah story in P. T . Ta ' ani t 1 : 4 , 
unich identifies the protagonist as a " pious man from Kefar 
Imi, "· rather than as Ho ni · s grandso n . Safrai regards the 

• Bavl~ ·e assertion of a relatio nship between Honi and Abba 
Hilqiyah as evidence of a pattern : "the tendency, so common 
in the Baby,lonian Talmud, o f connec~tng pro~inent , historic-al 
personalities by family ties" (''. Tales of the Sages, " 229). 

lSB . T . Be rakho t 34b . . Cf . above, 122; n . 47 . 
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~ilqiyah elicits rain when he and his wife ascend to their 

roof and position themselves in separate corners . 

On ce again, these extraordinary characteristics exist in 

tension with, and in th i,.a case, are subdued by, more 
-;.... 

traditional rabbinic conce rns. Like Hanina ben Dosa, Abba . 
~ilqiyah is sent for not simply by~he people, but by the 

sages, thereby implying institutional recognition of his 

powers. 
~ 

Furthermo re, from the outset of the aggadah, Abba 

~ ilqi yah 's successful reputation relies upon activity which 

is identified as prayer : " The sages sent a message to him, 
, 

he prayed, and it would r~in. ·· Moreover, like Naqdimon, Abba 

~ilqi yah does not display ~oni:s c haracteristic arrogance . is 

He identifies thi potential onset of rain not as accession t o 

hi s o wn r equest, but as evidence of God ' s appeasement , and he 

makes explicit his desire that "credit not be given to us. ·· 1 7 
• 

This humility, marked by a clear identific ation of God a s the 

cause of the rains, emerges again in the pro tagonist ' s 

lGHoni·s remarkable presumption is one element of the 
s~ory in M. Ta ' anit 3:8 which is not removed or altered in 
~.T. Ta ' anit 23a. For all of the other elements of 
"' rabbinization, " the Babylonian ver.eion of the Hon i rain 
etory leaves Honi"s ultimat~m intact, and expands up~n Shimon , . 
ben Sheta~ s analogy ~o the petula~t child . 

17As in the Naqdimon account, the story juxtaposes Abba 
Hilqiyah's o wn modest disclaimer with a statement which seeks 
t o give him credit for the rains. The juxtapositipn is all 
the more powerful here, for the defe~ential attributio~ of 
credit comes not from .a gentile lord, but ·from the rabbinic 
messengers: "We know that the rain comes on account o f you, 
sir. 
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statement to the sages: "Blessed be God, who did not cause 

you to be dependent on Abba ~ilqiyah . ·· 

Host important , Abba ~ ilqiyah " s presumably successful 

prayer f o r ra in serves a2 neither the climax nor the 
~ 
" conc lusio n of the story . The narrative seems t o mute the 

result of Abba ~ilqiyah " s efforts : .....no objective narrative 

voice declares the protagonist ' s success explicitly, as in 

the ~oni and Naqdimon sto ries ("the rain fell vehemently , " 

··enough rain fell to fill twelve well s··). Instead, the story 

• 
indicates the rainfall only indirectly, through c haracter 

speech:· Abba ~ilqiyah ' s ~ssured statement to the messengers , 
. 

"Blessed be God who did not cau~e you to be dependent on Abba 

~ i lqiyah , " ·and the messengers response , "We kno w that the 

rain comes on a ccount of you, sir." In the story · s 

s truc t u re , the trip to the r oof stands a t the midpo int. 

separating the mysterio us behavio rs of the protagonist from 

his explanation of them t o the rabbinic messenge rs . The trip 

to the r oo f and its implied result are important because they 

suggest that Abba ~ilqiyah ' s efforts are successful ; 

nonetheless, the empirical weight of the story resides in 

the riddle of Abba ~ilqiyah " s st~ange a c tions and in the 

riddle ' s resolution, as presented in Abba ~ilqiyah " s detailed 

e xpla11ation . While some of his reasons reflect wisdom (e. g . ' 

wearing his shoes in the water because he cannot see what 
. 

lies at the bottom), most of Abba ~ilqiyah 's explanations 

reveal him to be an exemplar of r abbinic notions of 
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righteousness : he refuses t o take time away from his wo rk . 
when h e is be ing paid by the hour, he takes scrupulous car e 

o f borrowed g oods , he protects himsel f from lechery, he 

protects hi s wife from the potential leche ry o f others, and 

he r~cognizes the mer it ,.of giving direc tly t o the poo r . ... 
Abba ~ilqiyah 's explanations thereby suggest righteous 

behavio r as the merit whic h undergirds his charismatic . 
success. Unlike the Ho ni narrative, wh ich focuses 

exc lusf vely upon a cha ri s matic ac t {bringing ra in) and its 

c hari s matic basis ( the pro tagonistrs c l ose relationship with 

God}, this sto ry relates, and perhaps subordinates, the . 
c harismatic act (bring i,ng r a in ) t o an institutionally 

' acceptable and accessible rationale : righteous behavio r. 

The pro tagon i s t, while exhibiting unusual powers, is not 
I 

quite sui generis; h is remarkable powers re ly upon hi s 

righ~eousness, which while remarkable itself, both confo rms 

to and epitomizes rabbinic standards f o r worthy behavio r . 

HANAN HAN.E~~A : B . T . 'f A' ANIT 23b 

, In the subsequent ~tory in B . T . Ta'anit III, the humility of 

another of Honi ' s descendants provides a contrast to Honi's 

presumptuous beha~ior ' before God : 

• Hanan Hafie hba was the son of the daughter of Honi 
the Circle-drawer. Whenever the world was in need of 
rain, the ~sages sent school children to him . They would 
grasp the n,em of his cloak and say to him, " Father , 
father, gi"\ie us rain ." He would say to the Holy Pne, 
Blessed be He: "Master of the Unive rse, act f o r the sake 
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of those who do not recognize the difference between the 
father who brings rain and the father who does not bring 
rain . And why was he called Hanan Hanehba? Because he 
would hide (m.a.b..b.i) himself in the privy [out of modesty) . 
(B.T. 1a'anit ~3b} 

The story shares important characteristics with the Abba 

, ~ilqiyah episode : the rabbis seek the protagonist ' s s;?;ic es 

in a time of drought, thereby suggesting not only social but 
~ 

institutional recognition of his powers; and the protagonist 

demonstrates appropriate recognition that God, not he, is the -source of the rain : "Act f o r the sake of those who do no t 

recognize the difference between the father who brings rain 

and the father who. does nq t bring rain. The s~atement not 

only asserts ~anan ' s humility, but offe r s subtle criticism of 

those who w0uld ~ohfuse the one who elicits rain with the One 

who provides 1t: while the rabbis may seek the efficacy of 

the charisLatic ' s prayer, they identify tho se who put t oo 

much stock in his personal power as " school children ." Like 

the Abba ~ilqiyah account, the ~anan Hane~ba story lacks an 

explicit confirmation of the rainfall; instead, it concludes 

with concludes with arr attestation of the protagonist · s 

modesty: " And why was he called Hanan Hanehba ? Because he 

would hide himself in the privy .' While the power of the 

protagonist to effect rainfall is assumed, the story 

e mphasizes the humility which emerges as an institutionally 

~' 

145 



• 

appropriate and accessible basis for his extraordinary 

abi1 i t y . 1 a 

THE CRITIQUE OF ARROGANCE : B. T. TA ' ANIT 24a- b 

• . , 
Just as the stories of charismatic ~ctivity in B.T . 

Ta'anit III often endorse humility, they also criticize the 

presumption implied in charismatic ac tivities . _,. In some 

instances , the c riti c ism is indirect, as in R. Aha 's reminder . 
that the daughter of Nehunya died eventually despite Hanina 

' 
ben Dosa·s efforts; i n others, t~e censure is explicii, as in 

• 
the case o f Shimon ben Shetah·s upbraiding o f Honi the 

Ci rcle - drawer. In certain cases, . as in the instance o f the 

gentile l o rd 's statement to Naqdimo n, the charismatic figure 

is desc ribed as "disturbing the ..- o rld ." In the story o f R. 

Yosei o f Yukrat s fig tree, such activity is the basis f or 

the harsh decree which R. Yosei invokes agains t his s o n : 
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One day R. Yosei had wo rkers i n his field. Night . 
came and they we re not brought food. They said to R. 
Yosei · s son, "We · 1are hungry! " They were sit-ting under a 
fig t r ee, and R. Yosei ' s son said: "Fig tree, f ig t r ee , 
bri~g f o r th your frui t so that my father ' s laborers may 
·eat.·· It brought forth fruit and they ate . Eventually , 
his father arrived. He said, " Do not beli t tle me in your 

18In addi t ion t o the examples cited above, the 
correlation between humility and extraordinary abilities 
ocoers frequeAt ly in B. T . Ta ' anit III. Cf . Na~um ish Gimzo ' s 
willingness to punish himself f or a mildly insensitive action 
(2 1a), Samuel the Little 's warning t o ~th~ people not to 
preaume t hat r ain falls due to their merit (25b), and cases 
whe r e penit~nce (sometimes to the point of despair) is a 
prerequisite to rainfall : the stories of Judah Han~si (2 4a ), 
R. ~ahman (24a}, R. Papa (24b) and R. Eliezer (25b). 



estimation, for I was occupied in performing a 
commandment until now. The workers said to him, "Ha y 
God sat i sfy you just as your son has satisfied us. " 
"What is the meaning of this," he replied. They told him 
what had occurred. He said to hi s son, "Hy son, just as 
you have troubled your Cr e ator t o bring forth the fruits 
of the fig tree befo r e their time, so may you be ga thered 
in before your time" (B.T: Ta ' anit 24a). '/""- , 

, 
Like Shimon b. Sheta~ . R. Yos e i scolds another for disturbing 

God by seeking to effect c hange in th~natural o rder . The 

rabb inic attitude towards R. Yosei of Yukrat · s position is 
_., 

ambiguous. On the one hand, R. Yosei bar Avi n introduces the 
. 

story by, describing R. Yosei of Yukrat derogatorily as one 

who "s howed no merc y to his son and daughter, " and R. Yosei 
' . 

o f Yukrat ' s son displays both compassion and obedience t o law 

by f eeci'ing the day- workers , . at the end of the day . Ou tlie 

other hand, R. Yose i of · Yukrat c laims that he was late 

because he was performing a mi s yah , and seems correct in 

punishing his· son f o r invoking an ' oath and disturbing God in 

o r de r to satisfy the needs of the worker s. The wo rke rs · 

s tatement provides R. Yosei with further reason f o r concern. 

Like the messenge rs who send for Abba ~ilqiyah and Hanan 

Hane~~a . and like the gent ile lord who speaks to Naqdimon, 

-the wo rkers confuse divine and human power: "Hay God s atisfy 

you even as your son has satisf~ed us. Had the workers 

recognize d the divin~ source of th~ir sustenance, they would 

have stated, "May God satisfy you as God has satisfied us. " 

Thei r statement • th~reby emphasizes a c rucial· danger : 

charismatic activity, if not bounded by appropriate 

institutiona l considerations, r isks blurring the distinction . . 
. ' 
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between human and divine, a distinction upon which humble 

figures Guch as Abba ~ilqiyah and Hanan Hane~ba insist 

consistently. 1 9 

THE IDENTIFICATION OF MERIT : B.T. TA'ANIT 2 lb 

The positive attitude towards humility, and conversely, 

the ne«ative view expressed towards arrogance o r p resumption, 

partake o f a broade r trend in B. T . Ta'anit III : the attempt 

to explain the merit o f those figure s capable o f a ffecting 

the natural order through their extrao rdinary a cts.20 As 

suggested earlier, the ability to relate the chari s matic ' s 
' .· 

powe r t o ins titutionally approved behavio r (especially 

righteo usness) has the effect of drawing the charismati c 

f igure towards the rabbinic mainstream; fig ures like ~oni, 

lSR. Yosei of Yukrat uses the verb " t o trouble " 
( lebatriah ) to describe his s ons actions; the same verb 
appears in the story in whic h Rava's father appea r s to him in 
a dream and scolds him for pre~sing ' God to bring rainfall : 
"" I s there anyone who tro.ubles (demitrah) heaven so much? 
Change your sieeping place .· Rava chanjed his place and in 
the morning he found that his be<,i had been c ut with knives" 
(S. T . Ta~anit 24b). For a simir:r warning about the abuse of 
charismatic power, see the sto y of R. Judah and Elijah , 
where R. Judah's removal of one shoe causes rain to fall, b~t 
as he is about to remove the ot er ,' Elijah appears to him and 
says: "The Holy One, Blessed e He, says, " If you take off 
the other shoe I will destroy th wo rld " ' . (B . T. Ta~anit 24b ; 
cf. P.T. Ta~anit 1 : 13). 

2os.T . Ta'anit 24a- b 
attempt to determine me~it is f r 
that despite his own generation· 
study, R. Judah ' s · fasts were 
bringing rain. 

s an instance in ~hich the 
strated : ~abbah ~omplains 
superiority in the area of 

re effective than bis in 
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whos e power and intimac y with God remain unexplained (as in 

M. Ta ' anit 3:8), seem to pose the greates t threat. B.T. 

Ta · anit III contains numerous examples whic h emphas ize the 

me rit or good deeds of given characters; some are~ief, 

while other consist of lengthy lis ts of c harac teristics.21 

Among these various examples, a ca't-egory exists which 

emphasizes the ability and merit no t of prominent rabbis, but 
_, 

o f average, and in some cases anonymous, members o f the 

populac,e: 

The r e was once a . plague in Sura, but it did not 
affect t he commun ity ~n which Rav li ved. They though t 
that this was due t o the great me rit o f Rav , but they saw 
in a dream tha\ t his was too s mall a matte r for Rav ·s 
great me r i t . Instead , it ~as because of a ce rtain man 
who lent his ~hovel and spade f o r bu rials (B.T. Ta ' anit 
21 b). 

Jn the sub~equent s t ory as well, the merit which protects a 

locali ty r esJdes no t in a great ' rabbi , but in the simple: 

righteous acts of an anonymous person : 

The re was a fire in Derokeret, but it did not affect 
the community in which R. Huna lived. They thought that 
this was due t o the great merit of R. Huna. but they saw 
in a drea m that t.his was too. small a mat·ter for R. Huna · s 
great merit . Instead, it was because of a certain woman 
who would heat her oven [on Sabbath eve] and lend it to 
her neighbors (B. T. Ta"anit 2lb). 

21See, for example, B.T . Ta ' anit 20b, which provides 
long lists of the merits of Adda bar Ahava and R. Huna. In 
other instances in B. T. Ta ' anit III, such as the story of 
Hanina ben Dosa and the hens (25a), the protagoni9t ' e merit 
is not stated explicltly, but emerges through the narrative 
itself . For further examples of stories in which the 
protagonist 's merit is demonstrated by the "narrative, see the 
story of Elieze:r ben · Birtah ( 24a), · and the stories about 
N~~um i s h Gil])ZO (21a). · · 

. 
' . , 
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Notably , these stories manage to tempo r a rily resolve the 

parado x o f the rabbinic estate. On the one hand , they 

emphasize a c rucial claim o f the rabbinate : righteous 

behavior is accessible t o all. On the other, by explaining 

that~ the salvation of 
~ 

the community was some how too small a 

matter f o r the rabbi ·s merit , these two passages manage to 

assert the merit of their anonymous heroes without 

threatening the status o f r abbtnic leade rs . In f act, the 
) 

meri t of the heroes in both ~ases de rives from righteous acts 

r elate'd to legally (and therefore institutionally) o rda i ned 

observance : in the f i r st case, the burial of the dead ; in 

the second, the observance o f S~abbat.22 The stories thereby 

pres erve the stability of the rabbinate on numerous fronts, 

and present mode l s who , like other figures whose 

righteousness is emphasized as the basis f or their spe~ial 

abilities, reflect rather than challenge rabbinic values.23 

22Cf. B.T. Ta'anit 24a, in which two service reade r s are 
mo r e success ful than either Rabbi or Rav in eliciting rain . 
Each rabb i a s ks the ~e·rv ice reader, " What is Y.Our merit?" 
The first statea that he lives in a remote and poor place, 
but nonetheless obtains wine f o r Kiddush and Havdalah ; the 
second reveals that ~e is a dedicated teac her of young 
children . 

. 
23Two other stories which demonstrate the merit of 

o rdinary people rollow the two stories cited above: the 
~tory o f Abba the surgeon , who~ in contrast t o Abaye and 
Rava.. was worthy of receiving greetings from the Heavenly 
Academy everyday (B.T. Ta ' anit 2lb)~ and the story o f R. 
Beroqah of Hoza ~ ah, ~ho learns from Elijah that a righteous 
jailer and 1~wo peace - making jesters have a· share in the world 
t o come (B ., . Ta'anit 22a) . The positio~ in B . T . Talanit III 
of this series of stories about the merit of the common 
person 1s important. The stories appear between th'e mishnaic 
ve¥sion of the Honi story ( 19a ), which indicates no basis f or 
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FROM DROUGHT TO RAINFALL. FROM FA~TING TO CELEBRATION: 

THE CONCLUSION OF B.T. TA'ANIT III 

B'.T. Ta ' anit I II presents the affliction of drought a~ 

' 

the context for the wondrous acts performed by figures like ......._ 

Naqdimon ben Guryon, Abba ~ilqiyah and ~anan Hanehba; the 

chapter con.pists most ly of a consideration of calamities 

(especialJy the lack of rain) and the fa s ts whic h they 

require . 
. 

Like M. Ta'ani t III, however, B . T . Ta'anit III 

conc ludes not· with drought, bµt with rainfall, and with the 

mo re reass~ring problem of how to respond if ihe rain come s 

in the midst of one ' s fast: 

Our rabbis have taught: If rain falls whi le they 
are fasting, if the rain falla befo re sunrise they do no t 
need to complete the ~ast ; if it falls after sunrise they 
mus t complete it (B . T . T~ ' anit 25b ). 

The final words of the chapter describe a ritual res po nse t o 

the rainfall; not only do es one stop fasting, but o ne 

celebrates with the recitation of Hallel .2 4 Hi shnah Ta'anit 

3 : 9 and the gemara which expands upon it t hereby communicate 

a oe9emta, or statement of consolation : ultimately, rain 

will come, fasts will end , and God · s praises will be 

24H . Ta · anit 3.9, B.T. Ta ' anit 25b-26a . 

. 
~~~~~~~''~~~~~~-=~---'-• . \ 



proclaimed. The message is important not only as a 

reassertion of God's benevolence in the world, but as ~ 

reflection on the significance of charismatic activity . 

Throughout the chapter, the rabbis attempt t o both reclaim 
/­

a"'nd redefine human intervention in the natural order. ' They 

limit such intervention by direct censu~ b y assoc iating it 

with t raditional rabbinic v alues, o r by contrasting it with 

mo re ..appropriate patterns o f behavior . In the proces s , 

fi gures like ~anina ben De sa, who combine charismatic power 

with evidence of institutional allegiance, e merge as mo r e 

c ommo n ana mo re acceptable 
I 

than more purely charismatic 

figure s like Ho ni the Circ le - drpwer. Oltima~ely, ho weve r, 
.· 

the rabbis ' struggle to qualify and de fine the human r o l e 

concludes not wi th the celebration o f any individual human 

being, but with Hallel, the celebrqtion of the o n e God . All 

human authority, whether institutional, charismatic o r both, 

submits t o the authority of the Creator " who causes the wind 

t o blow and the rain to fall. " B.T. Ta'anit III insists on 

God ' s sovereignty even is it a f fi rms the impact of human 

ac i i v ity in t he world . 

. . . ' 
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This study has explored rabbinic ambivalence towards 
.......... 

charismatic activity. The rabbis report holy man activity, 

bu~ tj}.en devalue it; they undercut cha risma tic power, but 

also attempt to associate it w1th rabbinic institutions and 

concepts such as Torah and the merit granted for righteous 

behavior. · As argued throughout, the concept of 

institutionalization makes sense of these seeming 
' 

. 
contradiction's: both the act o f warning against the dangers 

of holy man a c tivity and the process of " rabbinizing ·· it 

serve to assert institutional , control over charismatic 

autho rity . Importantly, however, the rabbinic process of 

undercutting or even co-opting charismatic symbols and acts 

is not necessarily an expression of antagonism; even as the 

robbi s delimit the poten~ial fo~ charismatic activity in a 

Je~ish context, they sustain it. The powerful irony of the 

Weberian system is that the process of institutionalization 

both transforms and preserves charismatic influence . 

The rabbis issue their views on charismat i c behavior in a 

number of ways. In the example of Shimon ben Shetah's 

scolding o f Honi, the rabbinic perspective emerges through a 

direct repri~and of the ~harismatic (B.T. Ta~anit 3:8; 

l 

r 
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discussion above, 70-72); the comment of R. A~a at the 

conclusion of the story of Hanina ben Dosa and Ne~unya ·s 

daughter is indirect, but perhaps e ven more powerful (B.T. 

Baba Qama 50b; discussion apove, 121) . Sometimes the 

rrarrative itself provides t he rabbinic point of view, ~ln 

the story of Abba ~ilqiyah, in which the structure and ...._ 
e mphasi s of the story subordinate the miracle to the 

righte~s behavior which seems to serve as its basis (B.T. 

Ta ' anjt 23a-b; discussion above, 143 - 144 ). As suggested in 

• 
c hapter five, the rabbis also communicate their commentary 

through juxtaposition of . one model of charismatic behavior 

uith another, as in the contrast between the petulance of 

~oni the Ci rc1e-dra~er and the humility of his grandson ~anan 

Hane~ba (8.T. Ta ·anit 22b-23a; discuss ion above, 144 - 146 ). 

The rabuinic portrait of charismati c activity reveals 
• 

both similarities and contrasts to the theo retical framewo rk s 

presented in chapter one. ~oni, Hanina ben Dosa and o ther 

figures in Ta'anit III demonstrate typical c harismatic 

characteristics : they ~se their extraordinary abilities t o 

do~esticate chaos in times of distress (e. g ., they bring rain 

in times o f drought and demonstrate cu.ring abilities), their 

leadership is based on personal rather than legal 

allegiapces, they earn and receive social recognition, they 

serve as "good patrons " who provide assistance in the day-to-

day affairs of the community, their actions often exist in 

tension with the imperatives o f i~otitutional authority, 

, 
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their extraordinary acts occur within culturally 

understandable idioms of the sacred (e.g., they recall the 

actions o f the ancient Hebrew pro phets). and the portrayal of 

their charismatic a ctivity reftects the tension between the 

chlirismatic figures' sui generis natur.e and their potent,:?cr1 

as r ole models . ....__. 
The textual evidence indicates that the opposition 

between_sharisma and institutio n is not always as absolute as 

some of Weber·s writings su~gest. l The portraits o f figures 

like Hani~a ben Dosa and Naqdimon ben Guryon create a 

rabbinic model of cha risma~ic behavior which incorporates 

both charismatic and . institutional elements. Si~ilarly, the 

rabbi~ ' tendency to ~ both undercut and co-opt charismatic 

authority suggests that whi le charisma and institution exist 

in tens ion, tl.ey do not exclude one another . . , 
The stories proclaim the possibility of charismati c 

behavior, but within rabbinically defined parameters . The 

most important of these is recognition of God ' s omni?otence . 

The tension between the recognition of extraordinary human 

capocities and God 's ultimate sovereignty is perhaps best 

expressed in Mishnah .Sotah 9 : 15, whi~h catalogues the notable 

lAs indicated above (127, n. 54), Weber did not assume 
that charisma and rationalization were always incompatible. 
As Bendix observes, "For Weber , c harisma and its 
routinization were omnipresent possibilities in all phases of 
history and had to be e.xamin'ed anew in each case .. 
(Intellectual Port r ait, 328) . 
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characteristics of a number of rabbinic he r oe s, on ly to 

conc lude that we must depe nd upon "our Father in heaven." 

The determination of righteous behavior as a basis f o r 

charisma~ ic authority i s al~o cruc ial t o the rabbinic 

viewpoint . The emphasis on righteous acts is 
/­

important not 

only bec ause it links c harismatic a~ities to rabbinic 

standards for behavior, but because it s uggests that the key 

to huma'f'l transcendence lies in human immanence: human beings 

can earn extraordinary powers by acting righteously t owards 

othe rs in day - t o- day affa irs. Fo r all o f the complexity of 

the rabbi~ic portra it of ·cha r ismatic activity, ' the texts 

studied ,here do not record the a~tivities of any figures who 
.· 

renounce worldly a ffa irs: every char ismatic act takes place 

a midst the pressing needs of daily life in society . 

Whi le the texts stud i ed here ~rovide a rev~aling picture 

of r abbinic attitudes towards charismatic activity, they 

p r oduce as many new q uestions as they do answers. Th is 

s tudy, with certain notable exceptions, is basically 

sync hronic -- it traces figures like Honi and Hanina ben Dosa 

th~ough a va riety of sources, though not through a variety of 

epochs. (Even the span from the Tannaitic to the Amoraic 

periods, noted at various points in the analysis , i s 

relatively limited .) It would be interesting to explo re ho w 

the portraits of these figures fared in later literature , . 
even r anging as far as the stories o f ha.s idle mas ters to 

determine if ·these early portraits e xert i nfluence on later 

. . . 
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Jewish developments. Further study might also compa re the 

prominence of c harismat i c stories in o ne pe riod as oppos~d 

to ano ther : if charismatic activity responds to situations 

of distress , t o what extent d-0 the sto ries themselves play a 

r o le in times of strife? ,, The sto-ries analyzed herTalso 

suggest furth e r textual directions . As suggested above ( p . ...._. 
120, n . 45 ), Pinhas ben Yair is probably wor~hy of 

independent study: as a Tanna c r edited witb wonder- wo rking -abilities, he bears similarities to Hon i and especially to 

Hanina ben Dosa; he also emerges in the Zohar . where he is 

ment i oned as t he father-in-l~w of Shimon bar Yogai (other 

texts describe him a e Shimon bar Yohai ' s son~ in-law ). A 
I 

comprehe~si ve exam in~tion of B.T. Ta 'anit III, including 

attention to individual parallels and o ve rall structure, 

wou ld no doubt add . to the unde r standing of , the rabbinic 

po r trait of c haris matic behavior. Finall y, a direct 

compa rison of selected Jewish , Christian and pagan 

c harismatic figures and stories would pr,ove f ascinating . 

By defi n ition, the stories studied he re can play a r ole 

i n E;very age: 

It is the nature of canon t o be contemporized; it is 
a mirro r for the identity of the ' believing community 

which 1 in any era turns to it to ask who it is and what it i s 
to do, even today.2 

texts reveals images and implications for 

in ~he modern era. First, the text~ ' remind 

' 
2Sander I Torah and. Canon, xv - xvi . 
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us that the tension between charismatic and institutional 

authority is endemic to religious life. They suggest further 

that while "the relationship between charisma and 

institutional routine is often antagonistic, it is ultimately 

symbiotic: institutions depend upon the "'?""' dynamism o'f 

chari~matic behavior for their own growth and evolution, and 
""'--

ch a r ism at i c activity depends upon institutional stability and 

support for its survival. As a result of their relat ionship, 
_,. 

neither force is preserved in its pure form, yet the 

durability of each is enhanced. 

This reminder of ~he bond between charismatic and 

instit~tional authority is invaluable, especi•lly as Judaism 

confront's mod.erni ty ,· The search for meaning in the face of 

chaos is a perdurable element of the human condition; the 

search becomes even more urgent in an age endowed wi th the 

powerful blessings and frightening challenges of autonomy. 

Both as individuals and as a movemen t we often find ourselves 

seeking mooring and direction . On fronts as varied as 

Liturgical reform and the definition of Jewish identity, and 

in dispµtes occurring either within our movement or among 

movements, our era lends itself both to institutional 

entren~hment and to cha r ismatic experimentation. The 

challenge - will be not to select one to the exclusion of the 

othe~. but to understand that their relationship is one 

interdependence as well as opposition. 
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The textual mirror provides a final insight ' into the 

e~terprise of religious leadership . The stories e mphasize 

the people 's felt need f o r an interme dia ry between themse lves 

and God , but at the same · time indicate that the most 

successful ,. ho ly men are thos e who r espond to the peo~ · s 

call with humility: ~anan Ha neoba recogni zes his 

responsibilities as intercessor , bu t '1rnes no t accept th·e 

ch ildren 's inflated estimation of his power: " Master o f the 

Uni venre, do it f o r the sake o f these who are unable to 

distinguish between the Fathe r who gives rain and the fa ther 
• 

who does not."3 The charismatjc·s status depends upon his 
I 

r espon s iveness to t he peopl~: the leader takes his or her 
I 

place wJthin the community, no~ apart from or above it. 
,. 

Ultimately, the texts suggest, that earthly work is for the 

sake o f heaver.. 

3B.T. Ta'anit 23b. 
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