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1. Bava Metzia 84a

Rabbi Yochanan said: | am a remnant of the beautiful (shapir) people of Jerusalem.

(If one wishes to see the beauty of R. Yochanan, he should take a silver cup straight from the
smithy, fill it with the seeds of a red pomegranate, surround it with red roses, and place it
between the sun and the shade — that radiance is a semblance of the beauty of R.
Yochanan.)

Is this so? But a master (R. Benaah) said: The beauty of R. Kehana was a semblance of that
of R. Avahu, the beauty of R. Avahu was a semblance of that of Jacob our father, and the
beauty of Jacob our father was a semblance of that of Adam” — Rabbi Yochanan isn’t even
mentioned!

R. Yochanan isn’t in the same category because he was beardless (lit. “ he lacked facial
glory”).

R. Yochanan would sit at the mikveh gates. He said: “When daughters of Israel come from
the immersion that ends their nidah period, let them encounter me so that they will have
children who are as beautiful and as learned in Torah as | am.

The rabbis said to him: Are you not afraid of the evil eye?

He replied: | am of the descendants of Joseph, over whom the evil eye has no power . . .
One day R. Yochanan was bathing in the river. Resh Lakish saw him and jumped into the
river in pursuit.

R. Yochanan said to him: “Your strength should be for Torah!”

Resh Lakish replied: “Your beauty should be for women”!

R. Yochanan said: “If you return, | will let you marry my sister, who is more beautiful than |
am.

Resh Lakish accepted this condition.

Resh Lakish tried to return across the river to retrieve his clothing, but was unable to return.
R. Yochanan taught him the Written and Oral Torah, and made him a great man.

One day they were arguing in the House of Study: “The sword, the dagger, the hunting
spear, the military spear, the hand-scythe and the harvesting scythe — at one point can they
acquire ritual impurity? When their manufacture is complete.” When is their manufacture
complete?

R. Yochanan said: When they emerge from the furnace. Resh Lakish said: When they are
plunged in water.

R. Yochanan said to Resh Lakish: A brigand knows his weapons!

Resh Lakish replied: What benefit have you brought me?! There they called me Master, and
here they call me Master. (Rashi: Master of Thieves. Rabbeinu Tam: From other places in
the Talmud we can see that Resh Lakish was a capable scholar and called Master before
turning to brigandry, and that R. Yochanan restored his knowledge.)

R. Yochanan replied: | benefited you by bringing you under the wings of the Divine Presence!
R. Yochanan was depressed. Resh Lakish was physically weakened.

R. Yochanan’s sister came to him crying. She said: “Do it (apologize) for the sake of my
son!”

He quoted Jeremiah: “ Abandon your orphans — | (G-d) will sustain them”.

“Do it for the sake of my widowhood!”

“And your widows may rely on Me”.

R. Shimon ben Lakish died, and R. Yochanan was deeply distressed by his absence.

Said the Rabbis: Who will go set R. Yochanan’s mind at ease? Let R. Elazar ben Pdat go,
because his learning is extremely acute.

R. Elazar ben Pdat went and sat before R. Yochanan. Every time R. Yochanan said
something, he said: “There is a beraita that supports you”.

.R. Yochanan said to him: “You will replace Lakish? The son of Lakish, when | said
something — he would come up with twenty four challenges, and | would have twenty four
resolutions, and so learning expanded. But you tell me “ There is a beraita that supports you”
— what, do you think | don’t realize that | spoke well (shapir)?

R. Yochanan would go and tear his clothing, crying and saying: “Where are you, Son of
Lakish, where are you, Son of Lakish”, and he screamed until he lost his mind.

The Rabbis asked for mercy for him, and he died.
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2. Bava Metzia 83b-84a

Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon found an official arresting thieves. He said to him: How do you
overcome them; are they not compared to wild beasts, and it is written “the night in which all
the beasts of the forest freely trample”? (Some say the question was based on the verse “he
lies in secret ambush like a lion under cover”) Maybe you are grabbing the righteous and
ignoring the wicked?

The official replied: What can | do? | am following the king’s orders.

Rabbi Elazar told him: Come, I'll show you how to do it. At 10 am go to the store. If you see
someone drinking wine but nodding off with the cup in his hand, inquire about him. If he’s a
young rabbinic scholar, it's because he got up early to learn. If he’s a manual laborer, it's
because he got up early to work, or because he worked at night hammering metal. If none of
these, he’s a thief —arrest him.

The government heard this story and said: Let the one who dictated the letter deliver it. So
they impressed Rabbi Elazar into service, and he arrested thieves.

R. Yehoshuah ben Karchah sent a message to him: Vinegar son of wine, how long will you
surrender our G-d’s people to death?

He sent back: | am eliminating brambles from the vineyard.

He sent back: Let the owner of the vineyard come and eliminate the brambles.

One day a washerman met him and called him “vinegar son of wine”.

He said: That man is so impudent, it's clear that he’s evil.

He ordered the man arrested.

When he calmed down, he tried to have him freed but was unable. He applied to the
washerman the verse “One who guards his mouth and tongue guards himself from evil”.
The washerman was hanged.

Rabbi Elazar went and cried at the feet of the hanged man.

They told him: Rebbe, don’t feel bad that this happened. Both he and his son fornicated with
a betrothed woman on Yom Kippur.

He placed his hand on his guts and said: Rejoice, my entrails, rejoice! If your doubtful cases
are such, how much more so must the cases of which you are certain! | am secure that no
worms will ever rule over you!

Nonetheless, his mind was not at rest. So they gave him an anesthetic potion to drink,
brought him to a marble house, and tore open his belly. They removed baskets and baskets
of fat and put them out in the sun during Tammuz and Av, but they did not rot. He applied to
himself the verse “even his flesh dwells in security”.

(The Talmud interjects: But fat never rots?!

Fat doesn’t rot, but the blood vessels in fat rot — here, even the blood vessels did not rot.)
(Rabbi Yishmael ben Yosei acted like Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon.

Elijah met him and said: How long will you surrender our G-d’s people to death?

What can | do? | am following the king’s orders.

Elijah replied: Your father fled to Asya, you can flee to Ludkaya) . . .

3. Bava Metzia 84b-85a

With all this, Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon was unwilling to rely on his own conclusion, so he
accepted great physical suffering through boils. Each evening he attached sixty plasters to
himself, and in the morning they removed sixty buckets of blood and scabs from underneath
him. His wife would prepare sixty types of figcakes for him, and eating them would restore
him. She would not allow him to go to the beit midrash for fear that the rabbis would pressure
him.

In the evening he would tell the boils: My brothers and friends, come!

In the morning he would tell them: Go, lest you prevent me from learning Torah.

One day his wife overheard this. She said to him: You bring them on yourself! You have
burned through my father’'s money deliberately!

She rebelled and went to her family. Meanwhile, sixty sailors came, bringing with them sixty
servants carrying sixty purses, and they made him sixty types of figcakes, and he ate them.
One day his wife said to his daughter: Go see how your father is doing today.

When she came, he said to her: Go tell your mother “Ours is greater than theirs”.

He applied to himself the verse “She (Torah) is like a fleet of merchant boats; she brings her
bread from afar.”
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He ate and drank and, restored, set out for the beit midrash. They brought before him sixty
different (possible) bloodstains, and he ruled permissively in each case.

The Rabbis were perturbed and said: Do you really think that none of these cases is even
doubtful?

He said: If I'm right, they'll all conceive male children, but if I'm wrong, let one conceive a girl.
They all turned out male, and were called Elazar after him.

A beraita: Rebbe said: How much reproduction did this evil prevent in Israel.

On his deathbed he said to his wife: | know that the rabbis are angry with me and will not
bury me properly. Store my body in the attic and don’t worry about decomposition.”

Said R. Shmuel bar Nachmeini: | heard from R. Yonatan’s mother, who had it from Rabbi
Elazar ben Shimon’s wife, that he was in the attic for at least eighteen but not more than
twenty two years. She would climb up to check his hair each day. When a hair fell out, he
bled. One day, however, she saw a maggot come out of his ear. She became depressed.
He appeared to her in a dream and said: It's nothing — once | heard a young rabbinic scholar
being denigrated and did not protest adequately.

When two people had a lawsuit they would stand at the gate, and a voice would come from
the attic saying: Mr. Such-and-such, you are liable, Mr. Such-and-such, you are innocent.
One day his wife was fighting with her neighbor, who said to her: Be like your husband who
has never been buried.

The Rabbis said: Having it go that far is certainly inappropriate.

Another version: R. Shimon Bar Yochai (his father) appeared to them in a dream and said to
them: | have one dove amongst you and you are unwilling to bring him to me.

The Rabbis went to bury him, but the people of Achbarya did not allow them entrance to the
attic, as all the years he had lain there he had protected their home from wild animals.

One erev Yom Kippur, when the townspeople were busy, the rabbis sent the people of Beri,
who put him on a pallet and brought him to his ancestral tomb. They found a snake
surrounding the cavern. They said to it: “ Snake, snake, open your mouth and the son will
enter to take his place next to his father”.

The snake cleared the way.

Rebbe sent an agent to ask R. Elazar’s widow to marry him.

She sent back: Should a utensil that has been used for sacred purposes be used for secular
purposes?

(This parallels the proverbial “Where the lord of the manor hangs his weapons, shall the
shepherd hang his staff?”)

He sent to her: Granted that he was greater in Torah than me, why do you presume his
deeds were better than mine?

She sent back: Whether he was greater than you in Torah | don’t know, but | know that his
deeds were superior in that he voluntarily accepted physical suffering.

What is the superiority in Torah that Rebbe conceded?

When Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel (Rebbe’s father) and Rabbi Yehoshuah ben Karchah
taught from benches, Rebbe and Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon would sit on the floor before them
challenging and resolving. They said: We are drinking their waters, and they sit on the floor?
They made benches for them, and they sat on them.

Said Rabban Shimon Gamliel to them: | have one dove among you, and you wish to deprive
me of it?

So they made Rebbe sit on the ground again.

Said to them Rabbi Yehoshuah ben Karchah: The one with a father should live, and the one
without should die?

So they made Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon sit on the ground.

He became depressed, saying: They think him my equal.

Until that day, whenever Rebbe said anything, Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon would support him.
From that day on, when Rebbe said: “| have a response”, Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon would
say: “That’'s your response? That's your answer? You are surrounding us with bundles of
answers that have no substance!”

Rebbe grew depressed. He went and told his father what was happening.

His father said to him: Don’t take it badly — it's because he is a lion son of a lion, and you are
a lion son of a fox . . .



