
From the Rabbi’s Desk
Rabbi Manes Kogan

Hillcrest Jewish Center
183-02 Union Turnpike, Flushing, NY 11366

rabbikogan@hillcrestjc.org
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Jerusalem Was Destroyed on Account of Kamtza and 

Bar Kamtza

(A Play in Five Acts)

(Insights into Babylonian Talmud Gittin 55b – 56b)

Act 5

The Story up to this Point…

Background to Our Story

Abba Sikkara

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Gittin. Koren publishers Jerusalem (Page 315) 

Apparently Abba Sikkara was not his actual name but rather a nickname,  sikkara 
being the Aramaic form of the word sicarius or murderer. In midrashim he is called 
ben Batiaĥ, similar to ben Avatiaĥ, meaning son of a watermelon, as he is called in 
tractate Kelim (17:12). These appear to be nicknames given to him due to his great 
size. The present passage identifies him as one of the leaders of the Great Revolt. 

The Year that Vespasian Became Emperor 

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Gittin. Koren publishers Jerusalem (Page 316) 

During the year that Vespasian became emperor, known as the year of the four 
Caesars, a revolt erupted in the empire in the course of which the emperor Nero was 
killed and a dispute commenced over the issue of who was to succeed him. The 
legions stationed in the Balkans, Syria, and Judea chose Vespasian as emperor and 
the  Egyptian  governor  gave  him  his  immediate  support.  After  a  period  of  time 
Vespasian was informed from Rome that his followers in the Roman army had killed 
the reigning emperor Vitalius, and he was then recognized by all as the ruler of the 
empire.

Yavne
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 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Gittin. Koren publishers Jerusalem (Page 316) 

Yavne is an ancient city mentioned in the Bible. Apparently, it is Yavne’el, located in 
the tribal territory of Judah. It was a Philistine city for many years, and it is listed as  
one of the places whose walls were breached by King Uzziah of Judea. Yavne is 
located slightly more than a kilometer from the Mediterranean coast, due west of 
Jerusalem. It was conquered by Vespasian during the campaign to quash the Great 
Revolt, which culminated in the destruction of the Second Temple. It seems that 
several Sages who did not support the revolt settled there. When Rabban Yoĥanan 
ben Zakkai joined them, Yavne became the spiritual center of Eretz Yisrael and the 
seat of the Sanhedrin for many years, apparently until the bar Kokheva rebellion. 
The main yeshiva there was called the vineyard in Yavne, as the students would sit 
in rows, evoking the rows of grapevines in a vineyard.

The Dynasty of Rabban Gamliel

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Gittin. Koren publishers Jerusalem (Page 316) 

Although the Nesi’im from the house of Hillel were moderate in their political views, 
they still joined the Great Revolt. Since Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel was considered 
the leader of the people and as such was responsible for what happened in Eretz 
Yisrael, he was sentenced to death. Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai made a unique 
request, that despite Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel’s execution, his family should not 
be held responsible and killed or exiled.

Lebanon as a Nickname to the Beit Hamikdash 

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Gittin. Koren publishers Jerusalem (Page 316) 

It was understood that Moses wished to see the Temple Mount, referred to as “that 
good mountain,”  and the  Temple  itself.  The  Temple  is  referred  to  as  “Lebanon” 
because it achieves atonement for and thereby whitens [malbin] Israel’s sins, which 
are depicted in the Bible as being scarlet red. In addition, the Temple was built from 
the cedars of Lebanon, as is mentioned in the book of Kings.

Yochanan ben Zakai

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yohanan_ben_Zakkai

Johanan ben Zakai (Hebrew: זכאי בן יוחנן ) was one of the tannaim (תנאים), an important 
Jewish sage in the era of the Second Temple, and a primary contributor to the core 
text of rabbinic Judaism, the Mishnah.

During the siege of Jerusalem in the Great Jewish Revolt he snuck out of the city in a 
coffin to negotiate with  Vespasian, whom he predicted would become Emperor. He 
was granted three wishes and through one he re-established the  Sanhedrin and 
founded a new center of Jewish law in Jamnia (Yavneh/Jabneh) after the destruction 
of Jerusalem in 70 CE. It is said that before his escape from Jerusalem, he prayed in 
a place which later on became known as the Rabban Johanan ben Zakai Synagogue.

After the destruction of the temple of Jerusalem and its sacrificial altars he led the 
Council  of  Yavne (70-90  CE),  from which  Rabbinic  Judaism emerged.  Under  his 
leadership the council replaced animal sacrifice (in Hebrew called קרבן korban) with 
prayer, a practice that continues in today's worship services.

The Mishnah offers no information on his birth or family. He was the youngest pupil 
of Hillel. Later in life he spent time in the Galilee. He is recorded as living until the 
age of 120 years, of which the first third were spent as a businessman, the second 
third in study, and the final third in teaching and leadership. He rests in the city of  
T'veria near the very place where the Rambam would be buried 11 centuries later.
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He is quoted in the Midrash Avot D'Rabbi Nathan 31b as saying "If you are holding a 
sapling in your hand and someone tells you, 'Come quickly, the messiah is here!', 
first finish planting the tree and then go greet the Messiah."

Burying Outside the City
Many ancient people recognized the burial ground's potential for spreading disease 
and placed their cemeteries outside their cities or took other precautions. The early 
Jewish  cemeteries  were  located  -  like  other  cemeteries  after  the  Middle  Ages - 
outside of the city.

Vespasian

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vespasian 

 
Titus Flavius Sabinus Vespasianus, commonly known as Vespasian (November 17, 9 
– June 23,  79), was a Roman Emperor who reigned from 69 until his death in  79. 
Vespasian was the founder of the short-lived Flavian dynasty, which ruled the Roman 
Empire between  69 and  96.  He  was  succeeded  by  his  sons  Titus (79–81)  and 
Domitian (81–96).

Vespasian descended from a family of equestrians which rose into the senatorial rank 
under the emperors of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Although he attained the standard 
succession of public offices, holding the  consulship in 51, Vespasian became more 
reputed as a successful  military commander,  partaking in the  Roman invasion of 
Britain in 43, and subjugating the Judaea province during the Jewish rebellion of 66. 
While preparing to besiege the city of Jerusalem during the latter campaign, emperor 
Nero committed suicide, plunging the Roman Empire into a year of civil war known 
as the Year of the Four Emperors. After Galba and Otho perished in quick succession, 
Vitellius became emperor in mid 69. In response, the armies in  Egypt and Judaea 
themselves declared Vespasian emperor on  July 1. In his bid for imperial  power, 
Vespasian joined forces with Gaius Licinius Mucianus, the governor of Syria, who led 
the  Flavian  forces  against  Vitellius,  while  Vespasian  himself  gained  control  over 
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Egypt. On  December 20, Vitellius was defeated, and the following day, Vespasian 
was declared emperor by the Roman Senate.

Little  factual  information  survives  about  Vespasian's  government  during  the  ten 
years he was emperor. His reign is best known for financial reforms following the 
demise of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, the successful campaign against Judaea, and 
several ambitious construction projects such as the  Colosseum. Upon his death on 
June 23, 79, he was succeeded by his eldest son Titus.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Gittin 55b – 56b

א בָּ א אַ רָ קָּ ישׁ סִ יוֹנֵי רֵ רְ יִם בִּ לַ ירוּשָׁ ר דִּ יהּ בַּ תֵּ ן אַחְ בָּ רַ נָן דְּ ן יוֹחָ ה זַכַּאי בֶּ וָ ח, הֲ לַ יהּ שְׁ א: לֵ א תָּ ינְעָ צִ  בְּ
אי גַבַּ א. לְ תָ ר, אֲ מַ יהּ אֲ ד: לֵ ת עַ ימַ יתוּ אֵ דִ בְ י עָ כִ יתוּ, הָ לִ טְ קָ יהּ וְ א לֵ מָ לְ עָ כַפנְאָ לְ ר? בְּ מַ יהּ אֲ אי: לֵ  מַ

יד בִ יעֲ י, אִ אִ ינָא דְּ הוּ אָמִ י לְ ידֵּ לוּ מִ טְ י קָ ר! לִ מַ יהּ אֲ זֵי: לֵ י חֲ א לִ נְתָּ קַּ י תַּ ידִ דִ יפּוֹק לְ אֵ ר, דְּ שָׁ פְ י אֶ וֵ הָ  דְּ
ה לָ צָּ א הַ תָּ ר. פּוּרְ מַ יהּ אֲ ךְ נְקוֹט: לֵ שָׁ י נַפְ ירֵ צִ קְ י, בִּ יתֵ לֵ י וְ א כּוּלֵּ מָ לְ יְילוּ עָ ישַׁ לִ ךְ וְ י, בָּ אַיְיתֵ י וְ ידֵּ יָא מִ רְ  סַ
אַגְנֵי ךְ וְ רוּ, גַּבָּ ימְ לֵ נָח וְ ךְ דְּ שָׁ יְילוּ, נַפְ יעַ לִ ךְ וְ ךְ בָּ ידָ מִ לְ א תַּ לָ יעוֹל וְ ךְ לֵ ינִישׁ בָּ ינָא אִ רִ א, אַחֲ לָ ן דְּ גְּשָׁ רְ  לַ

ךְ יל בָּ לִּ קַ תְּ דְּ ינְהוּ, אַ אִ י דְּ עִ חיַּיָא יָדְ יִּל דְ א קלַ יִּתָ יד . ממִ בֵ י עָ כִ נַס, הָ י בּוֹ נִכְ בִּ זֶר רַ יעֶ לִ ד אֱ צַּ ד מִ חָ י אֶ בִּ רַ  וְ
עַ ד יְהוֹשֻׁ צַּ ר מִ י, אַחֵ טוּ כִּ א מָ חָ יתְ פִ עוּ לְ יהּ בָּ רֵ קְ דְ מִ ר, לְ מַ הוּ אֲ רוּ: לְ יֹאמְ ן  בָּ רוּ״ ״רַ קְ עוּ! דָּ יהּ בָּ פֵ חֲ דְ מִ  ,לְ

ר מַ הוּ אֲ רוּ: לְ יֹאמְ ן  בָּ פוּ״ ״רַ חֲ חוּ! דָּ תְ יהּ פָּ א לֵ בָ ק, בָּ י נְפַ א כִּ טָ ם מְ תָ הָ ר, לְ מַ א: אֲ מָ לָ ךְ שְׁ לָ כָּא עֲ לְ  ,מַ
א מָ לָ ךְ שְׁ לָ כָּא עֲ לְ ר! מַ מַ יהּ אֲ תְּ: לֵ יְּיבַ יחַ י מִ רֵ א תְּ לָ טָ א, קְ דָ או, חֲ לָ כָּא דְּ לְ נָא מַ א אֲ קָ ית וְ רֵ י קָ כָּא לִ לְ  !מַ

י, וְתוּ כָּא אִ לְ נָא מַ ד, אֲ נָא עַ ידָ אִ אי הָ מַּ א אַ ית לָ אי אָתֵ גַבַּ ר? לְ מַ יהּ אֲ תְּ: לֵ רַ אָמְ קָ או דְּ כָּא לָ לְ נָא מַ  ,אֲ
א רָ יבְ כָּא אִ לְ תְּ מַ י, אַ אִ או דְּ כָּא לָ לְ תְּ מַ א אַ א לָ רָ סְ ימְ יִם מִ לַ ךְ יְרוּשָׁ ידָ יב, בִּ כְתִ נוֹן: דִּ בָ לְּ הַ יר ״וְ דִּ אַ  בְּ
ין, יִפּוֹל״ אֵ יר״ וְ דִּ א ״אַ לָּ ךְ אֶ לֶ יב, מֶ כְתִ יָה: דִּ הָ ירוֹ ״וְ דִּ נּוּ״ אַ מֶּ ין, וגו׳ מִ אֵ נוֹן״ וְ בָ א ״לְ לָּ ית אֶ שׁ בֵּ דָּ קְ מִּ  ,הַ

ר אֱֶּמַ נ ר: שֶׁ הָ טּוֹב ״הָ זּהֶ הַ בְָּנוֹן״ הַ הְַל תְּ; ו רַ אָמְ קָ י וּדְ כָּא אִ לְ נָא מַ אי אֲ מַּ א אַ ית לָ אָתֵ אי קָ גַבַּ ד לְ  עַ
נָא ידָ אִ יוֹנֵי – הָ רְ ית בִּ אִ ן דְּ א בָּ ינַן לָ קִ בְ ר. שָׁ מַ יהּ אֲ ילּוּ: לֵ ית אִ בִ ל חָ שׁ שֶׁ בַ קוֹן דְּ רָ יהָ כָּרוּךְ וּדְ לֶ אֹ, עָ  ל

יוּ ין הָ רִ ת שׁוֹבְ ית אֶ בִ חָ יל הֶ בִ שְׁ קוֹן בִּ רָ י? דְּ תִּ ישְׁ .אִ י ק  רֵ יהּ קָ לֵ ב עֲ ף רַ א, יוֹסֵ ימָ יתֵ אִ י וְ בִּ א רַ יבָ קִ  :עֲ
יב שִׁ ים ״מֵ כָמִ ם אָחוֹר חֲ תָּ עְ דַ כֵּל״ וְ י, יְסַ עֵ יבָּ יהּ אִ ר לֵ ימַ מֵ יהּ לְ ןַ: לֵ ינ לִ קְ א שָׁ בְָתָ ינןַ צ לִ קְ שְָׁ יהּ ו קוֹן לֵ רָ דְ  לִ
ינַן לִ טְ קָ יהּ וְ א, לֵ יתָ בִ חָ ינַן וְ קִ בְ הּ שָׁ י. לָ כִ הָ דְּ י אַ א אָתֵ קָ תָּ יסְ רִ יהּ פְ לֵ י עֲ רוֹמִ ר, מֵ מַ יהּ אֲ ית, קוּם: לֵ מִ יהּ דְּ  לֵ

ר יסָ י, קֵ רִ נְהוּ וְאָמְ י הָ יבִ שִׁ י חֲ רוֹמִ ךְ דְּ יבָ אוֹתִ א לְ ישָׁ רֵ וָה. בְּ יֵּים הֲ ד סַ אנֵי חַ סָ א, מְ עָ א בְּ יְּימָ סַ מְ ינאָ לִ רִ אַחֲ  לְ
א ייֵל לָ א, עָ עָ פאָ בְּ לְ שְׁ מִ ךְ לְ ידָ אִ א לְ ק לָ ר, נְפַ מַ אי: אֲ אי מַ ר? הַ מַ יהּ אֲ א: לֵ ר לָ עֵ טָ צְ ה, תִּ מוּעָ ה שְׁ  טוֹבָ

יָא ךְ אָתְ יב, לָ כְתִ ה: דִּ מוּעָ ה ״שְׁ ן טוֹבָ שֶּׁ דַ ם״ תְּ צֶ א. עֶ לָּ אי אֶ יהּ מַ נְתֵּ קַּ י? תַּ יתֵ ינִישׁ לֵ א אִ לָ א דְּ בָ יַּתְּ  מִ
ךְ תָּ עְ ינֵּיהּ דַּ יף מִ לִ חֲ לִ ךְ וְ מָּ יב, קַ כְתִ רוּחַ: דִּ שׁ נְכֵאָה ״וְ יַבֶּ ם״ תְּ ד, גָּרֶ בַ י עֲ כִ יֵיל, הָ ר. עָ מַ יהּ אֲ ר: לֵ אַחַ  וּמֵ

יתוּ כְּמִ חַ י דְ אי כּוּלֵּ ד, הַ נָא עַ ידָ אִ אי הָ מַּ א אַ יתוּ לָ אי אָתֵ גַבַּ ר? לְ מַ יהּ אֲ א: לֵ לָ י וְ רִ מַ ךְ אֲ ר? לָ מַ יהּ אֲ  :לֵ
נָא י אֲ י נַמִ רִ מַ ךְ אֲ ר! לָ מַ יהּ אֲ יזַל: לֵ נָא מֵ ינָשׁ אָזֵילְ אֱ ינָא וֶ רִ נָא אַחֲ רְ דַּ שַׁ א, מְ לָּ י אֶ עֵ ינַּאי בְּ י מִ ידֵּ ן מִ תֵּ אֶ  דְּ
ךְ ר. לָ מַ יהּ אֲ ן: לֵ י תֵּ נֶה לִ יהָ יַבְ כָמֶ חֲ תְָא, וַ וֹשׁיִל ןָּ ושְׁ רּבַ יִאלֵ דְ לְ א , גמַּ תָ וָ וְ סַ יָין ואְ סְ מַ יהּ דְּ י לֵ בִּ רַ דוֹ לְ  ק .צָ

י רֵ יהּ קָ לֵ ב עֲ ף רַ א, יוֹסֵ ימָ יתֵ אִ י וְ בִּ א רַ יבָ קִ יב: עֲ שִׁ ים ״מֵ כָמִ ם אָחוֹר חֲ תָּ עְ דַ כֵּל״ וְ י, יְסַ עֵ יבָּ ר אִ ימַ מֵ יהּ לְ  לֵ
ינְהוּ קִ בְ שַׁ א לְ דָ נָא הָ ר וְהוּא. זִימְ בַ א, סָ מָ לְ י דִּ אי כּוּלֵּ א הַ יד לָ בֵ ה, עָ לָ צָּ הַ א וְ תָּ י פּוּרְ א נַמִ י לָ וֵ א. הָ ותָ וָ  אַסְ

יָין סְ מַ יהּ דְּ י לֵ בִּ רַ דוֹק לְ אי צָ יא מַ א? הִ א יוֹמָ מָּ יוּהּ קַ קְ שְׁ יָּא אַ י מַ ארֵ פָ מְָחרָ, דְּ יּאָ ל א מַ סּיִפוּקָּ מְָחרָ, דְ  ל
יּאָ א מַ חָ ימְ קִ ד, דְּ ווח עַ דְָּרַ יהּ  יעֵ א מֵ רתָּ אָ פּוְּ פוּרּתְּ

Abba Sikkara was the leader of the zealots [biryonei] of Jerusalem and 

the son of the sister of Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai. 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai sent a message to him: Come to me in secret. 

He came, and Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Until when will you 

do this and kill everyone through starvation? 

Abba Sikkara said to him: What can I do, for if I say something to them 

they will kill me. 
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Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai  said to him: Show me a method that I will 

leave the city, and it is possible that there will be some small salvation.

Abba Sikkara said to him: Pretend to be sick, and have everyone come 

and ask about your welfare, so that word will spread about your ailing condition. 

Afterward  bring something putrid and place it near you, so that  people 

will  say that you have died  and are  decomposing.  And  then,  have your 

students enter to bring you to burial, and let no one else come in so that 

the zealots not notice that you are light. As the zealots know that a living 

person is lighter than a dead person.

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai  did this. Rabbi Eliezer entered from one side 

and Rabbi Yehoshua from the other side  to  take  him out.  When they 

arrived at the entrance of the city on the inside, the guards, who were of the 

faction  of  the  zealots,  wanted  to  pierce  him  with  their  swords  in  order  to 

ascertain that he was actually dead. Abba Sikkara said to them: The Romans will 

say that they pierce their teacher. The guards wanted to push him to see 

whether he was still alive. Abba Sikkara said to them: They will say they push 

their teacher. The guards then opened the gate and he was taken out.

When  Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai  reached there,  i.e., the Roman camp,  he 

said: Greetings to you, the king; greetings to you, the king. 

Vespasian  said  to  him:  You  are  liable  for  two  death  penalties,  one 

because I am not a king and you call me king, and furthermore, if I am 

a king, why didn’t you come to me until now? 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai said to him: As for what you said about yourself: I 

am not a king, in truth, you are a king,  as if  you are not a king, 

Jerusalem will  not be handed over into your hand, as it  is written: 

“And the Lebanon shall fall by a mighty one” (Isaiah 10:34). And “mighty 

one” means only a king, as it is written: “And their mighty one shall be 

of themselves,  and their ruler shall proceed from the midst of them” (Jeremiah 

30:21), indicating that “mighty one” parallels “ruler.” And “Lebanon” means only 

the Temple, as it is stated: “That good mountain and the Lebanon” 

(Deuteronomy 3:25). And as for  what you said:  If I am a king why didn’t 
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you come to me until now, there are zealots among us  who  did not 

allow us to do this. 

Vespasian said to him: If there is a barrel of honey and a snake [derakon] 

is wrapped around it, wouldn’t they break the barrel in order to kill the 

snake? In similar fashion, you should have destroyed the walls of the city, so that 

the zealots could be driven out. 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai was silent and did not answer. 

In light of this, Rav Yosef later read the following verse about him, and some 

say  that  it  was  Rabbi  Akiva  who  applied  the  verse  to  Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben 

Zakkai: “I am the Lord…Who turns wise men backward and makes their 

knowledge  foolish”  (Isaiah  44:25).  As  Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben  Zakkai  should 

have said  the  following  to  Vespasian  in  response:  In  such  a  case,  we take 

tongs, remove the snake, and kill it, and in this way we leave the barrel 
intact. So too, you should kill the rebels and leave the city as it is.

In the meantime, a messenger arrived from Rome, and said to him [to 

Vespasian]:  Rise,  for  the  emperor  has  died,  and  the  noblemen  of 

Rome plan  to  appoint  you  as  their  leader.  At  that  time  Vespasian  was 

wearing  only  one shoe,  and when  he tried to put on the other one, it 

would not go on his foot.  He then tried to remove the other shoe that he 

was already wearing, but it would not come off. He said: What is this? 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai  said to him: Be not distressed  or troubled, for 

good tidings have reached you, as it is written: “Good tidings make 

the bone fat” (Proverbs 15:30).

Vespasian said to him: But what is the remedy? 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai  said to him: Have someone with whom you 

are displeased come and pass before you, as it is written: “A broken 

spirit dries the bones” (Proverbs 17:22). He did this, and his shoe went on 

his foot. Vespasian  said to him: Since you are so wise, why didn’t you 

come to see me until now? 

Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben  Zakkai  said  to  him:  But  didn’t  I  already  tell  you? 

Vespasian said to him: I also told you what I had to say. Vespasian then said 

to  Rabban  Yoĥanan ben  Zakkai:  I  will  be going  to  Rome  and I  will  send 
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someone else in my place. But before I leave, ask something of me that I 

can give you. 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Give me Yavne and its Sages and 

do not destroy it,  and  spare  the dynasty of Rabban Gamliel,  and  give me 

doctors to heal Rabbi Tzadok. 

Rav Yosef read  the following verse  about him, and some say  that it was 

Rabbi Akiva  who applied the verse to Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai: “I am the 

Lord…Who  turns  wise  men  backward  and  makes  their  knowledge 

foolish”  (Isaiah 44:25), as  he should have said to him to leave  the Jews 

alone this time.

And he [Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai] maintained that Vespasian  might 

not do that much for him, and there would not be even a small amount of 

salvation. 

The doctors who haled Rabbi Tzadok, what was  the treatment? The 

first day they gave him water to drink that contained bran. The next day 

they gave him  water  containing  flour mixed with bran. The following day 

they gave him water containing flour, allowing his stomach to broaden little 

by little.

Explaining the Story What’s going on in our story? (The sequence of 

events)

Comprehension Questions

 What is the relationship between Abba Sikra and Rabban Yoĥanan ben 

Zakkai?

  Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai admonished his  nephew Abba Sikra: 

“How long are you going to carry on in this way and kill all the people with 

starvation?” Does Abba Sikra accept the admonition? 

 How is  the relationship between Abba Sikra,  the head of  the  zealots 

[biryonei] of Jerusalem, and his “followers”? 

7

http://www.etftrends.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/09/speech-question-marks.png
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/images/questionmark.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/grammarpunctuation.shtml&h=386&w=389&sz=8&hl=en&start=17&tbnid=_v13A8NDNmB_3M:&tbnh=122&tbnw=123&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dquestion%2Bmark%26gbv%3D2%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/images/questionmark.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/grammarpunctuation.shtml&h=386&w=389&sz=8&hl=en&start=17&tbnid=_v13A8NDNmB_3M:&tbnh=122&tbnw=123&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dquestion%2Bmark%26gbv%3D2%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/images/questionmark.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.library.uni.edu/instruction/grammarpunctuation.shtml&h=386&w=389&sz=8&hl=en&start=17&tbnid=_v13A8NDNmB_3M:&tbnh=122&tbnw=123&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dquestion%2Bmark%26gbv%3D2%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den


 Why can’t  Abba Sikra convince his  followers to accept the position of 

Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai?

 Why is Vespasian unable to put on his shoe after he was told the good 

news that he became the new emperor?

Analysis Questions

 What can we learn about zealotry from the exchange between Abba Sikra 

and Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai?

 Why does Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai bring proof to Vespasian from 

the Torah? 

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Answer 3 _________________________________

 Why is Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai able to foretell the future from his 

insights into the Torah?

 Why do you think Vespasian granted a wish to  Rabban Yoĥanan ben 

Zakkai even though he was not completely satisfied with his answer?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

 Even if Rabban Yoĥanan ben Zakkai’s decision to ask from Vespasian a 

more attainable request was a wise one, it wasn’t a popular one. Why?

 What can we learn from a leader who, when needed, is able to make 

unpopular decisions?

 Rabbi  Akiva,  who lived in  the generation after  the destruction  of  the 

Temple  in  Jerusalem,  criticized  Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben  Zakkai for  not 

making a bolder move. Do you agree with his criticism? 

 How is the physicians’ approach to heal Rabbi Zadok similar to Rabban 

Johanan ben Zakkai’ approach to make decisions?

 Below is a text from  Avot D’Rabbi Natan. How is  Rabban Johanan ben 

Zakkai’s  reply  to  his  disciple  Rabbi  Yehoshua  in  consonance  with  his 

philosophy, the way it is reflected in our story?

Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai once was walking with his disciple Rabbi 

Joshua near Jerusalem after the destruction of the Temple. Rabbi Joshua 
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looked at  the  Temple  ruins  and said:  "Alas  for  us!  The place  which 

atoned for  the sins of  the people Israel  through the ritual  of  animal 

sacrifice lies in ruins!" Then Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai spoke to him 

these words of comfort: "Be not grieved, my son. There is another way 

of gaining atonement even though the Temple is destroyed. We must 

now gain atonement through deeds of lovingkindness." For it is written, 

"Lovingkindness I desire, riot sacrifice" (Hosea 6:6). Avot D’Rabbi Natan 
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“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text

Zealotry begets zealotry!

When you burn bridges you always limit your future possibilities!

In every decision we make there will always be a “road not taken.” 

The way we make decisions and take risks (Rabbi Akiva’s style versus 

Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai’s style) is pretty much a matter of personality 

and family history, but it is also is tied to the particular moment in our lives 

in which we are at the moment of making the decision (pretty much the way 

we manage our investments).

Many times the variables involved in a decision making process are not in 

our control, but there is still a possibility to choose the way we approach the 

inevitable!

Can you live, and thrive and even attain happiness in a situation that is 

less than ideal, less than perfect?

Our story within a story focuses on the transition between a glorious past 

and an unknown future, between a choking burning city and a journey of 

endless possibilities.  The story’s hero, perhaps the most important architect 

of Judaism the way we know it today, is Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai, one of 
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the most important religious and political leaders of the rabbinic faction of 

the second half of the first century of the common era. 

With no time to mourn the imminent destruction of his beloved Jerusalem, 

Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai is thinking ahead. In blatant contrast with Rabbi 

Zechariah ben Abkulas of the Kamtza and bar Kamtza story, Rabban Johanan 

ben Zakkai  makes  difficult  and unpopular  decisions  and stands  by  them. 

Criticized equally by friends and foes, Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai makes 

demanding compromises, saves what can be salvaged, and reminds all of us 

that  leadership  is  about  having  a  vision,  making  decisions,  and  taking 

responsibility.
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