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Stories with a Twist
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Yosef, It Seems to Me that My Halakhot Were Not 
Accurate Until Now…

(Insights into Babylonian Talmud Menachot 18a)

Background of Our Story

Tractate Menahot

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

Menachot deals with the rules regarding the preparation and presentation of grain-
meal and drink offerings, including the meal-offering that was burnt on the altar and 
the remainder that was consumed by the priests as specified in the Torah (Leviticus 
2:1 and on); the bringing of the  omer of barley (Leviticus 23:10), the two loaves 
(Leviticus 23:17), and the showbread (Leviticus 24:5).as offerings in the Temple in 
Jerusalem.

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua

 Koren  Talmud Bavli,  The  Noe  Edition.  Menahot  Part  1.  Koren  publishers 
Jerusalem Page 116

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua was a tanna in the generation prior to the redaction of 
the Mishna. He was a priest and was among the greatest of Rabbi Akiva’s students. 
Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua was among the leaders of the Jewish people in the years 
of persecution in the wake of the failure of the bar Kokheva rebellion. Despite the 
dire situation, many students studied with him. One of his primary students was 
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, the redactor of the Mishna. Not many of Rabbi Elazar ben 
Shammua’s statements are cited in the Mishna, but he was held in high esteem by 
the  Sages  of  the  following  generations.  Rav,  an  amora,  referred  to  him as  the 
happiest of the Sages, and Rabbi Yoĥanan said of him: The hearts of the early Sages 
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were like the Entrance Hall to the Sanctuary. In the Mishna and in  baraitot, he is 
called  simply  Rabbi  Elazar.  Rabbi  Elazar  ben  Shammua  lived  a  long  life,  and 
according to one tradition he was 105 years old when he was executed. He is listed 
among the ten martyrs executed by the Romans.

Yosef the Babylonian

 Koren  Talmud Bavli,  The  Noe  Edition.  Menahot  Part  1.  Koren  publishers 
Jerusalem Page 116

Yosef the Babylonian was a tanna in the generation before Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi. As 
his name suggests, Yosef the Babylonian was a native of Babylonia, specifically from 
the Jewish settlement and great learning center of Huzal.  Apparently his father’s 
name was Yehuda, and he was therefore also called Gur Arye, lion cub (see Genesis 
49:9).  Upon  arriving  in  Eretz  Yisrael,  he  studied  with  several  of  Rabbi  Akiva’s 
students  and  became adept  at  describing  the  various  philosophies  and  teaching 
techniques of different Sages. According to the Jerusalem Talmud, he was also called 
Rabbi Yosef Katnuta, and he is praised in the Mishna for his pious character. Halakhic 
and aggadic statements in his name are recorded in the Babylonian Talmud.

Maimonides: Sefer Avoda, Hilkhot Pesulei HaMukdashin 13:8

Similarly, if  when performing one of these four tasks or all  of them, one has an 
[improper] intent other than these three intents, that undesirable intent does not 
disqualify [a sacrifice] at all.

What  is  implied?  When  slaughtering  [a  sacrificial  animal],  receiving  [its  blood], 
bringing [the blood to the altar], and casting [on the altar], a person had the intent 
to:

a) leave the blood of the sacrifice or the organs and fats to be burnt on the altar for  
the next day or to remove them from the Temple Courtyard, 

b) or he had the intent to cast the blood on the [altar's]  ramp, where it  is  not 
opposite the base

c) or [take] the blood of sacrifices that must be presented on the upper portion of 
the altar on the lower portion or those to be presented on the lower portion on the 
upper portion,

d) or those to be presented on the outer altar on the inner altar, or those to be 
presented on the inner altar on the outer altar, or to bring the blood of a sin-offering 
into the inner chamber,

e) he had the intent that impure people or others disqualified from partaking of a 
sacrifice should partake of it,

f) that the sacrifice be offered by impure people or others who are disqualified from 
performing sacrificial service,

g) to mix the blood of the sacrifice with unacceptable blood;

h) he intended to break the bones of a Paschal sacrifice or to eat from it while it is 
not thoroughly cooked; 

i) or he intended to burn a sin-offering that must be burnt outside its proper time or 
outside its proper place;

With regard to any of the above - or similar - intents, the sacrifice is acceptable.  
Similarly, if when taking the handful of meal, placing it into a vessel, bringing it to 
the altar, or casting it on the [altar's] pyre, one had the intent to leave the handful 



or  the  frankincense until  the  following day or  to  take  them out  of  [the  Temple 
Courtyard], the offering is acceptable.

Background Text (B’raita on Menahot 17b)

נְיָא תַ ט: דְּ ת הַשּׁוֹחֵ ח אֶ זֶּבַ תּוֹת הַ שְׁ מוֹ לִ דָּ ר מִ חָ מָ יר, לְ טִ קְ הַ רוֹ לְ שָ בְּ ר מִ חָ מָ כוֹל, לְ אֱ  לֶ
יו ימוּרָ אֵ ר מֵ חָ מָ ר – לְ י, כָּשֵׁ בִּ רַ זֶר וְ יעֶ לִ ל אֱ נִּיחַ. פּוֹסֵ הַ מוֹ לְ דָּ ר מִ חָ מָ י – לְ בִּ ה רַ ל יְהוּדָ  .פּוֹסֵ

ר י אָמַ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ זוֹ אַף: אֶ י בָּ בִּ זֶר רַ יעֶ לִ ל אֱ ים פּוֹסֵ כָמִ חֲ ין וַ ירִ כְשִׁ .מַ

As it is taught in a baraita: In the case of one who slaughters the offering 

with the intention to drink some of its blood, which is designated to be presented 

on the altar, on the next day, or to burn some of its meat, which is meant to 

be eaten, on the next day, or to eat some of its sacrificial portions, which 

are designated to be burned on the altar, on the next day, the offering is fit, as 

his intention is either to eat an item that is usually sacrificed on the altar, or to burn 

on the altar an item that is usually eaten. But Rabbi Eliezer deems   the offering   

unfit. If one slaughters the offering with the intention to leave some of its blood 

for the next day, but not to present it or consume it,  Rabbi Yehuda deems 

the offering unfit. Rabbi Elazar said: Even in this case Rabb Eliezer deems 

the offering unfit, and the Rabbis deem it fit.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Menahot 18a

ר י אָמַ בִּ י: רַ כְתִּ לַ הָ צּוֹת כְּשֶׁ מַ י לְ דּוֹתַ ל מִ צֶ י אֵ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ן אֶ מּוּעַ בֶּ י, שַׁ רִ הּ וְאָמְ צּוֹת: לָ מַ  לְ
יו דּוֹתָ ל מִ י שֶׁ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ן אֶ מּוּעַ בֶּ י, שַׁ אתִ צָ ף מָ י יוֹסֵ לִ בְ בַּ ב הַ נָיו יוֹשֵׁ פָ יָה, לְ הָ יב וְ בִ  לוֹ חָ
ר יוֹתֵ ד בְּ ת עַ אַחַ ר, לְ י: לוֹ אָמַ בִּ ט, רַ ת הַשּׁוֹחֵ ח אֶ זֶּבַ נִּיחַ הַ הַ מוֹ לְ דָּ ר מִ חָ מָ הו, לְ 7ּ?מַ

ר ר: לוֹ אָמַ כָּשֵׁ
ית בִ רְ ר – עַ ר: לוֹ אָמַ ;כָּשֵׁ
ית רִ חֲ ר – שַׁ ר: לוֹ אָמַ כָּשֵׁ
יִם רַ הֳ ר – צָ ר: לוֹ אָמַ כָּשֵׁ
ה נְחָ ר – מִ ר: לוֹ אָמַ א, כָּשֵׁ לָּ י אֶ בִּ רַ זֶר שֶׁ יעֶ לִ ל אֱ בוּ. פּוֹסֵ הֲ נָיו צָ ל פָּ ף שֶׁ י יוֹסֵ לִ בְ בַּ .הַ

ר ף: לוֹ אָמַ ה, יוֹסֵ דוּמֶּ נִי כִּמְ אֹ אֲ לּ ונְנוּ שֶׁ יוַּ ינוּ כִּ תֵ מוּעָ ד שְׁ ה עַ תָּ  !עַ
ר י: לוֹ אָמַ בִּ ן, רַ א !הֵ לָּ י אֶ בִּ רַ ה שֶׁ סוּל יְהוּדָ נָה פָּ י שָׁ י, לִ תִּ זַרְ חָ ל וְ יו כָּל עַ ידָ מִ לְ י תַּ תִּ שְׁ קַּ  וּבִ

י ר לִ בֵ י וְלֹא חָ אתִ צָ יו, מָ כְשָׁ נִיתָ עַ שָּׁ י שֶׁ סוּל לִ תָּ פָּ זַרְ חֱ י הֶ י לִ תִ ידָ בֵ .אֲ

גוּ ינָיו זָלְ עוֹת עֵ מָ ל דְּ י שֶׁ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ן אֶ מּוּעַ בֶּ ר, שַׁ יכֶם: אָמַ רֵ שְׁ י אַ ידֵ מִ לְ ים תַּ כָמִ י חֲ רֵ בְ דִּ  שֶׁ
ה ין תוֹרָ יבִ בִ יכֶם חֲ לֵ ר עֲ יוֹתֵ א! בְּ רָ יו קָ לָ א עָ רָ קְ מִּ זֶּה הַ ה: הַ י ״מָ תִּ בְ ךָ אָהַ תֶ יּוֹם כָּל תוֹרָ  הַ
יא י״ הִ תִ יחָ וגו שִׂ

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said: When I went to Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua 

to clarify my knowledge, and some say that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said: 



When I  went  to  clarify  the  knowledge  of,  i.e.,  study  under,  Rabbi 

Elazar  ben  Shammua,  I  found  Yosef  the  Babylonian  sitting  before 

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua.  And  every ruling that Rabbi Elazar ben 

Shammua  taught  was  especially  dear  to  him,  until  they  began 

discussing  one halakha, when Yosef the Babylonian  said to him: My 

teacher,  with  regard  to  one  who  slaughters  the  offering  with  the 

intention  to  leave  some  of  its  blood for  the next  day,  what  is  the 

halakha?

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua said to him: The offering is fit. 

Yosef the Babylonian repeated this question that  evening,  and Rabbi 

Elazar ben Shammua said to him that the offering is fit. 

He asked again the following morning, and Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua 

said to him that the offering is fit. 

Once again,  he asked this  question at  noon,  and Rabbi  Elazar  ben 

Shammua said to him that the offering is fit. 

When he asked the question a further time that late afternoon, Rabbi 

Elazar ben Shammua  said to him:  I hold that the offering is  fit, but 

Rabbi Eliezer deems it unfit.

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua  said to him: Yosef, it seems to me that 

our, i.e., my, halakhot were not accurate until now. 

Yosef the Babylonian  said to him: My teacher, yes,  I agree that the 

offering is fit, as you said. But my reluctance to accept your statement 

was due to the fact that Rabbi Yehuda taught me that the offering is 

unfit, and I went around to all  of  Rabbi Yehuda’s  disciples, seeking 

another disciple who had also heard this from him, but I could not find 

one, and thought that I must have been mistaken. Now that you have 

taught me that Rabbi Eliezer deems it unfit, you have returned to me 

that which I had lost. 



Upon hearing this,  Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua’s eyes streamed with 

tears, and he said: Happy are you, Torah scholars, for whom matters 

of Torah are exceedingly dear. Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua recited this 

verse about Yosef the Babylonian: “O how I love Your Torah; it is my 

meditation all the day” (Psalms 119:97). 

Explaining the Story -  What is going on in our story? (Explain the 
sequence of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 Why does Yosef the Babylonian keep asking Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua 

the  same question:  “My teacher,  with  regard  to  one  who slaughters  the 

offering with the intention to leave some of its blood for the next day, what is 

the halakha”?

Extra Bonus  “…you have returned to me that which I had lost.” What did 

Yosef the Babylonian lose that was so important to him?

 Why did the eyes of Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua stream with tears upon 

hearing Yosef the Babylonian’s explanation?

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  If one of the main purposes of studying Torah is to learn what the 

final law is, why is it important to teach and to learn about the dissenting 

opinions?

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Please read the following teaching (Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 13b). 

Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years Beit Shammai and 
Beit Hillel disagreed. These said: The  halakha  is in accordance with 
our  opinion,  and these said:  The  halakha  is  in accordance with our 
opinion. 

Ultimately,  a Divine Voice  emerged and proclaimed:  Both  these and 
those are the words of  the living God. However,  the  halakha  is  in 
accordance with the opinion of Beit Hillel.

The Gemara asks:  Since both these and those are the words of  the 
living  God,  why  were  Beit  Hillel  privileged  to  have  the  halakha 

http://www.etftrends.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/09/speech-question-marks.png


established in accordance with their  opinion? The reason is  that they 
were agreeable  and forbearing, showing restraint  when affronted,  and 
when they taught the halakha they would teach both their own statements 
and the statements of Beit Shammai. Moreover,  when they formulated 
their  teachings and cited a dispute,  they prioritized the statements of 
Beit Shammai to their own statements, in deference to Beit Shammai.

 Why do you think Beit Hillel taught both their own statements and the 

statements of Beit Shamai?

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  What can our story/stories teach us about civil discourse, healthy 

societies, community building, and family interaction?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts

 Having a difference of opinions is an intrinsic part of every society and 

group  of  individuals.  The  acknowledgment  of  the  existence  of  different 

opinions and the freedom to express them is a sign of a healthy society and 

its inherent strength.

“I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right 

to say it” (Evelyn Beatrice Hall).

While not everybody is expected to defend to the death the right for others 

to  speak  their  truths,  it  is  reasonable  to  expect  from  each  of  us  the 

acknowledgment that people have different opinions. Healthy societies, good 

leaders, and strong communities allow for different opinions to be heard, and 

understand that permanent unanimity is not only a sign of totalitarianism, 

but also a sign of weakness. 


