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It Was a Rickety Ladder 
Insights into Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 39b
With appreciation to Federico Surijon, who shed new light on this story 

Background to Our Story

Deuteronomy 5:16
Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God has commanded you, so that you 
may live long and that it may go well with you in the land the Lord your God is giving you.

Honor Your father and Your Mother

The  Torah  commands  us  to  honor  our  father  and  mother,  the  two  people  who  were 
Hashem’s partners in bringing us into the world. This mitzvah has many practical aspects, 
including standing up for our parents, respecting their wishes, and caring for their needs. In 
fact, the Chayei Adam explains that there are three parts to this mitzvah: 1) to think highly 
of our parents; 2) to speak highly of them; and 3) to act on their behalf, as in caring for 
them (Chayei Adam 67:3)

Deuteronomy 22:6-7
6 If you come across a bird’s nest beside the road, either in a tree or on the ground, and the 
mother is sitting on the young or on the eggs, do not take the mother with the young. 7 You 
may take the young, but be sure to let the mother go, so that it may go well with you and 
you may have a long life.

Sending Away a Mother Bird - Shiluach Haken
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One who finds a bird’s nest with either chicks or eggs in it has to send away the mother bird 
before taking the chicks or eggs. Rashi (on Berachos 33b) explains that the objective of the 
mitzvah is to show that we are servants of Hashem and we follow His command in all areas 
of life. The Talmud  (Chullin 80a) teaches that we also learn to have mercy on Hashem’s 
creations. The Torah states that for this mitzvah, one will be rewarded with goodness and 
long life (ibid., 8). This is explained as measure for measure: for helping the mother bird 
live, you will gain life.

World to Come

The rabbis of the Talmud had a lot to say on the World to Come, but little about what it 
actually is.

The World  to  Come — or  olam ha-bah in  Hebrew — is  a  general  Jewish term for  the 
hereafter.  References  to  it  are  sprinkled  throughout  ancient  Jewish  texts,  though  the 
particulars of what it means aren’t entirely clear. 

There are two general possibilities: One is that it refers to a heavenly abode where the souls 
of the righteous live on after death. The other is that it’s the perfected world that will follow 
the coming of the messiah, when the dead are resurrected and complete peace prevails.

There  are  no  explicit  references  to  the  World  to  Come  in  the  Torah,  though  some 
commentators saw hints to it in the text. The first explicit mention of the World to Come 
appears in the Talmud, which records a number of  teachings on the subject,  the most 
famous probably being this one, from the Mishnah in Sanhedrin 10:1:

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Kiddushin. Koren publishers Jerusalem. 206.

There is no reward for a mitzvah in this world.
The reward that the righteous can expect is life in the World-to-Come. This is life without 
death, a life of good that contains no evil. That is the meaning of the verse: “That it may be 
well with you, and that you may prolong your days” (Deuteronomy 22:7). This refers to a 
world where all is entirely well, and where life is eternal (Rambam Sefer HaMadda, Hilkhot 
Teshuva 8:1).

 Why do you think the Sages declared that there is no reward for a mitzvah in 

this world and that the reward that the righteous can expect is in the World-to-

Come?

Rabbi Ya’akov

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Kiddushin. Koren publishers Jerusalem. 206.

When the Gemara mentions Rabbi Ya’akov without any addition, it  is referring to Rabbi 
Ya’akov ben Kurshai,  a contemporary of Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel  II,  with whom he 
apparently maintained a close relationship. Rabbi Ya’akov was one of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s 
teachers. His halakhic and aggadic statements are recorded in the Mishna and Gemara. 
According to the Gemara here, Rabbi Ya’akov’s maternal grandfather was Elisha ben Avuya, 
also known as Aĥer.
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Elisha ben Avuya/ Aĥer (the other) 

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Kiddushin. Koren publishers Jerusalem. 208.

Elisha ben Avuya was born in Jerusalem toward the end of the Second Temple period to a 
family  that  was  one of  the most  prominent  and wealthy  in  the  city.  As  related  in  the 
Jerusalem Talmud, his family was under the sway of foreign cultures and did not maintain 
deep ties with Judaism. Nevertheless, Elisha received an extensive Jewish education, and 
his great talents earned him a place among the chief scholars of the day. Nevertheless, 
even while a member of the yeshiva, Elisha maintained ties with Greek culture in its various 
manifestations, taking an interest in and reading heretical works. In addition to the story 
reported here, the Talmud offers other accounts of how severe emotional traumas, possibly 
connected to the Hadrianic persecutions, led Elisha to abandon Judaism entirely. Certain 
sources suggest that not only did he transgress the mitzvot, but he even cooperated with 
the Romans against his Jewish brethren, and many acts of cruelty are ascribed to him. This 
explains the enmity directed at him as early as the time of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi. In his own 
generation,  Rabbi  Meir  was apparently  the only  one to  maintain  personal  ties  with  the 
apostate. He even continued to learn Torah from Elisha, a controversial move at the time. 
More lasting than the immediate antagonism was the feeling of regret and pain over such a 
great scholar turning into a heretic, as well as the sense that Aĥer remained miserable even 
during his rebellion but could not find the courage to repent after having acted so wickedly. 
It is for this reason that his statements are preserved: A proverb of his can be found in the 
mishna in tractate Avot (4:20), while Avot deRabbi Natan features an entire chapter of his 
moral sayings.

As a Driven Leaf, by Milton Steinberg (A Highly Recommended Book)

The age of the Talmud is brought to life in a breathtaking saga. This masterpiece of modern 
fiction tells the gripping tale of renegade talmudic sage Elisha ben Abuyah's struggle to 
reconcile his faith with the allure of Hellenistic culture. Set in Roman Palestine, As a Driven 
Leaf draws readers into the dramatic era of Rabbinic Judaism.

Ĥuzpit the Disseminator

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Kiddushin. Koren publishers Jerusalem. 208.

Rabbi Ĥutzpit was a disseminator in Yavne. His own statements are cited in both the Mishna 
and the Tosefta. He apparently lived to an old age. However, he was killed by the Romans 
during the times of the decrees of persecution and is listed among the ten martyrs. 

Cognitive Bias

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

A cognitive bias is a systematic pattern of deviation from norm or rationality in judgment. 
Individuals  create  their  own "subjective  reality"  from their  perception  of  the  input.  An 
individual's construction of reality, not the objective input, may dictate their behavior in the 
world.  Thus,  cognitive  biases  may  sometimes  lead  to  perceptual  distortion,  inaccurate 
judgment, illogical interpretation, or what is broadly called irrationality.

Although  it  may  seem like  such  misperceptions  would  be  aberrations,  biases  can  help 
humans find commonalities and shortcuts to assist in the navigation of common situations 
in life. Some cognitive   biases   are presumably adaptive.   

Algo habrán hecho (Spanish: They must have done something)
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacob_and_Esau

Algo habrán hecho (Spanish: They must have done something) is  an infamous  Spanish 
popular quote, from the time of the Dirty war; it was used mostly as a kind of excuse made 
out by a portion of the population of Argentina, to avoid having to help the desaparecidos 
when they were arrested by the genocidal military dictatorship that ruled the country from 
1976 to 1983.

 What else do you think might have prompted the use of “Algo habrán hecho 

(They  must  have  done  something)”  in  addition  to  avoid  having  to  help  the 

desaparecidos? 

Mishna Kiddushin 1:10 (Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 39b)
מתני׳

ה כָּל עוֹשֶׂ צְָוה הָ  ת מִ – אַחַ ין  יבִ טִ ין, לוֹ מְ יכִ רִ אֲ יו לוֹ וּמַ ל, יָמָ נוֹחֵ ת וְ ץ אֶ אָרֶ כָל. הָ ינוֹ וְ אֵ ה שֶׁ וָה עוֹשֶׂ צְ ת מִ – אַחַ ין   אֵ
ין יבִ טִ ין, לוֹ מְ אֵ ין וְ יכִ רִ אֲ יו לוֹ מַ אְֵינוֹ, יָמָ ת נוֹחלֵ ו ץ אֶ אָָרֶ .ה

Mishna 

Anyone who performs one mitzvah has goodness bestowed upon him, his life is lengthened, 
and he inherits the land. And anyone who does not perform one mitzvah does not have 
goodness bestowed upon him, his life is not lengthened, and he does not inherit the land.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Yoma 83b

נְיָא תַ י, דְּ בִּ בֹ רַ ק ר יַעֲ ין: אוֹמֵ ךָ אֵ ה כָּל לְ וָ צְ וָה מִ צְ ה וּמִ כְּתוּבָ ה שֶׁ תּוֹרָ ן בַּ תַּ מַּ הּ שֶׁ כָרָ הּ שְׂ דָּ צִ ין, בְּ אֵ יַּית שֶׁ חִ  תְּ
ים תִ מֵּ לוּיָה הַ הּ תְּ .בָּ

כִיבּוּד ם אָב בְּ אֵ יב וְ ן: כְּתִ עַ מַ ן ״לְ יכֻ רִ יךָ יַאֲ ן יָמֶ עַ מַ ב וּלְ ךְ״ יִיטַ ילּוּחַ, לָ שִׁ ן בְּ קֵּ יב הַ ן: כְּתִ עַ מַ ב ״לְ ךְ יִיטַ תָּ לָ כְ רַ אֲ הַ  וְ
ים״ י .יָמִ רֵ ר הֲ אָמַ יו לוֹ שֶׁ ה: אָבִ לֵ ה עֲ ירָ בִּ א לַ בֵ הָ י וְ ה, גּוֹזָלוֹת לִ לָ עָ יָרה וְ בִּ ח לַ לַּ ת וְשִׁ ם אֶ אֵ ל הָ נָטַ ת וְ נִים אֶ בָּ  ,הַ

תוֹ זִירָ חֲ ל וּבַ ת נָפַ ן – וּמֵ יכָ ת הֵ יו טוֹבַ ל יָמָ ן זֶה שֶׁ יכָ הֵ יכוּת וְ רִ יו אֲ ל יָמָ א? זֶה שֶׁ לָּ ן: אֶ עַ מַ ב ״לְ ךְ״ יִיטַ ם – לָ עוֹלָ  לְ
כּוּלּוֹ ן; טוֹב שֶׁ עַ מַ ן וּ״לְ יכֻ רִ יךָ״ יַאֲ ם – יָמֶ עוֹלָ כּוּלּוֹ לְ .אָרוֹךְ שֶׁ

א מָ לְ דִ או וְ י לָ כִ וָה הָ ?הֲ
י בִּ בֹ רַ ק ה יַעֲ שֶׂ עֲ זָא מַ .חֲ

א מָ לְ דִ ר וְ הֵ רְ הַ ה מְ ירָ בֵ עֲ וָה בַּ ?הֲ
ה בָ שָׁ חֲ ה מַ עָ ין רָ דוֹשׁ אֵ קָּ רוּךְ הַ פהָ הוּא בָּ רְָ צ שֲֶה מְ מְַע .ל

א מָ לְ דִ ר וְ הְַרהֵ  ה מְ בוֹדָ עֲ ה בַּ הֲָוה זָרָ יב , ן: וּכְתִ עַ מַ פֹשׂ ״לְ  ת תְּ ית אֶ ל בֵּ אֵ רָ ם״ יִשְׂ בָּ לִ ?בְּ
יהוּ י אִ י נַמִ כִ ר הָ אָמַ י: קָ א אִ קָ לְ ךְ סָ תָּ עְ כַר דַּ וָה שְׂ צְ אי מִ הַ א בְּ מָ לְ אי – עָ מַּ א אַ גֵּין לָ צְ אַ יהּ תוֹמִ לֵ י, עֲ י כִּ יכִ א הֵ לָ  דְּ
י יתֵ י לֵ ידֵ הוּר לִ רְ ?הִ

א הָ ר וְ י אָמַ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ י: אֶ לוּחֵ וָה שְׁ צְ ין מִ ין אֵ !נִזּוֹקִ
ם תָ ן – הָ יכָתָ לִ הֲ אנֵי, בַּ .שָׁ

א הָ ר וְ י אָמַ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ י: אֶ לוּחֵ וָה שְׁ צְ ינָן מִ ין אֵ אֹ, נִזּוֹקִ ן ל יכָתָ לִ הֲ אֹ בַּ ן וְל תָ זִירָ חֲ !בַּ
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עוּעַ סוּלָּם וָה רָ יעַ, הֲ בִ קְ א דִּ יזֵּיקָ כָל. הֶ יכָא וְ יעַ הֵ בִ קְ א דִּ יזֵּיקָ א הֶ ינַן לָ כִ מְ א סָ נִּיסָּ יב ,אַ כְתִ ר: דִּ אֹמֶ יּ ל ״וַ מוּאֵ  שְׁ
יךְ ךְ אֵ לֵ ע אֵ מַ אוּל וְשָׁ גָנִי״ שָׁ רָ הֲ .וַ

ר ב אָמַ ף רַ י: יוֹסֵ לֵ מָ ילְ יהּ אִ שֵׁ רָ ר דְּ אי אַחֵ הַ א לְ רָ י קְ בִּ רַ בֹ כְּ ק ר יַעֲ יהּ בַּ תֵּ רַ א – בְּ א לָ טָ .חָ

ר אי וְאַחֵ יכָּא? הוּא מַ י אִ רִ אָמְ י :דְּ אי כִּ ונָא הַ זָא גַּוְ .חֲ
יכָּא אִ מְִרי וְ אָ נָא: דְּ ישָּׁ ית לִ פִּ חוּצְ ן דְּ גְּמָ תוּרְ מְּ זָא הַ ה, חֲ וָ הֲ יר דַּ יהּ גָּרֵ ר לֵ בָ ר דָּ ר אַחֵ ה: אָמַ יק פֶּ פִ הֵ יּוֹת שֶׁ גָּלִ רְ  מַ
ךְ חֵ ר יְלַ פָ ק!? עָ א, נָפַ טָ .חָ

As it is taught  in  a  baraita  that  Rabbi Ya’akov says: There is not a single 

mitzvah written in the Torah whose reward is stated alongside it, which is not 

dependent on the resurrection of the dead, i.e., the reward is actually bestowed in 

the World-to-Come. 

How so? With regard to honoring one’s father and mother it is written: “That 

your days may be long, and that it may go well with you” (Deuteronomy 5:16).

With regard to the dispatch of the mother bird from the nest it is written: “That it 

may be well with you, and that you may prolong your days”  (Deuteronomy 

22:7).

Despite this, it occurred that there was one whose father said to him: Climb to the 

top  of  the building and fetch me chicks.  And he climbed to  the  top  of  the 

building and dispatched the mother  bird  and took the young, but upon his 

return he fell and died. Where is the goodness of the days of this one, and 

where is the length of days of this one? Rather, the verse “that it may be well 

with you” means in the world where all is well, and “that your days may be 

long” is referring to the world that is entirely long (the World-to-Come). 

The  Gemara  asks:  But perhaps this  incident  never  occurred?  It  is  possible  that 

everyone who performs these mitzvot is rewarded in this world, and the situation described 

by Rabbi Ya’akov never happened. 

The Gemara answers: Rabbi Ya’akov himself saw an incident of this kind. 

The Gemara asks: But perhaps that man was contemplating sin at the time, and he 

was punished for his thoughts? 

The Gemara answers: The Holy One, Blessed be He, does not link a bad thought 

to an action, i.e., one is not punished for thoughts alone.
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The Gemara asks:  But perhaps he was contemplating idol worship  at the time, 

and it is written with regard to idol worship: “So I may take the house of Israel in 

their  own heart”  (Ezekiel  14:5),  which  indicates  that  one  is  punished for  idolatrous 

thoughts. 

The Gemara answers: Rabbi Ya’akov was saying this as well: If it enters your mind 

that  there  is  reward for  performing  a mitzvah in this world, why didn’t  these 

mitzvot protect him so that he should not come to contemplate idol worship? 

The Gemara asks: But didn’t Rabbi Elazar say that those on the path to perform 

a mitzvah are not susceptible to harm? How is it possible that this individual, who was 

sent by his father to perform a mitzvah, could have died? 

The Gemara answers: There, Rabbi Elazar is referring to those on their way to perform 

a mitzvah, which is different, as one is not susceptible to harm when he is on his way to 

fulfill  a  mitzvah.  In this  case the individual  was harmed on his  return,  and one is  not 

afforded protection after having performed a mitzvah.

The Gemara asks: But didn’t Rabbi Elazar say that those on the path to perform 

a mitzvah are not  susceptible to  harm, neither  when they are  on their way  to 

perform the mitzvah nor when they are returning from performing the mitzvah? 

The Gemara answers: In that case it was a rickety ladder, and therefore the danger 

was established; and anywhere that the danger is established one may not 

rely on a miracle, as it is written with regard to God’s command to Samuel to anoint 

David as king in place of Saul:  “And Samuel said: How will I go, and Saul will 

hear and kill me;  and God said: Take in your hand a calf and say: I have come to 

sacrifice an offering to God” (I Samuel 16:2). Although God Himself issued the command, 

there was concern with regard to the established dangers.

Appendix to Our Story 

Rav Yosef said: Had Aĥer interpreted this verse: “That it may go well with you” 

(Deuteronomy 5:16),  homiletically,  as referring to the World-to-Come,  as  did  Rabbi 

Ya’akov, son of his daughter, he would not have sinned. 
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The Gemara asks: And what caused Aĥer to sin? There are those who say he saw a 

case like this, where a son went up to the roof on his father’s command, dispatched the 

mother bird, and then died. It was witnessing this episode that led Elisha ben Avuya astray. 

And  there  are  those  who  say  that  he  saw  the  tongue  of  Ĥutzpit  the 

disseminator after the latter was executed by the government, thrown in the street, and 

dragged  along  by something else,  a euphemism for a pig.  He [Elisha ben Avuya] 

said: Shall a mouth that produced pearls lap up dirt? For this reason, he went 

out and sinned.

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

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

Bonus  What  is  the  big  underlying existential  question our  text  is  trying to 

answer?

Bonus  “Rabbi Ya’akov says: There is not a single mitzvah written in the Torah 

whose reward is stated alongside it, which is not dependent on the resurrection of 

the dead.” What prompted Rabbi Ya’akov’s teaching?

Extra Bonus  The Sages tried again and again to prove that  Rabbi Ya’akov’s 

proof case (the story of the son who fulfilled the two mitzvot and nevertheless fell 

from the ladder and died) either never happened or was something extraordinary 

about  it  (“perhaps  this  incident  never  occurred,”  “perhaps  that  man  was 

contemplating sin,” “perhaps he was contemplating idol worship,” “perhaps what 

happens is that in this case the individual was harmed on his return, and one is not 

afforded protection after having performed a mitzvah,” “it was a rickety ladder”). 

What do you think prompts the Sages to push back on Rabbi Ya’akov’s teaching?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  Why did Aĥer sin according to our text?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts
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 It Never Happened!  Algo Habrá Hecho! (He Must Have Done Something!) It 

was  a  Rickety  Ladder!  Pushing  back  on  the  terrifying  thought  that  our  worst 

nightmares could happen –God forbid- to us as well.

Our story can be read and analyzed on two levels. 

On  one  level,  it  presents  a  traditional  theological  response  to  the  problem  of 

unjustified suffering by claiming that the true reward and punishment for man’s 

actions are in the hereafter. Our story concludes that the inability of Aĥer to grasp 

the true nature of reward and punishment is what led him to sin.

On a second, and in my opinion, more interesting level, our story presents us with 

the pushback of the Sages to the proof case brought by Rabbi Ya’akov. In our story, 

the  Sages  use  every  psychological  tool  at  hand  (denial,  cognitive  bias, 

disassociation,  rationalization)  to  resist  the  terrifying  but  real  scenario  that 

undeserved senseless death and suffering could happen to anybody at any time.

Not unlike us, the theological answer provided by Rabbi Ya’akov that true reward 

and punishment for man’s actions are in the hereafter, didn’t take away the anxiety 

of dealing day after day with the unpredictable nature of life itself.
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