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Stories with a Twist
[48]

In all My Days, No Person Defeated Me Except for a 
Woman, a Young Boy, and a Young Girl.

(Insights into the Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 53b)

 

Background to Our Story

Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah

 Koren  Talmud  Bavli,  The  Noe  Edition.  Bava  Metzia  Volume  I.  Koren 
publishers Jerusalem. Page 55

This  tanna,  often  referred  to  simply  as  Rabbi  Yehoshua,  lived  in  the  generation 
following the destruction of the Temple. He had been one of the Levite singers in the 
Temple and he married the daughter of a priest. While in Jerusalem he studied under 
Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben  Zakkai,  and  he  even  aided  Rabban  Yoĥanan  ben  Zakkai’s 
famed escape from the siege of Jerusalem. After the Sanhedrin was reestablished in 
Yavne, Rabbi Yehoshua became one of the most prominent members there. Later, he 
moved to Peki’in, where he established his own study hall. Rabbi Yehoshua was well-
known for his sharp mind as well as for his great modesty. There are many stories 
told of his encounters with a Roman emperor, apparently Hadrian, as well as with the 
sages of other nations.

Women and Children in the Greco-Roman Society
“For although there may be exceptions to the order of nature, the male is by nature 
fitter for command than the female, just as the elder  and full-grown is superior to 
the younger and more immature.” (From: Aristotle: Politics. Book 1, Chapter 12)

Have the final/last word

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/

1. To say the last statement in a discussion or argument (Tim can't bear to lose an 
argument. He always has to have the last word.) 
2. To make the final decision about something (usually + on) (Our head chef has the 
final word on what is served each week.) 

Talmudic Adage: Shtika k'hodaah dami - "silence is tantamount to an agreement" or 
"silence is the same as acquiescence"
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Leaving food on your plate

WordReference.com - Cultural questions, comments and observations

My sister and I recently got into a discussion about the attitude in the United States 
towards leaving food on your plate, when you've been invited to someone's house for 
a meal. We are not American, but we have both spent a significant amount of time in 
the United States, so we were both speaking from experience.

My impression was that it was generally not acceptable to leave food on your plate, 
as this might imply that the food did not taste good. I know that this is the case in 
many other parts of the world, and I thought the US was no exception. My sister, 
however, maintained that it was very common to leave food on your plate, and that 
it was not at all frowned upon.

What are the thoughts of our American members? Do you think leaving food on your 
plate is rude, or not at all unacceptable? Is this something that you don't even think 
about, whether as a host or as a guest?

While I'm mostly interested in the opinions of members from the US (and it's not just 
because I want to settle the debate with my sister, I'm also curious as to how this 
matter is viewed in other countries and cultures.

I look forward to your contributions. 

1. My impression was that it was generally not acceptable to leave food on your 
plate, as this might imply that the food did not taste good. I know that this is 
the case in many other parts of the world, and I thought the US was no 
exception.

 I  wouldn't  dare leave food on my plate at another person's house. 
Even if I felt that I could eat no more, I would finish, to be polite. I 
think  in  a  lot  of  households  in  America  it  is  this  way,  where  it  is 
frowned upon to leave food on your plate as it is understood as "the 
food didn't taste good."

2. It was once taught as etiquette in USA that one should A.) eat most of the 
food on the plate but B.) leave just a small amount of food on the plate. This 
was supposed to indicate to the host that A.) you enjoyed the meal but B.) 
were not left hungry for more.

 Such  is  exactly  the  case  in  Thailand,  where  cleaning  the  plate  is 
considered extremely rude. People will always leave a small amount of 
untouched  food,  even  when  eating  at  street  stalls.  As  a  starving 
backpacker in the Thai-Malay border, I found it a pretty hard etiquette 
to follow! I'd like to know whether there're any other cultures where 
the same habit applies.

 If you are ever invited by your Chinese host to dine in their home or in a fine 
restaurant, try to remember that finishing your plate or eating the last of an item 
on a dish is NOT the thing to do. For “British-brought-up” Westerners, finishing 
your  plate  is  polite  manners  and  indicates  to  your  host  that  you  have  fully 
enjoyed your meal. By contrast, finishing your plate in a Chinese meal situation is 
not polite and indicates you have not been satisfied and are still hungry. This can 
lead to embarrassment on both sides; the host scrambling to find more food for 
you, and you being seriously persuaded to eat more food than you can manage. 
Lesson: - At the end of your meal, always leave some food on your plate and in 
the serving dishes.
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Jewish Sources

 “And Rabbi Elazar said whoever does not leave over bread on his table will 
never see a sign of blessings” (Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 92a)

 And there came a man from Baal-shalishah, and brought the man of G-d 
bread of the first-fruits, twenty loaves of barley, and fresh ears of corn in his 
sack. And he said: 'Give unto the people, that they may eat.' And his servant 
said: 'How should I set this before a hundred men?' But he said: 'Give the 
people, that they may eat; for thus said HaShem: They shall eat, and shall 
leave thereof.' So he set it before them, and they did eat, and left thereof, 
according to the word of HaShem. (II Kings 4:42-44)

 Tzur Mishelo is one of the most well known of the Shabbat Zemirot. It is used 
as an introduction to Birkat Hamazon, the Grace after meals for all three of 
the Shabbat meals. The refrain, (The Rock from Whom we have eaten, bless 
Him, my faithful friends. We have eaten our fill and left over – according to 
God’s  word)  by  inviting  everyone  to  join  in  thanking  God  for  food, 
approximated the “Zimun”, the call to say Birkat Hamazon. The first three 
stanzas of the poem follow the first three blessings as ordained by the Torah 
and the fourth stanza represents the cup of wine over which we traditionally 
recite Birkat Hamazon.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 53b

ר י אָמַ בִּ ע רַ ן יְהוֹשֻׁ נַנְיָה בֶּ י: חֲ יָּמַ ם לֹא מִ נִי אָדָ חַ ה חוּץ נִצְּ שָּׁ אִ ינוֹק מֵ ת תִּ ינוֹקֶ ה. ותִ שָּׁ יא? אִ אי הִ מַ

ם עַ ת פַּ י אַחַ תִּ אַָרחְ  ל נִתְ צֶ ת אֵ נְיָא אַחַ סַ ה, אַכְ תָ שְׂ י עָ ין לִ .פּוֹלִ
יוֹם וְלֹא ראשׁוֹן בְּ ים  תִּ לְ כַ י אֲ יַּיְרתִּ ן שִׁ הֶ נִיָּיה. כְּלוּם מֵ ן ולֹא שְׁ הֶ מֵ י  יַּיְרתִּ יוֹם. כְּלוּם שִׁ י בְּ ישִׁ לִ  שְׁ

ן תַ יחָ דִּ קְ ח הִ לַ מֶ יָון. בַּ י כֵּ תִּ מְ עַ טָּ י – שֶׁ כְתִּ שַׁ י מָ ן יָדַ הֶ . מֵ
מְָרה י אָ י: לִ נֵי, רבִּ פְּ ה מִ ינְךָ מַ ד אֵ ?סוֹעֵ

י לָהּ מְַרתִּ ר: אָ בָ י כְּ תִּ דְ עַ עוֹד סָ בְּ .יוֹם מִ
מְָרה י אָ ךָ: לִ יָה לְ שׁוֹךְ הָ מְ יךָ לִ ן יָדֶ ת מִ פַּ ה. הַ רָ י אָמְ י: לִ בִּ א, רַ מָּ תָּ לֹא שֶׁ נַּחְ בִָּראשׁוֹנִים? הִ אָה   כָךְ וְלֹא פֵּ
רוּ ים אָמְ כָמִ יְּיִרין: חֲ שַׁ ין מְ ס פֵּאָה אֵ פָּ לְ אִ ל, בָּ בָ יְּיִרין אֲ שַׁ עָָרה מְ  קְּ אָה בַּ .פֵּ

ת ינוֹקֶ אי תִּ יא מַ ם? הִ עַ ת פַּ י אַחַ יִיתִ דֶֶּרךְ הָ  ךְ בַּ לֵּ הַ ה, מְ יְתָ הָ דֶֶּרךְ וְ בֶֶרת  ה עוֹ דֶ שָּׂ ךְ בַּ לֵּ הַ י מְ יִיתִ הָ הּ וְ  .בָּ
מְָרה י אָ ת לִ ינוֹקֶ ת תִּ י: אַחַ ה, רבִּ דֶ יא לֹא שָׂ ?זוֹ הִ

י מְַרתִּ הּ אָ דֶֶּרךְ, לֹא: לָ יא  ה הִ . כְּבוּשָׁ
מְָרה י אָ ים: לִ טִ יסְ ךָ לִ שׁוּהָ כְּמוֹתְ .כְּבָ

ינוֹק אי תִּ יא מַ ם? הִ עַ ת פַּ י אַחַ יִיתִ דֶֶּרךְ הָ  ךְ בַּ לֵּ הַ י, מְ יתִ ינוֹק וָראִ ב תִּ ל יוֹשֵׁ ת עַ פָָּרשַׁ דְָּרכִים  י.  מְַרתִּ  וְאָ
יזֶה: לוֹ אֵ דֶֶּרךְ בְּ ךְ  יר נֵלֵ עִ ?לָ

ר י אָמַ זוֹ:לִ צָָרה    רוּכָּה קְ רוּכָּה וזוֹ, ואֲ צָָרה אֲ  צָָרה. וּקְ  קְּ בַּ י  כְתִּ לַ רוּכָּה והָ יָון, ואֲ י כֵּ תִּ גַּעְ הִ יר שֶׁ עִ  לָ
ין יפִ קִּ מַּ י שֶׁ אתִ צָ הּ מָ ין גַּנּוֹת אוֹתָ יסִ פְַרדֵ .וּ

י זְַרתִּ  רי חָ חוַֹ אֲ י. לַ מְַרתִּ נִי: לוֹ אָ לֹא, בְּ מְַרתָּ הֲ צָָרה אָ  י קְ !לִ
ר י אָמַ י ולֹא: לִ מְַרתִּ ךָ אָ רוּכָּה לְ ?!אֲ

ל יו עַ תִּ קְ רֹאשׁוֹ נשַׁ י,  מְַרתִּ ריכֶם: לוֹ ואָ שְֵׁ  ל אַ ראֵ שְָׂ ים יִ כָמִ כֶם חֲ כּוּלְּ ים שֶׁ ם גְּדוֹלִ תֶּ כֶם, אַ גְּדוֹלְ ד מִ עַ  וְ
נְכֶם טַ .קְ

Opening Statement
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya said: In all my days, no person defeated 

me in a verbal encounter except for a woman, a young boy, and a young 

girl. 

First Incident

What is the encounter in which a woman got the better of me? 

One time I was staying at a certain inn  and the hostess  prepared me 

beans. On the first day I ate them and left nothing over. On the second 

day  I  again  ate  and left  nothing over.  On the  third  day  she over-salted 

them. As soon as I tasted them, I withdrew my hands from them.

She said to me: My Rabbi, why aren’t you eating? 

I said to her: I have already eaten during the daytime. 

She said to me: You should have withdrawn your hand from bread and 

left room for some beans.

She then said to me: My Rabbi, perhaps you did not leave a remainder 

of food on your plate  on the first  days, which is why you are leaving over food 

today. Isn’t this what the Sages said: One need not leave a remainder 

in the pot, but one must leave a remainder on the plate as an expression 

of etiquette?

Second Incident 

What is the incident with a young girl? 

One time I was walking along the path, and the path passed through a 

field, and I was walking on it. 

A certain young girl said to me: My Rabbi, isn’t this a field? One should 

not walk through a field, so as not to damage the crops growing there. 

I said to her: Isn’t it a well-trodden path in the field, across which one is 

permitted to walk? 

She said to me: Robbers like you have trodden it. 

Third Incident

What is the incident with a young boy? 
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One time I was walking along the path, and I saw a young boy sitting 

at the crossroads. And I said to him: On which path shall we walk in 

order to get to the city? 

He said to me: This  path  is short and long, and that  path  is long and 

short. 

I walked on the  path that was  short and long. When I approached the 

city I found that gardens and orchards surrounded it. 

I went back and met the young boy again and said to him: My son, didn’t 

you tell me that this way is short? 

He said to me: And didn’t I tell you that it is also long?

I kissed him on his head and said to him: Happy are you, O Israel, for 

you are all exceedingly wise, from your old to your young.

Explaining the Story -  What is going on in our story? (Explain 

the sequence of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

Questions on the Opening Statement

 In his opening statement, “Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya said: In all my 

days, no person defeated me in a verbal encounter  except for a woman, a 

young boy, and a young girl.” 

What do you think about Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya’s opening statement? 

What does this statement tell us about the status of women and children in 

his time?

Questions on the First Incident

 Why did Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya eat all his beans the first two days 

he stayed at the inn?

 Why didn’t Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya eat his beans the third time he 

was served by his hostess?
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 Why didn’t Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya tell his hostess the real reason 

why he didn’t eat the beans on the third day?

 Do you think  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya’s  hostess burned the beans 

inadvertently or on purpose? And if you think she did it on purpose, what 

was her purpose?

Questions on the Second Incident

Bonus  Why did Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya walk through the middle of 

a field?

Bonus  The little girl first addresses  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya  in a 

very deferential way – “My Rabbi, isn’t this a field?” and later on in a very 

challenging way - “Robbers like you have trodden it!” How can you explain 

the  change  in  the  little  girl’s  way  of  addressing  Rabbi  Yehoshua  ben 

Ĥananya? Why do you think didn’t  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya  scold the 

girl for her disrespectful reply?

Questions on the third Incident

Bonus  Why do you think the little boy didn’t explain to Rabbi Yehoshua 

ben Ĥananya the nature of the two different roads when the Rabbi asked him 

the question?

Answer.1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  Why do you think  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya took the “short 

and long” road as opposed to the “long and short” one?

General Questions

 What are the three lessons  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya  learned from 

the woman, the little girl and the little boy? 

Answer.1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________
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Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  What is the common element to the three incidents?

Bonus  What  are  the  character  traits  Rabbi  Yehoshua  ben  Ĥananya 

needed to work on?

Answer.1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya  was a great Torah scholar, to the 

extent that no one ever defeated him in a verbal encounter. Nevertheless, he 

failed until the moment of our story in learning the three important lessons 

the woman, the little girl and the little boy needed to teach him. How was 

that possible?

Answer.1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

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

 A few lessons we can  all learn from  Rabbi  Yehoshua ben Ĥananya’s 

incidents:

 Humbling experiences can be wonderful lessons!

 Not every important lesson you can learn is in school!

 You can always grow in wisdom, menschlichkeit, and spirit, if you are 

attuned to the many learning opportunities that life can provide for 

you, and if you are ready to learn from everybody!

 In our story, filled with humor, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Ĥananya learned 

three lessons the hard way from three unlikely “teachers” (at least in 

his time). Regardless of the specific of each lesson, each good in its 

own  merit,  the  story  in  general  leaves  the  reader  with  the  most 
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important  lesson  of  all:  You  can  always  grow  in  wisdom, 

menschlichkeit, and spirit,  if  you are attuned to the many learning 

opportunities that life can provide for you (sometimes the hard way), 

and if you are ready to learn from everybody!
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