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Background to Our Story

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi (also known as “Rabbi”)

 Koren Talmud Bavli,  The Noe Edition. Sanhedrin Part 1. Koren publishers 

Jerusalem 

Rabbi closed the tannaitic period with his arrangement of the Mishna. The son of 
Rabbi  Shimon ben Gamliel  II,  and a seventh-generation descendant of  Hillel  the 
Elder, Rabbi Yehuda lived in 135–220 CE during the fifth, and last, generation of 
tanna’im. According to tradition, Rabbi Yehuda was born on the day of Rabbi Akiva’s 
death,  leading  people  to  later  proclaim:  “the  sun  sets,  and  the  sun  rises” 
(Ecclesiastes 1:5). Indeed, Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi was a successor to Rabbi Akiva, 
who had begun to assemble the statements of the Oral Law into a format that later 
became the Mishna. During his youth, Rabbi Yehuda studied under the five great 
students  of  Rabbi  Akiva:  Rabbi  Meir,  Rabbi  Yehuda  bar  Elai,  Rabbi  Yosei,  Rabbi 
Shimon,  and  Rabbi  Elazar.  In  addition,  he  learned  Torah  from his  father  Rabbi 
Shimon  ben  Gamliel.  In  an  effort  to  collect  all  the  statements  of  the  previous 
generations, Rabbi Yehuda moved from yeshiva to yeshiva, obtaining most of his 
knowledge from Rabbi Ya’akov bar Krashai. The wide breadth of his learning and his 
position as Nasi, to which he was appointed at age thirty upon his father’s death, 
gave him the standing to undertake the greatest Torah enterprise of the era, the 
compilation of the Mishna. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi surrounded himself with the most 
prominent Sages of his time, who assisted him in establishing the accuracy of the 
corpus he wanted to produce. Fortunately for him, the relative political calm of the 
time,  and  his  favorable  relationship  with  the  Roman  government,  permitted  the 
development  of  such  an  ambitious  project.  Due  to  his  position  as  head  of  the 
community, the Mishna of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi was universally accepted, and earlier 
and other collections of halakha were set aside. This phenomenon unified the nation, 
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as all of the Jewish people began to study the identical corpus of Oral Law. Due to 
poor health in his later years, Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi moved to Tzippori. His students 
were the Sages of the first generation of amora’im, including Rabbi Yoĥanan, Rabbi 
Ĥiyya, bar Kappara and Rav. The Gemara reports (Gittin 59a) that Rabbi Yehuda 
HaNasi was the first individual since Moses to have such a broad mastery of Torah, 
and his great scholarship led him to be referred to in the Talmud as simply: Rabbi, 
or: Our holy Rabbi.

Denarius (plural: denarii)

The Roman currency system included the denarius (plural: denarii) after 211 BC, a 
small silver coin, and it was the most common coin produced for circulation.

It is problematic to give even rough comparative values for money from before the 
20th century, due to vastly different types of products and of the impossibility of 
making an accurate price index based on vastly different spending proportions.
Classical historians regularly say that in the late  Roman Republic and early  Roman 
Empire the daily wage for an unskilled laborer and common soldier was 1 denarius 
without tax, or about US$20 in bread.

Olam Ha-Ba: The Afterlife

http://www.jewfaq.org

Traditional Judaism firmly believes that  death is not the end of human existence. 
However, because Judaism is primarily focused on life here and now rather than on 
the afterlife, Judaism does not have much dogma about the afterlife, and leaves a 
great deal of room for personal opinion. It is possible for an Orthodox Jew to believe 
that the souls of the righteous dead go to a place similar to the Christian heaven, or 
that they are reincarnated through many lifetimes, or that they simply wait until the 
coming of the messiah, when they will be resurrected. Likewise, Orthodox Jews can 
believe that the souls of the wicked are tormented by demons of their own creation, 
or that wicked souls are simply destroyed at death, ceasing to exist. 

Biblical References to the Afterlife 

Some scholars claim that belief in the afterlife is a teaching that developed late in 
Jewish history. It is true that the  Torah emphasizes immediate, concrete, physical 
rewards and punishments rather than abstract future ones. See, for example, Lev. 
26:3-9 and Deut. 11:13-15. However, there is clear evidence in the Torah of belief in 
existence after death. The Torah indicates in several places that the righteous will be 
reunited with their loved ones after death, while the wicked will be excluded from 
this reunion. 

Olam Ha-Ba: The World to Come 

The spiritual afterlife is referred to in Hebrew as Olam Ha-Ba, the World to Come, 
although this term is also used to refer to the  messianic age. The Olam Ha-Ba is 
another, higher state of being. 
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The Talmud states that all Israel has a share in the Olam Ha-Ba. However, not all 
"shares" are equal. A particularly righteous person will have a greater share in the 
Olam Ha-Ba  than  the  average  person.  In  addition,  a  person  can  lose  his  share 
through wicked actions. There are many statements in the Talmud that a particular 
mitzvah will guarantee a person a place in the Olam Ha-Ba, or that a particular sin 
will lose a person's share in the Olam Ha-Ba, but these are generally regarded as 
hyperbole, excessive expressions of approval or disapproval. 

Some people look at these teachings and deduce that Jews try to "earn our way into 
Heaven"  by  performing  the  mitzvot.  This  is  a  gross  mischaracterization  of  our 
religion.  It  is  important  to  remember  that  unlike  some religions,  Judaism is  not 
focused on the question of how to get into heaven. Judaism is focused on life and 
how to live it. Non-Jews frequently ask me, "do you really think you're going to go to 
Hell if you don't do such-and-such?" It always catches me a bit off balance, because 
the question of where I am going after death simply doesn't enter into the equation 
when I think about the mitzvot. We perform the mitzvot because it is our privilege 
and our sacred obligation to do so. We perform them out of a sense of love and duty, 
not out of a desire to get something in return. In fact, one of the first bits of ethical 
advice in Pirkei Avot (a book of the Mishnah) is: "Be not like servants who serve their 
master for the sake of receiving a reward; instead, be like servants who serve their 
master not for the sake of receiving a reward, and let the awe of Heaven [meaning 
G-d, not the afterlife] be upon you." 

Nevertheless, we definitely believe that your place in the Olam Ha-Ba is determined 
by a merit system based on your actions, not by who you are or what religion you 
profess.  In  addition,  we  definitely  believe  that  humanity  is  capable  of  being 
considered righteous in G-d's eyes, or at least good enough to merit paradise after a 
suitable period of purification. 

Do non-Jews have a place in Olam Ha-Ba? Although there are a few statements to 
the contrary in the Talmud, the predominant view of Judaism is that the righteous of 
all  nations have a share in the Olam Ha-Ba. Statements to the contrary were not 
based on the notion that membership in Judaism was required to get into Olam Ha-
Ba, but were grounded in the observation that non-Jews were not righteous people. 
If you consider the behavior of the surrounding peoples at the time that the Talmud 
was written, you can understand the rabbis' attitudes. By the time of Rambam, the 
belief was firmly entrenched that the righteous of all nations have a share in the 
Olam Ha-Ba. 

The Text: Babylonian Talmud, Avoda Zarah 17a

רוּ יו אָמְ לָ ל עָ י עַ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ן אֶ יָּא בֶּ דַ אֹ דּוּרְ לּ נִּיחַ שֶׁ ת זוֹנָה הִ ם אַחַ עוֹלָ אֹ בָּ לּ א שֶׁ יהָ בָּ לֶ ם. עָ עַ ת פַּ  אַחַ
ע מַ יֵּשׁ שָׁ ת זוֹנָה שֶׁ י אַחַ כֵּ רַ כְ יָּם בִּ ה הַ יְתָ הָ ת וְ לֶ ין כִּיס נוֹטֶ ינָרִ הּ דִּ רָ כָ שְׂ ל, בִּ ין כִּיס נָטַ ינָרִ ךְ דִּ לַ הָ ר וְ בַ עָ  וְ
יהָ לֶ ה עָ עָ בְ רוֹת שִׁ ת. נְהָ עַ שְׁ גֵּל בִּ רְ ר הֶ בָ ה דָּ יחָ פִ ה, הֵ רָ ם: אָמְ ה כְּשֵׁ יחָ פִ הֲ ינָהּ זוֹ שֶׁ ת אֵ הּ חוֹזֶרֶ קוֹמָ מְ  כָּךְ, לִ

זָר עָ לְ ן אֶ יָּא בֶּ דַ ין דּוּרְ ין אֵ לִ בְּ קַ ה אוֹתוֹ מְ שׁוּבָ תְ .בִּ

ךְ לַ ב הָ וְָישַׁ ין  נֵי בֵּ ים שְׁ רִ עוֹת הָ ר, וּגְבָ ים: אָמַ רִ עוֹת הָ שׁוּ, וּגְבָ קְּ י בַּ לַ ים עָ מִ חֲ רוּ! רַ ד: לוֹ אָמְ אָנוּ עַ  שֶׁ
ים שִׁ קְּ בַ יךָ מְ לֶ שׁ, עָ קֵּ ל נְבַ נוּ עַ מֵ צְ ר, עַ מַ נֶּאֱ י: שֶׁ ים ״כִּ רִ הָ עוֹת יָמוּשׁוּ הֶ גְּבָ הַ ינָה״ וְ מוּטֶ .תְּ

ר יִם: אָמַ מַ ץ שָׁ שׁוּ, וָאָרֶ קְּ י בַּ לַ ים עָ מִ חֲ רוּ! רַ ד: אָמְ אָנוּ עַ ים שֶׁ שִׁ קְּ בַ יךָ מְ לֶ שׁ, עָ קֵּ ל נְבַ נוּ עַ מֵ צְ  ,עַ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ י: שֶׁ יִם ״כִּ מַ ן שָׁ שָׁ חוּ כֶּעָ לָ ץ נִמְ אָרֶ הָ גֶד וְ בֶּ ה״ כַּ לֶ בְ .תִּ

ר ה: אָמַ מָּ נָה חַ בָ שׁוּ, וּלְ קְּ י בַּ לַ ים עָ מִ חֲ רוּ! רַ ד: לוֹ אָמְ אָנוּ עַ ים שֶׁ שִׁ קְּ בַ יךָ מְ לֶ שׁ, עָ קֵּ ל נְבַ נוּ עַ מֵ צְ  ,עַ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ ה: שֶׁ רָ פְ חָ נָה ״וְ בָ לְּ ה הַ ה״ וּבוֹשָׁ מָּ חַ . הַ
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ר ים: אָמַ בִ זָּלוֹת כּוֹכָ שׁוּ, וּמַ קְּ י בַּ לַ ים עָ מִ חֲ רוּ! רַ ד: לוֹ אָמְ אָנוּ עַ ים שֶׁ שִׁ קְּ בַ יךָ מְ לֶ שׁ, עָ קֵּ ל נְבַ נוּ עַ מֵ צְ  ,עַ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ קּוּ: שֶׁ נָמַ א כָּל ״וְ בָ יִם״ צְ מַ שָּׁ .הַ

ר ין: אָמַ ר אֵ בָ דָּ לוּי הַ אֶָלּא תָּ י  נִּיַח. בִּ רֹאשׁוֹ הִ ין  יו בֵּ כָּ רְ ה בִּ גָעָ יָּה וְ כִ בְ ד בִּ ה עַ תָ יָּצְ תוֹ שֶׁ מָ ה. נִשְׁ תָ ת יָצְ  בַּ
ה קוֹל רָ י: וְאָמְ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ן אֶ יָּא בֶּ דַ ן דּוּרְ זוּמָּ יֵּי מְ חַ ם לְ עוֹלָ א הָ בָּ .הַ

כָה י בָּ בִּ ר רַ מוֹ קוֹנֶה יֵשׁ: וְאָמַ ה עוֹלָ כַמָּ נִים בְּ יֵשׁ, שָׁ מוֹ קוֹנֶה וְ ה עוֹלָ עָ שָׁ ת בְּ ר. אַחַ י וְאָמַ בִּ אֹ: רַ יָּין ל  דַּ
י לֵ עֲ בַ ה לְ שׁוּבָ ין תְ לִ בְּ קַ מְּ ן שֶׁ א, אוֹתָ לָּ ין אֶ קּוֹרִ ן שֶׁ י״ אוֹתָ בִּ .״רַ

They said about Rabbi Elazar ben Durdayya that he did not leave one 

prostitute  in  the  world  with  whom  he  did  not  engage  in  sexual 

intercourse. 

Once,  he  heard  that  there  was  one  prostitute  in  one  of  the  cities 

overseas who would take a purse full of dinars as her payment. He took 

a purse  full of  dinars and went and crossed seven rivers  to reach  her. 

When they were engaged in the matters to which they were accustomed, she 

passed wind  and  said: Just as this passed wind  will  not return to its 

place, so too Elazar ben Durdayya will not be accepted in repentance.

This  statement  deeply  shocked  Elazar  ben  Durdayya,  and  he  went  and  sat 

between two mountains and hills and said: Mountains and hills, pray for 

mercy on my  behalf,  so that my repentance will  be accepted.  They said to 

him: Before we pray for mercy on your behalf, we must pray for mercy 

on our own behalf, as it is stated: “For the mountains may depart, and 

the hills be removed” (Isaiah 54:10). 

He [Rabbi  Elazar  ben  Durdayya]  said:  Heaven  and  earth,  pray  for 

mercy on my behalf. They said to him: Before we pray for mercy on your 

behalf,  we must pray for mercy on our own behalf,  as it is stated: “For 

the heavens shall vanish away like smoke, and the earth shall wax old 

like a garment” (Isaiah 51:6).
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He [Rabbi Elazar ben Durdayya] said: Sun and moon, pray for mercy 

on my  behalf.  They said to him: Before we pray for mercy on your 

behalf, we must pray for mercy on our own behalf, as it is stated: “Then 

the moon shall be confounded, and the sun ashamed” (Isaiah 24:23). 

He [Rabbi Elazar ben Durdayya] said: Stars and constellations, pray 

for mercy on my behalf. They said to him: Before we pray for mercy on 

your behalf,  we must pray for mercy on our own behalf,  as it is stated: 

“And all the hosts of heaven shall molder away” (Isaiah 34:4).

Elazar ben Durdayya said: the matter depends only on me. He placed his 

head between his knees and cried loudly until his soul left  his body.  A 

Divine Voice emerged and said: Rabbi Elazar ben Durdayya is destined 

for life in the World-to-Come. 

...

When Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi heard this story of Elazar ben Durdayya, he wept and 

said: There is  one who  acquires his  share in the World-to-Come only  after 

many years of toil, and there is one who acquires his share in the World-to-

Come in one moment. And Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi further says: Not only are 

penitents accepted, but they are even called: Rabbi, as the Divine Voice 

referred to Elazar ben Durdayya as Rabbi Elazar ben Durdayya.

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

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 What is the beginning of our story telling us about Elazar ben Durdayya?

 “Once,  he  heard  that  there  was  one  prostitute  in  one  of  the  cities 

overseas who would take a purse  full of  dinars as her payment. He took a 

purse full of dinars and went and crossed seven rivers to reach her.” What is 

this sentence adding to our story?

 Why did the prostitute pass wind?
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Extra Bonus  “Just as this passed wind will not return to its place, so too 

Elazar  ben  Durdayya  will  not  be  accepted  in  repentance.” Why  did  the 

prostitute say what she said?

 How do we know that Elazar ben Durdayya’s repentance was accepted by 

God? 

Bonus  How do we know that  Elazar  ben Durdayya’s repentance was 

accepted by the Sages? 

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Bonus  Please explain  Rabbi  Yehuda HaNasi’s  reaction at the end of our 

story.

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  What are the two points of inflection in our story? 

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

 Why do you think Elazar ben Durdayya’s soul departed? 

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Answer 4 _____________________________________________________

Extra  Bonus  What  do  you  think  prompted  Elazar  ben  Durdayya’s 

change?

Answer 1 _____________________________________________________

Answer 2 _____________________________________________________

Answer 3 _____________________________________________________

Answer 4 _____________________________________________________

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

When the insight comes from someone who has nothing to lose, or to 

gain… 

Radical change: when the matter depends only on us!
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