Bronfman Fellowships
Collected by Rabbi Mishael Zion

Shimon Bar Yochai’s Cave

Babylonian Talmud: Tractate Shabbat 33b - 34a

R. Yehuda and R. Yose and R. Shimon [bar Yohai] were
sitting, and Yehuda b. Gerim was sitting beside them.

R. Yehuda opened and said: How pleasant are the acts of

this nation: They established (tiknu) markets! They
established bathhouses! They established bridges!

R. Yose was silent.

R. Shimon [bar Yohai] answered and said, "Everything
they established, they established only for their own
needs: They established markets - to place prostitutes
there; bathhouses - to pamper themselves; bridges - to
take tolls."

Yehuda b. Gerim went and retold their words,

and it became known to the [Roman] government.
They said: "Yehuda who extolled - let him be extolled.
Yose who was silent - let him be exiled to Sepphoris.
Shimon who disparaged - let him be killed."

He (R. Shimon) went with his son

and hid in the Beit Midrash.

Each day his wife brought him bread

and a jug of water and they ate.

When the decree became more severe

he said to his son:

"Women are easy-minded. They may abuse her and she
will reveal [us]."

They went and hid in a cave.

A miracle happened - a carob tree

and a spring of water were created for them.

They took off their clothes and sat up to their necks in
sand.

All day they sat and studied,

and when the time came to pray they got out of the
sand, dressed [their bodies], covered [their heads] and

prayed and again took off their clothes - all in order that

they not wear out.
They dwelled in the cave for twelve years
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Elijah came to the opening of the cave, saying:
"Who will inform Bar Yohai that the emperor died
and the decree is annulled?"

They went out.

They saw men plowing and sowing.

R. Shimon said, "They forsake eternal life (olam)
and busy themselves with temporal life?!"
Every place they turned their eyes to -

was immediately burned.

A heavenly voice (bat kol) came out and said to
them: "Did you go out to destroy my world?
Return to your cave!"

They returned.

They dwelled for twelve months, saying:
"The sentence of the wicked

in Hell is twelve months."

A heavenly voice went out [and said],
"Go out from your cave."

They went out.

Wherever [his son] R. Elazar smote -
R. Shimon healed.

He said, "My son, you and I

are sufficient for the world."

When the eve of the Sabbath arrived,

they saw a certain old man who was holding two
bunches of myrtle running at twilight.

They said to him, "Why do you need these?"

He said to them, "To honor the Sabbath."”

[They said] "Would not one suffice for you?"

He said, "One for "Remember [the Sabbath]"
(Exodus 20:8) and one for "Observe [the Sabbath]"
(Deut. 5:12).

R. Shimon said to him (his son), "See how dear is a
commandment (mitsva) to Israel."

R. Elazar's mind was set at ease.
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

R. Pinhas b. Yair, R. Shimon's son-in-law,
heard and went out to greet him.
He took R. Shimon to the bathhouse.

R. Pinhas was massaging R. Shimon's flesh.
Seeing that there were clefts in R. Shimon's
flesh, he began to weep,

and when the tears fell from his eyes [they fell

on R. Shimon's flesh] and R. Shimon was yelping

[from pain].
R. Pinhas said to him, "Alas that I see you so!"

R. Shimon said to him, "Blessed are you that you

see me so. For if you did not see me so, you
would not find me so [learned]."

For originally when R. Shimon bar Yohai raised

an objection R. Pinhas b. Yair solved it with
twelve solutions.

But now when R. Pinhas b. Yair objected, R.
Shimon bar Yohai solved it with twenty-four
solutions.

R. Shimon said: “Since a miracle occurred for
me, [ will go and fix something.”

As it says: "And Jacob came [to the city of |
Shalem and he showed grace to the city" (Gen
33:18)," And [it was taught regarding this
verse:] "And Jacob came to the city of Shalem"
(Gen 33:18), [Shalem means Whole. What was
Jacob whole in?] Rav said, "Whole in his body,
whole in his affluence, whole in his Torah."
"And he showed grace to the city" (ibid.).

Rav said: He established (tikken) coinage for
them."

And Shmuel said:"He established (tikken)
markets for them.

And R. Yohanan said: He established (tikken)
bathhouses for them.
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

R. Shimon said, "Is there something that needs
fixing [tikkun]?"

They said to him, "There is a part [of Tiberias]
which is of doubtful impurity and it causes
much trouble for the priests to go around it."
[...] Wherever it (the ground) was hard he ruled
pure. Wherever was loose he marked.

A certain old man said, "The son of Yohai made
a cemetery pure!!!"

R. Shimon said, "If you had not been with us
[when we made the decision to purify this
place, apparently alluding to a vote on this
matter], or even if you had been with us but had
not voted with us, you would have spoken well.
But since you were with us and voted among us,
should they say, ‘[Even] prostitutes beautify
each other with make up. How much the more
so [should] scholars!™

R. Shimon cast his eyes at him and he died.

R. Shimon went out to the market.

He saw Yehuda b. Gerim.

[He said,] "Is this one still in the world?"

He set his eyes upon him [Yehuda] and turned
him into a heap of bones.
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai (Rashbi) in the Cave

Questions to aid chevruta study

A. The three way conversation:
Flesh out each position to a full blown position
about the Romans. Can you make analogies to
other imperial/colonial cultures?
R. Yehuda: What could his interest to praise the
Romans be? How far-reaching would you take
his praise — is he praising the entire Roman
Empire for all their actions? What is the "Jewish"
word R. Yehuda uses to describe the Roman's
actions? Why was this word chosen?
Rabbi Yossi: How do you understand his silence?
What is his inner monologue at the time of this
conversation?
Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai: What is the brunt of his
criticism of the Romans? Is this such a terrible
thing? What are the "values" of the Romans in
the eyes of Rashbi? Would R. Yehuda agree?
What could R. Yehuda have answered to Rashbi?
How do you understand Yehuda ben Gerim? Is he
innocent or malicious? Does this Yehuda remind
you of another famous Yehuda that lived 100
years earlier?

In hiding
What do the Beit Midrash and the Cave
symbolize?
Why does Rashbi take his son with him?
How do you understand Rashbi's statement about
his wife?
What is the image created in the cave? Who
replaces Rashbi's wife?
Taking off the clothes —what does this remind
you of?
What is the significance of getting dressed to
pray? Where is God in their learning?
Ceaser dies — compare to the story of Moses,
Exodus 2:16-3:10.
What kind of ideal of Torah learning does this
story promote? What is the correct relationship
between Life and torah, Gentiles and Torah,
women and Torah according to this story?

Coming out of the cave — Take one:
Is Rashbi's critique of the farmer similar to his
critique of the Romans (or his suspicion of is
wife)? What is the development here?
Eternal Life vs. Temporal life — do you agree with
this hierarchy? Compare to the prayer of R.
Nehunya ben haQana that is to be said when
leaving the Beit Midrash (below).

Burning with their eyes: how do you understand
this? What gave them the power to burn with
their eyes?

What is God’s point of view on Bar Yochai’s
revolutionary actions?

Why were Rashbi and son sent back to the cave?
The cave has changed it's "analogy" a few times
throughout the story. Can you identify the various
images it is analogized to? Compare it also to
other "famous caves" of western tradition.

The Second Coming:
What saves the "lay people" in the eyes of the
scorching intellectuals? What is so soothing about
the Old Man's actions?
Why are "you and me" enough for the world?
How does this relax Rashbi ans son? What are the
lessons Rasbi learned in the cave — the first time,
the second time?
This story has a great spatial scheme. Notice the
various spaces (for example — where do you
imagine the first conversation taking place?).
Notice the move between spaces and compare
them. What does each space represent?

R. Pinchas
Where does R. Pinchas take Rashbi to? What is
the significance of this?
Notice their dialogue: Has Rabbi Shimon
mellowed? Has he repented for the crime that
God exiled him back to the cave for?
How does each character relate to the human
body?

Tikkun Olam
What is the ethical norm that Rashbi cites at the
beginning of this section? Does this fit with what
we've thought about Rashbi until now?
Yaakov — look up the original context of the verse,
then look up the Hebrew words SHALEM and
VAYEEKHAN (the roots |-I-n and n-1-n), in a
dictionary to understand the midrashic pun.
Who in our story is Yaakov now compared to?
Doubtful Impurity — what is the problem Rashbi is
asked to deal with? Is there a symbolic meaning
to this problem?
What is the criticism of Rashbi offered by the Old
man here? What is Rashbi's response?
Yehuda Ben Gerim — did Rashbi learn his lesson?



Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Background sources about R. Shimon

1. Talmud Bavli Masechet Kiddushin Page 40b

Rabbi Tarfon was sitting with the elders in the attic of
the house of Nitzeh in Lod
when the question was posed before them:

What is greater: Talmud (study) or Maaseh (action)?
Rabbi Tarfon answered: Action is greater.

Rabbi Akiba answered: Study is greater.

They all responded: Study is greater - for study brings
about action.

2. Talmud Bavli Masechet Shabbat page 35b
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Our Rabbis taught:

"You shall gather in your new grain “ (Deut. 11:14).
What does this teach?

It sets limit on the interpretation of another verse that
says, “Let not the Torah cease from your lips but recite it
day and night" (Joshua 1:8).

Should this [second] verse be taken literally?

No! For the first verse teaches, “You shall gather in your
new grain.” -

Perform worldly occupations (derekh eretz) together with
studying Torah."

These are the words of R. Ishmael.

However R. Shimon b. Yohai says:

[s it possible that a man plow in plowing season,

SoOw in sowing season,

harvest in harvest season,

thresh in threshing season,

winnow when the wind blows -

then what will become of Torah?

But rather [this is the correct interpretation of the verse:]
when Israel fulfills the will of God - their work is done by
others, as it says, “Strangers shall stand and pasture your
flocks; aliens shall be your plowmen and vine-trimmers"
(Isaiah 61:5).

When they do not fulfill the will of God, their work is done
by themselves, as it says “You shall gather in your new
grain."
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

- 0P 12 1IYRY 213 ,77°2 NV

Abaye said, "Many acted in accordance with R. Ishmael 772 7n%Y R’
and prospered; in accordance with R. Shimon and did not

prosper." :7327% X237 07 MR
Rava said to the sages, "I ask you not to appear before me ~ —>3wn %21 70°1 °»°2 ,00m AWP22
in the month of Nisan and in the month of Tishrei, in order P10 XOW 275 ,710Y IXIN OX
that you not be distracted by concern for your sustenance TIWR 95 02NIITR 0TI

during the rest of the year."

3. Talmud Bavli Masechet Shabbat page 33b

Come and hear: When the sages entered into the vineyard ~ 132°2 075% 1’1127 10103w2: ¥2W XN
at Yavneh, R. Yehuda and R. Eleazar b. R. Yose and R. 7292 YR 227 AT 27 0w 77
Shimon were there. This question was asked before them: -PYNW *3271 °07

Why does this plague ('askara = croup) begin in the bowels 5157 9 91 : D193 37 TURW TORW)

and end with one's mouth? [...] 27152 NIMIN 0PYN 122 Nonnm AN
R. Shimon answered and said, "Because of the sin of neglect [...]
of Torah: They said to him: Women will disprove you! (for

9072 7V IR PIYHW 227 71V
women are not obligated to learn Torah, and yet they suffer VIO 0w 19 TIBK LTI

croup). (He answered: They suffer croup) Because they
cause their husbands to neglect Torah!

“Gentiles will disprove you!” 170 07I0)
“They cause Israel to neglect.” 5X0° NX PPYvANY
“Children will disprove you!”

“They cause their fathers to neglect.”
“Children who study Torah will disprove you!” AR DR Phvanw
(He answered:) “That is like what Rabbi Gurion said [...]: At 13P9P 121 172 b Mpn
the time when there are righteous people, the righteous
receive punishment for the generation's (sins). When there
are no righteous people - the children who study Torah
receive punishment for the generation's (sins).
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A part of Tiberias of doubtful impurity:

Based on parallel Rabbinic sources, scholars assume that this refers to the city of Tiberias, founded during the reign of
Emperor Tiberius circa 20 ce., on the remains of a graveyard, thus making it burdensome for the priests to live in for
purity issues.

Josephus also mentions a legend of purification of graves in the city, mentioning it as an ongoing debate in the city,
saying that Herod Antipas gave incentives to the Jews to live in Tiberias because he know it was problematic for them
halakhically. Following the Bar Kochva revolt and the move of Jewish life to the Galilee, Tiberias eventually became one
of the largest centers of Jewish life, hosting the academy of Rabbi Yochanan (37 C), the center of learning of the
Palestinian Talmud.
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Plato’s Myth of the Cave | The Republic, BOOK VII

[ said, "liken our nature in its education and want of education to a condition which I may
thus describe. Picture men in an underground cave-dwelling, with a long entrance
reaching up towards the light along the whole width of the cave; in this they lie from their
childhood, their legs and necks in chains, so that they stay where they are and look only in
front of them, as the chain prevents their turning their heads round. Some way off, and
higher up, a fire is burning behind them, and between the fire and, the prisoners is a road on
higher ground. Imagine a wall built along this road, like the screen which showmen have in
front of the audience, over which they show the puppets.’

“Then picture also men carrying along this wall all kinds of articles which overtop it, statues
of men and other creatures in stone and wood and other materials; naturally some of the
carriers are speaking, others are silent.'

“A strange image and strange prisoners,' he said. 'They are like ourselves,’ | answered.
“For in the first place do you think that such men would have seen anything of
themselves or of each other except the shadows thrown by the fire on the wall of the
cave opposite to them?'...

‘But,' I said, if someone were to drag one out up the steep and rugged ascent, and did not let
go till he had been dragged up to the light of the sun, would not his forced journey be one of
pain and annoyance; and when he came to the light, would not his eyes be so full of the glare
that he would not be able to see a single one of the objects we now call true?'...... "Then, last of
all, I fancy he would be able to look at the sun and observe its nature, not its appearances in
water or on alien material, but the very sun itself in its own place? And that done, he would
then come to infer concerning it that it is the sun which produces the seasons and years, and
controls everything in the sphere of the visible, and is in a manner the author of all those
things which he and his fellow-prisoners used to see?"...

“Well, then, if he is reminded of his original abode and its wisdom, and those who were
then his fellow-prisoners, do you not think he will pity them and count himself happy
in the change?'

[...] We must not allow them (the philosophers) the liberty which they now enjoy?’

“The liberty,' I said, ‘of staying there, and refusing to descend again to the prisoners and to
share with them in toils and honors, whether they be mean or exalted.' "'What!' he said; "are
we to do them an injustice, and force on them a worse life when a better is possible for
them?”'

“You have forgotten again, my friend,' I said, “that it is not the law's concern that any one
class in a state should live surpassingly well. Rather it contrives a good life for the
whole state, harmonizing the citizens by persuasion and compulsion, and making them
share with one another the advantage which each class can con-tribute to the community. It
is the law which produces such men in the city; not in order to leave each man free to turn
where he will, but that it may itself use them to bind the city together.'
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Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Talmud Bavli Masechet Sukkah Page 45b

Hizqgiah said, R. Yirmiah said in the name of R. Shimon
bar Yohai:

"I could exempt the whole world from punishment
from the day I was born until now.
And if Eleazar my son were with me, [we could exempt
it] from the time when the world was created until
now."
And Hizqgiah said R. Yirmiah said in the name of R.
Shimon bar Yohai:

"I have seen those destined to ascend (bnei “aliya) and
they are few. If there are one thousand, [ and my son are
among them. If one hundred, [ and my son are among
them. If two, | and my son are them."

Eternal Life and Temporal Life in the Beit Midrash
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Bavli Brachot Page 28b
MISHNA: R. NEHUNIA B. HA-KANEH USED TO SAY A SHORT PRAYER AS
HE ENTERED THE BEIT MIDRASH AND AS HE LEFT IT.

GEMARA: [...] On his leaving what did he say?

| give thanks to You, O Lord my God, that You have set my
portion with those who sit in the Beit Midrash and You have not
set my portion with those who sit in [street] corners: for | rise
early and they rise early, but | rise early for words of Torah and
they rise early for temporal things; | labour and they labour, but
| labour and receive a reward and they labour and do not
receive a reward; | run and they run, but | run to the life of the
world to come and they run to the pit of destruction.
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Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out
against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a
million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can

sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.
Nati onal

Robert
7, 1966.

Kennedy, speech to

Union of S

When God created the world, God provided an opportunity for the work of God’s hands —
man — to participate in God’s creation. The Creator, as it were, impaired reality in order

that mortal man could repair its flaws and perfect it.
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik , Halachic Man, p. 101

10

out h

Afr



11

Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a



Rabbi Shimon and the Cave: Bavli Shabbat 33b-34a

Skipped where the brackets are:

“Now suppose that those prisoners had had among themselves a system of honours and commendations, that
prizes were granted to the man who had the keenest eye for passing objects and the best memory for which usually
came first, and which second, and which came together, and who could most cleverly conjecture from this what was
likely to come in the future, do you think that our friend would think longingly of those prizes and envy the men
whom the prisoners honor and set in authority?...

“Then consider this point,' I said. "If this man were to descend again and take his seat in his old place, would not his
eyes be full of darkness because he had just come out of the sunlight?'

"And suppose that he had again to take part with the prisoners there in the old contest of distinguishing between the
shadows, while his sight was confused and before his eyes had got steady and it might take them quite a considerable
time to get used to the darkness, would not men laugh at him, and say that having gone up above he had come back
with his sight ruined, so that it was not worth while even to try to go up? And do you not think that they would kill
him who tried to release them and bear them up, if they could lay hands on him, and slay him?'

* Certainly,’ he said.

“Now this simile, my dear Glaucon, must be applied in all its parts to what we said before; the sphere revealed by
sight being contrasted with the prison dwelling, and the light of the fire therein with the power of the sun. If you will
set the upward ascent and the seeing of the things in the upper world with the upward journey of the soul to the
intelligible sphere, you will have my surmise; and that is what you are anxious to have. Whether it be actually true,
God knows. But this is how it appears to me. In the world of knowledge the Form of the good is perceived last and
with difficulty, but when it is seen it must be inferred that it is the cause of all that is right and beautiful in all things,
producing in the visible world light and the lord of light, and being itself lord in the intelligible world and the giver of
truth and reason, and the Form of the good must be seen by whosoever would act wisely in public or in private.’
“Come, then,' I said, and agree with me in this also; and don't be surprised that they who have come thus far are
unwilling to trouble themselves with mortal affairs, and that their souls are ever eager to dwell above. For this
is but natural if the image we have related is true.’
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