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“Agada Unbound: Inter-Agadic Characterization of Sages in the Bavli and Implications for
Reading Agada,’ by Devora Steinmetz, from Creation and Composition: The Contribution of
the Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the Aggada ed. Jeffrey Rubenstein

“Intuitively...students of rabbinic texts sense that they ‘know’ certain sages, that there are
sets of attributes that characterize certain prominent sages, whether these attributes are
personality traits, beliefs of stances, practices of experiences, or kinds of interrelationships
with others. Whether or not some or all of these have their basis in historical fact neither adds
to nor detracts from the sense that, when one encounters one of these sages in an agada, one
is meeting a familiar figure--and it is inevitable, and perhaps expected, that one will read the
agada with what one ‘knows’ about the figure from other passages in mind...

...The Bavli assigns to certain sages specific tendencies which are constructed and conveyed
through the interrelationship of a range of passages [i.e. stories]. The Bavli does not invent
these elements of characterization whole-cloth, but neither does it simply reiterate earlier
traditions about these sages. Rather, in the citation or omission of traditional material, in
recasting or adding to traditional material, and, significantly, in contextualizing traditional
material in contexts that highlight or disclose new significances, the Bavli focuses and
sharpens traits and stances that it presents as characterizing certain sages.”
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1. Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai

21)-.12 'L YA TINON

1. Abba Sikra, the head of the thugs of Jerusalem, D'7UIN'T 1M WM K70 XaX .1
was the son of Rabban Yohanan Ben Zakai's NIN 'NOT [2 ANIF Q0T AR 12
sister. X227 RY1'¥2 NN A NYY 2

2. [Rabban Yohanan] sent him [a message], 3
“Come privately to me.” N]:N )

3. Hecame. N0 DN IMTAY MR TV 'R 4

4. [Rabban Yohanan] said to him, “Until when will N1921 Xn7V7 N7
you do this and kill the world with famine.” N7 XKIMKX 'RT TR RN "R .5

5. Hesaid to him, “What should | do? Since, if | say 21707 Tn
anything to them, they will kill me.” DI9NT TTTY XN 7 TN YN .6

6. Hesaid to him, “Show me a solutlon.for me, XTI NI¥A AT AWOR
that | should get out; maybe there will be a R
small salvation [from it].” 71> M N7 01 01 TR LT

7. Hessaid to him, “Act as if you are sick, and have N0 T MURIQ 7MW 21 KDY
everyone come and ask about you; and [then] 171W171 W91 NIT NN'71 )23 "AKI
bring something putrid and have it lay with you WII'R 2 7V X1 )TN 2
and they will say that you have died. And have N 9777 12 [Wan7 K97 XINNR
your studgnts bring you out and no other men RPN Y97 RUNT W INIRT
should bring you out, so that we don't become

. . nn Ty .8
aware that you are light, since they know that a
living person is lighter than a dead one.” 20 TAR YN ATYHYR A7 120101 9

8. Hedid this. INK TN YYIR

9. Rabbi Eliezer went in on one side and Rabbi NP7 1va xnn'o7 1on D .10
Yehoshua went in on the other side. NPT Y NNX? m7 N .11

10. When they came to the opening, [the thug gate A'onTNY wa .12
keepers] wanted to stab him. 10T 7 MNRY 12 0N .13

11. They said to them, “[The Romans] will say, |
‘they stabbed their rabbi.” X117 1nno .14

12. And [then] they wanted to jostle him. 791 .15

13. They said to them, “They will say, ‘they jostled 77V Xn7w MK DNN7 Xvn .16
their rabbi.” N2'Tn 17V Xn7w D'

14. They opened the gate. IN7T NTN X707 N navnm 'R 17

15. He wentout. , . INI XM "7 MM K7 KIR KON

16. He got there [and] said, “Peace to you, O king,
peace to you, O king.” N7 'NNR NIT'RN TV KIX X0 'X

17. [Vespasian] said to him, “You have made 'N227 N'NX
yourself guilty of two death penalties: first, NIN RO'7Nn IN7 nnRpT 7K .18
since | am not a king and you have called me, I X2'M IN7 'NT NIR X' R12'N
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18.

19

20.

21.
22.

23.

24,

25.
26.

27.

28.

‘king;’ and also, if | am a king, why did you not
come to me until now?”

He said to him, “That which you said, ‘l am not
a king, you will be a king; since were you not a
king, Jerusalem would not be delivered into
your hand, as it is written (Isaiah 10:34), ‘and
the Levanon will fall by a mighty one.” And
‘mighty’ can only be a king, as it is written
(Jeremiah 30:21), ‘And his mighty one shall be
from him. And Levanon can only be the
Temple, as it is stated (Deuteronomy 3:25), ‘this
goodly mountain and the Levanon.

. And that which you said, ‘If | am a king, why did

you not come to me until now;’ the thugs that
we have with us did not allow us.”

He said to him, “If there was a barrel of honey
with a serpent wrapped over it, would one not
break the barrel for the sake of [getting rid] of
the serpent?”

He was silent.

Rav Yosef - and some say, Rabbi Akiva - would
read [this verse to be] about this (Isaiah 44:25),
“He turns back the wise and renders their
knowledge foolish.” He should have said to him,
“We take tongs and we take the serpent and kill
him and leave the barrel.”

Bye and bye, a messenger came to him from
Rome. He said to him, “Get up, the [reigning]
Caesar has died, and those dignitaries of Rome
have placed you at the helm.”

He had put on one of his shoes, [and] wanted to
put the other one on. It would not go on. He
tried to remove the [first one and] it would not
come off.

He said, “What is this?”

He said to him, “Do not be troubled; it is a good
tiding that has come to you, as it is written
(Proverbs 15:30), ‘a good tiding fattens the
bone.”

[Vespasian said to him,] “But what is its
remedy?”

[Rabbi Yohanan responded,] “Bring someone
who is hard for you to take and have him pass

2'MDT )T 0'7WIN' XKoN'! K7
2190 v TN M (77, inve)
INNY) 2A'NOT M KR TR NI
['R1'121 1A DR (RO L7
DNAT) MNNIY 7"'NN KX (1027
[112701 Nt 210N NN (D 2

N7 'NNKX NIX RO 'R nnkpT19
1M KIT'RN TV 'R NINIRY
'Y X7 2 N'RT

waT 7w nfan 17'x 07 x .20
NN M2 ' R DYV N T
[T 72awa nfann

P'nuR.21

27 XNTI'RIQOI' 21 Ny N 22
a'wn (Nd, ™ IN'WY') XAy
AR 720" DNYTIINK D'dN
NNIX 1'77¢ N7 T 0
N7 27021 pEAT? 07 pwI
N7 '7aw Xnani

MmN N'Y7Y XpPNoN9 "MK DNTR.23
N0' NY7 N'!T DI N7 NN
2NIRY 'ANT 2'YN 1NN NKI
NUM2

NN"'oNn% KY1 'INON TN D"0 NIn.24
NO7UN7 XY 7"y X7 NINNT
791 K7 1T'NY7

NN 'RN X .25

N0 NYINY 1YOXN X7 N7 1K .26
(7 ;10 "UN) AMOT 7 NN
DXV [WTN NIV NYINY

?0mapn 'Rn KIN.27

INYT XANM X7T YR M7 .28
T '79n) 2O T N 972N nn
wa'n nxd1 NNl (2D

7vy DN TV D29

"N 710 INMDNT Nkl N7 1x .30
X227 IN'MIXR X7 'NAXR KIT'RD TV

17 X X717 k.31
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29.
30.

31.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

in front of you, as it is written (Proverbs 17:22),
‘And a lowly spirit dries the bone.”

He did this [and the other shoe] went on.

He said to him, “And since you are so wise, until
now why did you not come to me?”

He said to him, “Didn't | [already] tell you?”

He said to him, “l also [already] told you.”

He said to him, “l am leaving and | will send
someone else, but ask something that | can give
you.”

He said to him, “Give me Yavneh and her Sages
and the line of Rabban Gamliel and a cure to
heal Rabbi Tsadok”

Rav Yosef - and some say, Rabbi Akiva - would
read [this verse to be] about this (Isaiah 44:25),
“He turns back the wise and renders their
knowledge foolish.” He should have said to him,
“Leave us this time.”

And he thought that perhaps that much he
would not do, and there would [then] not even
be a small salvation.

77 AKX M1 XKIX N7 .32

WI'RI KI?'TR 77'n 07 k.33
IN2'D 'Y KR NITYUN KIMINR
17 MRT ' TN

n'MmoNl N1 Y7 N N7k .34
RNIIONI 7IX'"MA 20T XKN7'wIvI
PITY 217 N7 "onT

17 KNNI'RIEQOI' 21 N7y R .35
A'wn (Nd, T IN'WY') XAy
'WA'R 720" DNYTIINK D'NON
NIN'T KT 1N'PAY? 07 1Y

Ty X7 'RN 710 Xn'7T 120 NINEL.36
N X7 "1 KNS NNl

1. Yeshayahu 11

W70 20 911 179 D'RAAN] DWATA NNIPD MY NYIYN NIRD qYoN NI 0’ JiTRD NN
NIN! DN 17 NNYEINNYY I'WWN YY) 'Y VTAN 9N Ry

Lo! The Sovereign GOD of Hosts Will hew off the tree-crowns with an ax: The tall ones
shall be felled, The lofty ones cut down: The thickets of the forest shall be hacked away

with iron, And the Lebanon trees shall fall in their majesty.

But a shoot shall grow out of the stump of Jesse, A twig shall sprout from his stock. The

spirit of GOD shall alight upon him: A spirit of wisdom and insight, A spirit of counsel
and valor, A spirit of devotion and reverence for GOD.

2. Devarim 3
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YR DAY 7R WK DRT0N ATNKE A7TATIR ATAUTNN DixaY DITDR AR 1 AN

.....

| pleaded with n’ at that time, saying, “O Lord n’, You who let Your servant see the first
works of Your greatness and Your mighty hand, You whose powerful deeds no god in
heaven or on earth can equal! Let me, | pray, cross over and see the good land on the
other side of the Jordan, that good hill country, and the Lebanon.” But n’ was wrathful
with me on your account and would not listen to me. n’ said to me, “Enough! Never
speak to Me of this matter again! Go up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the
west, the north, the south, and the east. Look at it well, for you shall not go across
yonder Jordan.

3. Yeshayahu 44

['pxn] (‘MR M) YIRD YD 1127 DY NP 75 DY NN IR 192N ¥ 753 DI
720! DNYTI NINX 'R0 2'Yn 77iN! D'MORI DT NINK 191

:DNIPX 2'DIAINI MR DTN WM AGIR 07N ARD DY XY DXL ITY 12T Drn
IR DN 2N NX7 MR

{9} :TQin 7'01 NN D'7WN'7 MY DYY! 90721 WY WD KD

Thus said GOD, your Redeemer, Who formed you in the womb: It is |, GOD, who made
everything, Who alone stretched out the heavens And unaided spread out the earth;
Who annul the omens of diviners, And make fools of the augurs; Who turn sages back
And make nonsense of their knowledge; But confirm the word of My servant And fulfill
the prediction of My messengers. It is | who say of Jerusalem, “It shall be inhabited,”
And of the towns of Judah, “They shall be rebuilt; And | will restore their ruined places.”

:N2 M1121511Tndn
. When Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai fellill his students 10101 'NOT [2 ANI' 21 N7NWDI .
entered to visit him. |j|73_'7 "Tnn

. When he saw them, he began to cry.

His students said to him: Lamp of Israel, the right pillar,
the mighty hammer, for what reason are you crying?
He said to them: If they were leading me before a flesh
and blood king whose life is temporal, who is here today R
and dead in the grave tomorrow; if he is angry with me,

NINA7 7'NNN DNIR DRWY 1D .

NNX NN 195N PrNn Y'us '1'n'n
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his anger is not eternal and, consequently, his
punishment is not eternal; if he incarcerates me, his
incarceration is not an eternal incarceration, as | might
maintain my hope that | would ultimately be freed. If he
kills me, his killing is not for eternity,as there is life after
any death that he might decree. Moreover, | am able to
appease him with words and even bribe him with money,
and even so | would cry when standing before royal
judgment. Now that they are leading me before the
supreme King of Kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who
lives and endures forever and all time; if He is angry with
me, His anger is eternal; if He incarcerates me, His
incarceration is an eternal incarceration; and if He kills
me, His killing is for eternity. | am unable to appease Him
with words and bribe him with money.

Moreover, but | have two paths before me, one of the
Garden of Eden and one of Gehenna, and | do not know
on which they are leading me; and will I not cry?

DT WA )71 197 1I7'°R DN7 X 4
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