The Story of R. Shimon bar Yohai

Part |: Strangers in a Familiar Land

1. The debate: Shabbat 33b

Why is [R. Yehudah b. llai] called “the first speaker
on all occasions”? For R. Yehudah, R. Yose, and R.
Shimon were sitting, and Judah b. Gerim was sitting
with them. R. Yehudah began: “How good are the
works of this nation! They have installed markets,
baths, and bridges!” R. Yose remained silent. R.
Shimon b. Yohai (Rashbi) responded: “Whatever
they installed was for their own needs. They
installed markets to situate whores in them, baths to
pamper themselves, and bridges to collect tolls!”
Yehudah b. Gerim retold their words, and the
Empire heard of it. They pronounced: “Yehudah,
who praised, shall be upraised; Yose, who remained
silent, shall be exiled to Tzipori (Sepphoris); Shimon,
who disparaged, shall be executed.”

2. The Setting: Yevamot 62b

It was said, That Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand
pairs of disciples, from Gevat to Antipatris, and they
all died at the same time because they did not treat

each other with respect. The world remained desolate

until Rabbi Akiva came to the rabbis of the south and

taught the Torah to them: Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehudah,

Rabbi Yose, Rabbi Shimon, and Rabbi Eleazar ben
Shammua. And it was they who revived the Torah at
that time. It was taught: They all died between Pesah
and Shavuot. Rabbi Hama bar Abba or perhaps Rabbi
Hiya bar Avin said: All of them died a cruel death.
What was it? Rabbi Nahman said: Askera (croup,
diphtheria).
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Shabbat 33a-b

The Sages taught: Askara comes to the world for
neglecting of the tithes. Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Yose
says: For slander.... A question was raised: Did
Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Yose say “for slander”, or
perhaps “also for slander”? Come and hear: When
our Sages entered the vineyard in Yavneh, Rabbi
Yehuda, and Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Yose, and Rabbi
Shimon were there, and this question [about
askera] was asked before them: Why does it begin
in the intestines and end in the mouth? Rabbi
Yehuda bar Rabbi l1a’i, who was the chief speaker
in every place, responded and said: Even though
the kidneys advise, and the heart understands, and
the tongue shapes, the mouth articulates. Rabbi
Elazar b. Rabbi Yose, responded: Because one eats
impure things — Does it enter your mind to say
“impure things”? Rather, because one eats with it
untithed things. Rabbi Shimon responded: For the
sin of dereliction in the study of Torah.

Berakhot 48b

The brakha of Ha-Tov ve-Hameitiv (Who is good and

bestows good) was instituted at Yavneh to commemorate
the Beitar martyrs, as R. Matna said: The day that the
Beitar martyrs were allowed to be buried they instituted
Ha-Tov ve-Hameitiv at Yavneh: Good — because they did
not decompose. Who bestows good — because they were

allowed to be buried.

Berakhot 63b

Our Sages taught: When our rabbis gathered at the
vineyard in Yavneh, Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yosi, Rabbi

Nehemiah, and Rabbi Eliezer the son of Rabbi Yosi the

Galilean were there. They all began with honor for
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the host and expounded. Rabbi Yehuda, the first
speaker in all places, began...

3. Who was right? Avoda Zara 2b

R. Chaninah b. Papa, or, alternatively, R. Simlai
sermonized: In the future, God will bring a Torah
Scroll and place it in His lap, and say “Whomever
occupied himself with this may come and claim
their reward. Immediately, every nation gathered
in...the Roman Empire entered first... God said to
them, “What did you occupy yourselves with?”
They replied, “Master of the Universe, we
instituted many markets, we built many
bathhouses, and we increased wealth, and only for
Israel, so that they may busy themselves with
Torah.” God replied, “Fools! All that you’ve done
was for your own needs: markets to place whores
there, bathhouses to rejuvenate yourselves, and all
gold and silver is Mine!” ...they immediately left
dejectedly.
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