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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Who wasthe smallest disciple of Hillel?

2.  What was the extent of his knowledge? How did it compare
to Hilld's

3.  What changes occured in the Bais HaMikdash (Temple) forty
years before its destruction?

4. Describe Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai's relations with the
Sadducees?

5.  Name Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai's major disciples?

This and much more will be addressed in the third lecture of this
series: "Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai and the Heritage of Hillel".

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these questions
in mind as you listen to the tape and read through the outline. Go
back to these questions once again at the end of the lecture and see
how well you answer them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book was designed as a
powerful tool to help you appreciate and understand the basis of
Jewish History. Although the lectures can be listened to without
the use of the outline, we advise you to read the outline to enhance
your comprehension. Use it aswell as a handy reference guide and
for quick review.
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RABBAN YOCHANON BEN ZAKAI AND THE HERITAGE OF HILLEL

l. The Smallest Disciple of Hillel
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Four died at the age of one hundred and twenty: Moshe, Hillel the Elder, Rabban

Y ochanon ben Zakai, and Rabbi Akiva. Moshe wasin Egypt for forty years, wasin
Midian for forty years and led the Jewish People for forty years. Hillel the Elder went up
from Babylon at the age of forty, studied under the Sages for forty years and led the
Jewish people for forty years. Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai wasinvolved in business for
forty years, studied under the Sages for forty years and led the Jewish people for forty
years. Rabbi Akivawas a shepherd for forty years, studied under the Sages for forty years
and led the Jewish people for forty years. Sifrei Zos Habracha 36
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Hillel the Elder had eighty (prime) disciples. Thirty of them were worthy of the Shechina
(Divine Presence) resting on them as it had rested on Moshe Rabainu. Thirty of them
were worthy of the miracle of the Sun standing still as had occurred through Y ehoshuah
bin Nun. Twenty were "average". The greatest of them was Y onason ben Uziel. The
smallest of them was Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai. It has been said regarding Rabban

Y ochanon ben Zakai that he had expertise in Scripture, Mishna, Gemorah, Hal achos,
Aggados, the inferences made from the careful reading of Scriptural texts, the enactments
of the Rabbis, the principles of hermeneutics, calculations for the seasons and fixing the
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calendar, gematrias, the speech of the angels, the speech of the demons, the speech of the
palm trees, parables of the launderers and the foxes, the great topic (the function of the
Divine Chariot) and the relatively minor topic (the Tamudic discussions of Abayee and
Rovo). Thiswas afulfillment of the verse "That | may cause those that love me to inherit
substance; and | will fill their treasure houses.” (Proverbs 8:21) Since the smallest
disciple of Hillel reached such alevel, [we can assume that] that level was most certainly
reached by his greatest disciple. It has been said regarding Y onason ben Uziel that at the
time he would be sitting and involving himself with the study of Torah, any bird that
would fly by would be immediately burned. Sukah 28a
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Hillel the Elder had eighty pairs of disciples. The greatest of them was Y onason ben
Uziel. The smallest of them was Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai. Once, when Hillel became
ill, al his disciples came to visit him. Rabban Y ochanon stayed behind in the courtyard.
Hillel said to them, "Where is the smallest one of your group? For heisin actuality a
father (mentor) in wisdom and a father (mentor) for all generations, and it goes without
saying, the greatest one of you all." They answered him, "Behold he isin the courtyard.”
He told them, "Let him enter." When he entered, he addressed them, "That | may cause
those that love me to inherit substance; and | will fill their treasure houses." (Proverbs
8:21) Yerushalmi Nedarim 5:6
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There was an incident with Hillel when all his disciples cameto visit him. He asked his
disciples, "Areall of you here?' They answered, "Yes." One of hisdisciples, however,
said to him, "All of us are here with the exception of the smallest one." He told them,
"Let the small one enter for he is destined to lead the generation." Whereupon, they
brought him Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai. Behold, one shouldn't push aside the minor
students because of the advanced students. For young goats (students) eventually became
mature goats. Commentary of Rabainu Yonah Avos 1:1
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There were two students who sat before Hillel. One of them was Rabban Y ochanon ben
Zakal. [Thereis another version that states that they sat in front of Rebbi. One of the
students was Rabbi Y ochanon (ben Nafcha).] One [Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai] (see
commentary of Rabainu Nissim) said, "Why is one allowed to harvest grapes only while
being in a state of ritual purity, whereas the harvesting of olives does not demand a state
of purity?' The other phrased the question thus, "Why is one allowed to harvest grapes
only while being in a state of ritual purity, whereas the harvesting of olivesisdonein a
state of impurity?' [Hillel] said, "I am certain that this one [Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai]
will be a decisor and guide of halachafor the Jewish People." In ashort time [the
prediction was fulfilled and] he did become a decisor and guide of halacha for the Jewish
People. Pesachim 3b
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It was said regarding Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai that throughout his entire life he never
spoke mundane speech, he never walked four cubits without studying Torah or without
being adorned with tephillin (phylacteries). No one came earlier than he to the Bais
HaMedrash (Study Hall), nor did he sleep there neither a deep slumber nor alight sleep.
He did not think about Torah while walking in foul alleyways. He did not leave anyone
elsein the Bais HaMedrash when he left. No one would ever find him sitting silently.
Rather, he would be sitting and studying. He was the only one who opened the doors for
his students. He never said anything that he had not heard from his teachers. He also
never told his students: "It istime to leave and cease studying in the Bais Medrash”,
except on the eve of Passover and the eve of Yom Kippur. Sukah 28a
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It was said regarding Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai that no one ever preceded himin
giving the greeting of "Shalom", even a pagan [whom he would meet] in the marketplace.
Berachos 17a
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It was also said regarding him (Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai) that he said the following
statement, "If al the heavens were sheets and all the trees were pens and all the seaswere
ink, it wouldn't be sufficient to write al the wisdom that | learned from my teacher. And |
only extracted wisdom from the Sages to the extent that a fly that immersesitself in the
Mediterranean is able to extract water. Only an infinitesimal portion of the seais
extracted." Maseches Sofrim 16:8

. Times of Turmoil
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The Rabbis taught the following: Forty years before the destruction of the Bais
HaMikdash (the Temple), the lot [of the goat destined for Temple service] would not
come up on the right hand, nor would the crimson tongue of wool whiten, nor would the
Western lamp light (for twenty four hours). The doors of the Sanctuary would open on
their own until Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai screamed at them. He said to them,
"Sanctuary, Sanctuary, why are you frightening yourself? | know that you are destined to
be destroyed and it has already been prophesied by Zechariah ben Iddo, '‘Open thy doors,
O Lebanon (aname used for the Temple), that the fire may devour your cedars.™ Rabbi
Yitzchak ben Tavlai said, "Why isits (the Temple's) name 'Lebanon'? [ The answer i
because it whitens the sins of Israel." Yoma 39b
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[During the period] from the eighth (of Nisan) until the end of the Holiday [of Passover],
the Holiday of Shavuos was firmly established. [That period is declared a minor holiday
and oneis| not allowed to deliver eulogies. The Baiisusim said that Shavuos [always
must fall out] after Shabbos. Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai joined in discussion with them
and said to them, "ldiots! How do you know this?' There was no one there who would
answer him with the exception of one Elder [of their group] who was prattling in
opposition and said, "Moshe, our teacher, was alover of the Jewish People and he knew
that Shavuosisonly one day. He [therefore] instituted it after Shabbos so that the Jews
should enjoy themselves for two days." He (Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai) recited the
following verseto him, "'There are eleven days [journey] from Mt. Horeb by way of Mt.
Seir unto Kadesh Barnea.' (Deuteronomy 1:2) If Moshe would be alover of Jews why did
he detain them in the desert for forty years?' The Elder replied, "Rabbi, with this
[argument alone] you're rejecting me?' He answered, "ldiot! Our perfect Torah is not like
your senseless prattling! [Our position is based on a sound proof.] In oneverseitis
written, "Y ou shall count fifty days.' (Leviticus 23:16) and in the other verse it iswritten,
'[You shall count] seven complete Sabbaths (or weeks).' (Leviticus 23:15) What is the
resolution of this problem (one verse describesit in terms of days, the other in complete
Sabbaths or weeks)? One verse (Lev. 23:15) isreferring to the occasion when the holiday
[of Passover] occurs on Shabbos (then the counting consists of seven Sabbaths). The
other verseisreferring to the occasion when the holiday [of Passover] occursin the
middle of the week (then it is described in terms of days rather than Sabbaths or complete
weeks)." Menachos 65a
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On the twenty fourth of Teves [we celebrate a minor holiday. It was then that] our laws
were reinstated. The Sadducees claimed that a daughter inherits equally with the daughter
of ason. Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai joined them in discussion. He said to them,

"Idiots! How do you know this?' There was no one who would reply except for one Elder
[of their group] who prattled in opposition to him and said . . . Bava Basra 115b
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The Sadducees said, "We have complaints against you, Pharisees. Y ou say that the Holy
Writings make ones hands impure but the works of Homer do not. Rabban Y ochanon ben
Zakal replied, "Is this the only inconsistency we find with the Pharisees? Behold they say
that the bones of a donkey are ritually pure, but the bones of Y ochanon the High Priest
areimpure!” They answered, "Because of their esteemed state does their impurity stem,
in order to prevent them from making the bones of their parents into spoons.” "So too,"
[he answered.] "The works of Homer, since they are not esteemed, do not make the hands
impure." Yadaim 4.6
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Kuntrukus, the general, asked Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai, "In the [separate] countings
of the Leviteswe find [sum total] twenty two thousand three hundred. In the generd
counting, though, we find only twenty two thousand. Where did the three hundred go
to?' He answered, "Those three hundred were first borns and one first born cannot
release another first born." ... Bechoros 5a
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When there was an increase of adulterers, they stopped using the "bitter waters' (the test
of the adulterous woman). It was Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai who stopped them. . . .
Y erushalmi Sota 9:9
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Rabbi Elazar ben Zadok said, "It once happened that the daughter of a priest committed
adultery and they tied her up with cord and burned her." They (his colleagues) said to
him, "This was because the High Court at that time was not well versed.” Rav Y osef said,
"It was a High Court made up of Sadducees." Sanhedrin 52a,b
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H. Thisyoung Ananus was a bold man in histemper, and very insolent; he was also

of the sect of the Sadducees, who are very rigid in judging offenders, above all the rest of
the Jews, aswe have already observed; ... so he assembled a Sanhedrin of judges and
brought before them . . . and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers
of the law, he delivered them to be stoned. Antiquities Book XX 9:1

[1. Master Teacher
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Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakkai received the tradition from Hillel and Shammai. He used
to say: If you have studied much Torah, do not take credit for yourself, because that is
what you were created to do. Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakkal had five primary disciples.
They were: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanos, Rabbi Y ehoshua ben Chanania, Rabbi Y ose the
Kohen, Rabbi Shimon ben Nesanel, and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach. He used to enumerate
their praises. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanos is like a cemented cistern that loses not a drop;
Rabbi Y ehoshua ben Chanania, praiseworthy is she who bore him; Rabbi Y ose the
Kohen is a scrupulously pious person; Rabbi Shimon ben Nesanel fears sin; and Rabbi
Elazar ben Arach islike a spring flowing stronger and stronger.

He used to say: If all the sages of Israel were on one pan of abalance scale, and Eliezer
ben Hyrkanos were on the other, he would outweigh them all. Abba Shaul said in his
name: If all the sages of Israel, with even Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanos among them, were
on one pan of the balance scale, and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach were on the other, he would
outweigh them all.
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He said to them: Go out and discern which is the proper way to which a man should
cling. Rabbi Eliezer says: A good eye. Rabbi Y ehoshua says: A good friend. Rabbi Y ose
says. A good neighbor. Rabbi Shimon says. One who considers the outcome of a deed.
Rabbi Elazar says. A good heart. Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakkai said to them: | prefer the
words of Elazar ben Arach to your words, for your words are included in hiswords. He
said to them: Go out and discern which is the evil path from which a man should distance
himself. Rabbi Eliezer says: An evil eye. Rabbi Y ehoshua says: A wicked friend. Rabbi
Y ose says. A wicked neighbor. Rabbi Shimon says. One who borrows and does not
repay; one who borrows from man is like one who borrows from the Omnipresent, asitis
said: "The wicked one borrows and does not repay, but the Righteous Oneis gracious and
gives." Rabbi Elazar said: A wicked heart. He (Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakkai) said to
them: | prefer the words of Elazar ben Arach to your words, for your words are included
in hiswords. Avos2:8, 9
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In addition, there was an incident with Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa who went to study Torah
by Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai. Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai's son became ill. Rabban

Y ochanon ben Zakai asked of Rabbi Chanina, "Chanina, my son, beseech Hashem on my
behalf so that he (my son) may live." Rabbi Chanina put his head between his knees,
beseeched Hashem and [Rabban Y ochanon's son] lived. Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai
commented [regarding thisincident], "If ben Zakai would have put his head between his
knees the whole day long, he wouldn't have been answered." [Whereupon,] hiswife
asked him, "Is[Rabbi] Chanina [really] greater than you?' He answered, "No. Rather, he
islike aservant [standing] before the King (who has constant access). |, however, am like
aminigter [standing] before the King (who comes by appointment only)." Berachos 34b
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It was said regarding Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai that he would sit in the shade of the
Sanctuary of the Bais HaMikdash (the Temple) and lecture throughout the whole day.
Pesachim 26a

It was impossible to avoid lecturing on the halachos (laws) of the Holiday to such a
multitude. [Therefore it was permitted to use the shaded area right outside the Sanctuary].
Rashi ibid.

D.
Qww 9373 P2 INIX X3P 7997 RO 73 73090 127 HW IWATe noa a7 5378 022 5o nXl
2% °N27 73°KT RNAPND .773pn YW 72w *ann

"And every Great House [of learning.]" (Kings Il 25:9) Thisrefersto the Study Hall of
Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai. Why isit called a"Great House"? For they study there the
praises of the Holy One, blessed be He. Pesichta D'Eicha Rabos 12



