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THE LIGHT OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series|V Lecture #6

THE WISDOM OF YOSEI BEN YO'EZER AND
YOSEI BEN YOCHANON: PRESERVING JEWISH
IDENTITY IN AN AGE OF ASSIMILATION

l. The Zugos
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Yosal ben Yo'ezer [aman or leader] of Tzeredah, and Y osei ben Y ochanan [a man or
leader] of Y erushalayim received [the oral tradition] from them [i.e. Shimon the righteous
and Antigonus|]. Yosel ben Y o'ezer used to say: Let your house be a house of meeting
for the Sages. Let yourself be covered by the dust of their feet, and drink their words with
thirst. Avos 1:4

Y osei ben Y ochanan [aman or leader] of Y erushalayim used to say: Let your house be
wide open, and let the poor be members of your household. Engage not in excessive
conversation with women. They said this with regard to one's own wife, how much more
so does this apply with regard to another man's wife. Hence have the Sages said: Aslong
as aman engages in too much conversation with women, he causes evil to himself, he
goes idle from the study of the words of the Torah, and his end will be that he will inherit
Gehinnom. Avos 1:5

B. This Onias was one of alittle soul, and a great lover of money; and for that
reason, because he did not pay the tax of twenty talents of silver, which his forefathers
paid to these kings, out of their own estates, he provoked king Ptolemy Euergetesto
anger, who was the father of Philopater. There was now one Joseph, young in age, but of
great reputation among the people of Jerusalem, for gravity, prudence, and justice. His
father's name was Tobias; and his mother was the sister of Onias the high priest, who
informed him of the coming of the ambassador; for he was then sojourning at avillage
named Phicol, where he was born. Hereupon, he came to the city (Jerusalem), and
reproved Onias for not taking care of the preservation of his countrymen, but bringing the
nation into dangers, by not paying this money. For which preservation of them, hetold
him he had received the authority over them, and had been made high priest. But that in
case he was so great alover of money, as to endure to see his country in danger on that
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account, and his countrymen suffer the greatest damages, he advised him to go to the
king, and petition him to remit either the whole, or part of the sum demanded. Onias
answer was this, that he did not care for hisauthority, and that he was ready, if the thing
were practicable, to lay down his high priesthood; and that he would not go to the king,
because he troubled not himself at all about such matters. Joseph then asked him, If he
would not give him leave to go as ambassador on behalf of the nation? He replied, that he
would give him leave. So Joseph sent to his friends at Samaria, and borrowed money of
them; and got ready what was necessary for hisjourney, garments and cups, and beasts
for burden, which amounted to about twenty thousand drachmae, and went to Alexandria.
And when the day came on which the king was to let the taxes of the citiesto farm, and
those that were the principal men of dignity in their several countries were to bid for
them, the sum of the taxes together, of Celoesyria and Phoenicia, and Judea, with
Samaria (as they were bidden for,) came to eight thousand talents. Hereupon, Joseph
accused the bidders, as having agreed together to estimate the value of the taxes at too
low arate; and he promised, that he would himself give twice as much for them: but for
those who did not pay, he would send the king home their whol e substance; for this
privilege was sold together with the taxes themselves. The king was pleased to hear that
offer; and because it augmented his revenues, he said he would confirm the sale of the
taxesin him. By this means, he gathered great wealth together, and made vast gains
by thisfarming of the taxes. and he made use of what estate he had thus gotten, in
order to support hisauthority, asthinking it a piece of prudence to keep what had been
the occasion and foundation of his present good fortune; and this he did by the assistance
of what he was already possessed of, for he privately sent many presents to the king, and
Cleopatra, and to their friends, and to all that were powerful about the court, and thereby
purchased their good-will to himself. Thisgood fortune he enjoyed for twenty two
years. AntiquitiesBook XII Chapt. IV

C. Now it happened that in the reign of Antiochus the Great who ruled over all
Asig, that the Jews, as well as the inhabitants of Celoesyria, suffered greatly and their
land was sorely harassed; For while he was at war with Ptolemy Philopater, and with his
son who was called Epiphanes, it fell out that these nations were equally sufferers, both
when he was beaten, and when he beat the others: So that they were very likened to a
ship in astorm, which istossed by the waves on both sides; and just thus were they in
their situation in the middle between Antiochus' prosperity and its change to adversity.
But at length, when Antiochus had beaten Ptolemy, he seized upon Judea: And when
Philopater was dead, his son sent out a great army under Scopas, the general of hisforces,
against the inhabitants of Celoesyria, who took many of their cities, and in particular our
nation; which, when he fell upon them, went over to him. Yet, wasit not long afterward
when Antiochus overcame Scopas, in a battle fought at the fountains of Jordan, and
destroyed a great part of hisarmy. But afterward when Antiochus subdued those cities of
Celoesyria which Scopas had gotten into his possession and Samaria, with them the Jews
of their own accord went over to him, and received him into the city (Jerusalem), and
gave plentiful provision to all hisarmy, and to his elephants, and readily assisted him
when he besieged the garrison which wasin the citadel of Jerusalem.
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King Antiochus to Ptolemy, sendeth greeting:

"Since the Jews, upon our first entrance on their country, demonstrated their
friendship towards us, and when we came to their city (Jerusalem,) received usin a
splendid manner, and cameto meet uswith their senate , and gave abundance of
provisionsto our soldiers, and to the elephants, and joined with us in gecting the garrison
of the Egyptians that were in the citadel, we have thought fit to reward them and to
retrieve the condition of their city, which had been greatly depopulated by such accidents
as have befallen itsinhabitants, and to bring those that have been scattered abroad back to
the city. Antiquities Book XI1 Chapter 3
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Rami bar Chama taught: Orphans do not need a Pruzbul because Rabban Gamliel and his
court are the fathers (patrons) of the orphans. Gittin 37a
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Shimon ben Azal said: | received from the mouths of the seventy two elders on the day
that they instated Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria. .. Zevachim 11b

. Entropy
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We have learned in a Mishna elsewhere: When Y osef b. Y o'ezer of Tzereda and Y osef b.
Y ochanan of Jerusalem died, n171owxT 1702 - the grape-clusters came to an end. What

isthe meaning of eshkoloth [grape-clusters]?— 12 %anw w°X A man in whom all

(Torah, fear of G-d, and loving kindness) is contained. R. Y ehudah reported in the name
of Shmuel: All the ‘grape-clusters who arose from the days of Moses until Y osef b.
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Y o'ezer learned Torah like Moshe our Teacher. From that time onward, they did not learn
Torah like Moshe our Teacher. But did not Rav Y ehudah report in the name of Shmuel:
Three thousand halachos were forgotten during the period of mourning for Moshe? —
Those laws which were forgotten were forgotten, but those which were learned, they
learned like Moshe our Teacher. But hasit not been taught: After the death of Moshe, if
those who pronounced unclean were in the mgority, they [the Rabbis| declared [the
object] unclean, and if those who pronounced clean were in the majority, they [the
Rabbis] declared [it] clean? — Their acumen diminished, but what they had learned they
learned like Moshe our Teacher. It has been taught: All the ‘ grape-clusters who arose
in Israel from the days of Moshe until the death of Y osef b. Y o'ezer of Tzereda were free
from all dofi [taint]. From that time onward, some matter of taint was found in them. . . .
Said R.Y osef: [The word dofi here means| dispute, [e.g., the dispute] relating to *laying
on of hands' [on asacrifice on Yom Tov]. But does not Yosef b. Yo'ezer himself differ
with reference to the law of laying on of hands? — When he differed, it wasin his latter
years, when his mental powers declined. Temurah 15b,16a

B.
XPW IMIX 19D 73 YWINY ,TIN0R IR 737 12 (O ,TIN0% XOW IR TV 12 AOY

LW 72 7AW LM02 XYW IR ORIV 13 TN ,TIN0? MR PD2INT OXN°I L7110
XX P53 XD onamy 59 7107 XHw IR 11°90aR ,TIN0% IR YR 02 MR
OOROWI P DNWRYT LTIN0? IR DY, 007 XPW IR XMW ORHDW 0101 O

270 N7 APAT LT N2 NAR O 01w

Y osef b. Yo'ezer say that on afestival day the laying on of hands on the head of sacrifice
(semicha) may not be performed, Y osef b. Y ochanon says that it may be performed.

Y ehoshua b. Perachia says that it may not be performed, Nittai HaArbeili saysthat it may
be performed. Y ehudah b. Tabai says that it may not be performed, Shimon b. Shetach
saysthat it may be performed. Shemaiah saysthat it may be performed, Avtalion says
that it may not be performed. Hillel and Menachem did not differ. Menachem left [the
office of Av Bais Din] and Shammai entered [in his place]. Shammai saysthat it may not
be performed, Hillel saysthat it may be performed. The former of each pair were princes
(Nasi) and the latter were heads of the court (Av Bais Din). Chagiga 16a-b
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It has been taught: R. Eliezer b. Jacob said: | have heard that the Bais Din may, [when
necessary,] impose flagellation and pronounce [capital] sentences even where not
[warranted] by the Torah; yet not with the intention of disregarding the Torah but [on the
contrary] in order to safeguard it. It once happened that a man rode a horse on the
Sabbath in the Greek period and he was brought before the Court and stoned, not because
he was liable thereto, but because it was [practically] required by thetimes.  Sanhedrin
46a
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Y okim, the man of Tzeroros was the son of the sister of R. Y osei ben Y o'ezer, the man of
Tzereida. He wasriding a horse on Shabbosin front of R. Yosel as[R. Y osei] was being
transported to be hanged [or crucified by the Greeks]. He told him, "Look at the horse
upon which my master is transporting me and look at the horse upon which your master
is transporting you!" [R. Y osei] replied to him: If those that anger Hashem are afforded
such treatment then most certainly those that fulfill hiswill are destined to be afforded
wonderful treatment. [Yokim] asked him, "Is there anyone who fulfilled G-d's will more
than you?' Hereplied, "If those who do Hiswill [are judged so harshly] most certainly
those who violate His will are destined to be treated harshly.” That statement went into
him like a snake's poison and [Y okim regretted his former life and] proceeded to inflict
upon himself all four types of death sentences. stoning, burning, murder by the sword,
and hanging. What did he do? He brought abeam and drove it into the ground. Hetied a
cord to it and arranged a pile of wood adjacent to it and surrounded it with awall of
stones. He made a bonfire in front of it [with the wood,] and, in the middle of it, he put in
asword. He then lit afire under the wood which was under the stones. He [first] hung
himself from the beam and began to suffocate. The fire came and severed the cord and
his body fell into the wood. The sword then plunged through his body and, as he fell, the
wall of stones collapsed over him as his body was being burned. Y osei ben Y o'ezer was
dozing off as he saw [avision of] the bier of [Y okim] flying through the air. He said, "He
[even] came into Gan Eden a short while before me." Midrash Beraishis Rabbah 65:22

1. The Antidote for the llIs of the Age
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Y osei ben Y o'ezer [aman or leader] of Tzeredah, and Y osel ben Y ochanan [aman or
leader] of Y erushalayim received [the oral tradition] from them [i.e. Shimon the righteous
and Antigonus|. Yosel ben Y o'ezer used to say: Let your house be a house of meeting
for the Sages. Let yourself be covered by the dust of their feet, and drink their words with
thirst. Avos 1:4
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Yosei ben Yo'ezer used to say: Let your house be a house of meeting for the Sages.

L et yourself be covered by thedust of their feet, and drink their wordswith thirst.
What is the meaning of the phrase, "Let your house be a house of meeting for the Sages'?
It teaches us that one's house should be set aside to be a place were scholars, their
disciples, and their disciples student will frequent, to such an extent that, for instance,
when one scholar meets another and says, "I'll be waiting for you at a certain place”, the
place of choice will be your home. Another explanation of "Let your house be a house of
meeting for the Sages” is that when a disciple of ascholar (@ar 7°1%n) comesto you and
says. Teach me! If you have the knowledge, you should teach him and, if not, send him
immediately on his way [to study under someone who does know.] He shouldn't sit
before you while on abed or chair or couch but rather he should sit on the ground before
you and he should accept everything that issues from your mouth with awe, fear,
trembling and sweat, just as our forefathers received the Torah at Sinai with awe, fear,
trembling and sweat.

What is the meaning of the phrase, "Let yourself be covered by the dust of their feet"? It
teaches us that one shouldn't say that | don't need to study under a scholar. Rather, you
should go and study under him. Don't sit next to him on a bed or chair or couch but rather
you should sit on the ground before him and accept everything that issues from his mouth
with awe, fear, trembling and sweat, just as our forefathers received the Torah at Sinai
with awe, fear, trembling and sweat. Another explanation: "L et yourself be covered by
the dust of their feet" isreferring to Rabbi Eliezer. "Drink with thirst their words' is
referring to Rabbi Akiva. Avos D'Rabbi Nassan Chapter 6
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Y osei ben Y ochanan [aman or leader of] Y erushalayim used to say: Let your house be
wide open, and let the poor be members of your household. Engage not in excessive
conversation with women. They said this with regard to one's own wife, how much more
so does this apply with regard to another man's wife. Hence have the Sages said: Aslong
as aman engages in too much conversation with women, he causes evil to himself, he
goes idle from the study of the words of the Torah, and his end will be that he will inherit
Gehinnom. Avos 1:5
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Y osei ben Yochanan [a man or leader of] Yerushalayim used to say: Let your house
be wide open, and let the poor be member s of your household. Engage not in
excessive conver sation with women.  What is the meaning of the phrase, "Let your
house be wide open"? It teaches us that one's house should be open widely on all four
sides, i.e. north, south, east and west, just like lyov (Job), who had four entrances to his
house. And why did Y oav have four entrances to his house? In order that the poor
wouldn't have to go to the trouble of going around the house to find the entrance. . . .
What is the meaning of the phrase, "And let the poor be members of your household"? It
doesn't mean that they should actually become members of the household but rather that
the poor should feel so comfortable that the good food and drink offered in your home
should be their topic of conversation just as it was with the home of lyov. When they
would happen to meet each other one poor man would ask the other, "Where are you
coming from?' "From lyov's house." "And where are you going." To lyov's house, of
course." . . . [Another explanation: The word 03y does not mean poor but rather
humble: ©*71v] Teach your family humility and patience because when a person and his
household are humble and patient and a poor man comes to the door and asks, "lIs your
father here?' they will answer in the affirmative and tell him, "Comeright in." He will
then find that the table has aready set for him. He will eat and drink and bless the name
of Heaven and will experience tremendous satisfaction. But if a person is not humble and
patient, however, and his household is strict and impatient, when a poor man comesto the
door and asks, "Is your father home?' the reply will be, "No!" and the man will be sternly
asked to leave and will be gjected with much ill will. Another explanation is that when a
person is humble and patient and so too his family, when he goes abroad, he will travel
with peace of mind and thank G-d that his wife and children have not started some
argument with someone else in the neighborhood. If they are not humble and patient,
however, the man will travel with much anxiety and will constantly pray that no fighting
should break out in his absence. Avos D'Rabbi Nosson Chap. 7
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Engage not in excessive conver sation with women. They said thiswith regard to
one's own wife, how much more so doesthis apply with regard to another man's
wife. Hence, have the Sages said: Aslong asa man engagesin too much

conver sation with women, he causes evil to himself, he goesidle from the study of
the words of the Torah, and hisend will be that hewill inherit Gehinnom.  Anocther
explanation: What is the meaning of the phrase, "Engage not in excessive conversation
with women"? When a person comes home fromthe  BaisMedrash (Study Hall) and
wasn't shown the proper respect or had a disagreement with a colleague, he shouldn't go
and tell hiswife the full story, i.e. thisiswhat he told me and thisiswhat | said in reply,
for he will only disgrace himself, hiswife and his colleague. Now his wife, who used to
act towards him with respect, will get up and laugh at him. And when his colleague hears
that he told hiswife all the details, he will be embarrassed and say, "l said thisall in
private and now he went ahead and told hiswife!" (Implying that soon the whole world
will hear about it) . . . . In so doing he will disgrace himself, hiswife and his colleague.
Avos D'Rabbi Nosson Chap. 7



