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THE LIGHT OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series|V Lecture #8

THE WISDOM OF SHIMON BEN SHETACH AND
YEHUDAH BEN TABBAI:
CREATING A JUST SOCIETY

l. Strengthening the Judicial System
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Y ehudah ben Tabba and Shimon ben Shetach received the oral tradition from them

(Y ehoshua ben Perachia and Nittai of Arbel). Y ehudah ben Tabbai said: Do not play the
part of an advocate or a secular judge. While the partiesin the lawsuit are standing before
you, you should view both of them as if they were guilty. When they leave your presence,
after having submitted to the judgment, you should view them as being guiltless. Shimon
ben Shetach said: Be thorough in the interrogation of witnesses, and be careful with the
words you choose, lest they learn, from the way you express yourself, to make false
statements. Avos 1:8,9
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On the fourteenth of Tamuz, the book of decrees was removed and [on thisday it] is
forbidden [to participate] in eulogies. The Sadducees had this book written and set aside.
It contained the list of the crimes that deserved stoning, those that deserved burning,
those that deserved beheading, and those that deserved strangling. When they would
issue alegal decision, they would send someone to check this book of decrees. When
they were asked as to the Scriptural source of their decision, they were unableto reply. In
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addition, the Baiisusin would interpret the verse (Exodus 21:24), "An eyefor an eye, a
tooth for atooth” to mean that if someone knocked out a tooth of hisfriend, then his
tooth should be knocked out, if he blinded the eye of hisfriend, then his eyes should be
blinded, in order that they should be equal. They interpret the verse (Deut. 22:17), "And
they shall spread the cloth before the elders of the city,” in aliteral sense. They [also]
interpret the verse (Deut. 25:9), "And she shall spitin hisface," to be understood
literally. The Sagestold them that it iswritten in the Torah (Ex. 24:12), "The Torah and
'Mitzvah' that | have written to guide them." It isaso written (Deut. 31:19) "Write for
yourselves the 'Shira’ (the song, referring to Scripture) and study it and placeit firmly in
your mouths (which refers to halachos or the Oral Law)." The day that it was annulled
was declared a holiday. M egilas Taanis Chapter 4
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On the twenty eighth of Teves, the Assembly was rightfully constituted. When the
Sanhedrin, constituted of Sadducees, was in session together with Yanai (Alexander
Janneus) and Salome at his side, there were none of the main body of Israel with them,
with the exception of Shimon ben Shetach. They (the king, queen, and Shimon) asked of
the "Sanhedrin” various questions dealing with different areas of Halacha, but they were
not able to cite any sources from the Torah to support their positions. Shimon ben
Shetach said to them: "Anyone who is able to support his view with a proper citation
from the Torah isfit to sit on the Sanhedrin. However, anyone that cannot is not fit."
Once, a case came before them that they clearly were unable to resolve by bringing a
decisive proof from the Torah. One of their elders, however, tried, but was challenged by
Shimon ben Shetach. The elder said: Give me timeto think it through, and by tomorrow |
will answer you. But, even after much thought, he was still unable to respond to Shimon
ben Shetach. Too embarrassed, he did not show up the next day. Shimon replaced him
with one of his own disciples. He explained to them that a Sanhedrin must be composed
of 71 members and this scholar (his disciple) was the only suitable replacement. One by
one he was able to eventually replace the whole Sanhedrin. The day that the process was
completed was declared a holiday. Megilas Taanis Chapter 10
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Il. Judicia Guidance

A.
97 11°mpRR IR XM DO IRIDT 797X NITT XKIAX DOOK 2 M0 (AN 2T e (1

YT DIV IPNRY IPWY I 027 KR LRDID 2T 707 1R IR 370 K Iy
,029yNN XY TIWwamI (771 7PYWS) 120 XIPPYM 7120 XM 10297 ,720 ORM RV
:31 012903 IRW 2IWN 07X 7130 7103193

R. Yochanan's relatives had [to maintain] their father's wife who required daily medical
treatment. When they came to R. Y ochanan, he told them: Proceed to arrange with a
medical man an inclusive fee. [Later, however], R. Y ochanan remarked: * We have put
ourselves[in the unenviable position] of legal advisers'. What, however, was his opinion
at first, and why did he change it in the end? At first, he thought [of the Scriptural text
(Isa. 58:7),] "And thou hide not thyself from thine own flesh," but ultimately he realized
[that the position of] anoted personality is different [from that of the general public].
Kesubos 52b

Ma% RHw PIPIR 037IWD TRy wyn YR MY 12 YWINY 27 ow31 V3 %37 IR ¥
:7 NI2IND MSWIT° L9197 DR TR

Rabbi Chagai, in the name of Rabbi Y ehoshua ben Levi, said, implied in the statement,
"Do not play the part of an advocate," is that one should not reveal to anindividual the
law asit appliesto his case. Y erushalmi Kesubos 4:10
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Y ehudah ben Tabbai and Shimon ben Shetach received the oral tradition from
[Yehoshua ben Perachia and Nittai of Arbel]. Yehudah ben Tabbai said: Do not
play the part of an advocate or act as a secular judge. Whilethe partiesin the
lawsuit are standing befor e you, you should view both of them asif they were guilty.
When they leave your presence, after having submitted to the judgment, you should
view them asbeing guiltless. We derive from the teaching, "Do not play the part of an
advocate or a secular judge" that if you enter astudy hall ( Bais Midrash ) and hear
something or a halachic statement, that you shouldn't become excited and immediately
respond, but rather you should sit and inquire into the reason why the person made the
statement and into the details of the background of the questionable case or halacha.
When two litigants come before you to be judged, one of them poor and the other rich,
you shouldn't say, "How can | declare the poor man innocent and the rich man guilty? Or
how can | declare the rich man innocent and the poor man guilty? If I condemn the poor
man, then the poor man will be my enemy and if | declare the poor man to be innocent
then the wealthy man will be my enemy!" And don't say, "How can | take money from
this party and give it to the other party.” The Torah says (Deut. 1:17), "Don't favor
anyonein judgment.” Rabbi Meir used to say: What is the meaning of the verse (Deut.
1:17), "Y ou shall hear the small as well as the great"? [Y ou should not let] one of the
litigants stand while the other is sitting, or let one of the litigants adequately articulate his
position while you tell the other one, "Make your remarks brief." Rabbi Y ehudah said: |
heard that if you want to make both of them sit then it isfine. What is forbidden? To let
one of them sit and make the other stand. [Another interpretation of the verse, "Y ou shall
hear the small aswell asthe great":] Y ou should treat a small caselike alarge case. A
caseinvolvingonly a pruta (penny) should be treated like a judgment involving a
hundred moneh (ten thousand dinarim). He used to say: Before | took a position of
leadership, if anyone would suggest that | take such a position, | would have [been so
offended that | would have] attempted to deprive him of hisvery livelihood. Now that |
have taken such a position of leadership, if anyone who would suggest to me to
relinguish my position, | would entertain the desire to pour over his head a boiling kettle
of water. For it is difficult to take upon one's self an exalted position and just as difficult
torelinquish it. A case in point is Saul, who, [at first,] when he was offered the throne
was hiding, asit is stated in Scripture (Samuel | 10:22), "Behold, he has hidden himself
among the baggage." But later, when they told him to relinquish the throne, he sought to
kill David.

Shimon ben Shetach said: Bethorough in theinterrogation of witnesses. Whileyou
are interrogating them, be careful with the words you choose, lest they listen carefully to
the manner in which you express yourself and will only make more false statements, for
they may well be very sharp charlatans. Avos D'Rabbi Nosson Chapt. 10
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1. An Eraof Peace and Prosperity

A. So Alexandra, when she had taken the fortress, acted as her husband had
suggested to her, and spoke to the Pharisees, and put all things into their power, both as
to the dead body, and as to the affairs of the kingdom, and thereby pacified their anger
against Alexander, and made them bear good will and friendship to him; who then came
among the multitude, and made speeches to them, and laid before them the actions of
Alexander, and told them that they had lost a righteous king; and by the commendation
they gave him, they brought them to grieve, and to be in heaviness for him, so that he
had afunera more splendid than had any of the kings before him. Alexander left behind
him two sons, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, but committed the kingdom to Alexandra.
Now, asto these two sons, Hyrcanus was indeed unable to manage public affairs, and
delighted rather in aquiet life; but the younger, Aristobulus, was an active and a bold
man; and for thiswoman herself, Alexandra, she was loved by the multitude, because she
seemed displeased at the offenses her husband had been guilty of. Antiq. Book X111
16: 1

B. So she made Hyrcanus high priest, because he was the el der, but much more
because he cared not to meddle with politics, and permitted the Pharisees to do
everything; to whom she also ordered the multitude to be obedient. She also restored
again those practices which the Pharisees had introduced, according to the traditions of
their forefathers, and which her father-in-law, Hyrcanus, had abrogated. So she had
indeed the name of the Regent, but the Pharisees had the authority; for it was they who
restored such as had been banished, and set such as were prisoners at liberty, and, to say
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all a once, they differed in nothing from lords. However, the queen also took care of the
affairs of the kingdom, and got together a great body of mercenary soldiers, and
increased her own army to such a degree, that she became terrible to the neighboring
tyrants, and took hostages of them; And the country was entirely at peace. Antiq. Book
XI1l 16:2
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In the days of Shimon ben Shetach, the rain fell only on Wednesday nights and Shabbos
nights (times that people normally stay indoors). The wheat grains grew as large as
kidneys, barley grains as large as olive pits and lentils as large as gold coins. They
wrapped them up to preserve them as asign for all generations to show how sin can
affect [potential] blessing. Taanis 23a



