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THE LIGHT OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series|V Lecture #9

THE WISDOM OF SHEMAYA AND AVTALYON:
THE CHALLENGESOF LIFE IN THE DIASPORA

l. Choni HaMaagal (the Circle Maker) and the Civil War
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Once it happened that the greater part of the Hebrew month of Adar had passed and yet
no rain had fallen. The people sent a message to Choni HaMaagel, the Circle Drawer,
"Pray that rain may fall." He prayed and yet no rain fell. He, thereupon, drew a circle and
stood within it in the same way as the prophet Habakuk had done, asit is said (Habakuk
2:1), "l will stand upon my watch, and set me upon the tower etc." He exclaimed [before
G-d], 0%y 5w 93721, Master of the Universe, Y our children have turned to me because
[they believe] me to be an intimate member of Y our household. | swear by Y our great
namethat | will not move from here until Y ou show mercy upon your children! Rain
began to drizzle and his disciples said to him, "We look to you (we trust you), to save us
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from death; we believe that thisrain came down merely to release you from your oath."
Thereupon he exclaimed: It is not for thisthat | have prayed, but for rain [to fill] cisterns
for drinking, laundry and bathing. The rain then began to come down with great force,
every drop being as big as the opening of a barrel and the Sages estimated that no one
drop waslessthan a"log" (four kiddush cups). His disciples then said to him: Master, we
look to you to save us from death; it seems to us that the rain came down to destroy the
world. Thereupon, he exclaimed before [G-d], "It is not for thisthat | have prayed, but for
rain of benevolence, blessing and bounty." Then rain fell normally until the Jews[in
Jerusalem] were compelled to go up [for shelter] to the Temple Mount because of the
rain. [His disciples] then said to him, "Master, in the same way as you have prayed for
therainto fal, pray for therain to cease." Hereplied, "l haveit as atradition that we may
not pray on account of an excess of good. Despite this bring unto me a bullock for a
thanks-giving-offering.]" They brought unto him a bullock for a thanks-giving-offering
and he laid histwo hands upon it and said, "Master of the Universe, Y our people Isragl
whom Y ou have brought out from Egypt cannot endure an excess of good nor an excess
of punishment; when Y ou were angry with them, they could not endure it; when Y ou
showered upon them an excess of good they could not endure it; may it be Y our will that
the rain may cease and that there be relief for the world." Immediately, the wind began to
blow and the clouds were dispersed and the sun shone and the people went out into the
fields and gathered for themselves mushrooms and truffles. Thereupon, Shimon b.
Shetach sent this message to him, "Were it not that you are Choni, | would have placed
you under the ban [of excommunication]; for were the years like the years [of faminein
the time] of Eliyahu (in whose hands were the keys of Rain) would not the name of
Heaven be profaned through you? But what shall | do unto you? [Although] you act with
insolence before the Omnipresent, He grants you your desire, like a son who acts
insolently before hisfather and yet he grants his desires; Even if he saysto him, Father,
take me to bathe in warm water, wash me in cold water, give me nuts, amonds, peaches,
and pomegranates, he gives them to him. Of you, Scripture says (Prov. 23:25), 'L et your
father and your mother be happy [with you], and let her that gave birth to you rejoice.™
Taanis 23a

B. After these promises had been given to Aretas, he made an expedition against
Aristobulus, with an army of fifty thousand horse and foot soldiers and beat him in the
battle. And when after that victory many went over to Hyrcanus as deserters, Aristobulus
was left desolate, and fled to Jerusalem; upon which the king of Arabiatook all hisarmy
and made an assault upon the temple, and besieged Aristobulus therein, the people still
supporting Hyrcanus, and assisting him in the siege, while none but the priests continued
with Aristobulus. So Aretas united the forces of the Arabians and of the Jews together,
and pressed on the siege vigorously. Asthis happened at the time when the feast of
unleavened bread was celebrated, which we call the Passover, the principal men among
the Jews | eft the country and fled into Egypt. Now there was one whose name was Onias
(Choni HaMaagal), a righteous man he was, and beloved of G-d, who, in acertain
drought, had prayed to G-d to put an end to the intense heat and whose prayers G-d
heard, and had sent them rain. This man had hid himself, because he saw that this
sedition would last a great while. However, they brought him to the Jewish camp, and
desired, that as by his prayers he had once put an end to the drought, so he would in like
manner make imprecations (curses) on Aristobulus, and those of his faction. And when,



Series|V 3 Lecture #9

upon hisrefusal and the excuses that he made, he was still by the multitude compelled to
speak, he stood up in the midst of them and said, "O G-d, King of the whole world, since
those that stand now with me are Thy people, and those that are besieged are also Thy
priests, | beseech Thee, that Thou wilt neither hearken to the prayers of those against
these, nor bring to effect what these pray against those." Whereupon such wicked Jews as
stood about him, as soon as he had made this prayer, stoned him to death. Antiquities
XV 21
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R. Y ohanan said: This righteous man [Choni] was throughout the whole of hislife
troubled about the meaning of the verse: A Song of Ascents, When the L-rd brought back
those that returned to Zion, we were like unto them that dream. Isit possible for aman to
dream continuously for seventy years? One day he was journeying on the road and he
saw a man planting a carob tree; he asked him, "How long does it take [for thistree] to
bear fruit?' The man replied: Seventy years. He then further asked him: Are you certain
that you will live another seventy years? The man replied: | found [ready grown] carob
trees in the world; as my forefathers planted these for me so | too plant these for my
children. Choni sat down to have a meal and sleep overcame him. As he slept, arocky
formation enclosed him which hid him from sight and he continued to sleep for seventy
years. When he awoke, he saw a man gathering the fruit of the carob tree and he asked
him, "Are you the man who planted the tree?' The man replied, "I am his grandson."
Thereupon, he exclaimed: It is clear that | dept for seventy years. He then caught sight of
his donkey who had given birth to several generations of donkeys; and he returned home.
Hethere inquired, "Is the son of Choni the Circle-Drawer still alive?' The people
answered him, "His son is no more, but his grandson is till living." Thereupon, he said to
them. "I am Choni HaMaagal, the Circle-Drawer," but no one would believe him. He
then repaired to the Beth Hamidrash and there he overheard the scholars say, "Thelaw is
as clear to us asin the days of Choni the Circle-Drawer, for whenever he came to the
Beth Hamidrash he would settle for the scholars any difficulty that they had." Whereupon
he called out, "I am he;" but the scholars would not believe him nor did they give him the
honor due to him. This hurt him greatly and he prayed [for death] and he died. Rava said:
Hence the saying, "Either companionship or death." Taanis 23a
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D. But G-d punished them immediately for their barbarity, and took vengeance of
them for the murder of Onias, in the manner following: While the priests and Aristobulus
were besieged, it happened that the feast called the Passover was come at which it is our
custom to offer agreat number of sacrificesto G-d: but those that were with Aristobulus
wanted sacrifices, and desired that their countrymen without would furnish them with
such sacrifices and assured them they should have as much money for them as they
should desire; and when they were required to pay athousand drachmae for each head of
cattle, Aristobulus and the priests willingly undertook to pay for them accordingly, and
those within let down the money over the walls, and gave it them. But when the others
had received it, they did not deliver the sacrifices, but arrived at that height of
wickedness as to break the assurances they had given, and to be guilty of impiety towards
G-d, by not furnishing those that wanted them with sacrifices. And when the priests
found they had been cheated and that the agreements they had made were violated, they
prayed to G-d, that he would avenge them on their countrymen. Nor did he delay their
punishment, but sent a strong and vehement storm of wind that destroyed the fruits of the
whole country, till amodius of wheat was then bought for eleven drachmae. Antiquities
X1V 2:2
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Our Rabbis taught: When the kings of the Hasmonean house fought one another,
Hyrcanus was outside and Aristobulus within. Each day they used to let down denarii ina
basket, and haul up for them [animals for] the continual offerings. An old man there, who
was learned in Greek wisdom, spoke with them in Greek, saying: ‘ Aslong asthey carry
on the Temple-service, they will never surrender to you'. On the morrow, they let down
denarii in a basket, and hauled up apig. When it reached half way up the wall, it stuck its
claws [into the wall] and the land of Israel was shaken over a distance of four hundred
parasangs. At that time they declared,- ‘ Cursed be a man who rears pigs and cursed be a
man who teaches his son Greek wisdom!” Concerning that year we learnt that it happened
that the Omer had to be supplied from the gardens of Zarifim and the two loaves from the
valley of En-Soker. Sotah 49b

F. Now there was a sedition of the men that were within the city, who did not agree
what was to be done in their present circumstances, while some thought it best to deliver
up the city to Pompey; but Aristobulus' party exhorted them to shut the gates, because he
was kept in prison. Now these prevented the others and seized upon the temple, and cut
off the bridge which reached from it to the city, and prepared themselves to abide a siege;
but the others admitted Pompey's army in, and delivered up both the city and the king's
palaceto him. But now all was full of slaughter; some of the Jews being slain by the
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Romans, and some by one another; nay, some there were who threw themselves down the
precipices, or put fire to their houses and burnt them, as they were not able to bear the
miseries they were under. Of the Jews, there fell twelve thousand, but of the Romans
very few. Absalom, who was at once both uncle and father-in-law to Aristobulus, was
taken captive. And no small enormities were committed about the temple itself, which, in
former ages, had been inaccessible and seen by none; for Pompey went into it, and not a
few of those that were with him also, and saw all that which it was unlawful for any other
men to see but only for the high priests. Antiq. Book X1V 4:2,4

G. Now the occasions of this misery which came upon Jerusalem, were Hyrcanus
and Aristobulus by raising a sedition one against the other; for now we lost our liberty,
and became subject to the Romans, and were deprived of that country which we had
gained by our arms from the Syrians, and were compelled to restore it to the Syrians.
Moreover, the Romans exacted of us, in alittle time, above ten thousand talents. And the
roya authority, which was a dignity formerly bestowed on those that were high priests,
by theright of their family, became the property of private men. But of these matters, we
shall treat in their proper places. Now Pompey committed Coelesyria, asfar astheriver
Euphrates and Egypt, to Scaurus, with two Roman legions, and then went away to
Cilicia, and made haste to Rome. He aso carried bound aong with him Aristobulus and
his children; for he had two daughters, and as many sons; the one of which ran away, but
the younger Antigonus, was carried to Rome, together with his sisters. Antiq. Book X1V
4:5

H. Some time after this, when Alexander, the son of Aristobulus, made an incursion
into Judea, Gabinius came from Rome to Syria, as commander of the Roman forces. He
did many considerable actions. and particularly made war with Alexander, since
Hyrcanus was not yet able to oppose his power, but was already attempting to build the
walls of Jerusalem, which Pompey had overthrown, athough the Romans, which were
there, restrained him from that design. However, Alexander went over all the country
round about, and armed many of the Jews, and suddenly got together ten thousand armed
footmen, and fifteen hundred horsemen, and fortified Alexandrium, a fortress near to
Corae and Macherus, near the mountains of Arabia. . .. Alexander sent an embassage to
him, desiring that he would pardon his former offenses; he also delivered up the
fortresses, Hyrcania, and Macherus and at last Alexandrium itself, which fortresses
Gabinius demolished. But when Alexander's mother, who was of the side of the Romans,
as having her husband and other children at Rome, came to him, he granted her
whatsoever she asked; and when he had settled matters with her, he brought Hyrcanus to
Jerusalem, and committed the care of the Temple to him: and when he had ordained five
councils, he distributed the same nation into the same number of parts so these councils
governed the people; the first was at Jerusalem, the second at Gadara, the third at
Amathus, the fourth at Jericho, and the fifth in Sepphorisin Galilee; so the Jews were
now freed from monarchic authority, and were governed by an aristocracy.  Antiquities
Book XIV 5:2,4
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1. Shemaya and Avtalion
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Our Rabbis taught: It happened with a high priest that as he came forth from the
Sanctuary, all the people followed him, but when they saw Shemayah and Abtalyon, they
forsook him and went after Shemayah and Avtaion. Eventually Shemayah and Avtalyon
visited him, to take their leave of the high priest. He said to them: May the descendants of
the heathen come in peace! — They answered him: May the descendants of the heathen,
who do the work of Aaron, arrive in peace, but the descendant of Aaron, who does not do
the work of Aaron, he shall not comein peace! Yoma 71b
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Shemaya and Avtalyon received the oral tradition from them (Y ehudah ben Tabbai and
Shimon ben Shetach). Shemaya said: Love work and despise lordliness and don't make
yourself overly familiar with the government. Avos 1:10
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What is the meaning of the dictum, "Love work"? It teaches you that a person should
love work and not detest it, for just as Torah was given through a convenant, so too work
was given through a covenant asis stated in Scripture (Exodus 20: 9), "Six days shall you
toil and do all of your work and the seventh day shall be dedicated as aday of rest in
honor of the L-rd, your G-d." Rabbi Akiva says. There are times that a person does work
and thereby saves himself from death and there are times that a person does work and he
is condemned by Heaven to die. How so? If someone decidesto sit idly by the whole
week and on the eve of Shabbos, because he has [depleted his reserves and now has]
nothing to eat, takes sacred money which has been dedicated to the Temple ( Bais
HaMikdash), which was laying in his home, and purchases some food with it, such a
person is condemned by Heaven to die. If, however, he was aworking on the
construction of the Temple (Bais HaMikdash), even though they gave him sacred money
as hiswages and he usesit to purchase food, he is saved from death. Rabbi Dostal said:
What is the source of the aphorism that if one does not work the six days of the week he
will eventually have to work all seven? Behold, the case of someone who was sitting the
entire week without doing work and on the eve of Shabbos, [out of desperation,] went
walking [outside the safe confines of the city,] and was caught by a marauding gang, and
was subsequently imprisoned and chained and forced to work on Shabbos. Rabbi Shimon
ben Elazar said: Even Adam didn't taste anything until he did work, asis stated in
Scripture (Gen. 2:15,16), "And He put him into the Garden to work and guard it . . . [And
Hetold him,] "Y ou may eat from any of the trees of the Garden.™ Rabbi Tarphon said:
Even the Holy One, blessed be He, didn't rest His Divine Presence (Shechina) upon Israel
until they did work asis stated in Scripture (Exodus 25:8), "And make for me a Sanctuary
that | dwell amongst you." Rabbi Y ehudah ben Besaira said: If a person has no work,
what should he do? If he has a courtyard or afield which isin ruins, let him go and busy
himself with it asit is stated in Scripture (Exodus 20:8), "Six days shall you toil and do
al of your work." What is the meaning of the phrase, "And do all of your work"? Thisis
meant to include a person who has courtyards or fields that are in a ruined state that he
should go and busy himself with it. Rabbi Y osel said: Death only occursin the midst of
idleness, as it is stated in Scripture (Gen. 49:33), "And he expired and was gathered unto
his people." Behold if someone had an epileptic fit and fell upon his [fellow worker?] and
died, he only died in the midst of idleness. If he was standing on the top of aroof or on
the bank of ariver and then fell to his death, it was only in the midst of idleness. From
the above we have a source for men [working]. What is the source for women? It is stated
in Scripture (Ex. 36:6), "Neither man nor woman shall do any more work towards the
bringing of donations to the Sanctuary." What is the source that children [should work]?
It is stated in Scripture (Ibid.), "And the [entire] nation (including the children) stopped
bringing [donations].” Rabbi Nassan stated: While Moshe was busy with the work [of
collecting] for the Sanctuary, he did not want to take advice from the princes of Isragl.
The princes sat and were quiet and said (felt) that he would soon be in need of them.
When they heard the public announcement, asit is stated (I1bid.), "And the work was
sufficient”, they said, "Woe to us that we had no part in the work of the Sanctuary.” They
then got up and added a precious thing on their own, asit is stated (Ex. 35:27), "And the
princes brought the onyx stones." Avos D'Rabbi Nassan Chapter 11
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What is the meaning of the dictum, "Despise lordliness.” It teaches you that a person
should not place the crown [of leadership] on his own head but rather let others put it on
for him asis stated in Scripture (Prov. 27:2), "Let a stranger praise you and not your own
mouth, aforeigner [should sing your praises] but it should not come of your own lips."
Rabbi Akiva said: To what is a person who is prideful of his[scholarship in] Torah
compared? To a carcass of adead animal that islying on the road. Anyone who passes by
puts his hand over his nose [from the stench] and distances himself fromit, asit is stated
in Scripture (Prov. 30:32), "If you have likened yourself to a carrion by becoming
prideful, if you have [caused to] cover a mouth with ahand. . . . Rabbi Yosal stated: . . .
All those that raise themselves up due to their Torah knowledge will eventualy be
lowered and all those that humbl e themselves for the sake of Torah will eventually be
lifted up. Avos D'Rabbi Nassan Chapter 11
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What is the meaning of the dictum, "And don't make yourself overly familiar with the
government"? This teaches us that a person should seeto it that he does not make a name
for himself within the government. When a person is well known to the government the
end will be that they will eventually make him the subject of their attention and kill him
and take away all of hismoney. For instance, if hisfriend is sitting in the marketplace
and says, "May G-d continue to grace that person. Today, a hundred oxen, a hundred
ewes, and a hundred goats came out of his house," and a[Roman] officer hears of it and
tells the governor, they will surround the entire house and take away all of his money.



Series|V 9 Lecture #9

Regarding such athing does Scripture state (Prov. 27:14), "He who blesses hisfriend in a
loud voiceisredly cursing him." The following is an alternate explanation of, "And don't
make yourself overly familiar with the government or powers': For instance, if hisfriend
is sitting in the marketplace and says, "May G-d continue to grace that person. The other
day he stored within his house so many kurin (thirty bushels (seah) in a kur) of wheat, so
many kurin of barley!", and robbers would hear him, they would go and surround the
entire house and take away all of his money. By the morning the man would be penniless.
Regarding such athing does Scripture state (Prov. 27:14), "He who blesses hisfriend in a
loud voiceisredly cursing him." The following is yet an other alternate explanation of,
"And don't make yourself overly familiar with the government or powersthat be": This
teaches that a person should not intentionally say, "I want to become [close to] the
leading city officia or the vice mayor, " because such persons steal from the Jewish
people. The following is yet another aternate explanation of, "And don't make yourself
overly familiar with the government or the powersthat be": Don't intentionally take
office. Although they initially offer him opportunity and lend him money, the end will be
difficult for him. Avos  D'Rabbi Nassan Chapter 11
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Abyalion used to say: Y ou Sages be careful with your words, lest you be condemned to
exile, and you be exiled to a place of evil waters, and the disciples who follow you drink
and die, with the result that the name of Heaven becomes profaned. Avos 1:11
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What is the definition of evil waters? This means that they will [be forced to] mix
amongst the nations and learn from their actions. (See Psalms 106:35) Another
explanation: Evil watersisreferring to heresy. Others say it isreferring to harsh labor.
Avos D'Rabbi Nassan Chapter 11



