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‘Iron sharpens iron, so a person sharpens the wit of their friend.

Proverbs 27:17




Introduction

Welcome to the third week of this course of the Alyth Chavruta Project. In
this course, we will once again dive into a sugya from the Babylonian
Talmud. This week, we continue to delve into the Talmud, which launches
onto a very different tangent, prompted by the discussion of the line from
Psalm 104. This discussion comes with a content warning: this Talmud
contains comments about body type and references to the size of genitalia.

The material in this text pack is designed to be studied over three weeks,
while we take a break for the winter holidays. With your chavruta partner,
you can decide how many sessions to divide into. The text itself can be
found here in both Hebrew only and Hebrew with translation. For those with
some knowledge of Hebrew, we encourage you to attempt your own
translation, but there is absolutely no expectation that you engage with the
Hebrew. As usual, there is also no requirement to get to the end of the pack
- we have provided more than you can get through in an hour of study, and
we encourage you to focus on understanding a small amount rather than
becoming confused by a greater amount.

Further resources and advice on how to get the most out of chavruta can
be found in our FAQs. We look forward to seeing you on Monday to share
our learning with each other.

Blessing for Study
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Blessed are You, our Living God, Sovereign of the universe, whose
commandments make us holy, and who commands us to devote ourselves
to the study of Torah.

Baruch Atah Adonaj, Eloheynu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu
b’mitzvotav, v'tzivanu la-asok b'divrey Torah.
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https://www.alyth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Chavruta-FAQs-UPDATED.pdf
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The Hebrew Text
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Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 83b-84a
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Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon' came across a superintendent who was
arresting thieves. He said to him, ‘How do you prevail over them? Are they

not like beasts, as it is written, “when all the beasts of the forest stir” (Psalm
104:20). (There are those who say that he said to him from this verse: ‘He

' Rabbi Elazar was the son of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. According to a famous legend, the
two of them hid from the Romans in a cave for twelve years. Rabbi Elazar lived in the Land
of Israel in the second century CE. Part of the purpose of this story is to show that he was
not as great a sage as his father had been.
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lies in wait in a secret place, like a lion in its lair’ (Psalm 10:9).) Perhaps you

are apprehending the righteous and leaving the wicked.’
He said to him, ‘But what can | do? It is the king’s order.

He said, ‘Come, | will teach you what to do. In the fourth hour of the day,
enter the tavern. If you see someone who is drinking wine, and they hold
the cup in their hand while dozing off, inquire about him. If they are a young
person from among the rabbis, and they doze, [it is because] they awoke
early to study. If they are a worker, they did their work early. And if their
work is at night - they are lengthening metal’ Bit of they are not [any of
these], they are a thief, and you should arrest them.

The matter was heard in the palace. They said, ‘The reader of the letter
should be its deliverer!” They brought Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon,
and he set about arresting thieves.

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah sent [a message] to him:* ‘Vinegar son of
wine! How long will you hand over the people of our God to murder?’ He
sent back: I am ridding the vineyard of thorns. He sent to him: ‘Let the
Master of the vineyard come and rid it of thorns.’

Questions

- What is Rabbi Elazar's method for identifying thieves?
- What is the meaning of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah’s message to
Rabbi Elazar? Why does he call him ‘Vinegar son of wine?

- What is the meaning of the disagreement around ridding the
vineyard of thorns? Do you agree with either Rabbi Elazar or Rabbi
Yehoshua?

? The logic of this statement is that one might think that they were not a night worker if
their home is quiet, whereas someone who lengthens metal by passing it through a tool
that has progressively smaller holes would not necessarily make noise in their work.

* Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah was a rabbi in the Land of Israel in the second century CE.
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One day, a certain laundryman encountered him, calling him ‘Vinegar son
of wine. He said, ‘From [the fact] that was so impudent, conclude that he is
wicked. He said to them [his deputies], ‘Arrest him!" They arrested him.
After his mind was at ease, he went after him to redeem him, but he was
unable to. He read this verse about him: ‘The one who guards their mouth
and tongue guards themselves from trouble’ (Proverbs 21:23). They hanged
him.
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He stood under the gallows and cried. They said to him, ‘Rabbi, do not be

troubled, for he and his son had sex with a betrothed young woman* on
Yom Kippur!”®

He rested his hands on his belly [and] said, ‘Rejoice, my innards, rejoice! If
your doubtful [judgments] are thus, [then] your certain [judgments] all the
more so. | am confident in you, that no worm or maggot will rule over you.
But despite this, his mind was not calmed.

They gave him a sleeping draft, and brought him into a house of marble,
and cut his belly. They removed baskets [and] baskets of fat from it, placed
them in the sun in Tammuz and Av, and it did not decompose.

[But surely] all fat does not decompose! All fat does not decompose, but
there are within it red veins [that] do decompose.

He read this verse about himself: ‘Even my flesh will rest secure’ (Psalm
16:9).

Questions

- Why does Rabbi Elazar react differently to the laundryman than he
did to Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah?

- Why was Rabbi Elazar's mind eased - and should it have been?

- What is the relationship between the decomposing of flesh and
moral rightness?

* The word used for ‘young woman’ here is na’arah, which is a technical term to describe a
woman who has either turned twelve or who has two pubic hairs. She is considered a
na’arah for the six months after the point, after which she is referred to as an ishah
(woman).

® Having sex with a betrothed woman is an offense punishable by stoning. According to
the Talmud, those who were stoned would also be hanged afterwards. Thus, those who
are speaking to Rabbi Elazar are reassuring him that the laundryman would have been
deserving of this punishment anyway.
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So too a similar thing happened to Rabbi Yishmael son of Rabbi Yosei.”
Elijah encountered him [and] said to him, ‘How long will you hand over the

people of our God to murder?’ He said to him, ‘What can | do? It is the king'’s
order.’ He said to him, ‘Your father fled to Asya; you should flee to Ludkiya.

Questions

- What is similar or different about the stories of Rabbi Yishmael and
Rabbi Elazar?
- Why does Elijah say that Rabbi Yishmael ought to flee?

® Rabbi Yishmael was the son of Rabbi Yosei, who had been one of the foremost rabbis in
the Land of Israel in the first century CE. As with Rabbi Elazar, part of the purpose of this
story is to show that Rabbi Yishmael was not as great as his famous father.

Page | 9




Alyth Chavruta Project
1iynw 272 MYPR °27) °0P °272 PRYRY? 027 Yopn 17 03

AN MY M KDY NP UIAT KPP M LTI T2

7P 2 10K 025w OPR D232 (RIPIOL ROT WP 10K
UKD 737 A2 MK U] CMNT KPR W 93 Aibwn T
@23 DR NPT AIRT AP MR L°DT CMWRT RPR 1IN

XPW "IAPIRD 2703 YA PR” :2°N3 KT ?2A7 *1TIRY 37 0D
0732 Dy 1Y% X%

ywn n2 nnpn [°01 0272 '7N5__77,3!?? 277 7°72°K 109 027 NN
2P NYRD N2 nRod 0P 0277 AR RDD 27 MR AP
SRIDVIT PPPT °D A2 RBD 277 .73 NYHY N2 A% MmN

When Rabbi Yishmael son of Rabbi Yosei and Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi
Shimon would meet each other, a pair of cattle would pass between them
without touching them.

A certain [Roman] matron said to them, ‘Your children are not yours. They
said to her, Their [bellies?] are bigger than ours.” [She responded,] ‘All the
more so.” There are those who say this is what they said to her: ‘For strength
comes from manhood’ (Judges 8:21). And there are those who say this is
what they said to her: ‘Love drives back the flesh!

But why did they answer her? For it is written, ‘Do not answer a fool
according to their folly’ (Proverbs 26:4). So as not to spread rumours about
their children.
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Rabbi Yochanan said,” ‘Rabbi Yishmael's limb was the size of a nine-kav
canteen.’ Rav Pappa said,” ‘Rabbi Yochanan’s limb was the size of a five-
kav canteen. And some say a three-kav canteen. That of Rav Pappa
himself was the size of Harpinian baskets.

Questions

- What do you think is being communicated by the Talmud by
emphasising the size of the bodies of these two rabbis?

- Why does the matron say that their children are not theirs? How do
they respond to this comment?

- This discussion might seem very strange as an inclusion in a
religious document like the Talmud. Why do you think this section
is included?

7 Rabbi Yochanan (bar Nappacha) was one of the pre-eminent sages in the Land of Israel
in the 3 century CE, teaching at Sepphoris and later in Tiberias where he was the head of
the rabbinic academy.

8 Rav Pappa (bar Chanan) was a sage in Babylonia in the mid-fourth century CE.
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A Guide to the Texts

The Mishnah is a Jewish legal code from approximately 200 CE, containing
legal rulings and disputes of the sages which are written down there for the
first time. It is the first part of what is called the ‘Oral Law’, which for
traditional Jews is just as authoritative as the Written Law (the Tanach). The
Mishnah is divided into six ‘orders’, and each order is divided into tractates.
Tractate Bava Metzia (literally meaning ‘the middle gate’) is included in the
order of Nezikin (Damages).

The Babylonian Talmud is the equivalent of the Jerusalem Talmud, but was
instead produced in Babylonia. It was finished later (approximately 700
CE), and is generally considered to be more authoritative in matters of
halachah. The Talmud follows the structure of the Mishnah.
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HAPPY STUDYING!

If you have any further questions, please be in
touch with Rabbi Elliott

0208 457 8782
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