Tanchum Cohen

The Mystery at Natsivin

Korban Pesach and Yerushalayim throughout the Ages

Long-distance communication. Encrypted messages. Do you associate these with Chazal? While
they might seem like recent phenomena, in one episode they were actually utilized by a tanna to
brilliantly avert a case of false identity and solve a problem that lay at the intersection of Pesach
and Yerushalayim. Moreover, a careful look at this fascinating story may point to even deeper

connections to Yerushalayim and Eretz Yisrael.

The narrative appears near the beginning of Masseches Pesachim':
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In the opening scene, a nochri boasts to Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira, rav of Natsivin,* that he annually

eats the finest cuts of korban Pesach meat with impunity, despite the fact that the Torah? forbids
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nochri consumption of this korban. Hearing this, Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira was in a quandry. How

could he prevent this aveira from recurring without personally travelling to Yerushalayim?

Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira chose to leverage the interloper’'s own arrogance and competitiveness.
“You imagine that you succeeded in fooling the Jews of Yerushalayim, but in fact they know you
don’t belong.” The test, Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira tells this non-Jew, would be to ask for the tail of
the sheep, the choicest portion of the korban Pesach. In truth, the Torah mandates that the tail of
a korban Pesach sheep be burnt upon the mizbeiach,* but this intruder now thought that the rest
of the group was simply withholding the best part for themselves and gratuitously excluding him.5
The following Pesach, he took up the dare and then, when challenged, cited Rabbi Yehuda ben
Beseira as his source for requesting the tail. The Jews of Yerushalayim took the hint,® investigated
the identity of the mysterious figure, and ultimately administered capital punishment. The gemara
concludes the story with the note that Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira subsequently received in
appreciation of his effective, remote management of this situation: “You are in Natsivin, yet your
net extends to Yerushalayim.” From a distance of hundreds of miles,” you ensured that this nochri

individual would not eat korban Pesach again.®

I1

Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira succeeded in delivering his message about the nochri to the Jews of
Yerushalayim, ironically via the nochri himself. Yet there ought to have been a more direct delivery
option: Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira himself. While he may have passed the age limit or been
otherwise exempt from the thrice-yearly mitzva of aliya la-regel,® why didn’t he travel annually for

korban Pesach?

Tosfos™ suggests that Natsivin is located outside of Eretz Yisrael, implying that residents of chutz

la-aretz are exempt from korban Pesach. This unspoken premise astonished Rav Yehuda Rosanes,
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6 For why else would Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira instruct this man to make a forbidden and impossible request?

712X is likely modern-day Nusaybin ((suuai.), located circa 500 miles northeast of Yerushalayim. See wikipedia.org/Nusaybin.

8See also “The Long Net” in The Prisoner and Other Tales of Faith by Rav Shlomo Alter Halperin, a noted late-20®-century British talmzd chacham.
“The Long Net” is a brilliantly sequenced retelling of this aggada as a short story. This collection of short stories was published by Feldheim in
1968, 1972 and 1981.
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one of the great Turkish acharonim. In his Mishne la-Melech," he can find neither source nor logic
to support the unspoken assumption of Tosfos that korban Pesach is a chiyuv for toshavei Eretz

Yisrael exclusively.

[In an upcoming volume of Ohel Avraham, 1 look forward to developing Tosfos” approach based

upon the communal nature and significance of the korban Pesach.]*

III

Rav Tzvi Hirsch Chajes takes an entirely fresh and unexpected approach to resolving the kushya
raised by Tosfos, making a stunning historical suggestion which also solves another vexing kushya,

this one formulated by Minchas Chinuch.

Minchas Chinuch?® is startled that punishment ended this interloper’s career. What crime did he

commit? Minchas Chinuch offers two teirutzim for this kushya:

1) KORBAN PESACH - In his conversation with Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira, the intruder
mentioned the Torah prohibition against consumption of korban Pesach by a nochri, 13 %>
12 5% %% 123, Rambam™ and Chinuch® both formulate this as binding upon Jews, namely
that we are forbidden to serve korban Pesach to nochrim. However, Rabbi Moshe of Coucy
in his Semag (Sefer Mitzvos Gadol)*® presents this as a prohibition binding upon nochrim.
According to Semag, korban Pesach joins eiver min ha-chai on the list of foods that are

halachically forbidden for nochrim to eat, and the interloper was guilty of this violation.

2) THEFT - Several acharonim note that registering for membership in a korban Pesach under
false pretenses would constitute theft from the rightful owners of the lamb, and the

imposter was guilty of this violation of mitzvos benei Noach.
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Minchas Chinuch himself adds a halachic twist. In Masseches Kiddushin and elsewhere, the
gemara® understands human consumption of korbanos as mi-shulchan gavoah ka-zachu,
that we are invited to join and eat at the Divine table, as it were. Rashi® holds that this is
relevant to korban Pesach, so the intruder was actually an uninvited guest at His table, guilty

of theft of Divine property.

Rav Tzvi Hirsch Chajes* takes an entirely fresh approach to this kushya. He collects numerous
references throughout the gemara® to aliya la-regel and korbanos Pesach occurring after the
Churban Bayis Sheini, and he suggests that during the decades — and perhaps centuries - following
the Churban, individual Jews would periodically sneak onto Har ha-Bayis and offer korbanos. These
attempts must have involved great personal risk, particularly in light of Hadrian’s attempts to de-
Judaize Yerushalayim in response to the Bar Kochva revolt. Rav T. H. Chajes further quotes a
prohibition in the Justinian code against offering korban Pesach, clearly indicating both that korban
Pesach was still occasionally offered centuries after the Churban and that this was exceptionally

dangerous.

Rav T. H. Chajes demonstrates that Rabbi Yehuda ben Beseira lived after the Churban. Our episode,
too, refers to a post-Churban korban Pesach.>> The extreme risk explains why Rabbi Yehuda ben
Beseira legitimately chose not to personally participate in this post-Beis-ha-Mikdash korban Pesach.
Moreover, the participants recognized that this imposter was a spy who planned to expose them to
the Roman authorities, and they acted out of self-preservation based upon the principle of ha-ba

le-horgecha, hashkeim le-horgo.*
W * X®

As we approach the 50" anniversary of the restoration of Jewish sovereignty over ancient
Yerushalayim - after it had ceased over two millennia ago, centuries before Rabbi Yehuda ben

Beseira,
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