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THINK #1 — The Talmud’s Tales Of Teshuva
Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai and Plato — A Story Of Two Caves
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Rabbi Hanina said: the seal of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is truth (Shabbat 55a)

By Way Of Introduction:
Two and a half thousand years ago the Greek philosopher, Plato, told a story of people trapped inside a

cave in which they can only make out the shadows. One person escapes from the cave and makes it out into
the bright sunlight outside and discovers that what all of the people he knows take to be truth —is in fact
only a distortion of reality. Hundreds of years later the Talmud told the story of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai
who flees from the Romans, leaves behind material life, and spends thirteen years in a cave with his son,
buried up to their necks in sand, where they discover the eternal life and the true wisdom of the Torah in
contrast to all those on the outside who toil in ‘the life of the moment’.

What is to be learnt from the fact that the most famous stories in both Greek and Torah traditions about
knowledge and ignorance, truth and falsehood, focus on the tension between a cave and the world outside?
What should be taken from the very sharp differences between the two stories? And what is the nature of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai’s zeshuva when he discovers that truth might lie both outside the cave as well as
inside it?

Plato’s Cave, The Republic, Book VII

The full text appears at the end of the source sheet.

For our purposes now, this is a pretty good reconstruction:

https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=ThmQTUFpJXM

And in contemporary culture: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zE7PKRjrid4

1. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai’s Cave — Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 33b-34a

Part 1

Rabbi Judah, Rabbi Yose, and Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai were sitting. And Judah ben Gerim was sitting near
them. Rabbi Judah began and said, “How great are the deeds of this [Roman] nation! They established
(tiknn) markets; they established (#&n4) bathhouses; they established (#&#n#) bridges.” Rabbi Yose was silent.
Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai answered and said, “What they made, they made for themselves. They made
markets so they could set prostitutes there, bathhouses so they could enjoy themselves, bridges to collect a
toll.” Judah ben Gerim went and repeated their words which were heard by authorities.
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[The authorities] said, “Judah who elevated will be elevated, Yose who was silent will be exiled to Sepphoris,
and Shimon who disgraced will be killed.”

Part IT

Rabbi Shimon and his son went and hid in the house of study. Every day his wife brought him bread and a
jug of water, and they ate. When the decree was harshened, he said to his son, “Women have a weak
constitution; perhaps they will torture her and she will reveal us.”

They went and hid in a cave. A miracle occurred and a carob tree and a well of water were created for them.

They used to remove [their clothing] and sit up to their necks in sand. All day they used to commit
traditions to memory, and at the time of prayer they dressed, covered and prayed. And then they took off
their clothes so that they would not wear out.

They lived in the cave for twelve years. Elijah came and stood at the opening of the cave. He said, “Who
will tell the son of Yohai that Caesar is dead and his decree was canceled?”

They went out. They saw people plowing and planting. Rabbi Shimon said, “They are forsaking eternal life
and occupying themselves with temporal earthly life.” Every place they cast their eyes was immediately

burned.
A heavenly voice came out and said, “Did you come out to destroy my world? Return to your cave!”

They returned and lived in the cave for twelve months. They said, “The sentence of the wicked in Gehinom

is twelve months.” A heavenly voice came forth [and said,] “Get out of your cave.”

They went out. Everything that Rabbi Eliezer destroyed, Rabbi Shimon repaired. Rabbi Shimon said, “My

son, I and you are enough for the world!”

When the Sabbath was about to start they saw an old man carrying two bundles of myrtle, running at
twilight. They said to him, “Why do you need theser”

[He said to them,] “In honor of the Sabbath.” They said to him, “And isn’t one enough for your”
He said to them, “One is for ‘temember’ (Shemot. 20:8), and one is for ‘keep”” (Devarim. 5:12).
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He said to his son, “See how the commandments are beloved by Israell” Their minds were at ease.

R. Pinhas ben Yair, his son in law, heard and went out to greet him. He took him to the bathhouse. He was
massaging his flesh. He saw that there were clefts in his flesh. He was weeping and the tears were falling
from his eyes and hurting him. R Pinhas said, “I am sorry to see you so”. R Shimon replied, “Be happy that
you see me so. For if you did not see me so, you would not find me so learned”. For originally when R
Shimon bar Yohai raised an objection R Pinhas ben Yair solved it with twelve solutions. Now when R
Pinhas b. Yair objected, R. Shimon bar Yohai solved it with twenty four solutions.



Part 111

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai said, “Since a miracle occurred, let me go repair (atk7n) something, since it says,
And Yaakov came whole (shalen)” (Bereishit 33:18) Rav says, “he established coins for them.” And Samuel
says, “he established markets for them.” Rabbi Yohanan says, “He established bathhouses for them.”

R Shimon said, “Is there something to fix? (letagonai)”. They said to him, “There is a place of doubtful purity
and it causes trouble (#a'ara) for priests to go around it... Wherever the ground was hard he ruled pure.
Wherever was loose he marked.

A certain old man said, “The son of Yohai made a cemetery pure”. R Shimon said, “If you had not been
with us, or even if you had eben with us but had not voted with us, you would have spoken well. But now
that you were with us and voted among us, should they “Even prostitutes paint each other. How much the
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more so should scholars!” He cast his eyes at him and his soul departed. He went out to the market. He saw
Judah ben Gerim. He said “Is this one still in the world?”” He set his eyes upon him and made him a heap of

bones.

Shemot Ch.33
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Hizqiah said, R. Yirmiah said in the name of R. Shimon bar Yohai, “I could exempt the whole world from
punishment from the day I was born until now. And if Eleazar my son were with me, we could exempt it
from the time when the wotld was created until now...”
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Hizqgiah said, R. Yirmiah said in the name of R. Shimon bar Yohai, “I have seen those destined to ascend
and they are few. If there are one thousand, I and my son are among them. If one hundred, I and my son

are among them. If two, I and my son are them’.

3. Rav Joseph Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, 9
It is here, in this world, that halakhic man acquires eternal life!” Better is one hour of Torah and mitzvoth in
this world than the whole life of the world to come” stated the Tanna in Avot [4:17]... A lowly world is

elevated through the halakhah to the level of a divine world... The only difference between religious man
and halakhic man is a change of courses — they travel in opposite directions. Religious man starts out in this
world and ends up in supernal realms; halakhic man starts out in supernal realms and ends up in this world.
Religious man, dissatisfied, disappointed and unhappy craves to rise up from the vale of tears, from concrete
reality, and aspires to climb up the mountain of the Lord... Halakhic man, on the contrary, longs to bring
transcendence down into this valley of the shadow of death — i.e. into our world, and transform it into the

land of the living.
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Said Rabbi Simon: at the time when the Holy One created the first man, the ministering angels divided into
factions and groups. There were those among them who said that man should not be created and there were
those amongst them who said that he should be created. Thus does it say: ‘Kindness and truth met, justice
and peace kissed’ (Tehillim 85). Kindness said, ‘Create him for he will act kindly to others’. Truth said, ‘do
not create him for he is wholly false’. Thus does it say, ‘And truth was thrown to the earth’ (Daniel Ch.8).
The ministering angels said before the Holy One: ‘Master of the Universe: how can you debase the most
beautiful of your jewels?” Thus is it written, “Truth shall grow from the earth’ (Tehillim 85).



Appendix:

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai’s Cave
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Plato’s Cave — The Republic Book VII
[Socrates:] And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened: --
Behold! human beings living in a underground cave, which has a mouth open towards the light and reaching
all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that



they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their
heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there is
a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like the screen which marionette
players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets.

And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues and figures of
animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? Some of them are
talking, others silent.

They see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the opposite
wall of the cave? And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were
naming what was actually before them.And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from
the other side, would they not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they
heard came from the passing shadow?

To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images.

And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused of their
error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and turn his neck round
and walk and look towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be
unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive some
one saying to him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to
being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he has a clearer vision, -what will be his reply? And
you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring him to name
them, -- will he not be perplexed? Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than
the objects which are now shown to him?

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his eyes which will make him
turn away to take and take in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will conceive to be in
reality clearer than the things which are now being shown to him?

And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast until he 's
forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? When he approaches
the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at all of what are now called
realities.

He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he will see the shadows best,
next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects themselves; then he will
gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars
by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day?

Last of he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the water, but he will see him in his
own proper place, and not in another; and he will contemplate him as he is.

He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, and is the guardian of all
that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all things which he and his fellows have been
accustomed to behold?



And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fellow-prisoners, do you
not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them?

And if they were in the habit of conferring honours among themselves on those who were quickest to
observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which followed after, and
which were together; and who were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think
that he would care for such honours and glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would he not say with
Homer,

Better to be the poor servant of a poor master, and to endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their manner?
He would rather suffer anything than entertain these false notions and live in this miserable manner.

Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming suddenly out of the sun to be replaced in his old situation;
would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness?

And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows with the prisoners who had
never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had become steady (and the
time which would be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be very considerable) would he not be
ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and down he came without his eyes; and that it was
better not even to think of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let
them only catch the offender, and they would put him to death.



