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The First Pun?
1. Bereishit 4:11-14
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11 And now cursed art thou from the ground, which hath opened her mouth to receive thy brother's blood from thy
hand. 12 When thou tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a wanderer
shalt thou be in the earth.' ... 16 And Cain went out from the presence of the LORD, and dwelt in the land of Nod,
on the east of Eden.

Humor in Talmud
Pun:
1. Talmud Pesachim 9b
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But do we say, we leave no fear that a weasel may have dragged [leaven], etc.? Surely the second clause states: What
he leaves over he must put away in a hidden place, so that it should not require a search after it? Said Abaye. There is
no difficulty: the one [refers to a search| on the fourteenth; the other, on the thirteenth. [If one searches] on the
thirteenth, when bread is [yet] to be found in all houses, it [a weasel] does not hide [leaven]; on the fourteenth, when
bread is not to be found in all houses, it does hide [it]. Said Raba: Is then a weasel (Huldah) a prophet to know that
it is the fourteenth now and people will not bake until the evening, so that it should leave [some] over and hide [it]?...

2. Divrei HaYamim 2:34:22
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So Hilkiah, and they whom the king [had commanded], went to Huldah the prophetess. ..

Slapstick
3. Talmud Bava Kama 37a
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The scoundrel Hanan, having boxed another man's ear, was brought before R. Huna, who ordered him to go and pay
the plaintiff half a zuz. As [Hanan| had a battered zuz he desired to pay the plaintiff the half zuz out of it. But as it
could not be exchanged, he slapped him again and gave him [the whole zuz].

Irony
4. ‘'Talmud Avoadah Zara 19a
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Levi and R. Simeon the son of Rabbi were once sitting before Rabbi and were expounding a part of Scripture. When
the book was concluded, Levi said: Let the book of Proverbs now be brought in. R. Simeon the son of Rabbi however
said: Let the Psalms be brought; and, Levi having been overruled, the Psalms were brought. When they came to this
verse, 'But whose desite is in the Law of the Lord', Rabbi offered his comment: One can only learn well that part of
the Torah which is his heart's desire. Whereupon Levi remarked: Rabbi, You have given me the right to rise.

Outsmarting the Opponent
5. Talmud Rosh Hashana 29b
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Our Rabbis taught: Once New Year fell on a Sabbath [and all the towns assembled], and Rabban Johanan said to the
Bene Bathyra, Let us blow the shofar. They said to him, Let us discuss the matter. He said to them, Let us blow and



afterwards discuss. After they had blown they said to him, Let us now discuss the question. He replied: The horn has
already been heard in Jabneh, and what has been done is no longer open to discussion.

Benefits and 1 alue of Humor

6. Talmud Taanit 22a
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Whilst [they were thus conversing] two [men] passed by and [Elijah] remarked, These two have a share in the world
to come. R. Beroka then approached and asked them, What is your occupation? They replied, We are jesters, when
we see men depressed we cheer them up; furthermore when we see two people quarrelling we strive hard to make
peace between them.

7. Shemot 14:11
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They said to Moshe: “Are there no graves in Egypt that you took us to die in the wilderness? What have you done to
us to take us out of Egypt?

8. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch ibid
Their cynicism is remarkable! Moments from what in their minds is certain death, they still have an inclination towards black
humor....This sharp irony even in moments of deepest anxiety and despair is characteristic of the witty vein which is inherent
in the Jewish race from the earliest beginnings

9. Talmud Shabbat 30b
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"Then I commended joy": this refers to the joy of a precept. 'And of joy [I said], what doeth it": this refers to joy [which
is] not in connection with a precept. This teaches you that the Divine Presence rests [upon| man| neither through
gloom, nor through sloth, nor through frivolity, nor through levity, nor through talk, nor through idle chatter, save
through a matter of joy in connection with a precept...And it is likewise thus for a matter of halachah. Raba said: And
it is likewise thus for a good dream. But that is not so, for R. Giddal said in Rab's name: If any scholar sits before his
teacher and his lips do not drip bitterness, they shall be burnt, for it is said, his lips are as lilies [shoshanim], dropping
liquid myrrh [mor'ober]: read not mot'ober, but mar'ober [dropping bitterness|; read not shoshanim but sheshonin
[that study]? There is no difficulty: the former applies to the teacher; the latter to the disciple. Alternatively, both refer
to the teacher, yet there is no difficulty: the one means before he commences; the other, after he commences. Even
as Rabbah before he commenced [his discourse| before the scholars used to say something humorous, and the scholars
were cheered; after that he sat in awe and began the discourse.

10. Talmud Shabbat 112b
,DYVIR 732 9IR - DYIRYN 72 DNIWRT DR :RIDT I3 RIT DR RIT 2T DR WIR 72 PT 109: 1I0RT RIR! VIR 92 T 0oY: Dy Mp
D00 IRYWI RHR PRI 12 DNIA 737 HWY RDIT 12 RI17IN 227 SV 170N KDY ,DININI 1R - DIVIR N1 DNWRI ORI

[Thereupon| he [Hezekiah] exclaimed concerning him, This one is not the son of man! Others say, Such a one is
indeed the son of man! R. Zera said in Raba b. Zimuna's name: If the eatlier [scholars] were sons of angels, we ate
sons of men; and if the earlier [scholars| were sons of men, we are like donkeys, and not [even] like donkey of R.
Hanina b. Dosa and R. Phinehas b. Jair, but like other donkeys.

11. Talmud Yerushalmi Demai 1:3
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R. Yirmiah sent R. Zeira one basket of figs that had not been fixed (i.e. not had terumah and maaser given). R. Yirmiah
thought “it can’t be that R. Zeira would eat something that has not been fixed!” R. Zeirah thought “it can’t be that
R. Yirmiah would sent me something that has not been fixed!” Between this one and that one, he ate 7el... R. Aba
b. Zavina said in the name of R. Ziera, if the first ones were like angels we are like people....

12. Talmud Avodah Zara 3b
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Yet Rab Judah said in the name of Rab: "The day consists of twelve hours; during the first three hours the Holy One,
blessed be He, is occupying Himself with the Torah, during the second three He sits in judgment on the whole world,
and when He sees that the world is so guilty as to deserve destruction, He transfers Himself from the seat of Justice
to the seat of Mercy; during the third quarter, He is feeding the whole wotld, from the horned buffalo to the brood
of vermin; during the fourth quarter He is sporting with the leviathan, as it is said, There is leviathan, whom Thou
hast formed to spott therewith'?

Limitations
13. Talmud Berachot 31a
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R. Johanan said in the name of R. Simeon b. Yohai: It is forbidden to a man to fill his mouth with laughter in this
wortld, because it says, Then will our mouth be filled with laughter and our tongue with singing. When will that be? At
the time when 'they shall say among the nations, The Lord hath done great things with these'. It was related of Resh
Lakish that he never again filled his mouth with laughter in this world after he heard this saying from R. Johanan his
teacher.

14. Talmud Niddah 23a
I RDY N Y RIT Y 1PN 127 IR IRI TY 12PY? 92 RNR 27 IR

Said R. Aha b. Jacob: "To such an extent did R. Jeremiah try to make R. Zera laugh; but the latter did not laugh'.

15. Rashi ibid
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R. Yirmiah tried with all these plots to get R. Zeira to laugh, but he did not as it is forbidden to fill one’s mouth with
laughter and R. Zeira was more stringent.

16. Talmud Nedarim 50b-51
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The Gemara relates additional incidents that occurred between the two scholars. On a day when Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi would
laugh, calamity would befall the world, as Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s sufferings would atone for the sins of the Jewish
people. He therefore said to bar Kappara: Do not cause me to laugh, and I will give you forty se’a of wheat in return.
Bar Kappara said to him: The Master will seethat any se’a I wish I will take. He took a large palm basket, smeared it
with tar, and overturned it upon his head, and went, and said to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: Let the Master measure for
me the forty se’a of wheat that I am owed by you. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi laughed at this and said to him: Did I not
warn you not to make me laugh? He said to him: What I am taking from you is simply the wheat that I am owed by
you. The Gemara relates another story. Bar Kappara said to the daughter of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, whose husband’s
name was ben Elasa: Tomorrow I will drink wine at your father’s dancing and your mother’s singing [kirekanei]. Ben
Elasa was the son-in-law of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi and was a very wealthy man. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi invited him
to the wedding of Rabbi Shimon, son of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi. Bar Kappara said to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi at the
wedding:What is the meaning of the word to’eva, abomination, used by the Torah to describe homosexual intercourse
(see Leviticus 18:22)? Whatever it was that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to bar Kappara in explanation, claiming that
this is the meaning of fo’eva, bar Kappara refuted it by proving otherwise. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to him: You
explain it. Bar Kappara said to him: Let your wife come and pour me a goblet of wine. She came and poured himwine.
Bar Kappara then said to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: Arise and dance for me, so that I will tell you the meaning of the
word: This is what the Merciful One is saying in the Torah in the word to’eva: You are straying after it [to’e ata


https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.18.22

bah), i.e., after an atypical mate. When they came to drink another cup,bar Kappara said to him: What is the meaning
of the word tevel, perversion, as in the verse: “Neither shall any woman stand before a beast, to lie down thereto; it is
petversion [trevel]” (Leviticus 18:23)? Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said various explanations to him, as he did the
previous time, which were all refuted again by bar Kappara. Bar Kappara then said to him: Perform for meas you did
before, so that I will tell you. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi did so. Bar Kappara then said to him that the phrase: “It
is tevel’ means: Does it have any spice [tevalin yesh bah]? Is this act of sexual intercourse with an animal different
than all other acts of sexual intercourse, which would cause one to engage in such a repulsive action?

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to bar Kappara:And what is the meaning of the word zimma, lewdness, as in the verse:
“They are near kinswomen,; it is lewdness [zimma]” (Leviticus 18:17), stated with regard to a man who engages in
sexual intercourse with a woman and her daughter? He said to him: Perform for me as you did the previous time.
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi did so, and bar Kappara said to him that zimma means: What is she [zo ma hi]? This man
would be confused about how to refer to his wives; his wife is also his other wife’s mother or daughter. Ben Elasa
could not tolerate Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s humiliation, so he and his wife arose and left the wedding.

In what other context is ben Elasa mentioned? He is mentioned in a baraita, as it is taught: Ben Elasa did not
dispense his moneyon his special haircut for naught. Rather, he spent it to show others what the haircut of a High
Priest looked like. As it is written with regard to the priests:“They shall poll their heads” (Ezekiel 44:20), and it
is taught in a baraita: This haircut is like a Juleyanit. The Gemara asks: What is a Juleyani? Rav Yehuda said: It is a
unique haircut. The Gemara asks: What is this haircutlike? Rava said: The edge of this hank of hair is by the roots of
that hank of hair. The hair is cut in the form of hanks that do not overlap. And this is the haircut of a High Priest, for
which ben Elasa paid a large sum.

16. Talmud Sotah 42a
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R. Jeremiah b. Abba said: Four classes will not receive the presence of the Shechinah: the class of scoffers, the class
of flatterers, the class of liars, and, the class of slanderers.

17. Aruch HaShulchan OC 560
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It is forbidden for a man to fill his mouth with joy in this world because laughter and frivolousness habituate one to
promiscuity. This is even in the time of the temple. This is only when he is involved in laughter for extended periods
of time with others, but simple laughter is not issue

18. Avot 3:10
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Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinus says: Morning sleep, afternoon wine, childish chatter and gatherings of the ignorant
remove a person from this world
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Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinus says: He mentioned four things that are very necessary for the health of the body and
perfection of man. Nevertheless, if he is not careful concerning them, he will lose his world through them.

Morning sleep is a parable for all lethargy and laziness. A bit of it is good and much needed for the health of the body,
that one should rest after exertion. However, one who sleeps all night has no excuse, for he already rested the whole
night.


https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.18.23
https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.18.17
https://www.sefaria.org/Ezekiel.44.20

Afternoon wine is a parable for the chasing of pleasures when it is not necessary for the strengthening of the body.
For wine is the choicest of pleasures, as it gives the life force to the body...but only a bit of it is good, to make the
soul rejoice, but too much is harmful as it confuses the intellect. ..

The chatter of children is a parable for humor and levity, which a bit of it is also good to restrain and make the soul
rejoice, but only with great men, who have words of wisdom in their jokes, as it says “who leaf does not wither”
(Sukkah 21b), but children’s chatter are presumably levity and scorning without a moistness of wisdom and
understanding, [which] will not cause the soul to rejoice, but rather they will just confuse the paths of the intellect.

The gatherings of the ignorant is a parable for idle chatter, which a bit of it is also good. After one has toiled in
wisdom, he should be playful with his friends a bit with unimportant things for it does not require the strengthening
of the mind, so that the soul can rest through them like the body rests with sleep. However, this is only among
distinguished people, for even their idle chatter must be studied (Sukkah 21b). However, this is not the case in a house
where ignorant people gather, and speak gossip, foul language, and other things like that that have no wisdom, fear of
G-d, or any other benefit, [neither| ethics nor wisdom — there the soul shall not rest. Rather, a strange fire will burn
in it. On these four things the Tanna said well, that they take a person out from his world and eternity, meaning even
if he was already there.
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21. Talmud Sotah 49b
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When Rebbe died, humility and fear of sin were nullified. R. Yosef said to Tanna: Don’t say humility, for there is I!
R. Nachman said to Tanna: Don’t say fear of sin, for there is 1!

22. Haamek Davar, Bamidbar 12:6
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Humble means that he doesn’t care about his honor or pain, not because he is dejected about himself and does not
recognize that he does not deserve the pain and lack of respect. Rather, the meaning of humble is that he conducts
himself without caring about honor. That is what R. Yosef said at the end of Sotah...



