Did Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai Make the Right Decision?
Rabbi Alan Haber
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When Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai fell ill, his discipleswent in to visit him. When he saw them he
began to weep. His disciples said to him: Lamp of Israel, pillar of the right hand, mighty hammer!
Wherefore weepest thou? He replied: If | were being taken today before a human king who is here today
and tomorrow in the grave, whose anger if he is angry with me does not last for ever, who if he imprisons
me does not imprison me for ever and who if he puts me to death does not put me to everlasting death, and
whom | can persuade with words and bribe with money, even so | would weep. Now that | am being taken
before the supreme King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, who lives and endures for ever and ever,
whose anger, if He is angry with me, is an everlasting anger, who if He imprisons me imprisons me for
ever, who if He puts me to death puts me to death for ever, and whom | cannot persuade with words or
bribe with money — nay more, when there are two ways before me, one leading to Paradise and the other
to Gehinnom, and | do not know by which | shall be taken, shall | not weep?

They said to him: Master, bless us. He said to them,: May it be [God's] will that the fear of heaven
shall be upon you like the fear of flesh and blood. His disciples said to him: Isthat al? He said to them: If
only [you can attain this]! You can see [how important this is], for when a man wants to commit a
transgression, he says, | hope no man will see me.

At the moment of his departure he said to them: Remove the vessels so that they shall not become
unclean, and prepare athrone for Hezekiah the king of Judah who is coming.
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He then sent against them V espasian the Caesar who came and besieged Jerusalem for three
years. There were in it three men of great wealth, Nakdimon b. Gorion, Ben Kalba Shabua’ and
Ben Zizith Hakeseth. Nakdimon b. Gorion was so called because the sun continued shining for his
sake. Ben Kaba Shabua ‘was so called because one would go into his house hungry as a dog
[keleb] and come out full [sabea’]. Ben Zizith Hakeseth was so called because his fringes [zizith]
used to trail on cushions [keseth]. Others say he derived the name from the fact that his seat [Kise]
was among those of the nobility of Rome. One of these said to the people of Jerusalem, | will keep
them in wheat and barley. A second said, | will keep them in wine, oil and salt. The third said, |
will keep them in wood. The Rabbis considered the offer of wood the most generous, since R.
Hisda used to hand all his keys to his servant save that of the wood, for R. Hisda used to say, A
storehouse of wheat requires sixty stores of wood [for fuel]. These men were in aposition to keep
the city for twenty-one years.

The biryoni were then in the city. The Rabbis said to them: Let us go out and make peace with
them [the Romans]. They would not let them, but on the contrary said, Let us go out and fight
them. The Rabbis said: Y ou will not succeed. They then rose up and burnt the stores of wheat and
barley so that afamine ensued....

Abba Sikrathe head of the biryoni in Jerusalem was the son of the sister of Rabban Johanan b.

Zakkai. [ The latter] sent to him saying, Come to visit me privately. When he came he said to him,
How long are you going to carry on in thisway and kill al the people with starvation? He replied:
What can | do? If | say aword to them, they will kill me. He said: Devise some plan for me to
escape. Perhaps | shall be able to save alittle. He said to him: Pretend to be ill, and let everyone
come to inquire about you. Bring something evil smelling and put it by you so that they will say
you are dead. Let then your disciples get under your bed, but no others, so that they shall not notice
that you are still light, since they know that aliving being is lighter than a corpse. He did so, and
R. Eliezer went under the bier from one side and R. Joshua from the other. When they reached the



door, some men wanted to put a lance through the bier. He said to them: Shall [the Romans| say.
They have pierced their Master? They wanted to give it a push. He said to them: Shall they say
that they pushed their Master? They opened atown gate for him and he got out.

When he reached the Romans he said, Peace to you, O king, peace to you, O king. He [V espasian|
said: Your life is forfeit on two counts, one because | am not a king and you call me king, and
again, if | am aking, why did you not come to me before now? He replied: Asfor your saying that
you are not a king, in truth you are aking, since if you were not a king Jerusalem would not be
delivered into your hand, as it is written, And Lebanon shall fall by a mighty one.1 ‘Mighty one’
[is an epithet] applied only to aking, asit iswritten, And their mighty one shall be of themselves
etc.; and Lebanon refers to the Sanctuary, as it says, This goodly mountain and Lebanon.s As for
your guestion, why if you are aking, | did not come to you till now, the answer isthat the biryoni
among us did not let me. He said to him; If thereis ajar of honey round which a serpent is wound,
would they not break the jar to get rid of the serpent? He could give no answer. R. Joseph, or as
some say R. Akiba, applied to him the verse, [God] turneth wise men backward and maketh their
knowledge foolish. He ought to have said to him: We take a pair of tongs and grip the snake and
kill it, and leave the jar intact.

At this point a messenger came to him from Rome saying, Up, for the Emperor is dead, and the
notables of Rome have decided to make you head [of the State]. He had just finished putting on
one boot. When he tried to put on the other he could not. He tried to take off the first but it would
not come off. He said: What is the meaning of this? R. Johanan said to him: Do not worry: the
good news hasdoneit, asit says, Good tidings make the bonefat. What isthe remedy? L et someone
whom you dislike come and pass before you, as it is written, A broken spirit drieth up the bones.
He did so, and the boot went on. He said to him: Seeing that you are so wise, why did you not
come to metill now? He said: Have | not told you? — He retorted: | too have told you.

He said; | am now going, and will send someone to take my place. You can, however, make a
request of meand | will grant it. He said to him: Give me Jabneh and its Wise Men, and the family
chain of Rabban Gamaliel, and physiciansto heal R. Zadok.

R. Joseph, or some say R. Akiba, applied to him the verse, ‘[God] turneth wise men backward and
maketh their knowledge foolish’. He ought to have said to him; Let them [the Jews] off thistime.
He, however, thought that so much he would not grant, and so even alittle would not be saved.



