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The Carpenter, His Apprentice and His Wife

Among the stories told in the Talmud, which on the one hand are designed to
generate sadness, and on the other hand provide some type of religious
tframework for an explanation of the horrific events which happened to our
people during the churban, there is a short tragic story reported in the Talmud.

The story is introduced with a citation from a verse in Micha:
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"...they oppress a man and his house, a man and his heritage"

It is important to see the verse in context:
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1. Woe to those who devise iniquity, and work evil upon their beds!
When the morning dawns, they perform it, because it is in the power of
their hand. 2. And they covet fields, and take them by violence; and
houses, and take them away; they oppress a man and his house, a man
and his heritage.3. Therefore thus says the Lord: Behold, against this
family I devise an evil, from which you shall not remove your necks; nor
shall you go haughtily; for it will be an evil time.4. In that day they shall
take up a parable against you, and lament with a doleful lamentation, and

say, We are utterly ruined; he changes the portion of my people; how he



removes it from me; and divides our fields among renegades.5.

Therefore you shall have none to cast the line by lot in the congregation

of the Lord. Micha Chapter 2

The previous verse speaks of he who lies in his bed and plots; it refers to the
person who premeditatedly takes what is not his. A person who with deceit
takes the possessions and wife of his fellow, such a person will be thrust out of
the congregation of God. Such a person is introduced in our story:
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Rav Judah said in the name of Rav: ¢ What is signified by the verse, And
they oppress a man and his house, even a man and his heritage? A
certain man once conceived a desire for the wife of his master, he being
a carpenter's apprentice. Once his master wanted to borrow some
money from him. He said to him: Send your wife to me and I will lend
her the money. So he sent his wife to him, and she stayed three days
with him. He then went to him before her. Where is my wife whom I
sent to you? He asked. He replied: I sent her away at once, but I heard
that the youngsters played with her on the road. What shall I do? He
said. If you listen to my advice, he replied, divorce her. But, he said, she
has a large marriage settlement. Said the other: I will lend you money to
give her for her Kethubah. So he went and divorced her and the other
went and married her. When the time for payment arrived and he was
not able to pay him, he said: Come and work off your debt with me. So



they used to sit and eat and drink while he waited on them, and tears
used to fall from his eyes and drop into their cups. From that hour the
doom was sealed; some, however, say that it was for two wicks in one
candle. Gittin 58a

It is a story of lust, deceit and cruelty. As swe-appreach-thestery at first glance

we meet 2 man, a man who lusts for the wife of another; this man should not
only respect the sanctity of marriage of any and every couple. In this case the
act is more perfidious; for it is the wife of someone who trained him and gave
him a livelihood, common decency would dictate his respect for the husband in

a general sense, gratitude to one who provided him with a livelihood.

But his lust causes him to mislead his fellow man, and lead him to not only
financial ruin, but in an extreme act of cruelty the husband now witnesses his
erstwhile wife, enjoying the company of his apprentice, and now he must pour
their wine — all that is left for him is to cry.

Despite the deviousness and cruelty displayed, we are at a loss to understand
why one isolated act of infidelity and treachery resulted in exile. If this story
was somehow a metaphor for the entire Jewish people it would provide a
greater explanation. Despite the pathos of this story, why was this the final
straw in the destruction of the Temple? Apparently this story is symptomatic of
a fault that existed within the people which caused the eventual destruction.

While lust is introduced at the outset of the story as a motivation, it is
apparently not the entire issue; this is evidenced by the Talmud introducing two
alternative endings, or conclusions. The second one is what is described as two
wicks in one candle; Rashi explains this metaphor to mean the prohibition of

sleeping with a married woman was violated.! If this is the second conclusion

! Rashi Talmud Bavli Gitten 58a. Shtei pitilot b'ner echad.



what is the first conclusion? The Talmud stressed that the moment the
husband witnessed this display of cruelty and shed his tears the sentence of the
Jewish people was sealed. The question is, was this the cruelty independent of
adultery or in conjunction with adultery? When the Talmud concludes that
adultery is the alternative explanation, we can conclude that this first
explanation is meant to be understood that there was in fact no adultery.2

Admittedly this is harder to understand; lust is something we can understand,
what was the motivation according to this first reading and ending? There must
be more to this story than meets the eye.

Generally, the destruction of the second temple is related to sinat chinam
unjustified hatred, and not sexual perversions — which is associated with the
first Temple's destruction. The Jerusalem Talmud, in its description of the
shortcomings of the generation of destruction adds some elements to sinat

chinam.
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We find that the first Temple was only destroyed because of idolatry,
sexual sins and murder, but the Second (Temple) we knew them they
were diligent in Torah study, careful with the commandments and tithes,
and all elements of good were with them, but they loved money and

hated one another with groundless hatred.

Jerusalem Talmud Yoma chapter one 38:3 Halacha aleph.

This is a strange combination; vigilant and observant in all laws, involved in
Torah study, but they liked money and hated one another. Perhaps this is an
apt description of the apprentice. If he indeed lusted after this woman but
nonetheless remained chaste, it would be because he was a noble and
honorable fellow, at least in his own eyes. Having the object of his lust in his
home for three days, yet he remained virtuous and kept her at arm's length,
would be no simple task for a man controlled by lust. The fact that he did not
consummate his desires with her probably solidified his own elevated and

exaggerated self-appraisal.s What motivated him? What was his plan?

Had he simply wished to win the hand of the woman who enchanted him, he
could have succeeded without the final scene, did he really need to have his
former teacher pouring the wine for him and his new bride? While the
apprentice may have felt that he broke no laws by virtue of his own virtue, and
the distance he kept from the object of his love for those fateful three days, did
he even give a thought to the tears of his former mentor?

3 Comments of Rav Yaakov Emden Talmud Bavli Gitten 58a.
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The Talmud tells us that when a couple gets divorced it is not only they who
may cry:

N 1Y 25 97 1999170 150N 2033 MIndN

VDT PY TN NAVI VON ,MIVNY INYNR NN YNNI DD IWIN 227 DN
(OW) , 2200 /) 7N NIV DX NYRT NIDI IR 1Y NRTY (2 2ININ) 1INV
¥2 552,100 12 SNIDY 27 DN ... 7TNI2 NYR) RN NOD) D) NN DY DRNIDNY”
MTONRN 0D DXNY) NYNY (TIIMYYWI) 10NV ,DINY) NYUND IN ,NPND

R. Elazar said: If (a man) divorces his first wife, the very Altar sheds
tears, as it is written: “And this further you do, you cover the Altar of
God with tears, with weeping and with sighing, so much that He no
longer regards your offerings, nor does He receive them with goodwill
tfrom your hand” (Malakhi 2). Further it is written: “Yet you say, ‘Why?’
Because God has been witness between you and the wife of your youth,
against whom you have dealt treacherously, though she is your
companion and the wife of your covenant” (Ibid.).... R. Samuel b.
Nahman said: All things can be replaced, except the wife of one’s youth,

as it is written, “And a wife of [one’s] youth, can she be rejected?”

(Yeshayahu 54). (Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 22a)

Did the apprentice care about the tears of his mentor? Did he care about the
tears of the altar? No, apparently he was consumed with hatred. Why else
would he have taken that final step and force his former mentor to witness his
former wife's drinking and canoodling with her new beau? The hatred is clear,
the question is why?

Before we return to the motivation of the apprentice, let us turn our attention
to the behavior of the wife. For the most part she is treated as an object in the
story, sent by one man and then taken by another. The ease in which she
seamlessly makes the shift from one man to the other is disturbing. Does she
simply slide into bed with the highest bidder or greatest bread earner — was
there no love between her and her husband? Moreover, WHERE WAS SHE



FOR THE 3 DAYS!? What was she doing? What was she thinking? What was
she feeling? She agrees to marry the apprentice; this was her choice. She
chooses to sit and eat and drink as her ex-husband is now forced to watch and
work. What motivated this behavior? It sounds as if there is collusion between
her and the apprentice. Apparently they had something in common, more than
her merely returning the affection the apprentice felt for her, there is a deeper

element in this tale.

Let us reconsider the story, why ask a subordinate for a loan, that is unfair, and
places the apprentice in a difficult situation. The apprentice understands the
abusive personality of the husband, and sets a condition of the loan; to send his
wife — that would be undignified at the very least. Apparently this man has no
problem placing both his wife and apprentice in difficult situations. This
husband is self-centered, self-absorbed, manipulative — and somewhat abusive.
The abusive personality enjoys or needs to control his victim, in a sense it is a
mark of ownership. It is fascinating, that the apprentice understands this; he
apparently has great insight in his boss's personality. He blatantly lies when
asked where the wife has been. The text attested that she was in fact with the
apprentice for three days. Instead the apprentice says that he heard that the
wife has been abused by some boys. A normal husband would seck her out
immediately and try and save her from whatever situation she had gotten in,
but this husband is resigned, he asks for advice and is told to get rid of the
woman. Remarkably he agrees, the only impediment is financial, no emotional
feelings to his abused wife? No desire to find her? No wish to console her? The
abusive husband is interested in only his own control over this woman, now
that she has been abused by others she has lost the allure, he no longer needs
or wants her. The apprentice of course knew that this would be the course of
action chosen, and once he makes the divorce financially viable, the husband
will fall into the trap set out by the apprentice.

Now we can understand the attraction of the wife to the apprentice, he
understands her, he empathizes with her suffering, and he presents a possibility
to set her free. They both have had enough of this abusive manipulative



boss/husband, and the apprentice (who had a thing for the wife anyway)
showed her how they have a common concern — putting the husband in his
place; this would account for the extreme anger in this story, the wife and
wealth is not simply taken away from this man he is forced to watch as he has
morphed into a slave — now pouring the drinks of their celebration. Lust was
not the only goal; liberation was not enough, the husband needed to be
humiliated.

There is another crucial element needed to be understood in order to gain
insight not just into this particular story, but into the choice of this story as a
paradigm used to describe the generation. Both the apprentice and the wife did
not believe they did anything wrong. Quite the opposite he had rescued a
damsel in distress. They did not think they sinned — because they did not
commit adultery, the apprentice did not touch her during those 3 days, and
when he did marry her — all the food was kosher— everything was scrupulously
kosher — these people were observant. That is the words of the Jerusalem
Talmud — he learned Torah diligently and was careful with the commandments,
and did all good deeds. But there was one dark place, a place of venom and
hatred. But in his mind this was also a place of merit. It is hard enough to deal

with sin; it is quite another thing when you think your sin was a meritorious act.

The prototypical act of hatred contains this very same element. The core of
sinat chinam is the sale of Yosef and they too thought they were doing a mitzvah
according to one commentary they even convened a court, which found Yosef

guilty of treason.* The sale had a seal of approval — there was only one problem

4 Apparently the Shlah Hakodesh Parshat Vayeshev, is the first to suggest this, while the idea has been
embraced by many later authorities.
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God — didn’t hold from that bei# din or of their behavior — and the sale haunts
us until this very day.s

Man with his highly developed sense of justification has a wonderful capacity to
justify his actions; this is especially true in the realm of interpersonal relations.
This insight will allow us to understand a passage in the Talmud that speaks of

sinat chinam within the context of the destruction of the Second Temple:
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But why was the second Sanctuary destroyed, seeing that in its time they
were occupying themselves with Torah, [observance of| precepts, and
the practice of charity? Because therein prevailed hatred without cause.
...R. Yochanan and R. Eleazar both say: The former ones whose iniquity
was revealed had their end revealed, the latter ones whose iniquity was

not revealed have their end still unrevealed. Talmud Bavli Yoma 9b
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5 See Rav Yehonatan Eyebeshitz Yaarot D'vash part one chapter 16.
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Within a few lines the Talmud seems to contradict itself, on the one hand it
says the reason for the destruction of the Second Temple was hatred, on the
other hand the Talmud states the reason for the long exile is iniquities were
hidden. The Maharshas explains that the hatred was hidden inside, while
outwardly people were friendly or cordial. The Talmud continues:
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R. Yochanan said: The fingernail of the earlier generations is better than
the whole body of the later generations. Talmud Bavli Yoma 9b

This seems quite obscure; the Vilna Gaon explained the reference: animals
have two symbols which render them kosher split hooves and chewing the cud.
There are three animals which chew their cud but do not have split hooves,
while there is one the pig which has split hooves yet does not ruminate. The
Vilna Gaon explained that the eatlier exiles were related to the three animals
that ruminate but do not have split hooves, this would symbolize that internally

things were kosher while outside the "non-kosher" aspect was clear.” The

6 Maharsha Yoma 9b
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" The Vilna Goan cites a Rabbinic tradition, see Vayikra Rabba Parshat Shmini, 13:5
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destruction of the second Temple was done by Rome who later came to
symbolize Christianity, they are seen as the spiritual heirs of Esav,® who
outwardly showed his piety, while on the inside had total corruption. The Gaon
explains that when the Jewish people adopted this behavior, outwardly
performing the commandments, yet inwardly they hated one another, they
became susceptible to conquest by a people who had the very same trait.’

This is the trait of the apprentice, outwardly he was observant, he was careful
to keep kosher and to keep away from his fellow's wife, but inwardly he
suffered from a sick pathology of hatred which had metastasized and destroyed
his soul. For his part he was so impressed with the outer manifestation and
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® Kol Eliyahu Yoma 9b.
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trappings of his religiously, that he could not even imagine that he was guilty of
sin, much less see the need to repent or rectify his ways. This was endemic of

the behavior of that generation.

In reality the apprentice had sinned, he had placed a "stumbling block before
the blind" the prohibition of the stumbling block is also broken when one
gives inappropriate advice, and certainly when the one giving the advice will
stand to gain personally.!!

There is another commandment which was trampled upon; coveting anothet's
wife is prohibited; it is one of the Ten Commandments.’? The prohibition is
broken when one plots to take away a possession of his neighbor, a maneuvor
with which the apprentice proved quite adept.!s

10 Vayikra 19:14
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11 See Rashi's comments on Vayikra 19:14

79 P00 ©Y PID RPN YN

RV AR INRY AN T2 AP T 107 RN DR LI NINT IPKRY AXY 1NN K 9272 XR107 199 - Dwon 1N R? W 2197
210 A0

L NINONI 7MWY IR LAWEY D197,V W AL AT HW YT ar Y707 11°727 7101 1R 17 1270w 007 - YRR NRON
97AR1 ;12 MO NPT IRY PRI TV QTR 2w 1292 M0AT 127 92 1971 .7N2WwRR 99n7 TR9RA DRI 12 0K 7000
SRR IR 12

12 Shmot 20:13, D'varim 5:17.
13 See Rambam Sefer Hamtzvot negative command 265, also see Mishna Torah lows of Gezaila 1:9
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The Aruchat Chainr* observes that the first being that was guilty of desiring that
which wasn’t his was the serpent in Eden. Ironically the Talmud describes the
serpent — pre-sin as a possible, assistant who could have helped man with the
drudgery of life, while Adam and Eve could have enjoyed the bounties of
Eden.s When Adam and Eve leave Eden the go together, though the entire
episode could have put a strain in the relationship, in this story, the apprentice
seems very serpent-like; the cruel end is the enslavement and humiliation of the
husband, while the "serpent"” gets the girl.

So it seems that from time immemorial jealously, desire and hatred have been a
part of the landscape. When we are guilty of hatred, and justify it, and think we

are doing a mitzvah, we make repentance impossible, there are times that we

14 See Aruchat Chaim laws of chomed.
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15 See Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 59b, and Berishit Rabba 19:1.
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He deprived the world of much good, for had this not happened, one could have sent his merchandise
through him, and he would have gone and returned.



are so firmly ensconced in our positions that we cannot even imagine a need

for rectification.1s

We often lead our lives with exaggerated sense of confidence, sure our paths,
emboldened by previous decisions. One man who did not have this type of
confidence was Raban Yochanan ben Zakkai, on his death bed he shed tears:
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16 1t is interesting, Rav Moshe Isserlis cites in the Shulchan Uruch Oruch Chaim 603:1, a position which is
found in Rabbenu Yona and in the Ramban Vayikra 5:15, that a person should be more careful to repent
from a possible sin compared to an absolute sin, this is a response to human nature which would normally
"forgive" ourselves, the religious response is the opposite, not to forgive, but to work even harder in
rectification, in order to offset human nature.
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When Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai fell ill, his disciples went 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 I 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 I can persuade with words and bribe with
money, even so I would weep. Now that I 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 I 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 I do not know by which I shall be taken, shall I 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: Is that all? He said to them: If
only [you can attain this]! You can see [how important this 1s], for when
a man wants to commit a transgression, he says, I hope no man will see

me.

Such a great man, on his death bed, was not confident, he was unsure if he was
assured a place in heaven or if purgatory awaited him. Rabbi Solovietchik
explained the angst experienced by Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai.1”

At around the same time as the man his apprentice and his wife went through
their tryst the general situation in Judea was unraveling a critical moment

17 The Rav Speaks (Chamesh Drashot end of the first drasha) page 50-52 2002 the Toras Harav Foundation.



arrived when Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai surreptitiously left the city of
Jerusalem and met with the Vespasian the Roman leader.
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He said; I am now going, and will send someone to take my place. You
can, however, make a request of me and I will grant it. He said to him:
Give me Jabneh and its Wise Men, ... R. Joseph, or some say R. Akiva,
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 this time. He, however, thought that so much he would not
grant, and so even a little would not be saved. Talmud Bavli Gittin 56b

Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai saved the sages, he saved Torah, yet the price he
paid was steep, Jerusalem was lost. Many years later on his death bed he
repented, for he did not know if he had performed the greatest of actions
saving many, or he was guilty of a heinous crime complicity in the destruction
of Jerusalem. With this action he planted the seeds for the eventual rebuilding
of the Temple, by questioning our deeds, by repenting our sins, by questioning
our merits and taking stock in order to assure that those actions that we think

were our greatest actions were not in fact our greatest failure.

The apprentice and his new wife enjoyed their wine, they enjoyed their life,
they enjoyed the lesson they had taught that terrible abusive man, they enjoyed
their new servant, until the Romans came and destroyed everything, and took
all that the apprentice had so carefully plotted and taken as his own. Did he
ever realize that that which he lost was never really his?









