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The Making of a Monk-Rabbi: the Rashbi Stories

Possible Guided Questions:;

What are the main similarities and differences between the Palestinian and Babylonian version of the
Talmudic story of R, Shimen b. Yohai? When paralfel parts of the story are told: are they told differently?
In what way? What parts of the story are found only in the Falestinian Talmud and what are only found in
the Babylonian version? Focusing on the Babylonian Talmud: can you define the literary character of the
parts of the story that are only found in this version of the Talmudic tradition?
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Babyionian Tatmud tractate Shabbat 33b wsexor

For R. Judah, R. Jose, and R. Simeon were sitting,
and Judah, a son of proselytes, was sitting near
them. R. Judah commenced [the discussion] by
observing, "How fine are the works of this people
fthe Romans]! They have made streets, they have
built bridges, they have erected baths." R. Jose was
silent. R. Simeon h. Yohai answered and said, "All
that they made they made for themselves; they
built market-places, to set harlots in them; baths,
to rejuvenate themselves; bridges, to levy tolls for
them." Now, Judah the son of proselytes went and
related their talk, which reached the government.
They decreed: Judah, who exalted [us], shall be
exalted, lose, who was silent, shall be exited to
Sepphoris; Simeon, who censured, let him be
executed.

He and his son went and hid themselves in the Beth
Hamidrash (the place of study) ,[and} his wife
brought him bread and a mug of water and they
dined. [But] when the decree became more severe
he said to his son, "Women are of unstable
temperament: she may be put to the torture and
expose us." '

So they went and hid in a cave. A miracie occurred
and a carob-tree and a water well were created for
them. They [would strip their garments and] sit up
to their necks in sand. The whole day they studied;
when it was time for prayers they robed, covered
themselves, prayed, and then put off their
garments again, so that they should not wear out.

Yerushalmi tractate Shvi'it 9:1, 38d (ms Leiden)

For thirteen years R, Simeon b. Yohai lived hidden
in a cave of carobs of Teruma {=priest offering). [He
stayed there] until his body became afflicted with
[a skin disease that looked like] rust spots.
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They dwelt twelve years in the cave. Elijah came
and stood at the entrance to the cave and
exclaimed, "Who will inform the son of Yohai that
the emperor is dead and his decree annuffed?"
They emerged. Seeing a man ploughing and
sowing, they exclaimed, "They forsake life eternal
and engage in life temporal!” Whatever they cast
their eyes upon was immediately burnt up.
Thereupon a Heavenly Echo came forth and cried
out, "Have ye emerged to destroy My world:
Return to your cavel" So they returned and dwelt
there twelve months, saying, "The punishment of
the wicked in Gehenna is [limited to] twelve
months," A Heavenly Echo then came forth and
said, "Go forth from your cave!"

Thus they came out, wherever R. Eleazar wounded,
R. Simaon healed. Said he to him, "My son! You and
[ are sufficient for the world."

They saw an old man holding two bundles of
myrtle. They said to him: "What are these for?" He
safd "They are in honor of the Sabbath.” They said:
"But one should suffice you?"-He said: "One is for
‘Remember [the Sabbath day]' {(Ex, 20:8) and one
for 'Observe [the Sabbath day].' (Deut. 5:12) Said
he to his son, "See how precious a commandment
to [srael is.”

R. Phinchas b. Ya'ir his son-in-law heard and went
out to meet him. He took him into the baths and
massaged his flesh. Seeing the clefts in his body he
wept and the tears streamed from his eyes and he
[R Simeon} was shouting because they scorched his
wounds. He sald "Woe to me that | see you in such
a statel" He said to him "Happy are you that you
see me thus, for if you did not see me in such a
state you would not find me thus {iearned]."

. For originally, when R. Simeon b. Yohai raised a
difficulty, R. Phinehas b, Ya'ir would give him
twelve answers, whereas subsequently when R.
Phinehas h. Ya'r raised a difficulty, R. Simeon b,
Yohal would give him twenty-four answers.

At the end of thirteen years he said "shouldn't | fgo
out] to see what has happened in the world?"

He went out and sat at the mouth of the cave. He
saw a certain hunter trapping birds. When [he]
would hear an echo say from heaven "Pardoned”
[dimissio] the bird escaped. [He] said "without [the
intervention of] heaven [even] a bird does not
perish afl the more so a human being”.

When he saw that the difficulties had diminished
he said "let me go down and visit the baths in
Tiberias".
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Only in the BT:
©  Exposition explaining the circumstances of Rashbi’s flight from the Romans

e Flight in two stages: to the study house, and then due to the fear of wife’s betrayal to the cave
e Addition of the son, R. Elazar

@ Miraculous tree and fountain

e  Days devoted to study and prayer

e Body covered in sand

e  Elijah’s announcement

e Exiting the cave; incinerating people for working

»  Return to the cave as punishment

¢  Second exit from the cave

©  Old man preparing for Sabbath

Bathhouse conversation with the son-in-law; the cave stay understood as bestowing powers on

Rashbi

leroma, The Life of Paulus the First Hermit (374-375 CE)

During the persecutions of Decius and Valerian, when Cornelius at Rome and Cyprian at Carthage shed
their biood in blessed martyrdom, many churches in Egypt and the Thebaid were laid waste by the fury of
the storm...Whife such enormities were being perpetrated In the lower part of the Thebaid, Paul and his
newly married sister were bereaved of both their parents, he being about sixteen years of age...His
brother-in-law conceived the thought of betraying the youth whom he was bound to conceal... The young
man had the tact to understand this, and, conforming his will to the necessity, fled to the mountain wilds
to wait for the end of the persecution. He began with easy stages, and repeated halts, to advance into the
desert. At length he found a rocky mountain, at the foot of which, closed by a stone, was a cave of no
great size. He removed the stone (so eager are men to learn what is hidden), made eager search, and saw
within a farge hall, open to the sky, but shaded by the wide-spread branches of an ancient palm. The tree,
however, did not conceal a fountain of transparent clearness, the waters whereof no sooner gushed forth
than the stream was swallowed up in a small opening of the same ground which gave it birth...
Accordingly, regarding his abode as a gift from God, he fell in love with it, and there in prayer and solitude
spent all the rest of his life. The palm afforded him food and clothing,

Paphnutius of Scetis (4" century CE)
[The story of Abba Timothy:] Now | was glad to flee from my sin with the woman. [ rose and | came to the

desert, and | renounced everything between myself and that woman. | found this spring of water and this
cave and date palm tree. And my life was fixed [ike this: this palm tree produces twelve bunches of dates
each year, one each month, and this bunch from a single palm tree lasts me for thirty days at a time, and
after the thirty days another bunch grows in its place. | have no bread for food and my hair has continued
to grow and my clothes have completely worn out. Now | clothe with the hair of my head what should be

respectfully covered.

Silvanus 4, Saying of the Desert Fathers
A brother went to see Abba Silvanus on the mountain of Sinal. When he saw the brothers working hard,

he said to the old man, “Do not labor for the food which perishes [but for that meat which endures unto
everlasting life] {(John 6:27). Mary has chosen the good portion {Luke 10:42).” The old man said to his
disciple, “Zacharias, give the brother a bock and put him in a cell without anything else.” So, when the
ninth hour came the visitor watched the door expecting someone would be sent to call him to the meal.
When no one called him he got up, went to find the old man and said to him, “Have the brothers not
eaten today?” The old man replied that they had. Then he said, “Why did you not call me?” The old man
said to him, “Because you are a spiritual man and do not need that kind of food. We, being carnal, want to
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eat, and that is why we work, But you have chosen the good portion and read the whole day long and you
do not want to eat carnal food.” When he heard these words the brother made a prostration saying,
“Eorgive me, Abba.” The old man said to him, “Mary needs Martha. It is really thanks to Martha that Mary

is praised.”

Paphnutius
| continued walking Into the farther desert, and on the fourth day | came upon a cave. When | approached

it, 1 knocked at the mouth of the cave according to the monastic custom in arder that & brother might
corne out and | might greet him.

Palestinfan Talmud Nedarim 11:1

Yehudah of Husa went and hid in a cave for three days, considering this matter: whence that the life of
this city takes precedence over the [ife of a city elsewhere? He came to R. Yose b. Halafta and said to him:
“{ went and hid in a cave three days, considering this matter, whence that the life of this city takes
precedence over the life of a city elsewhere” [=and he could find no solution]. He (R. Yose} called to his
son, R. Abba, and said to him this matter: “whence that the life of this city takes precedence over the life
of a city elsewhere?” He sald, ‘These cities shall be, [each city and its pasture fand about it}’ {Josh 21:40);
‘shall be each city,” and [only] afterward, ‘its pasture land about it.”” He (R. Yose) said ta him (Yehudah):
“what brought it about (=that you could find no salution)? That you did not study with your colleagues.”
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