Talmud Torah and the Good Life, Part I
Alex S. Ozar

Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind

For thinking...withdrawal from the world of appearances is the only essential
precondition...Every reflection that does not serve knowledge and is not guided by practical
needs and aims, is, as Heidegger once observed, “out of order” It interrupts any doing, any
ordinary activities, no matter what they happen to be.”
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When Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yosei, and Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai were sitting together, Yehuda
ben Gerim was sitting with them. Rabbi Yehuda began and said: ‘How beautiful are the actions
of this nation: they have established markets, they have established bridges, they have
established bathhouses.” Rabbi Yosei remained silent. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai responded and
said: ‘Everything they established, they established only for their own benefit: they established
markets to place prostitutes in them, bathhouses to indulge themselves, and bridges to collect
tolls through them.” Yehuda ben Gerim went and repeated their words, and they became known



to the government. They said: ‘Rabbi Yehuda, who praised us, shall be elevated; Rabbi Yosei,
who was silent, shall be exiled to Sepphoris; Rabbi Shimon, who disparaged us, shall be
executed.
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“He (Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai) went with his son and hid in the study hall. Every day his wife
would bring them bread and a jug of water, and they would eat. When the decree (of persecution)
intensified, he said to his son: ‘Women are light-minded; perhaps they will distress her and she
will reveal us.” They went and hid in a cave. A miracle occurred and a carob tree and a spring of
water were created for them. They would remove their clothes and sit up to their necks in sand,
and all day they would study Torah. At the time of prayer, they would dress, cover themselves,
and pray, and then remove their clothes again so that they would not wear them out.”
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They remained twelve years in the cave. Elijah the Prophet came and stood at the entrance of the
cave and said: ‘“Who will inform Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai that the emperor has died and his
decree has been annulled?” They went out. They saw people plowing and sowing. He said: ‘They
abandon eternal life and engage in temporal life!” Wherever they looked, it was immediately
burned. A heavenly voice emerged and said to them: ‘Have you come out to destroy My world?
Return to your cave!” They returned and went back in. They stayed another twelve months. They
said: ‘The judgment of the wicked in Gehenna is twelve months.” A heavenly voice then said:
‘Go out from your cave!’ They went out, and wherever Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon would
strike, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai would heal. He said to him: ‘My son, you and I are enough for
the world.” As the sun was setting on the eve of Shabbat, they saw an old man running with two
bundles of myrtle. They said to him: ‘What are these for you?’ He said to them: ‘In honor of
Shabbat.” ‘But one should be enough for you.” He said: ‘One corresponds to “Remember the
Shabbat,” and one corresponds to “Keep the Shabbat.”” He said to his son: ‘See how beloved the
commandments are to Israel!” Their minds were calmed.”

Plato, The Apology



Socrates: And that I am, as I say, a kind of gift from the god to the city, you might understand
from this; for I have neglected all my own affairs and have been enduring the neglect of my
concerns all these years, but I am always busy in your interest, coming to each one of you
individually like a father or an elder brother and urging you to care for virtue; now that is not like
human conduct.

Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers

When Xanthippe first scolded him and then drenched him with water, his rejoinder was, "Did I
not say that Xanthippe's thunder would end in rain?"
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The sailors (i.e., those who travel by sea) [are required to return home] once every six
months—this is the view of Rabbi Eliezer. Rav Bruna said in the name of Rav: the law follows
Rabbi Eliezer. Rav Adda bar Ahava said in the name of Rav: this is the statement of Rabbi
Eliezer, but the Sages say: students may go out to study Torah for two or three years without
permission (from their wives). Rava said: the Rabbis relied on Rav Adda bar Ahava and acted
accordingly themselves.
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“For Rav Rehumi would frequently be found studying before Rava in Mehoza; he had the habit
of coming home every 719°> 01° 27 (eve of Yom Kippur). One day, his learning detained him; his
wife kept expecting him—‘now he will come, now he will come’—but he did not come. She
became distressed, and a tear fell from her eye. He was sitting on the roof; the roof collapsed
beneath him, and he died.”
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“Yehuda, the son of Rabbi Hiyya, the son-in-law of Rabbi Yannai, would go and sit in the study
hall, and every naw 27¥ (Friday evening) he would come home; and when he would arrive, they
would see before him a pillar of fire. One day, his learning detained him; when that sign was not
seen, Rabbi Yannai said to them: ‘Turn over his bed (prepare for mourning), for if Yehuda were
alive he would not neglect his marital duty.” It was as though a decree had gone forth from
before the Ruler, and he died
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Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi arranged a match for his son in the household of Rabbi Hiyya, but when it
came time to write the marriage contract, the girl died. Rabbi said: ‘Heaven forbid—could there
be some defect (in our lineage)?” They sat and examined the families: Rabbi traced his line to
Shephatiah son of Avital, and Rabbi Hiyya traced his to Shimei, brother of David. He then went
and arranged a match for his son with the family of Rabbi Yosei ben Zimra, and they agreed that
he would go study in the academy for twelve years. When they brought her before him, he said:
‘Let it be six years.” When they brought her before him again, he said: ‘Let me marry her first,
and then I will go.” He was embarrassed before his father, but Rabbi said to him: ‘My son, you
have the understanding of your Creator—for at first it is written, “You shall bring them in and
plant them,” and afterward it is written, “And they shall make Me a sanctuary, and I will dwell
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among them.”” He went and studied for twelve years in the academy. By the time he returned, his
wife had become infertile. Rabbi said: “What shall we do? If he divorces her, people will say:
This poor woman waited in vain! If he marries another woman, people will say: This is his wife

and that is his mistress!” He prayed for her, and she was healed.”
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Rabbi Hananiah ben Hakinai was going to the study hall at the end of the wedding feast of
Shimon bar Yochai. He said to him: ‘Wait for me until I come with you,” but he did not wait for
him. He went and sat studying in the academy for twelve years. When he returned, the paths of
the town had changed, and he did not know how to get to his house. He went and sat by the
riverbank; he heard a young girl whom they were calling: ‘Daughter of Hakinai, daughter of
Hakinai, fill your pitcher and let us go.” He said: ‘From this I learn that this is our girl,” and he
followed her. His wife was sitting and sifting flour; she lifted her eyes and saw him—her heart
was overcome and her soul departed. He said before Him: ‘Master of the Universe, is this the
reward for this poor woman?’ He prayed for mercy for her, and she lived.
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Rabbi Hama bar Bisa went and sat studying in the study hall for twelve years. When he came
back, he said: ‘I will not do as ben Hakinai did,” so he entered and sat first in the study hall and
sent word to his house. Rabbi Oshaya his son came and sat before him; he began asking him
questions of learning, and he saw that his reasoning was sharp. His spirits fell, and he said: ‘Had
I been here, I would have had a child like this.” He went into his house; his son entered, and he
(the father) stood up before him. The son thought he wished to ask him a matter of learning, but
his wife said to him: ‘Is there a father who stands before his son?” Rami bar Hama applied to him
the verse: ‘A threefold cord is not quickly broken’—this refers to Rabbi Oshaya, the son of
Rabbi Hama bar Bisa.
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“Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua. His daughter saw him, that he was modest
and of fine character, and she said to him: ‘If I betroth myself to you, will you go to the study
hall?’ He said to her: “Yes.” She betrothed herself to him privately and sent him off. Her father
heard and expelled her from his house and vowed that she should derive no benefit from his
property. He went and studied for twelve years in the academy. When he returned, he brought
with him twelve thousand students. He heard an old man saying to her: ‘How long will you live
as a living widow?’ She said to him: ‘If he would listen to me, he would sit another twelve
years.” He said: ‘I am acting with her permission,” and he went back and studied another twelve
years. When he returned, he brought with him twenty-four thousand students. His wife heard and
went out to greet him; the neighbors said to her: ‘Borrow clothes and dress yourself,” but she said
to them: ‘A righteous man knows the soul of his animal.” When she reached him, she fell on her
face and kissed his feet; his attendants tried to push her away, but he said to them: ‘Leave
her—what is mine and what is yours is hers.” Her father heard that a great man had come to the



city and said: ‘I will go to him; perhaps he can annul my vow.” He came before him, and he said

to him: ‘Had you known that he would become a great man, would you have vowed?” He said to
him: ‘Even if he knew a single chapter or even one law.” He said to him: ‘I am he.” He fell on his
face and kissed his feet and gave him half his wealth. The daughter of Rabbi Akiva did the same

for Ben Azzai, and this is what people say: ‘The ewe follows the ewe; as the mother acts, so does
the daughter.’
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Rav Yosef son of Rava—his father Rava sent him to the study hall before Rav Yosef, and they
set for him six years (of study). After three years, when 719°2 oy 27 arrived, he said: ‘I will go
and see the people of my household.’ His father heard, took a utensil, and went out to meet him.
He said to him: “You remember your harlot?” Others say he said to him: ‘You remember your
dove (i.e., your wife)?’ They became upset, and neither one nor the other managed to complete
the meal (i.e., neither ate the pre-fast meal)
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It once happened that Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were reclining in the upper chamber of the
house of Natzah in Lod. This question was asked before them: Which is greater—study or
action? Rabbi Tarfon answered and said: Action is greater. Rabbi Akiva answered and said:
Study is greater. All of them answered and said: Study is greater—because study leads to action.



