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Three kinds of question 

 
Jewish education places substantial emphasis on asking questions. The Haggadah is a 
prime example of this. However, are all questions good questions, or the right questions to 
ask?! To answer these questions, we will examine in the passages below, three different 
types of questions, all taken from classical Jewish sources which we hope you will enjoy 
discussing on Shavuot or another time. 
 
Chag Sameach! 

 

Relational questions – Naomi (Book of Ruth, Chapter 1 verse 19) 

Sometimes questions can help build a relationship or can have the opposite effect. The 
Book of Ruth, which we read on Shavuot, opens with the story of Naomi and her family. 
Having left Israel wealthy, Naomi returns destitute and bereft of her husband and sons.  

 

What was the intention of this question? 

Do you think this was a good question?  

Suggested answer: 
 
The intention was to express surprise at Naomi’s appearance. Based on her reaction, this 
was an insensitive and poor question. Rashi notes that they remembered Naomi as a 
leading wealthy figure in the community. They could not hide their shock nor express any 
empathy with her current state. Naomi’s moving reply demonstrates the extent of her 
torment. She teaches us the importance of asking empathetic and considerate questions, 
even when we are caught by surprise.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

and the two went on until they reached Bethlehem. 
When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole city 
buzzed with excitement over them. The women 
said, “Can this be Naomi?” 

י ָנה ֵּב֣ ם ַעד־ּבֹוָא֖ ְכָנה ְׁשֵּתיֶה֔ י ַוֵּתַל֣ ֶחם ַוְיִה֗ ת ָל֑
ן   ם ׇּכל־ָהִעי֙ר ֲעֵליֶה֔ ֶחם ַוֵּתֹה֤ ית ֶל֔ ָנ֙ה ֵּב֣ ְּכבֹוָא֙

י׃ את ׇנֳעִמֽ ֹ֥ ְרָנה ֲהז  ַוּתֹאַמ֖

“Do not call me Naomi,”, she replied. “Call me Mara 
(bitterness) for Shaddai has made my lot very bitter. 

אןָ ִל֙י  י ְקֶר֤ י ׇנֳעִמ֑ אָנה ִל֖ ן ַאל־ִּתְקֶר֥ אֶמר ֲאֵליֶה֔ ַוּתֹ֣
ר ׁשַ  א ִּכי־ֵהַמ֥ ד׃ -ַּד֛ -ָמָר֔ י ְמֹאֽ  י ִל֖

I went away full, and the LORD has brought me back 
empty. How can you call me Naomi, when the 
LORD has dealt harshly with me, when Shaddai has 
brought misfortune upon me!” 

ִני ה ם ֱהִׁשיַב֣ ְכִּתי ְוֵריָק֖ ה ָהַל֔ ָּמה  ’ֲאִנ֙י ְמֵלָא֣ ָל֣
י ְוׁשַ  ָנה ִב֔ יֹהָו֙ה ָע֣ י ַוֽ אָנה ִל֙י ׇנֳעִמ֔ ע -ד-ִתְקֶר֤ ַרֽ ַּ֖י ֵה֥

י׃  ִלֽ
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Advocacy questions – Avraham (Bereshit Chapter 18) 

Avraham and Moshe are two of our greatest leaders. Both advocated for others, Moshe 
after the sin of the Golden Calf, and Avraham for the people of Sodom and Gemorrah, as 

set out in the passages below. 

 

To whom is God asking a question?  

Why does Avraham use questions to advocate for the people of Sodom? 
 

Suggested answer: 
 
God is asking Himself a question, which is an unusual formulation in the Torah. Rashbam 
(1085-1174), one of Rashi’s grandsons, explains that God asked Himself whether it was 
correct to destroy Sodom and Gemorrah as these areas would later be in the possession of 
Avraham’s descendants, through the covenants God had made with Avraham. Therefore, 
God decided to involve Avraham in the fate of Sodom and Gemorrah. Perhaps God did this 
to be truthful and faithful to the covenants, rather than appearing to renege on them. 

According to Ramban (1190-1274) in his commentary on the Torah, Avraham was 
concerned that God was applying a strict form of justice for these cities. It was 

Now God had said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I 
am about to do, 

ר   ’ַוֽה[17]  ם ֲאֶׁש֖ ַאְבָרָה֔ ה ֲאִנ֙י ֵמֽ ְמַכֶּס֤ ר ַהֽ ָאָמ֑
ה׃  י ֹעֶׂשֽ  ֲאִנ֥

since Abraham is to become a great and populous 
nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless 
themselves by him? 

ְהֶי֛ה ְל֥גֹוי ָּג֖דֹול ְוָע֑צּום [18]  ֹו ִיֽ ם ָהי֧ ְבָרָה֔ ְוַא֨
ֶרץ׃  ל ּגֹוֵי֥י ָהָאֽ ְבְרכּו־֔בֹו ֹּכ֖  ְוִנ֨

For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his 
children and his posterity to keep the way of God by 
doing what is just and right, in order that God may 
bring about for Abraham what has been promised 
him.”… 

ה אֶ [19]  ר ְיַצֶּו֜ ַע֩ן ֲאֶׁש֨ יו ְלַמ֩ י ְיַדְעִּת֗ ת־ָּבָנ֤יו  ִּכ֣
ֶר� ְמרּ֙ו ֶּד֣ יו ְוָׁשֽ ַלֲעׂ֥שֹות  ’ה ְוֶאת־ֵּביתֹ֙ו ַאֲחָר֔

ם  יא ְיֹהָו֙ה ַעל־ַאְבָרָה֔ ַען ָהִב֤ ט ְלַמ֗ ה ּוִמְׁשָּפ֑ ְצָדָק֖
יו׃ ר ָעָלֽ ת ֲאֶׁשר־ִּדֶּב֖  …ֵא֥

Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep 
away the innocent along with the guilty? 

יק  [23] ה ַצִּד֖ ף ִּתְסֶּפ֔ ר ַהַא֣ ם ַוּיֹאַמ֑ ַוִּיַּגׁ֥ש ַאְבָרָה֖
ע׃   ִעם־ָרָׁשֽ

What if there should be fifty innocent within the city; 
will You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for 
the sake of the innocent fifty who are in it? 

יר  אּולַ֥  [24]  ם ְּב֣תֹו� ָהִע֑ ים ַצִּדיִק֖ י ֵיׁ֛ש ֲחִמִּׁש֥
ים  ַען ֲחִמִּׁש֥ א ַלָּמ֔קֹום ְלַמ֛ ף ִּתְסֶּפ֙ה ְולֹא־ִתָּׂש֣ ַהַא֤

ּה׃  ר ְּבִקְרָּבֽ ם ֲאֶׁש֥  ַהַּצִּדיִק֖
Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death 
upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that 
innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! 
Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” 

ת [25] ָלה ְּל֜� ֵמֲעׂשֹ֣ ית  ׀ ָחִל֨ ה ְלָהִמ֤ ר ַהֶּז֗ ַּכָּדָב֣
 � ָלה ָּל֔ ע ָחִל֣ יק ָּכָרָׁש֑ ע ְוָהָי֥ה ַכַּצִּד֖ ַצִּדי֙ק ִעם־ָרָׁש֔

ט׃ ֲהֹׁשֵפ֙ט  ה ִמְׁשָּפֽ א ַיֲעֶׂש֖ ֹ֥ ֶרץ ל  ׇּכל־ָהָא֔

And God answered, “If I find within the city of Sodom 
fifty innocent ones, I will forgive the whole place for 
their sake.”… 

ים  [26] ם ֲחִמִּׁש֥ א ִבְסֹד֛ אֶמר ה’ ִאם־ֶאְמָצ֥ ֹ֣ ַוּי
יר ְוָנָׂש֥  ם ְּב֣תֹו� ָהִע֑ אִתי ְלׇכל־ַהָּמ֖קֹום ַצִּדיִק֖

ם׃  …ַּבֲעבּוָרֽ
And he said, “Let not my lord be angry if I speak but 
this last time: What if ten should be found there?” “I 
will not destroy, for the sake of the ten.” 

ה ַא�־  [32]  ה' ַוֲאַדְּבָר֣ ַחר ַלֽ א ִי֤ אֶמר ַאל־ָנ֞ ֹ֠ ּי ַו֠
א  ַהּפַ֔  ֹ֣ אֶמ֙ר ל ֹ֙ ה ַוּי ם ֲעָׂשָר֑ י ִיָּמְצ֥אּון ָׁש֖ ַעם אּוַל֛

ה׃  ית ַּבֲע֖בּור ָהֲעָׂשָרֽ  ַאְׁשִח֔
Having finished speaking to Abraham, God departed; 
and Abraham returned to his place. 

ם   ַוֵּיֶ֣ל�[33]  ר ֶאל־ַאְבָרָה֑ ה ְלַדֵּב֖ ר ִּכָּל֔ ה’ ַּכֲאֶׁש֣
ב ִלְמֹקֽמֹו׃ ם ָׁש֥  ְוַאְבָרָה֖

https://unitedsynagogue.sharepoint.com/topics/the-tetragrammaton
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inconceivable for Avraham that these cities would lack even a small group of innocent 
people and that God would apply such strict justice in this case. Therefore, Avraham 
started to plead on behalf of 50 innocent people, since their merit would be enough to 
spare these entire cities. By agreeing to ‘negotiate’ with Avraham, God signals his 
agreement – perhaps God was testing Avraham and inviting him to ask questions. Once it 
was clear that not even 10 innocent people resided in these cities, the negotiation ends. 

 

Epoch-making questions – Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakkai (Gemara Gitin 56b: 5-6) 

It’s the year 70 CE, in besieged Jerusalem. Realising the futility of further military resistance 
by the divided Jewish defenders, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, one of the leading rabbinic 
sages, desperately tries to smuggle himself out of Jerusalem to negotiate with the Roman 
enemy despite opposition from those defenders. Abba Sikkara, his nephew, led a group of 
defenders but furtively agreed to help his uncle.  

Abba Sikkara said to him: Pretend to be sick, and have 
everyone come and ask about your welfare, so that 
word will spread about your ailing condition. Afterward 
bring something putrid and place it near you, so that 
people will say that you have died and are 
decomposing. And then, have your students enter to 
bring you to burial, and let no one else come in so that 
the zealots not notice that you are still alive. As the 
zealots know that a living person is lighter than a dead 
person. 

ֲאַמר ֵליּה ְנקֹוט ַנְפָׁש� ִּבְקִציֵרי ְוֵליתֹו ּכּוֵּלי  
ָעְלָמא ְוִליַׁשְּיילּו ָּב� ְוַאְייִתי ִמיֵּדי ַסְרָיא  

ְוַאְגִני ַּגָּב� ְוֵליְמרּו ְּדָנח ַנְפָׁש� ְוִליַעְּיילּו ָּב�  
ַּתְלִמיָד� ְוָלא ֵליעּול ָּב� ִאיִניׁש ַאֲחִריָנא 

ַלְרְּגׁשּון ָּב� ְּדַקִּליל ַאְּת ְּדִאיְנהּו ָיְדִעי  ְּדָלא 
 ְּדַחָּייא ַקִּליל ִמִּמיָתא

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai did this. Rabbi Eliezer 
entered from one side and Rabbi Yehoshua from the 
other side to take him out. When they arrived at the 
entrance of the city, the guards, who were zealots, 
wanted to pierce him with their swords in order to 
ascertain that he was actually dead, as was the 
common practice. Abba Sikkara said to them: The 
Romans will say that they pierce even their teacher. The 
guards then wanted to push him to see whether he was 
still alive, in which case he would cry out. Abba Sikkara 
said to them: They will say that they push even their 
teacher. The guards then opened the gate and he was 
taken out. 

ִמַּצד  ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ָעֵביד ָהִכי ִנְכַנס ּבֹו
ִמַּצד ַאֵחר ִּכי ְמטֹו  ְוַרִּבי ְיהֹוֻׁשעַ  ֶאָחד

ְלִפיְתָחא ְּבעֹו ְלִמְדְקֵריּה ֲאַמר ְלהּו יֹאְמרּו  
ַרָּבן ָּדְקרּו ְּבעֹו ְלִמְדֲחֵפיּה ֲאַמר ְלהּו  

 יֹאְמרּו ַרָּבן ָּדֲחפּו ְּפַתחּו ֵליּה ָּבָבא ְנַפק

When Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai reached the 
Roman camp, he said: Greetings to you, the king; 
greetings to you, the king. Vespasian said to him: You 
are liable for two death penalties, one because I am not 
a king, yet you call me king, and furthermore, if I am a 
king, why didn’t you come to me until now? Rabban 
Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him: As for what you said 
about yourself: I am not a king, 

ְלָהָתם ֲאַמר ְׁשָלָמא ֲעָל� ַמְלָּכא   ִּכי ְמָטא
ְׁשָלָמא ֲעָל� ַמְלָּכא ֲאַמר ֵליּה ִמיַחְּייַבְּת  
ְּתֵרי (ְקָטָלא) [ָקְטִלי] ֲחָדא ְּדָלאו ַמְלָּכא  
ֲאָנא ְוָקא ָקֵרית ִלי ַמְלָּכא ְותּו ִאי ַמְלָּכא  

ֲאָנא ַעד ָהִאיָּדָנא ַאַּמאי ָלא ָאֵתית ְלַגַּבאי 
 ְּדָקָאְמַרְּת ָלאו ַמְלָּכא ֲאָנאֲאַמר ֵליּה 

in truth, you are a king, if not now, then in the future. As 
if you are not a king, Jerusalem will not be handed over 
into your hand, as it is written: “And the Lebanon shall 
fall by a mighty one” (Isaiah 10:34). And “mighty one” 
means only a king, as it is written: “And their mighty one 
shall be of themselves, and their ruler shall proceed 
from the midst of them” (Jeremiah 30:21), indicating 

ִאיְבָרא ַמְלָּכא ַאְּת ְּדִאי ָלאו ַמְלָּכא ַאְּת ָלא 
ִמיַּמְסָרא ְירּוָׁשַלִים ִּביָד� ִּדְכִתיב ְוַהְּלָבנֹון  

ְכִתיב  ְּבַאִּדיר ִיּפֹול ְוֵאין ַאִּדיר ֶאָּלא ֶמֶל� ִּד 
ְוָהָיה ַאִּדירֹו ִמֶּמּנּו ְוגֹו׳ ְוֵאין ְלָבנֹון ֶאָּלא ֵּבית  

ַהִּמְקָּדׁש ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר ָהָהר ַהּטֹוב ַהֶּזה  
ְוַהְּלָבנֹון ּוְדָקָאְמַרְּת ִאי ַמְלָּכא ֲאָנא ַאַּמאי  
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that “mighty one” parallels “ruler.” And “Lebanon” means 
only the Temple, as it is stated: “That good mountain 
and the Lebanon” (Deuteronomy 3:25). And as for what 
you said with your second comment: If I am a king why 
didn’t you come to me until now, there are zealots 
among us who did not allow us to do this. 

ָלא ָקָאֵתית ְלַגַּבאי ַעד ָהִאיָּדָנא ִּבְריֹוֵני  
 ְּדִאית ַּבן ָלא ָׁשְבִקיַנן

Understanding that Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was 
prepared to ask him not to destroy the Temple, 
Vespasian said to him: If there is a barrel of honey and a 
snake is wrapped around it, wouldn’t they break the 
barrel in order to kill the snake? In similar fashion, I am 
forced to destroy the city of Jerusalem in order to kill 
the zealots barricaded within it. Rabban Yochanan ben 
Zakkai was silent and did not answer. In light of this, Rav 
Yosef later read the following verse about him, and 
some say that it was Rabbi Akiva who applied it to 
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai: “I am the Lord…Who 
turns wise men backward and makes their knowledge 
foolish” (Isaiah 44:25). Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 
should have said to Vespasian in response: In such a 
case, we take tongs, remove the snake, and kill it, and in 
this way we leave the barrel intact. So too, you should 
kill the rebels and leave the city as it is. 

ֲאַמר ֵליּה ִאיּלּו ָחִבית ֶׁשל ְּדַבׁש ּוְדָרקֹון  
ָּכרּו� ָעֶליָה לֹא ָהיּו ׁשֹוְבִרין ֶאת ֶהָחִבית 

ַרב   ִּבְׁשִביל ְּדָרקֹון ִאיְׁשִּתיק ָקֵרי ֲעֵליּה
ֵמִׁשיב ֲחָכִמים   ַרִּבי ֲעִקיָבא ְוִאיֵּתיָמא ֵסףיֹו

ָאחֹור ְוַדְעָּתם ְיַסֵּכל ִאיְּבִעי ֵליּה ְלֵמיַמר  
ֵליּה ָׁשְקִליַנן ְצָבָתא ְוָׁשְקִליַנן ֵליּה ִלְדָרקֹון  

 ְוָקְטִליַנן ֵליּה ְוָחִביָתא ָׁשְבִקיַנן ַלּה

In the meantime, as they were talking, a messenger 
arrived from Rome, and said to him: Rise, for the 
emperor has died, and the noblemen of Rome plan to 
appoint you their leader and make you the next 
emperor. At that time Vespasian was wearing only one 
shoe, and when he tried to put on the other one, it 
would not go on his foot. He tried to remove the other 
shoe that he was already wearing, but it would not 
come off. He said: What is this? 

ֹוִמי  ַאְּדָהִכי ֲאָתא ְּפֵריְסְּתָקא ֲעֵליּה ֵמר
ֲאַמר ֵליּה קּום ְּדִמית ֵליּה ֵקיָסר ְוָאְמִרי  
ָהְנהּו ֲחִׁשיֵבי ְּדרֹוִמי ְלאֹוֹתיָב� ְּבֵריָׁשא  

ֲהָוה ָסֵיים ַחד (מסאני) [ְמָסאֵניּה] ְּבָעא  
ְלִמְסְייֵמּה ְלַאֲחִריָנא ָלא ָעֵייל ְּבָעא 

 ְלִמיְׁשְלֵפיּה ְלִאיַּד� ָלא ְנַפק ֲאַמר ַמאי ַהאי 

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him: Be not 
distressed, for good tidings have reached you, as it is 
written: “Good tidings make the bone fat” (Proverbs 
15:30), and your feet have grown fatter out of joy. 
Vespasian said to him: But what is the remedy? What 
must I do in order to put on my shoe? Rabban 
Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him: Have someone with 
whom you are displeased come and pass before you, as 
it is written: “A broken spirit dries the bones” (Proverbs 
17:22). He did this, and his shoe went on his foot. 
Vespasian said to him: Since you are so wise, why didn’t 
you come to see me until now? Rabban Yochanan ben 
Zakkai said to him: But didn’t I already tell you? 
Vespasian said to him: I also told you what I had to say. 

ֲאַמר ֵליּה ָלא ִּתְצַטַער ְׁשמּוָעה טֹוָבה  
ַאְתָיא ָל� ִּדְכִתיב ְׁשמּוָעה טֹוָבה ְּתַדֶּׁשן  

ָעֶצם ֶאָּלא ַמאי ַּתַּקְנֵּתיּה ֵליֵתי ִאיִניׁש ְּדָלא  
ְמַיְּתָבא ַּדְעָּת� ִמיֵּניּה ְוַלֲח�יף ַקָּמ� 

ִתיב ְורּוַח ְנֵכָאה ְּתַיֶּבׁש ָּגֶרם ֲעַבד ָהִכי  ִּדכְ 
ֲעַייל ֲאַמר ֵליּה ּוֵמַאַחר ְּדָחְכִמיתּו ּכּוֵּלי  

ַהאי ַעד ָהִאיָּדָנא ַאַּמאי ָלא ָאֵתיתּו ְלַגַּבאי  
ֲאַמר ֵליּה ְוָלא ֲאַמִרי ָל� ֲאַמר ֵליּה ֲאָנא 

 ָנֵמי ֲאַמִרי ָל� 

Vespasian then said to Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai: I 
will be going to Rome to accept my new position, and I 
will send someone else in my place to continue 
besieging the city and waging war against it. But before 
I leave, ask something of me that I can give you. Rabban 
Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him: Give me Yavneh and 
its Sages and do not destroy it, spare the dynasty of 
Rabban Gamliel and do not kill them as if they were 
rebels, and give me doctors to heal Rabbi Tzadok. Rav 

ֲאַמר ֵליּה ֵמיָזל ָאֵזיְלָנא ְוִאיָנׁש ַאֲחִריָנא 
ְמַׁשַּדְרָנא ֶאָּלא ָּבֵעי ִמיַּנאי ִמיֵּדי ְּדֶאֵּתן ָל� 

  ֶנה ַוֲחָכֶמיָה ְוׁשּוִׁשיְלָּתאֲאַמר ֵליּה ֵּתן ִלי ַיבְ 
ְלַרִּבי   ְוָאְסוֹוָתא ְּדַמַּסִיין ֵליּה ְּדַרָּבן ַּגְמִליֵאל

ַרִּבי   ְוִאיֵּתיָמא ַרב יֹוֵסף ָקֵרי ֲעֵליּה  ָצדֹוק
ֵמִׁשיב ֲחָכִמים ָאחֹור ְוַדְעָּתם ְיַסֵּכל   ֲעִקיָבא

 ִאיְּבִעי ְלֵמיַמר ֵליּה ִלְׁשְּבִקיְנהּו ָהָדא ִזיְמָנא 
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Yosef read the following verse about him, and some say 
that it was Rabbi Akiva who applied it to Rabban 
Yochanan ben Zakkai: “I am the Lord…Who turns wise 
men backward and makes their knowledge foolish” 
(Isaiah 44:25), as he should have asked him to leave the 
Jews alone this time. 
And why didn’t Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai make this 
request? He maintained that Vespasian might not do 
much for him, and there would not be even a small 
amount of salvation. Therefore, he made a modest 
request, in the hope that he would receive at least that 
much. 

ְוהּוא ָסַבר ִּדְלָמא ּכּוֵּלי ַהאי ָלא ָעֵביד  
 ְוַהָּצָלה ּפּוְרָּתא ָנֵמי ָלא ָהֵוי 

 

Why do you think Vespasian asked such a generous question? 

If you were Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, what would you have answered? Why? 
 

Suggested answer: 
 
Perhaps Vespasian felt Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai genuinely sought peace and would 
accept Roman rule. Vespasian may also have been impressed with Rabban Yochanan ben 
Zakkai’s leadership and have felt this would influence the other Jewish defenders.  

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai faced a significant dilemma. If he asks for Jerusalem, the 
obvious choice, he may have stretched Vespasian’s generosity too far. He may also have 
been wary of being used as a political tool by the Romans. By asking for Yavneh instead, a 
town with many Torah scholars who could continue to teach and preserve Judaism, 
especially in a place considered insignificant by the Romans, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 
hoped to achieve the survival of Judaism rather than just the Temple and the physical city 
of Jerusalem.  

 

Gemara Berachot 28b: 8-10 

When Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai fell ill his students 
entered to visit him. When he saw them, he began to 
cry. His students said to him: Lamp of Israel, the right 
pillar, the mighty hammer, the man whose life’s work 
is the foundation of the future of the Jewish people, 
for what reason are you crying? With a life as 
complete as yours, what is upsetting you? 

ִנְכְנסּו ַּתְלִמיָדיו   ֶּבן ַזַּכאי ּוְכֶׁשָחָלה ַרִּבי יֹוָחָנן
ְלַבְּקרֹו. ֵּכיָון ֶׁשָרָאה אֹוָתם ִהְתִחיל ִלְבּכֹות. 

ד  ַעּמּו ,ִיְׂשָרֵאל ָאְמרּו לֹו ַּתְלִמיָדיו: ״ֵנר
ַהְּיִמיִני, ַּפִּטיׁש ֶהָחָזק״, ִמְּפֵני ָמה ַאָּתה  

 ?ּבֹוֶכה

  
Rabban Yochanan’s answer: 
Now that they are leading me before the supreme 
King of Kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who lives 
and endures forever and ever; if He is angry with me, 
His anger is eternal; if He incarcerates me, His 
incarceration is eternal; and if He kills me, His killing is 
for eternity. I am unable to appease Him with words or 
bribe Him. Moreover, but I have two paths before me, 
one of the Garden of Eden and one of Gehenna, and I 

 
ְוַעְכָׁשיו ֶׁשּמֹוִליִכים אֹוִתי ִלְפֵני ֶמֶל� ַמְלֵכי  
ַהְּמָלִכים ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא, ֶׁשהּוא ַחי  

ְוַקָּיים ְלעֹוָלם ּוְלעֹוְלֵמי עֹוָלִמים, ֶׁשִאם ּכֹוֵעס  
  —ַּכֲעסֹו ַּכַעס עֹוָלם, ְוִאם אֹוְסֵרִני  —ָעַלי 

 —ִאיּסּורֹו ִאיּסּור עֹוָלם, ְוִאם ְמִמיֵתִני 
ִמיָתתֹו ִמיַתת עֹוָלם, ְוֵאיִני ָיכֹול ְלַפְּייסֹו  

ִּבְדָבִרים ְולֹא ְלַׁשֲחדֹו ְּבָממֹון. ְולֹא עֹוד, ֶאָּלא  
  ֶׁשֵּיׁש ְלָפַני ְׁשֵני ְדָרִכים, ַאַחת ֶׁשל ַּגן ֵעֶדן
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do not know on which they are leading me; and will I 
not cry? 

ְוַאַחת ֶׁשל ֵּגיִהָּנם, ְוֵאיִני יֹוֵדַע ְּבֵאיזֹו מֹוִליִכים 
 !?אֹוִתי, ְולֹא ֶאְבֶּכה

His students said to him: Our teacher, bless us. He said 
to them: May it be His will that the fear of Heaven shall 
be upon you like the fear of flesh and blood. His 
students said: To that point and not beyond? Shouldn’t 
one fear God more? He said to them: Would that a 
person achieves that level of fear. Know that when 
one commits a sin, he says to himself: I hope that no 
one saw me. If one is as concerned about avoiding 
shame before God as he is before man, he will never 
sin. 

ַרֵּבינּו, ָּבְרֵכנּו. ָאַמר ָלֶהם: ״ְיִהי  :  ָאְמרּו לֹו
ָרצֹון ֶׁשְּתֵהא מֹוָרא ָׁשַמִים ֲעֵליֶכם ְּכמֹוָרא  
ָּבָׂשר ָוָדם״. ָאְמרּו לֹו ַּתְלִמיָדיו: ַעד ָּכאן?  

ָאָדם עֹוֵבר  ָאַמר ָלֶהם: ּוְלַואי, ֵּתְדעּו ְּכׁשֶ 
 .ֲעֵביָרה אֹוֵמר: ״ֶׁשּלֹא ִיְרַאִני ָאָדם״

 

Do you think that Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai’s unease was because of the 
answer he gave to Vespasian? Why might he have felt uneasy? 

What might this teach us about Jewish history? 
 

Suggested answer: 
 
Everybody has a mission to perform through living their life. As one of our greatest leaders 
and religious personalities, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was acutely aware of this. He 
knew that the ramifications of his answer to Vespasian were huge and might affect the 
Jewish people for many centuries afterwards. Like everybody else, he could only try his 
best and hope that with God’s help, he would make the right decisions. He had seen 
Jerusalem destroyed and many Jews killed as Jewish sovereignty was ended. His 
intentions were sincere in trying to serve God as well as possible but how could he be sure 
at this juncture in history that he had been correct? As the end of his life approached, he 
reminded his students of our fundamental belief in the World to Come and of being aware 
of the ramifications of our actions. He hoped and prayed that he had fulfilled his crucial 
mission successfully and even as his end approached, wanted his students to think of their 
own mission and fulfilling it properly.  

We can learn from Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai the importance of realising that we too 
have a mission to perform, in which we can change our lives and the lives of others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Text taken from sefaria.org  


