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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 נָה בֵּ֣ ם עַד־בּוֹאָ֖ כְנָה שְׁתֵּיהֶ֔ י וַתֵּלַ֣ חֶם וַיְהִ֗ ת לָ֑
ן   ם כׇּל־הָעִיר֙ עֲלֵיהֶ֔ חֶם וַתֵּהֹ֤ ית לֶ֔ נָה֙ בֵּ֣ כְּבוֹאָ֙

י׃ את נׇעֳמִֽ ֹ֥ רְנָה הֲז  וַתּאֹמַ֖

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

אןָ לִי֙  י קְרֶ֤ י נׇעֳמִ֑ אנָה לִ֖ ן אַל־תִּקְרֶ֥ אמֶר אֲלֵיהֶ֔ וַתֹּ֣
ר שַׁ  א כִּי־הֵמַ֥ ד׃ -דַּ֛ -מָרָ֔ י מְאֹֽ  י לִ֖

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!” 

נִי ה ם הֱשִׁיבַ֣ כְתִּי וְרֵיקָ֖ ה הָלַ֔ מָּה  ’אֲנִי֙ מְלֵאָ֣ לָ֣
י וְשַׁ  נָה בִ֔ יהֹוָה֙ עָ֣ י וַֽ אנָה לִי֙ נׇעֳמִ֔ ע -ד-תִקְרֶ֤ רַֽ יַּ֖ הֵ֥

י׃  לִֽ
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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   ’וַֽה[17]  ם אֲשֶׁ֖ אַבְרָהָ֔ ה אֲנִי֙ מֵֽ מְכַסֶּ֤ ר הַֽ אָמָ֑
ה׃  י עֹשֶֽׂ  אֲנִ֥

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

הְיֶה֛ לְג֥וֹי גָּד֖וֹל וְעָצ֑וּם [18]  וֹ יִֽ ם הָי֧ בְרָהָ֔ וְאַ֨
רֶץ׃  ל גּוֹיֵי֥ הָאָֽ בְרְכוּ־ב֔וֹ כֹּ֖  וְנִ֨

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 יְצַוֶּ֜ עַן֩ אֲשֶׁ֨ יו לְמַ֩ י יְדַעְתִּ֗ ת־בָּנָ֤יו  כִּ֣
רֶ� מְרוּ֙ דֶּ֣ יו וְשָֽׁ לַעֲשׂ֥וֹת  ’ה וְאֶת־בֵּיתוֹ֙ אַחֲרָ֔

ם  יא יְהֹוָה֙ עַל־אַבְרָהָ֔ עַן הָבִ֤ ט לְמַ֗ ה וּמִשְׁפָּ֑ צְדָקָ֖
יו׃ ר עָלָֽ ת אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֖  …אֵ֥

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

יק  [23] ה צַדִּ֖ ף תִּסְפֶּ֔ ר הַאַ֣ ם וַיּאֹמַ֑ וַיִּגַּ֥שׁ אַבְרָהָ֖
ע׃   עִם־רָשָֽׁ

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  אוּלַ֥  [24]  ם בְּת֣וֹ� הָעִ֑ ים צַדִּיקִ֖ י יֵשׁ֛ חֲמִשִּׁ֥
ים  עַן חֲמִשִּׁ֥ א לַמָּק֔וֹם לְמַ֛ ף תִּסְפֶּה֙ וְלאֹ־תִשָּׂ֣ הַאַ֤

הּ׃  ר בְּקִרְבָּֽ ם אֲשֶׁ֥  הַצַּדִּיקִ֖
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] לָה לְּ֜� מֵעֲשֹׂ֣ ית  ׀ חָלִ֨ ה לְהָמִ֤ ר הַזֶּ֗ כַּדָּבָ֣
 � לָה לָּ֔ ע חָלִ֣ יק כָּרָשָׁ֑ ע וְהָיָה֥ כַצַּדִּ֖ צַדִּיק֙ עִם־רָשָׁ֔

ט׃ הֲשֹׁפֵט֙  ה מִשְׁפָּֽ א יַעֲשֶׂ֖ ֹ֥ רֶץ ל  כׇּל־הָאָ֔

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 חֲמִשִּׁ֥ א בִסְדֹ֛ אמֶר ה’ אִם־אֶמְצָ֥ ֹ֣ וַיּ
יר וְנָשָׂ֥  ם בְּת֣וֹ� הָעִ֑ אתִי לְכׇל־הַמָּק֖וֹם צַדִּיקִ֖

ם׃  …בַּעֲבוּרָֽ
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 אַ�־  [32]  ה' וַאֲדַבְּרָ֣ חַר לַֽ א יִ֤ אמֶר אַל־נָ֞ ֹ֠ יּ וַ֠
א  הַפַּ֔  ֹ֣ אמֶר֙ ל ֹ֙ ה וַיּ ם עֲשָׂרָ֑ י יִמָּצְא֥וּן שָׁ֖ עַם אוּלַ֛

ה׃  ית בַּעֲב֖וּר הָעֲשָׂרָֽ  אַשְׁחִ֔
Having finished speaking to Abraham, God departed; 
and Abraham returned to his place. 

ם   וַיֵּ֣לֶ�[33]  ר אֶל־אַבְרָהָ֑ ה לְדַבֵּ֖ ר כִּלָּ֔ ה’ כַּאֲשֶׁ֣
ב לִמְקֹמֽוֹ׃ ם שָׁ֥  וְאַבְרָהָ֖
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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. 

אֲמַר לֵיהּ נְקוֹט נַפְשָׁ� בִּקְצִירֵי וְלֵיתוֹ כּוּלֵּי  
עָלְמָא וְלִישַׁיְּילוּ בָּ� וְאַיְיתִי מִידֵּי סַרְיָא  

וְאַגְנִי גַּבָּ� וְלֵימְרוּ דְּנָח נַפְשָׁ� וְלִיעַיְּילוּ בָּ�  
תַּלְמִידָ� וְלָא לֵיעוּל בָּ� אִינִישׁ אַחֲרִינָא 

לַרְגְּשׁוּן בָּ� דְּקַלִּיל אַתְּ דְּאִינְהוּ יָדְעִי  דְּלָא 
 דְּחַיָּיא קַלִּיל מִמִּיתָא

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. 

מִצַּד  רַבִּי אֱלִיעֶזֶר עָבֵיד הָכִי נִכְנַס בּוֹ
מִצַּד אַחֵר כִּי מְטוֹ  וְרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ  אֶחָד

לְפִיתְחָא בְּעוֹ לְמִדְקְרֵיהּ אֲמַר לְהוּ יאֹמְרוּ  
רַבָּן דָּקְרוּ בְּעוֹ לְמִדְחֲפֵיהּ אֲמַר לְהוּ  

 יאֹמְרוּ רַבָּן דָּחֲפוּ פְּתַחוּ לֵיהּ בָּבָא נְפַק

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, 

לְהָתָם אֲמַר שְׁלָמָא עֲלָ� מַלְכָּא   כִּי מְטָא
שְׁלָמָא עֲלָ� מַלְכָּא אֲמַר לֵיהּ מִיחַיְּיבַתְּ  
תְּרֵי (קְטָלָא) [קָטְלִי] חֲדָא דְּלָאו מַלְכָּא  
אֲנָא וְקָא קָרֵית לִי מַלְכָּא וְתוּ אִי מַלְכָּא  

אֲנָא עַד הָאִידָּנָא אַמַּאי לָא אָתֵית לְגַבַּאי 
 דְּקָאָמְרַתְּ לָאו מַלְכָּא אֲנָאאֲמַר לֵיהּ 

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 

אִיבְרָא מַלְכָּא אַתְּ דְּאִי לָאו מַלְכָּא אַתְּ לָא 
מִימַּסְרָא יְרוּשָׁלַיִם בִּידָ� דִּכְתִיב וְהַלְּבָנוֹן  

כְתִיב  בְּאַדִּיר יִפּוֹל וְאֵין אַדִּיר אֶלָּא מֶלֶ� דִּ 
וְהָיָה אַדִּירוֹ מִמֶּנּוּ וְגוֹ׳ וְאֵין לְבָנוֹן אֶלָּא בֵּית  

הַמִּקְדָּשׁ שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר הָהָר הַטּוֹב הַזֶּה  
וְהַלְּבָנוֹן וּדְקָאָמְרַתְּ אִי מַלְכָּא אֲנָא אַמַּאי  
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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. 

לָא קָאָתֵית לְגַבַּאי עַד הָאִידָּנָא בִּרְיוֹנֵי  
 דְּאִית בַּן לָא שָׁבְקִינַן

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. 

אֲמַר לֵיהּ אִילּוּ חָבִית שֶׁל דְּבַשׁ וּדְרָקוֹן  
כָּרוּ� עָלֶיהָ לאֹ הָיוּ שׁוֹבְרִין אֶת הֶחָבִית 

רַב   בִּשְׁבִיל דְּרָקוֹן אִישְׁתִּיק קָרֵי עֲלֵיהּ
מֵשִׁיב חֲכָמִים   רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא וְאִיתֵּימָא סֵףיוֹ

אָחוֹר וְדַעְתָּם יְסַכֵּל אִיבְּעִי לֵיהּ לְמֵימַר  
לֵיהּ שָׁקְלִינַן צְבָתָא וְשָׁקְלִינַן לֵיהּ לִדְרָקוֹן  

 וְקָטְלִינַן לֵיהּ וְחָבִיתָא שָׁבְקִינַן לַהּ

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? 

וֹמִי  אַדְּהָכִי אֲתָא פְּרֵיסְתְּקָא עֲלֵיהּ מֵר
אֲמַר לֵיהּ קוּם דְּמִית לֵיהּ קֵיסָר וְאָמְרִי  
הָנְהוּ חֲשִׁיבֵי דְּרוֹמִי לְאוֹתֹיבָ� בְּרֵישָׁא  

הֲוָה סָיֵים חַד (מסאני) [מְסָאנֵיהּ] בְּעָא  
לְמִסְיְימֵהּ לְאַחֲרִינָא לָא עָיֵיל בְּעָא 

 לְמִישְׁלְפֵיהּ לְאִידַּ� לָא נְפַק אֲמַר מַאי הַאי 

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. 

אֲמַר לֵיהּ לָא תִּצְטַעַר שְׁמוּעָה טוֹבָה  
אַתְיָא לָ� דִּכְתִיב שְׁמוּעָה טוֹבָה תְּדַשֶּׁן  

עָצֶם אֶלָּא מַאי תַּקַּנְתֵּיהּ לֵיתֵי אִינִישׁ דְּלָא  
מְיַתְּבָא דַּעְתָּ� מִינֵּיהּ וְלַחֲ�יף קַמָּ� 

תִיב וְרוּחַ נְכֵאָה תְּיַבֶּשׁ גָּרֶם עֲבַד הָכִי  דִּכְ 
עֲיַיל אֲמַר לֵיהּ וּמֵאַחַר דְּחָכְמִיתוּ כּוּלֵּי  

הַאי עַד הָאִידָּנָא אַמַּאי לָא אָתֵיתוּ לְגַבַּאי  
אֲמַר לֵיהּ וְלָא אֲמַרִי לָ� אֲמַר לֵיהּ אֲנָא 

 נָמֵי אֲמַרִי לָ� 

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 

אֲמַר לֵיהּ מֵיזָל אָזֵילְנָא וְאִינָשׁ אַחֲרִינָא 
מְשַׁדַּרְנָא אֶלָּא בָּעֵי מִינַּאי מִידֵּי דְּאֶתֵּן לָ� 

  נֶה וַחֲכָמֶיהָ וְשׁוּשִׁילְתָּאאֲמַר לֵיהּ תֵּן לִי יַבְ 
לְרַבִּי   וְאָסְווֹתָא דְּמַסַּיִין לֵיהּ דְּרַבָּן גַּמְלִיאֵל

רַבִּי   וְאִיתֵּימָא רַב יוֹסֵף קָרֵי עֲלֵיהּ  צָדוֹק
מֵשִׁיב חֲכָמִים אָחוֹר וְדַעְתָּם יְסַכֵּל   עֲקִיבָא

 אִיבְּעִי לְמֵימַר לֵיהּ לִשְׁבְּקִינְהוּ הָדָא זִימְנָא 
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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. 

וְהוּא סָבַר דִּלְמָא כּוּלֵּי הַאי לָא עָבֵיד  
 וְהַצָּלָה פּוּרְתָּא נָמֵי לָא הָוֵי 

 

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? 

נִכְנְסוּ תַּלְמִידָיו   בֶּן זַכַּאי וּכְשֶׁחָלָה רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן
לְבַקְּרוֹ. כֵּיוָן שֶׁרָאָה אוֹתָם הִתְחִיל לִבְכּוֹת. 

ד  עַמּוּ ,יִשְׂרָאֵל אָמְרוּ לוֹ תַּלְמִידָיו: ״נֵר
הַיְּמִינִי, פַּטִּישׁ הֶחָזָק״, מִפְּנֵי מָה אַתָּה  

 ?בּוֹכֶה

  
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 

 
וְעַכְשָׁיו שֶׁמּוֹלִיכִים אוֹתִי לִפְנֵי מֶלֶ� מַלְכֵי  
הַמְּלָכִים הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ� הוּא, שֶׁהוּא חַי  

וְקַיָּים לְעוֹלָם וּלְעוֹלְמֵי עוֹלָמִים, שֶׁאִם כּוֹעֵס  
  —כַּעֲסוֹ כַּעַס עוֹלָם, וְאִם אוֹסְרֵנִי  —עָלַי 

 —אִיסּוּרוֹ אִיסּוּר עוֹלָם, וְאִם מְמִיתֵנִי 
מִיתָתוֹ מִיתַת עוֹלָם, וְאֵינִי יָכוֹל לְפַיְּיסוֹ  

בִּדְבָרִים וְלאֹ לְשַׁחֲדוֹ בְּמָמוֹן. וְלאֹ עוֹד, אֶלָּא  
  שֶׁיֵּשׁ לְפָנַי שְׁנֵי דְרָכִים, אַחַת שֶׁל גַּן עֵדֶן
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do not know on which they are leading me; and will I 
not cry? 

וְאַחַת שֶׁל גֵּיהִנָּם, וְאֵינִי יוֹדֵעַ בְּאֵיזוֹ מוֹלִיכִים 
 !?אוֹתִי, וְלאֹ אֶבְכֶּה

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. 

רַבֵּינוּ, בָּרְכֵנוּ. אָמַר לָהֶם: ״יְהִי  :  אָמְרוּ לוֹ
רָצוֹן שֶׁתְּהֵא מוֹרָא שָׁמַיִם עֲלֵיכֶם כְּמוֹרָא  
בָּשָׂר וָדָם״. אָמְרוּ לוֹ תַּלְמִידָיו: עַד כָּאן?  

אָדָם עוֹבֵר  אָמַר לָהֶם: וּלְוַאי, תֵּדְעוּ כְּשֶׁ 
 .עֲבֵירָה אוֹמֵר: ״שֶׁלּאֹ יִרְאַנִי אָדָם״

 

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  


