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o ° 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.

and the two went on until they reached Bethlehem. 11 D07 N NINIATTY DAY NN
When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole city [2'729 w72 DRI DN N NIXID
buzzed with excitement over them. The women IMYI NINTD NIRNAL
said, “Can this be Naomi?”

‘Do not call me Naomi,”, she replied. "Call me Mara V2N MY Y MIRTRTIR [IR TNAL
(bitterness) for Shaddai has made my lot very bitter. TR 7 -T-W DT NN
| went away full, and the LORD has brought me back Y N aYin ol MR ar'n N
empty. How can you call me Naomi, when the VD =T-Y1 A MY DLy Y IR
LORD has dealt harshly with me, when Shaddai has Y

brought misfortune upon mel!”

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.

© United Synagogue 2022 Registered Charity No: 242552 www.theus.org.uk




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

Now God had said, “Shall | hide from Abraham what |
am about to do,
since Abraham is to become a great and populous
nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless
themselves by him?
For | 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.”...
Abraham came forward and said, "Will You sweep
away the innocent along with the guilty?
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?
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 quilty fare alike. Far be it from You!
Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”
And God answered, “If | find within the city of Sodom
fifty innocent ones, | will forgive the whole place for
their sake.”...
And he said, “Let not my lord be angry if | speak but
this last time: What if ten should be found there?” ’|
will not destroy, for the sake of the ten.”
Having finished speaking to Abraham, God departed,;
and Abraham returned to his place.

set out in the passages below.

To whom is God asking a question?
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Why does Avraham use questions to advocate for the people of Sodom?

Suggested answer:

God is asking Himself a guestion, 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
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inconceivable for Avranham 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.

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.

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 | am not
a king, yet you call me king, and furthermore, if | 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: | am not a king,

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 itis written: "And their mighty one
shall be of themselves, and their ruler shall proceed
from the midst of them” (Jeremiah 30:21), indicating
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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  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.
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, | am
forced to destroy the city of Jerusalem in order to Kkill
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.

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?

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 | 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 | already tell you?
Vespasian said to him: | also told you what | had to say.
Vespasian then said to Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai: |
will be going to Rome to accept my new position, and |
will send someone else in my place to continue
besieging the city and waging war against it. But before
| leave, ask something of me that | 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
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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: 'l 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 TV X7 'R0 "MD XNRTT 120 NN
request? He maintained that Vespasian might not do 10 XY "1 RDM9 N'7xn|
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.

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 I"T'N77 10221 'NOT 2 [ANi* A0 NN
entered to visit him. When he saw them, he began to D27 7'nnn DNIR NXY 112 .Y
cry. His students said to him: Lamp of Israel, the right Ty, 7Y 7 TR 7 4y
pillar, the mighty hammer, the man whose life’s work AN NN 9N ,7PTNN YU 1D
is the foundation of the future of the Jewish people, 7nia

for what reason are you crying? With a life as
complete as yours, what is upsetting you?

Rabban Yochanan's answer:

Now that they are leading me before the supreme 270 7'M 1197 MIN DDYINY 'Yy
King of Kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who lives N NINY |, RIN N2 YiTEn DYAn
and endures forever and ever; if He is angry with me, oyid DXY ,0MYiy MYiv'H 07ivy D4y
His anger is eternal; if He incarcerates me, His — MQIX OXI ,0Y%iY 0Vd I0Yyd — "7y
incarceration is eternal; and if He kills me, His killing is —"JD'Y.JY.J' Ox| ,0Yiy 110'-;.( iN10'N
for eternity. | am unable to appease Him with words or ioroY '7|'gi 'J'X.l ,0%iy NN iNnm
bribe Him. Moreover, but | have two paths before me,  xgx ,Tiv N%) .|inna ITOYY 891 01212
one of the Garden of Eden and one of Gehenna, and | [TV |2 79 DX ,07T Y 194 Uiy
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do not know on which they are leading me; and will | D''7iN IT'NX2 VTI* "' ,D3N'3 7Y NNX|

not cry? 7122 N1 MR
His students said to him: Our teacher, bless us. He said 0N X A2 270 7 NN
to them: May it be His will that the fear of Heaven shall XN D0R'7Y DY X1IN XDNY [iX)
be upon you like the fear of flesh and blood. His ?IN2 TV TR 7 K 70T A
students said: To that point and not beyond? Shouldn't N2V DTN WWTH LRI DY X
one fear God more? He said to them: Would that a SO IR NPY7 iR NNy

person achieves that level of fear. Know that when
one commits a sin, he says to himself: | 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.

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
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