The Myth/Legend of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai
(source sheet by Evan Susman)
אַ ּבָא סִ קְ ָרא ֵריׁש ּב ְִריֹונֵי ִּדירּוׁשָ לַ י ִם ּבַר אֲ חָ תֵ יּה ְּד ַרּבָן יֹוחָ נָן ּבֶן ַזּכַאי הֲ וָה ׁשְ לַ ח לֵ יּה
ּתָ א ְּבצִינְעָ א לְ ַגּבַאי אֲ תָ א אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה עַ ד אֵ ימַ ת עָ ב ְִדיתּו הָ כִי ו ְָקטְ לִ יתּו לֵ יּה לְ עָ לְ מָ א
ֵ ְִּבכַפְ נָא אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה מַ אי אֶ יעֱ בֵיד ְּדאִ י ָאמֵ ינָא לְ הּו מ
יּדי ָקטְ לּו לִ י אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה חֲ זִי לִ י
ִ ּתַ ּקַ נְּתָ א לְ ִד
ּפּורּתָ א
ְ ידי ְּדאֶ יּפֹוק אֶ פְ ׁשָ ר ְּדהָ וֵי הַ ּצָלָ ה
§ The Gemara relates: Abba Sikkara was the leader of the zealots [biryonei]
of Jerusalem and the son of the sister of Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai.
Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai sent a message to him: Come to me in secret.
He came, and Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Until when will you
do this and kill everyone through starvation? Abba Sikkara said to him:
What can I do, for if I say something to them they will kill me. Rabban
Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Show me a method so that I will be able to
leave the city, and it is possible that through this there will be some small
salvation.

ֵ ִִירי וְלֵ יתֹו ּכּוּלֵ י עָ לְ מָ א וְלִ יׁשַ ּיְילּו ּבְָך וְַאי ְיתִ י מ
ֵ אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה נְקֹוט נַפְ ׁשָ ְך ּבִקְ צ
יּדי סַ ְרי ָא
ָ ִוְַא ְגנִי ַּגּבְָך וְלֵ ימְ רּו ְּדנָח נַפְ ׁשָ ְך וְלִ יעַ ּיְילּו ּבְָך ּתַ לְ מ
ידְך וְלָ א לֵ יעּול ּבְָך אִ ינִיׁש ַאחֲ ִרינָא
ְּדלָ א לַ ְרּגְׁשּון ּבְָך ְּד ַקּלִ יל אַ ּתְ ְּדאִ ינְהּו י ְָדעִ י ְּדחַ ּיָיא ַקּלִ יל מִ ּמִ יתָ א
Abba Sikkara said to him: This is what you should do: 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 light. As the zealots
know that a living person is lighter than a dead person.

עָ בֵיד הָ כִי ִנ ְכנַס ּבֹו ַרּבִי אֱ לִ יעֶ זֶר מִ ּצַד אֶ חָ ד ו ְַרּבִי י ְהֹוׁשֻ עַ מִ ּצַד ַאחֵ ר ּכִי מְ טֹו לְ פִ יתְ חָ א ּבְעֹו
לְ מִ ְדקְ ֵריּה אֲ מַ ר לְ הּו י ֹאמְ רּו ַרּבָן ָּדקְ רּו ּבְעֹו לְ מִ ְדחֲ פֵ יּה אֲ מַ ר לְ הּו י ֹאמְ רּו ַרּבָן ָּדחֲ פּו ּפְ תַ חּו
לֵ יּה ָּבבָא נְפַ ק
Rabban Yoḥanan 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 on the inside, the guards, who were of the faction of
the 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 at least to push him to see whether he was still alive, in which case he
would cry out on account of the pushing. 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.

ּכִי מְ טָ א לְ הָ תָ ם אֲ מַ ר ׁשְ לָ מָ א עֲ לָ ְך מַ לְ ּכָא ׁשְ לָ מָ א עֲ לָ ְך מַ לְ ּכָא אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה מִ יחַ ּיְיבַּתְ ּתְ ֵרי
ָ )(קְ טָ לָ א
[קטְ לִ י] חֲ ָדא ְּדלָ או מַ לְ ּכָא אֲ נָא ו ְָקא ָק ֵרית לִ י מַ לְ ּכָא וְתּו אִ י מַ לְ ּכָא אֲ נָא עַ ד
ָ ִהָ א
יּדנָא אַ ּמַ אי לָ א ָאתֵ ית לְ ַגּבַאי אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה ְּד ָקָאמְ ַרּתְ לָ או מַ לְ ּכָא אֲ נָא
When Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai reached there, i.e., 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
and yet you call me king, and furthermore if I am a king, why didn’t you
come to me until now? Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said to him: As for what
you said about yourself: I am not a king,
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ָ אִ יב ְָרא מַ לְ ּכָא אַ ּתְ ְּדאִ י לָ או מַ לְ ּכָא אַ ּתְ לָ א מִ יּמַ סְ ָרא י ְרּוׁשָ לַ י ִם ּב
ִידְך ִּדכְתִ יב וְהַ ּלְ בָנֹון ּבְאַ ִּדיר
י ִּפֹול וְאֵ ין אַ ִּדיר אֶ ּלָ א מֶ לֶ ְך ִּדכְתִ יב וְהָ י ָה אַ ִּדירֹו מִ ּמֶ ּנּו וְגֹו׳ וְאֵ ין לְ בָנֹון אֶ ּלָ א ּבֵית הַ ּמִ קְ ָּדׁש
ּוד ָקָאמְ ַרּתְ אִ י מַ לְ ּכָא אֲ נָא אַ ּמַ אי לָ א ָקָאתֵ ית לְ ַגּבַאי עַ ד
ְ ׁשֶ ּנֶאֱ מַ ר הָ הָ ר הַ ּטֹוב הַ ּזֶה וְהַ ּלְ בָנֹון
ָ ִהָ א
יּדנָא ּב ְִריֹונֵי ְּדאִ ית ּבַן לָ א ׁשָ ב ְִקינַן
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
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.

ּוד ָרקֹון ּכָרּוְך עָ לֶ יהָ ֹלא הָ יּו ׁשֹוב ְִרין אֶ ת הֶ חָ בִית ּבִׁשְ בִיל
ְ אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה אִ יּלּו חָ בִית ׁשֶ ל ְּדבַׁש
ְּד ָרקֹון אִ יׁשְ ּתִ יק ָק ֵרי עֲ לֵ יּה ַרב יֹוסֵ ף וְאִ יּתֵ ימָ א ַרּבִי עֲ ִקיבָא מֵ ׁשִ יב חֲ כָמִ ים ָאחֹור ו ְַדעְ ּתָ ם
י ְסַ ּכֵל אִ יּבְעִ י לֵ יּה לְ מֵ ימַ ר לֵ יּה ׁשָ קְ לִ ינַן ְצבָתָ א וְׁשָ קְ לִ ינַן לֵ יּה לִ ְד ָרקֹון ו ְָקטְ לִ ינַן לֵ יּה וְחָ בִיתָ א
ׁשָ ב ְִקינַן לַ ּה
Understanding that Rabban Yoḥanan 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 [derakon] 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 Yoḥanan 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
the verse to Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai: “I am the Lord…Who turns wise men
backward and makes their knowledge foolish” (Isaiah 44:25). As Rabban
Yoḥanan ben Zakkai should have said the following 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.

אַ ְּדהָ כִי אֲ תָ א ּפְ ֵריסְ ּתְ ָקא עֲ לֵ יּה מֵ רֹומִ י אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה קּום ְּדמִ ית לֵ יּה ֵקיסָ ר וְָאמְ ִרי הָ נְהּו חֲ ׁשִ יבֵי
ְּדרֹומִ י לְ אֹות ֹיבָָך ּב ְֵריׁשָ א הֲ וָה סָ י ֵים חַ ד (מסאני) [מְ סָ אנֵיּה] ּבְעָ א לְ מִ סְ י ְימֵ ּה לְ ַאחֲ ִרינָא לָ א
ַ ִעָ י ֵיל ּבְעָ א לְ מִ יׁשְ לְ פֵ יּה לְ א
יּדְך לָ א נְפַ ק אֲ מַ ר מַ אי הַ אי
In the meantime, as they were talking, a messenger [feristaka] arrived from
Rome and said to him: Rise, for the emperor, has died, and the noblemen of
Rome plan to appoint you as 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 then tried to remove the other
shoe that he was already wearing, but it would not come off. He said: What is
this?

אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה לָ א ּתִ צְטַ עַ ר ׁשְ מּועָ ה טֹובָה ַאתְ י ָא לָ ְך ִּדכְתִ יב ׁשְ מּועָ ה טֹובָה ּתְ ַדּׁשֶ ן עָ צֶם אֶ ּלָ א
מַ אי ּתַ ּקַ נְּתֵ יּה לֵ יתֵ י אִ ינִיׁש ְּדלָ א מְ י ַּתְ בָא ַּדעְ ּתָ ְך מִ יּנֵיּה וְלַ חֲ ֹליף ַקּמָ ְך ִּדכְתִ יב וְרּוחַ ְנכֵָאה
ָ ִּתְ יַּבֶׁש ּג ֶָרם עֲ בַד הָ כִי עֲ י ַיל אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה ּומֵ ַאחַ ר ְּדחָ כְמִ יתּו ּכּוּלֵ י הַ אי עַ ד הָ א
יּדנָא אַ ּמַ אי לָ א
ָאתֵ יתּו לְ ַגּבַאי אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה וְלָ א אֲ מַ ִרי לָ ְך אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה אֲ נָא נָמֵ י אֲ מַ ִרי לָ ְך
Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Be not distressed or troubled, 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 and
satisfaction. Vespasian said to him: But what is the remedy? What must I do in
order to put on my shoe? Rabban Yoḥanan 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 Yoḥanan 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.

ֵ ִאֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה מֵ יזָל ָאזֵילְ נָא וְאִ ינָׁש ַאחֲ ִרינָא מְ ׁשַ ַּד ְרנָא אֶ ּלָ א ּבָעֵ י מִ יּנַאי מ
יּדי ְּדאֶ ּתֵ ן לָ ְך אֲ מַ ר לֵ יּה
ּתֵ ן לִ י י ַ ְבנֶה וַחֲ כָמֶ יהָ וְׁשּוׁשִ ילְ ּתָ א ְּד ַרּבָן ּגַמְ לִ יאֵ ל וְָאסְ וֹותָ א ְּדמַ ּסַ י ִין לֵ יּה לְ ַרּבִי צָדֹוק ָק ֵרי עֲ לֵ יּה
ַרב יֹוסֵ ף וְאִ יּתֵ ימָ א ַרּבִי עֲ ִקיבָא מֵ ׁשִ יב חֲ כָמִ ים ָאחֹור ו ְַדעְ ּתָ ם י ְסַ ּכֵל אִ יּבְעִ י לְ מֵ ימַ ר לֵ יּה
לִ ׁשְ ּב ְִקינְהּו הָ ָדא זִימְ נָא

Vespasian then said to Rabban Yoḥanan 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 Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said to him: Give me
Yavne and its Sages and do not destroy it, and spare the dynasty of Rabban
Gamliel and do not kill them as if they were rebels, and lastly give me doctors
to heal Rabbi Tzadok. Rav Yosef read the following verse about him, and
some say that it was Rabbi Akiva who applied the verse to Rabban Yoḥanan
ben Zakkai: “I am the Lord…Who turns wise men backward and makes their
knowledge foolish” (Isaiah 44:25), as he should have said to him to leave the
Jews alone this time.

ּפּורּתָ א נָמֵ י לָ א הָ וֵי
ְ וְהּוא סָ בַר ִּדלְ מָ א ּכּוּלֵ י הַ אי לָ א עָ בֵיד וְהַ ּצָלָ ה
And why didn’t Rabban Yoḥanan ben Zakkai make this request? He maintained
that Vespasian might not do that much for him, and there would not be even
a small amount of salvation. Therefore, he made only a modest request, in the
hope that he would receive at least that much.

