Tortuous Paths

R. Yochanan’s Statements, Masei, and the Three Weeks

BT Rosh Hashanah 23a-b

R. Johanan said: Every acacia tree that was taken by the
invaders from Jerusalem will be restored to it by the Holy One,
blessed be He, in time to come, as it says, I will plant in the
wilderness the cedar, the acacia tree, and ‘wilderness’ means
Jerusalem, as it is written, Zion is become a wilderness etc.

R. Johanan further said: One who studies the Torah but does
not teach it is like the myrtle in the wilderness. Others report
[the saying thus]|: One who studies the Torah and teaches it in a
place where there is no [other] talmid hakam is like the myrtle
in the wilderness, which is precious.

R. Johanan also said: Alas for the idol-worshippers since they
have no means of remedy, as it says, For brass I will bring gold,
and for iron I will bring silver, and for wood brass and for
stones iron. But what can they bring to replace R. Akiba and
his companions? Of them the Scripture says, Though I cleanse
them [of other transgressions| from their blood I shall not
cleanse them.

WHENCE DID THEY CARRY THE CHAIN OF
BEACONS etc.? FROM BETH BALTIN. What is Beth
Baltin? — Rab said: This is Biram.

What is meant here by DIASPORA [GOLAH]? — R. Joseph
said: This is Pumbeditha. What is meant [then] by LIKE ONE
BIG BONFIRE? — A Tanna taught: ‘Every inhabitant [of
Pumbeditha] takes a torch in his hand and goes up on to his
roof’. It has been taught: ‘R. Simeon b. Eleazar says: [Beacon
fires were lit] also on Harim and Kayir and Geder and the
neighbouring places’. Some say that these places are between
[those mentioned in the Mishnah]. Others say that they are on
the further side from the Land of Israel, and that one authority
[the Mishnah] reckons the places on one side, and the other
reckons the places on the other. R. Johanan said: Between each
one and the next there were eight parasangs. How many
[parasangs] then were there altogether? Thirty-two. But to-day
there is much more? — Abaye said: The [direct] roads have
been closed, as it is written, Therefore behold, I will hedge up
thy way with thorns [etc.]. R. Nahman b. Isaac said: It is stated
in this verse, viz., He hath made my paths crooked.
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Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 22b

...How did they light the beacons? They used to bring long
poles of cedar and reeds... and go up to the top of a
mountain and set fire to them and wave them to and fro and
up and down until he saw the next one doing the same thing
on the top of the second mountain; and so on the top of the
third mountain. Whence did they carry the chain of the
beacons? From the Mount of Olives to Sartaba, and from
Sartaba to Grofina, and from Grofina to Hauran, and from
Hauran to Beth Baltin. The one on Beth Baltin didn’t budge
from there but went on waving to and fro and up and down
until he saw the whole of the Diaspora before him like one
bonfire.

R. Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter of Gur (1847-1905)

... The matter is that the journeys were places in which they
had to battle the Other Side, as is written, “When the Atk
would journey... ‘Rise up, G-d, and let Thy enemies be
scattered”” (Numbers 10:35). Certainly in these journeys are
rooted the entire diaspora which is now fulfilled in actuality.
Then, they were only in potential (roots), as is written,
“These are the journeys of the Children of Israel” (31:1) —in
general. Meaning that they are the journeys that the Children
of Israel need to traverse and rectify those places always...

Yalkut Shimoni, Nakh, 785

“My soul thirsts for You, my flesh yearns for You, in a dry
and weary land without water” (Psalms 63:2). Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said: Moses said, ““...Who led you
through the great and awesome wilderness” (Deuteronomy
8:15). “Serpent” represents Babylon, “fiery serpent”
represents Media, “scorpion” represents Greece, “and
thirst” represents Aram. The serpent has a companion, the
fiery serpent has a companion, and the scorpion has a
companion, but the thirst that lacks water has no
companion. Similarly, Aram has no companion. Therefore,
it is said, “In a dry and weary land without water.” Our souls
are weary for the study of Torah, and we cannot find, as it is
written, “The poor and the needy seek water, but there is
none; their tongues are parched with thirst. I, the L-rd, will
answer them; I, G-d of Israel, will not forsake them.” Rabbi
Eliezer, son of Rabbi Yosi ben Zimra, resolved the verse as
referring to Jacob, “My soul thirsts for You,” as referring to
these baths that long for water... Where? “In a dry and
weary land without water. So, in the Sanctuary have I seen
Thee to see Thy power and Thy Glory” (Psalms 63:3). “And
behold, the L-rd was standing upon him” (Genesis 28:13).
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