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Humor in the Talmud, Part II 
 

 

Introduction 
 
-Talmud: Records teachings of more than 1,000 rabbis spanning 7 
centuries (2nd BCE-5th CE).  Basis of all Jewish law. 

-Savoraim improved style in 6th-7th centuries CE. 
-Rabbis dream up hypothetical situations that are strange, farfetched, 
improbable, or even impossible.   

-This is to illustrate legal issues, entertain to make study less 
boring, and sharpen the mind with brainteasers. 
-Going to extremes helps to understand implications of a 
concept. (E.g., Einstein's thought experiments.) 

-Much humor.  Some say it is not intentional, but one cannot avoid 
feeling it is. 
-No overlap with Part I, given in 2010! 
-Rabbah (4th century CE) always began his lectures with a joke: 

Before he began his lecture to the scholars, [Rabbah] used to 
say something funny, and the scholars were cheered.  After 
that, he sat in awe and began the lecture. [Shabbat 30b] 

 

The importance of laughing and entertaining 
 

Rabbi Beroka Hoza'ah often went to the marketplace at Be 
Lapat, where [the prophet] Elijah often appeared to him. 
Once he asked [Elijah]: Is there any one in this market who has 
a share in the World to Come?  
[Elijah looked around and] answered: No…  
Later, two men passed by and [Elijah] remarked: These two 
have a share in the World to Come.  
Rabbi Beroka then approached [these two men] and asked 
them: What is your occupation?  
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They replied: We are jesters.  When we see people who are 
depressed, we cheer them up.  Furthermore, when we see two 
people quarrelling, we try hard [with humor] to make peace 
between them.  [Ta'anit 22a] 

 
[During Sukkot] Rabbi Shim'on ben Gamliel used to take eight 
lighted torches, [juggle them,] catch one and throw one and 
they did not touch one another.  [Sukkah 53a] 

  

Criticism 
 
The rabbis frequently argued strenuously and criticized one another: 

Rabbi Sheshet said: It seems that Rav made this statement 
while he was sleepy and about to doze off. [Yevamot 24b] 

Translation:  I don't know what he was smoking... 
Commentator: It’s a compliment: He would never say that while fully 
awake! 
 
Charisma and miracle-working vs dignity and rationality: 

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa went to study Torah with Rabbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai. The son of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai 
fell ill. He said to him: Hanina, my son, pray for him that he may 
live. [Hanina] put his head between his knees and prayed for 
him and he lived. Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai said: If ben 
Zakkai [that is, myself] had stuck his head between his knees 
for the whole day, no notice would have been taken of him.  
-His wife said to him: Is Hanina [then] greater than you?  
-He replied: No.  But he is like a servant before the king [who is 
always close to the king and knows him well], and I am like a 
nobleman [who appears before the king only when summoned 
for important matters of state]. [Berachot 34b] 

Putting down one who is better while recognizing his talents! 
 

Practicing vs preaching 
 

Ben Azzai [who never married] said: [A man who does not 
marry and have children] is as if he had shed blood and 
diminished the Divine Image…   
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Rabbi Eleazar said to him: Teachings are becoming when they 
are uttered by those who practice them, but you, Ben Azzai, 
preach well, but do not practice your teaching!   
He pleaded: That is because I desire to study Torah.  The world 
will have to be preserved by  others. [Gen. R. 34:14] 

-Do as I say, not as I do! 
 

Some matters are not decided by complex arguments! 
 

Rabbi Hisda asked Rabbi Huna: Is it permitted to recite kiddush 
over beer? He said to him: I asked Rav, and Rav asked Rabbi 
Hiyya, and Rabbi Hiyya asked Rabbi [Yehuda Hanasi]...   
[Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi tasted beer] and found its flavor 
excellent.  He said: Over such [a marvel] as this it is fitting to 
recite kiddush and to utter all the psalms and praises in the 
world. But that night, the beer made him sick [with diarrhea]. 
He said: Since it causes us pain, it is not fitting to [use for 
kiddush] to propitiate [God]...  
Our Rabbis [therefore decreed]: You do not recite kiddush over 
beer...  You recite kiddush over wine only, and you say a 
blessing over wine only. [Pesachim 107a] 

-Others liked beer and it did not disagree with them.  But if it 
disagrees with the master, it is not allowed! 
-Halacha:  Other beverages, such as beer or whisky, are acceptable 
for daytime kiddush (a rabbinic mitzvah); but wine is preferred for 
nighttime kiddush (a biblical mitzvah). 
 

Vows made from false premises are not valid 
 

Mishna: If one vows,  
"I will not marry that ugly woman", when in fact she is beautiful;  
"that dark-skinned woman", when in fact she is fair;  
"that short woman", when in fact she is tall,  
[the vow is not valid and] he is permitted to marry her,  
not because she was ugly, and became beautiful, or dark-
skinned and turned fair, short and grew tall, but because the 
vow was made in error.  
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[Someone] vowed not to have intercourse with [a certain 
woman].  She was taken into Rabbi Yishmael's house and 
[fixed up so she looked] beautiful.  
My son, exclaimed Rabbi Yishmael to him,  did you vow not to 
have intercourse with this woman?  
[The man did not recognize her and replied:] No!  
Rabbi Yishmael then declared his vow invalid. [You obviously 
did not know who you were talking about when you made the 
vow.] [Nedarim 66a] 

 

Fervor 
 
The Talmud mentions that some people, who did not commit sins, 
wanted an opportunity to bring a sin-offering [so as to experience ALL 
mitzvot], so they took a Nazirite vow, because a Nazir must bring a 
sin-offering when he completes his vow! [Nedarim 10a] 
 

The Jewish Sherlock Holmes 
 

An Athenian... bought a [Jewish] slave who was blind [in one 
eye]... The seller said to him... [He may be half-blind, but] he is 
very wise and can see far away [with his one good eye].   
-When they came out of the gate, the slave said to him, Let us 
hurry, so we can overtake the caravan [in front of us]. 
-[The master did not see any caravan, and asked:] Is there, 
then, a caravan in front of us?  
-Yes, and a female camel is in front of it.  She is blind in one 
eye. She has twins in her womb, and is carrying two skin 
bottles, one containing wine and the other vinegar. She is four 
miles away and the camel-driver is a Gentile.  
-[The master] said to the slave, Oh you, who belongs to a stiff-
necked people! You are blind in one eye yourself, so how do 
you know the camel is blind in one eye? 
-He answered, I notice that one side of the path has been 
grazed [by the camel] but not the other. 
-And how do you know that there are twins in her womb?’  
-He replied, She lay down, and I noticed from the depression 
[on the ground] that there are two of them. 
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-And how do you know that she is carrying two skin-bottles, one 
containing wine and the other vinegar? 
-He answered, From the drippings.  Wine is absorbed into the 
ground but vinegar [leaves bubbles]. 
-And how do you know that the camel-driver is a Gentile? 
-He replied, Because [I can tell that] he urinated in the middle of 
the road.  A Jew would not do that, but rather move to a corner. 
-And how do you know that [the caravan] is four miles away? 
-He said to him, The mark of the camel's hoof is perceptible up 
to four miles, but not beyond. [Lamentations Rabbah 1:12] 

-The prime reason for antisemitism:  Envy of Jews, who are viewed 
as smart and successful. 
 

Trying to fault the Torah 
 

The Emperor once said to Rabban Gamliel: Your God is a thief, 
[because he stole one of Adam's ribs]. 
His daughter said:... We must strengthen the guard in the 
palace.  Thieves visited us last night and stole a silver pitcher, 
leaving a golden one in its place. 
-[The Emperor] exclaimed: I wish such thieves would visit us 
every day! 
-That is what Adam said when he lost a rib and gained a wife. 
-[The Emperor] replied: What I meant was, God should have 
taken the rib from Adam openly, not while he was asleep... 
-She then placed a piece of raw meat under her armpit, then 
offered it to him to eat.  
-I find it loathsome, he exclaimed. 
-That's how Adam would have found Eve if she had been taken 
from him openly. 
[Sanhedrin 39a] 

 

Battle of the quotes 
 

-A certain heretic said to Rabbi Abbahu: Your God is a priest, 
since [he says in the Torah], "And take for Me terumah [which is 
the tithe on produce given only to priests]." [Ex. 25:2]   

-Now, [the Torah says] "And [God] buried [Moses] in a valley in 
the land of Moab." [Deut. 34:6]  
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-[Now, all priests must bathe in a mikvah after contact with the 
dead.] [Lev. 22:4] So where did [God] bathe?  
-If you reply, "In water", is it not written [in Isaiah]: [God] 
measures the waters in the hollow of His hand? [Is. 40:12].— [So 
there isn't enough water for God to be immersed in.] 
-[Rabbi Abbahu] answered: He bathed in fire, for it is written [in 
the same Isaiah], "Behold the Lord will come in fire." [Is. 66:15]  
-[The heretic then asked:] Is then purification by fire effective? 
-[Rabbi Abbahu] answered: Not only yes, but bathing [for 
purification] should preferably be in fire, [and water is merely a 
substitute for those who cannot stand fire] for [God says in the 
Torah], “All that can stand the fire, make it go through the fire, 
and they shall be clean... and all that cannot stand the fire 
make them go through the water.” [Num. 31:23] 

[Sanhedrin 39a] 

-The Torah referred to vessels, but Abbahu made it apply to people! 
 

Sex 
 
1-Playing up to prejudices for a good cause: 

-Is it within the power of men to increase the number of their 
sons...?  [Yes.]  If they restrain themselves during intercourse to 
allow their wives to have an orgasm first, their children shall be 
males, and they will acquire great merit.  
-Rabbi Kattina said: I could make all my children to be males.  
-Rava said: One who wishes all his children to be males should 
have intercourse twice in succession. [Because the second 
time he is better able to restrain himself.] [Niddah 31a-b] 

 
2-Puritanical vs anti-puritanical streaks in Talmud.  The latter won: 

-Rabbi Yochanan ben Dahabai said: The Ministering Angels 
told me four things:  
-People are born lame because [their parents] practiced anal 
intercourse; dumb, because they kiss that place [i.e., practice 
oral intercourse]; deaf, because they talk while having 
intercourse; blind, because they look at that place.  
-Rabbi Yochanan said: This is the opinion of Rabbi Yochanan 
ben Dahabai.  But our Sages said: The law is not according to 
what Rabbi Yochanan ben Dahabai says.  A man may do 
whatever he wants with his wife [with her consent].  [Nedarim 20a-b] 
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Rabbis refuse to be browbeaten by terrible consequences and by 
appeal to high authority.  Rebuke wording is particularly strong. 
 
3-Manners: 

Rabbi Shim'on bar Yohai observed: There are four things that 
the Holy One, blessed be He, hates, and I, too, dislike them: 
When a man enters his house or his neighbor's house suddenly, 
or holds his penis while urinating, or urinates in front of his bed, 
or has sexual intercourse in the presence of any living 
creature...  Rabbah ben Rav Huna used to chase away the 
wasps from his curtained bed. Abaye drove away the flies. 
Rabbah chased away the mosquitoes. [Niddah 16b-17a; also Lev. R. 21:8] 

The rabbi generally agrees with God, but doesn’t go as far as God:  
He only “dislikes” these things, not “hates” them! 
 
4-The Torah does not allow the High Priest to marry a woman who is 
not a virgin. [Lev. 21:13]  So the Talmud asks:  What if she is a virgin 
who became pregnant? 

-Ben Zoma was [further] asked: May a High Priest marry a 
maiden who has become pregnant? [In such a case,] should we 
consider Shmuel's statement, who said, I can have repeated 
sexual intercourse without [causing any] bleeding [so the 
woman remains a virgin]?  Or perhaps the case of Shmuel is 
rare [in which case we can ignore it, because we do not take 
into account exceptional cases]?  
-He replied: The case of Shmuel is rare, but we do consider 
[the possibility] that she may have conceived in a bath [if she 
bathed in water into which a man had discharged his sperm]. 
[Chagigah 14b-15a] 

My father’s explanation when I was ten! [“If a woman bathes in a pool 
where a man fainted, she could become pregnant.”] 
 

There is no end to the matter 
 
If you clean a room for Pessah by removing all chametz (leaven), 
then start cleaning another room, a weasel may bring leaven into the 
room you just cleaned.  And if you clean the whole house, a weasel 
may bring leaven from the house across the street.  And… 

Mishnah: We have no fear that a weasel may have dragged 
[chametz] from one room to another or from one spot to another. 
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For if we did, [we should also fear it may have dragged 
chametz] from courtyard to courtyard and from town to town.  
 .En l’davar sof -- There is no end to the matter – אין לדבר סוף
[Pesachim 8b] 

The rabbis forcefully put an end to theoretical contingencies that can 
go on forever. 
 

Is intent important? 
 

Mishnah: If a knife fell down and slaughtered [a kosher animal], 
in the proper way, [the animal still may not be eaten]…  
Gemara: If a person threw a knife against a wall, and in its flight 
it slaughtered a [kosher] animal in the proper way, [may the 
animal be eaten?]  
R. Nathan declares the slaughtering valid, but the Sages 
declare it invalid… The halachah, [however], agrees with R. 
Nathan… [He also ruled that if a deaf-mute, a minor or a 
mentally-challenged person] slaughtered [an animal]… the 
slaughtering is valid…   
Intention to slaughter [according to ritual] is not essential.  
[Chullin 31a] 

 
The A-Fortiori argument (Kal va-chomer) 
 
Kal va-chomer (a fortiori) is one of the 13 methods by which the 
Talmud infers the law from the Torah. 

-Rabbi Yosei ben Taddai of Tiberias said:  My daughter is 
forbidden to me, but her mother [my wife] is permitted to me.   
-If the daughter of someone who is permitted to me is NOT 
permitted to me, then all the more reason why the daughter of 
someone who is NOT permitted to me should NOT be 
permitted to me.  
-Now, most mothers are married and are forbidden to me.   
-If they are forbidden to me, then so are their daughters.   
-Therefore all marriages are forbidden.   
-Rabban Gamliel excommunicated him [for discrediting 
rabbinical methods of argument]. [Derech Eretz Rabbah 1] 

There are exceptions to all methods! 
 

The silent teaching 
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While Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi] was delivering a lecture, he 
smelled garlic. Thereupon he said: Let the one who has eaten 
garlic leave. Rabbi Hiyya got up and left [not because he had 
eaten garlic, but to save the real offender from public 
humiliation].  Then, all the other disciples got up one by one 
and left. [Sanhedrin 11a] 

 

Checks and balances 
 

The king or the High Priest may not be members of the 
[Sanhedrin's] board for [deciding when to add a month to the 
year]:  The king on account of the upkeep of the army, and the 
High Priest because of the cold. [Sanhedrin 18b] 

-Meaning: The king is presumed biased in favor of adding a month 
because he pays his soldiers by the year, so adding a month makes 
the year longer. 
-The High Priest is presumed biased against adding a month, 
because he has to immerse five times in the mikvah on Yom Kippur, 
and if Yom Kippur falls a month later the water is colder. [Yoma 31b] 
-These are very human considerations! 
 

Murderer or not? 
 

Rabbah... said: If somebody is thrown from a roof and 
somebody else comes along and kills him with a sword [right 
before he dies from hitting the ground, who, if anyone, is guilty 
of murder?]  
Rabbi Yehudah ben Bathyra [said: The one who killed with the 
sword.  But the Sages said: No one.] [Baba Kamma 26b] 

Note: All agree the one who threw the victim from the roof is not a 
murderer! 
 

Rava said:  If someone shot an arrow at someone who held a 
shield in his hand [that would have stopped the arrow], but a 
third person came along and took the shield away [at the last 
second and the victim died]...  [who] is liable [for murder]?  [No 
one.] [Sanhedrin 77b] 
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How many infractions? 
 
The rabbis played the game of asking how many infractions it is 
possible to commit with a simple gesture: [Makkot 21b] 

Mishna: It is possible to plough only one furrow and commit 
eight transgressions: 
1 - If a man ploughs with an ox and a donkey [yoked together] 
[Deuteronomy 22:10],  
2,3 - and these [animals] were consecrated for the Sanctuary, 
[and thus must not be used for ordinary labor], [Deuteronomy 15:19] 

4 - and [the plough is being drawn over] different types of seeds, 
[Deuteronomy 22:9] 
5 - during the sabbatical year, [Leviticus 25:4] 

6 - on a festival day, [Leviticus 23:7] 

7,8 – and [the man is] a priest [Leviticus 21:1] and a Nazirite [Numbers 

6:6] and the plot is located in a cemetery. 
Highlights lesser-known mitzvot with a fictional story. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Contemporary rabbi Aryeh Kaplan was once asked if there are any 
jokes in the Talmud.  He replied, “Yes, but they are all old.” 
 


