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Learning supporting and challenging as interpretive practices 

Texts 

 

One day Rabbi Yochanan was swimming in the Jordan River.  

Resh Lakish saw him1 and jumped into the Jordan after him.   5 

Rabbi Yochanan said to him, “Your strength should be directed to the study of 

Torah.” Resh Lakish said to him, “Your beauty should be directed to women.”  

Rabbi Yochanan answered, “If you repent I will give you my sister in marriage; she is 

more beautiful than I am.” Resh Lakish undertook to repent.  

He wished to climb back to the riverbank to get his clothing but was unable to do so.  10 

Rabbi Yochanan personally tutored Resh Lakish; he taught him Bible and Mishna and 

made him into a great scholar. 

One day there was a difference of opinion in the study hall2: A sword and a knife and 

a dagger and a spear and a handsaw and a sickle—from when are they susceptible to 

ritual impurity? From the time that their manufacture is complete.  15 

And from when is their manufacture complete?  

Rabbi Yochanan says, “From when he tempers them in the furnace.” 

Resh Lakish said, “From when he furbishes them in water.”3  

Rabbi Yochanan said to him, “A robber understands about robbery.”  

Resh Lakish said to him, “And what good have you done me? There [among the 20 

gangsters] they called me ‘master’ and here they call me ‘master.’”  

Rabbi Yochanan said to him, “I have done you good by bringing you under the wings 

of the Shechina [the divine presence]. Rabbi Yochanan was deeply offended and Resh 

Lakish became ill.  

                                                 
1 According to several manuscripts the text renders here: “and believed him to be a woman. He 

plunged his spear into the ground”. Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel, 216.    
2 According to Jewish law, an object can become ritually impure in a number of ways, for 

example, through contact with a dead human body, certain dead animals including most insects 

and all lizards (see Leviticus, 11:29–32), and certain bodily fluids. An object that is ritually 

impure is thereby rendered unsuitable for certain uses until it undergoes predefined purification 

actions. Yet, an object’s components are not susceptible to ritual impurity; only fully 

manufactured objects are. In the difference of opinion that is reported the sages are trying to 

distinguish the status of a collection of components from an end product as to establish when it 

becomes susceptible to ritual impurity. Among the objects discussed are a knife, a sword, and 

a dagger. R. Yochanan says that once these objects are tempered in the furnace, they acquire 

their full status.  
3 To furbish: a stage in the process of making a sword or a knife. It involves putting it in cold 

water. 
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Rabbi Yochanan’s sister came to him and wept. She said to him: "Act for the sake of 

my children. He said to her, “Leave your orphans to me, I will preserve them alive 

(Jeremiah 49:11)4.” She said, “Act for the sake of my widowhood.” Rabbi Yochanan 

answered, “And let your widows trust in me (ibid).”  

Rabbi Shimon the son of Lakish died, and Rabbi Yochanan was greatly distressed 5 

over Resh Lakish’s death.  

The sages said, “Who will go and relieve his mind?” They [the other sages in the 

Talmudic academy] decided to let Rabbi Elazar the son of Pedat go, for his statements 

were sharply formulated [and his acumen might serve as a satisfactory substitute for 

that of Resh Lakish].5  10 

Rabbi Elazar went and sat before Rabbi Yochanan. After each statement made by 

Rabbi Yochanan, Rabbi Elazar would say to him, “There is a baraita [a textual source 

serving as legal precedent] supporting your position.”  

But Rabbi Yochanan was not comforted by Rabbi Elazar’s remarks and he said to 

him, “Do you suppose that you are like Rabbi Shimon the son of Lakish? Whenever I 15 

would say something, the son of Lakish would raise twenty-four objections to what I 

said and I would then give him twenty-four answers. And the subject would thereby 

be clarified [literal translation: ‘and the learning is thereby expanded’]. But all that 

you say to me is, ‘There is a baraita that supports you.’ Do you imagine I do not 

know that what I said is correct?”  20 

Rabbi Yochanan began rending his clothes and weeping and said, “Where are you, 

son of Lakish? Where are you, son of Lakish?” And he cried out until his mind 

slipped from him.  

The sages pleaded for mercy on his behalf and he died.  

 25 

Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Baba Metzia 84a-84b. Based on Adin Steinsaltz' 

translation. 

 

 

                                                 
4 This verse belongs to God's prophecy of wrath to the Edomites: "Leave your orphans to me, 

I will preserve them alive and let your widows trust in me" (Jeremiah 49:11)  ָעְזָבה ְיֹתֶמיָך, ֲאִני

 .ֲאַחֶיה; ְוַאְלְמנֹוֶתיָך, ָעַלי ִתְבָטחּו
5 The expression “his statements were sharply formulated” refers to the sage’s breadth of 

knowledge of Jewish inherited legal traditions. 


