Talmud Selection
Gittin 55b-56a

One of the Torah portions that are permitted for study on
Tishah B’Av is Tractate Gittin 55b-58a, which is comprised of
narratives and Aggadic teachings about the destruction of the
Second Temple. Following is an interpretative elucidation with
notes, of part of this section (55b-56a).

This is adapted from

The sChOTTENSTEIN €0ITION

TAIMUO BAVII
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HANIZAKIN

m5 amnx — [The host] said to [Bar
Kamtzal: x5 — “No, I will notlet you
stay!” b qnx — [Bar Kamtza] said
tohim:  nTWYT X158 M7 77 Ny
— “I will pay you for half your
banquet.” ™5 "X — Again [the
host]saidtohim: x5 — “No!” =nx
mY — [Bar Kamtza] said to [the host]:
PRTYY M7 N — “Iwill pay
you for your entire banquet.” —nx
mb — [The host] said to [Bar Kamtzal:
K5 — “No!” mmppixy ma mom

mpox) — He took [Bar Kamtza] by his
hand, stood him up and ejected him
from the banquet. Ty — [Bar
Kamtza] said to himself: nm Sxin
ma m X5 pan 1an — Since the
Rabbis were seated at the banquet and
did not rebuke him for the way in
whichhetreatedme, XmixpmIMynW
mh — it is evident that [what he
did] was acceptable to them.!  Smix
N3%1 13 xy7p 112 5120% — Twill go and
spread slander® against [the Rabbis]
in the royal palace. mb nx bix
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"op% — He went and told Caesar:
WM 2 11 — “The Jews have

GITTIN

rebelled against you!” mb anx —
[Caesar] said to him: =npn m —
“Who says so?” mb =mx — [Bar

Kamtza] said to [Caesar]: % 1w
X1371p — “Send them an animal as a
sacrifice mY 13qpn '® N — and
see whether they offer it in their
Temple!”®  xpbHn X593y A2 17w DIR
— [Caesar] went and sent a fine
calf with [Bar Kamtza]. nxp7™102
— Ashewas going toJerusalem, N7w
Db 213 KX ma — [Bar Kamtzal
caused a blemish in [the calf’s]
upper lip, 3w PRIt AP RN —
or, as some say, he caused a cataract
intheeye.”” xpmmarmiyIxp -
Either way, he ensured that the blemish
was in a place where it is considered
a blemish for us, i.e. for offering in the
Temple, N¥T XM IR 1717191 — but
is not considered a blemish for them,
ie. for offering outside the Temp-
le.!®! Although the animal was unfit to

NOTES

1. The Rabbis did not protest because they
felt that doing so would be to no avail (see
Maharsha).

2. PYp nYK, eating kurizin, is an id-
iomatic expression for spreading slander.
When a slanderer went to someone’s house
to tell him some gossip they would eat a
snack — known as pymp n9ox, eating
kurtzin — to symbolically confirm the tale
bearer’s words. 1y p, kurtzin, is from the
root yp, to wink — tale bearers wink as a
means of imparting their message to its
intended recipient without letting anyone
else understand it (Rashi to Lev. 19:16).

3. A gentile may voluntarily bring offer-
ings to be sacrificed on the Altar in the
Temple, just as a Jew can (Rashi).

4. Tosafos.

5. Rashi. A cataract is a disqualifying

blemish (see Rashi to Leviticus 21:20,
Mishnah Bechoros 38a).

A correspondent inquired of Rashba
(Teshuvos 1:326, cited by Maharatz Chayos
and Yad David): How is it possible to
introduce a cataract in an animal’s eye?
Rashba answers that Bar Kamtza knew
how to strike the eye in such a manner as
to cause a cataract to develop. He also
characterizes as acceptable the correspon-
dent’s own suggestion that Bar Kamtza
substituted an animal that had a cataract
for the animal sent by Caesar.

Rashi (Bechoros 16a x2'5x1 i177), in an
alternative interpretation of the term
Tvay ppima, translates it as eyelids, but
Rashi here follows the view that it means
a cataract.

6. Unlike a Jew who may offer sacrifices
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MW 21 R¥NR 121 K¥NPX — As a
result of the incident involving Kamtza
and Bar Kamtza," Jerusalem was
destroyed:

X721 K177 — Acertainman, mmmaT
N¥np 12 m2275y21 Xynp — whohad a
friend named Kamtza and an enemy
named Bar Kamtza, xnTwvp Tay —
made a banquet. mynwH mH R —
He told his attendant: % »nnx 5
X¥np — “Go and bring Kamtza to join
me at the banquet.” =2 mb 1nnx Six
xynp — [The attendant] went and
mistakenly brought him Bar Kamtza.

HANIZAKIN
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2m: M7 mnowx Xnx — When [the
host] arrived at the banquet and found
[Bar Kamtza] sitting there, MY qnx
— he said to [Bar Kamtzal: »n
RUT X723 RUTTT 8227 Sya K723 XTI —
“Look here, that man [you] is the
enemy of that man [me]. nwa xn
X271 — What do you want here? nip
5 — Getup and getout!” 5 N —
[Bar Kamtza] said to him: 5win
172w 'xnx1 — “Since I am here already
letmestay, Xi9max7mRMm77% K120
xrnwt — and I will pay you for
whatever I eat and drink.”

NOTES

1. The names of two Jews (Rashi).

The point of the following narrative
is that the Destruction of the Temple
was a result of mm nxiw, gratuitous
hatred [between one person and an-
other]. As the Gemara, Yoma 9b,

states: “In [the era of] the Second
Temple, the people studied Torah and
performed mitzvos, [so] why was the Sec-
ond Temple destroyed? Because there was
gratuitous hatred among the people” (Ma-
harsha).
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nop 1Y by 1w — He™ sent
Nero Caesar against [the Jews]. 3
'nxp — As he approached Jerusalem,
Nero made use of divinations to see if
his campaign would be successful.
D7w1ma DDy ROX AIMY XA RTY -
He shot an arrow towards the east,
and it fell in Jerusalem. xnx2a7ynY
o'ouna o3 — He shot one towards
the west, and it fell in Jerusalem.
by Sy kX omw nimn yaaxb
— He shot an arrow towards each of
the four directions of the compass and
every time it fell in Jerusalem.™
xpb mb qpx — Then he asked a
young boy: 7m0 % pion — “Tell
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me your verse,” i.e. the verse you are
currently studying.’® mb mx -
[The boy] recited to him: nxnny”
"1 SR My 2 oxa gy — Twill
take My revenge against Edom
through the agency of My people Is-
rael etc." Ie. God will ultimately
punish Edom" (for its treatment of the
Jewish nation) through the agency of
His people. =nx — [Nero] said to
himself: 2109 ya xm 2 xwTp
mn1a — The Holy One, Blessed is He,
wants to destroy His House w3
X723 NuTT2 M7 935 — and then
wipe His hands clean on that man
[Nero]."®  =maxy S1x1 pay — He ran

NOTES

itous hatred that existed among the people
— see 55b note 1). As far as the Temple was
concerned, Caesar would have spared it had
his sacrifice been offered in it. Now that his
sacrifice was refused, he reasoned that
since the Temple served him no purpose, it
should be destroyed (Maharsha).

13. It is unclear to whom this pronoun
refers, for who had the authority to send
Nero Caesar? Yuchasin’s ("kn 1 et al.)
text of the Gemara reads: X2y 1t 1177, Nero
his general. According to this reading, it
was not Nero Caesar who was sent but a
general of the same name (Tzemach David
part 2, year 3830). Seder HaDoros (3829)
cites a view that our reading should be
understood likewise, i.e. Nero Caesar sent
[a military commander] against them. (But
Tzemach David [ibid.] cites dissenting
views, according to which Nero Caesar
himself led the campaign against
Jerusalem.)

14. Since Jerusalem was to the east, what
message was conveyed by the fact that the
arrow shot towards the east fell in
Jerusalem?

Maharsha answers: Nero was not close
enough to the city for the arrow to reach it
naturally. The arrow was amazingly car-
ried by the wind all the way to Jerusalem.

Anaf Yosef answers: Nero was afraid that
although the Jews had sinned, God, out of
His love for His People, might interfere
with the natural course of events to save
them. The fact that the arrow shot towards
Jerusalem reached its target and was not
diverted by some miracle signified to Nero
that God was not going to intervene on the
Jews’ behalf. And when the arrows shot in
the other directions miraculously fell in
Jerusalem, Nero divined that, on the con-
trary, it was God’s will that Jerusalem be
destroyed.

15. Having ascertained that the Destruc-
tion of Jerusalem had been decreed by God,
Nero now wished to know whether he
would be rewarded for fulfulling God’s will
in this matter. To this end, he asked a child
to recite the verse he was studying (Anaf
Yosef). [The message conveyed by such a
method is a minor form of prophecy (Smag
cited by Beis Yosef Yoreh Deah 179; see
there and Shulchan Aruch ibid §4).]

16. Ezekiel 25:14.

17. Rome is regarded as heir to the Biblical
nation of Edom.

18. Anaf Yosef asks: Since God had decreed
that Jerusalem be destroyed (see note 14),
why would Nero be punished for, in effect,
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be offered in the Temple, 1127 9120
7m1pY% — the Rabbis considered of-
feringit, n1%nni%w wn — for the
sake of peaceful relations with the
Roman government.” 137 115 7nx
o?pax 12 Mot — R’ Zechariah ben
Avkulus said to them: bya »nx»
mam v:;_u‘; Pamp m — “But then
[people] will say that blemished [ani-
mals] may be offered on the Altar!”
m5vpmY 1o — [The Rabbis] consid-
ered killing [Bar Kamtza] 5w x5
R — so that he would not be able
to go and tell Caesar that his offering
had been refused.® 193127 1b MK
— R’ Zechariah said to them: 17nx»
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AT DWwiIpa omn 5wn — “But then
[people] will say that one who blem-
ishes consecrated animals is put to
death!”"!

GITTIN

The Gemara comments:

1 121 X — R’ Yochanan said:
©21p2aK 13 M1 127 5w inunny — The
tolerance displayed by R’ Zechariah
ben Avkulus (in refusing to have Bar
Kamtza put to death)™ nx mammn
una — destroyed our Temple,
1521 nX 1071 — burned down our
Heichal™ nyxn nnbm — and
exiled us from our land."?

The narrative is resumed:

NOTES

only in the Temple, a gentile may do so
either in the Temple or elsewhere. How-
ever, there is a difference between an
offering brought by a gentile in the Temple
and one brought elsewhere, in that a
Temple offering is disqualified if it is
merely blemished, whereas an outside of-
fering is not disqualified unless it is missing
alimb (see Rashi here and to Avodah Zarah
5la xmm ).

7. It is permissible to violate even Biblical
prohibitions for the sake of maintaining
good relations with the government (Ma-
gen Avraham 656:8; cf. Yad David). [Pre-
sumably, the reason for this is that a
negative attitude on the part of the govern-
ment toward the Jewish people could very
easily lead to bloodshed, a truth that
history has sadly borne out many times. All
prohibitions (with the exceptions of idola-
try, murder and immoral acts such as
adultery and incest) are permitted for the
sake of saving a life.]

8. Anyone who is, justifiably, presumed to
be inciting the government against his
fellow Jews may be put to death (Meiri).
[The Gemara, Sanhedrin 73a, states that if
one sees someone about to commit a
murder, one should kill the potential mur-

derer to prevent him from carrying out his
designs.]

9. It is Biblically prohibited to blemish an
animal designated as an offering. [This
prohibition carries the penalty of lashes; it
is not a capital offense.] People might
[mistakenly] assume that Bar Kamtza was
executed for violating this prohibition
(Rashi).

10. Rashi. Alternatively: R’ Zechariah,
because of his humility, did not feel himself
qualified to make the determination that
Bar Kamtza posed a mortal danger to the
Jewish nation. (This explains the use here
of the word inunmy, which usually means
“his humility”’) (Geresh Yerachim ).

11. The word %271, Heichal, usually refers to
the chamber in the Temple that housed the
Menorah, the Shulchan and the Golden
Altar. Sometimes it is used to denote the
Temple in its entirety (see Tosefos Yom Tov
to Midos 4:6).

12. In fact, the Destruction of the Temple
had already been Divinely decreed. This
incident was effective only in causing the
Destruction to take place at that particular
time (Maharam Shif).

Alternatively: Only the exile had already
been decreed (as punishment for the gratu-
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trailed behind him on cushions
(keses); i.e. he walked only on fine
fabric. "™nx7 XX — Some say
that he was given this name W
i1 19173 12 nbvm inps — because
his seat cushion (keses) was among
the nobles of Rome whenever he went
there for an audience with the em-
peror.123

HANIZAKIN

The narrative is continued:
1% 70K 1 — One of these three rich
men said to [the Rabbis]: X1 XX
"yt wma b — “I will sustain [the
people] with wheat and barley.”
115 2K 1M — And another one said to
[the Rabbisl:  xmbn1a1  NMT2
xawm — “I will supply them with
wine, salt and oil.” 11 "mx MM —
And another one said to [the Rabbis]:
s — “T will supply them with
wood.” w15 1121 wmawy — The
Rabbis gave special praise to the one
who promised wood. His pledge was the
most generous inasmuch as wood is
required in greater quantity than other
staples; as borne out by the following:
MYRY? T0R M rToRx 53 XT0M277 -
Rav Chisda entrusted all his keys to
his attendant ¥ 132 — except
for the key to the storehouse of wood.
X701 37 KT — For Rav Chisda said:
120¥7 12570K PR 2 WM Ka%IK —
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To make a storehouse full of wheat
into bread requires sixty storehouses
of wood.
Rnw 1m oy b S ma — [These
three men] had enough supplies to
sustain the residents of Jerusalem for
twenty-one years. 17331373372 17
— However, among [the people] were
[aband of] ruffians.? 13375 10K
— The Rabbis said to [these ruffi-
ans]: T2 XYY Tayn pin -
“Let us go out and make peace with
[the Romans].” wpaw x5 — [The
ruffians] would not let them do so.
115 1K — They said to [the Rabbis]:
AT N29p T2y pvn — “Let us go
out and wage war against [the Ro-
mans].” 13371 1Y »mx — The Rab-
bis said to them: xn%m xymnon x5
— “It will not be successful.”? mp
1YWY W Mank 1Y 1mzp — [The
ruffians] arose and burned down the
storehouses of wheat, barley and
wood, Xip3 mim — and there was a
famine in the city.?®

The Gemara relates one of the tragic
effects of the famine:
X117 5N RN AY DINMA N2 KRN0
— Martha the daughter of Boethus
was the wealthy woman of Jeru-
salem. ™% AR AMbYS nYTw -
She sent out her messenger, saying to
him: x7mp "% "nnx 51 — “Go and

NOTES

23. According to this explanation, “Ben
Tzitzis” was his real name. ‘“Hakeses” was
added in recognition of his prestigious
position (Rashi).

24. o3, baryonim [from the root -,
empty]: empty men, with a propensity to
violence (Rashi). Here, the reference is to
the ardently nationalist group whom secu-
lar history knows as the Zealots. As the

Gemara relates presently, they advocated
the overthrow of Roman rule through war,
and violently resisted any attempts at
reconciliation.

25. The Rabbis had a tradition to this effect
from our forefather Jacob (see Maharsha).

26. The intent of the baryonim was to give
the populace no choice but to wage war
against the Romans.
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away and converted to dJudaism,
7XR 127 mm pen — and R’ Meir was
descended from him.
sar] sent Vespasian Caesar''” against
[the Jews]. ww nbn aby 7y XX —
[Vespasian] came and Dbesieged
[Jerusalem] for three years.
My xnbn w1 m2 na — There were
three wealthy men in [Jerusalem]:
7™ 12 pnrp: — Nakdimon ben
Gurion, ym X252 121 — Ben Kalba
Savua npa1 nwy 121 — and Ben
Tzitzis Hakeses.

The Gemara explains these unusual

CHAPTER FIVE
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names:
7M1 12 1R — Nakdimon ben
Gurion was so called man 15 MW
i712y3 — because it once happened
that the sun miraculously shone
(nakdah) on his behalf.?”!  xa3%3 12
y1iaty — Ben Kalba Savua was so called
in1b o)t 52w — because anyone
who entered his house 2ay7 xaTw2
2533 — as hungry as a dog (kalba )"
yaw ximwn sy — left satisfied
(savua). npan nww 13 — Ben Tz-
itzis Hakeses was so called mnwuw
ninp3 a1 Sy nn1a) iny'y — because
wherever he walked, his #zitzis??

NOTES

fulfilling God’s will?

A similar question was raised by the
Rishonim in the context of the enslavement
of the Jewish people in Egypt: Considering
that this slavery had been Divinely or-
dained — as God said to Abraham (Genesis
15:13), onx ay) o1mayy, They will enslave
them and abuse them — why were Pharaoh
and the Egyptians punished?

The following is a synopsis of some of the
approaches to this problem:

Rambam (Hil. Teshuvah 6:5): God’s de-
cree did not apply to any particular individ-
ual. Each Egyptian could have chosen not to
abuse the Jews. Thus, each one who did
harm a Jew was deserving of punishment.

Ramban (Genesis 15:13), though not dis-
puting the premise that an individual can
choose to avoid carrying out a preordained
decree, disagrees with the general approach
of Rambam. For, he argues, if God issues a
decree (through a prophet), it is surely
meritorious to obey the decree, and an
individual who ignores it transgresses
God’s will. Rather, Pharaoh and the Egyp-
tians were punished because they op-
pressed the Jews to a greater extent than
mandated by the decree. Alternatively, one
who fulfills such a decree for ulterior
motives, rather than for the sake of Heaven,
is deserving of punishment. [In the present

case, since there had been no prophetic
communication, the Destruction of the
Temple could not be considered the fulfill-
ment of a Divine directive, but an act of
malicious violence.]

Raavad (Hil. Teshuvah ibid.) seems to be
of the opinion that once a decree has been
passed, the individual who was chosen to
carry it out is unable to refrain from doing
so. However, God arranges that a decree of
a harmful nature is performed only by one
who is anyway deserving of punishment (as
an alternative, Raavad mentions an ap-
proach similar to that of Ramban ).

19. [At that time, Vespasian was not the
emperor. He is identified here as Vespasian
Caesar because ultimately he did reach this
position.]

20. The sun was made to shine in the sky
after the time for it to set had passed, so that
Nakdimon’s repayment of a loan (he had
incurrred on behalf of the people) would not
be overdue. The full incident is recounted in
Gemara Ta’anis 19b-20a.

21. The dog has less food available to him
than any other animal (Shabbos 155b).

22. Tzitzis: the fringes worn, by Biblical
command, on the corners of a four-cornered
garment (see Orach Chaim 21:4 with Ma-
gen Avraham et al.).
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for?” 2mno71mm — This is a fulfill-
ment of that which is written:
by nivina ooea,, — They will
throw their silver into the streets.'”

HANIZAKIN

The Gemara continues with an ac-
count of Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai’s
dramatic escape from the ruffians, and
how he successfully petitioned Ves-
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pasian to spare the Torah academy in
Yavneh. Vespasian was then called to
Rome to become the emperor, and was
replaced by Titus as head of the military
campaign against Jerusalem. Titus in-
vaded Jerusalem and desecrated the
Temple. The Gemara describes the pun-
ishments that befell Titus, as well as
other enemies of Israel.

NOTES
29. Ezekiel 7:19. The verse refers to the impending Destruction of Jerusalem.
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bring me some fine flour.” 51X
121mx — By the time he went, [the
fine flour] had been sold. 1nx xnx
n5 — He went back to Martha and
told her: x2'X Xparn XY XTMO —
“There is no more fine flour, but
there is white bread.” m9Y R —
She said to him: % mnnx 51 — “Go
and bring me some white bread.”
127K S1x1x — By the time he went,
[the white bread] had been sold.
m% "R Xxnx  — He went back to
Martha and told her: X35 xnqrn
XK Kpw — “There is no more
white bread, but there is coarse
bread.”” mY mmx — She said to
him: 5 nnx 51 — “Go and bring me
some coarse bread.” 127X DIRIN —
By the time he went, [the coarse
bread] had been sold. 7% "X Xnx
— He went back to Martha and told
her: X2 1y XMR XD XIPW —
“There is no more coarse bread, but
there is barley flour.,” ™%y -
She said to him: % nnx 51 — “Go
and bring me some barley flour.”
127X 51878 — By the time he went,
[the barley flour] had been sold.
TIMK KyxER Xpow M — Although
she had taken off her shoes, she said:
92mY r1m XMW X IR pron — I
will go out and see if I can find
anything to eat.” xn1p A% 29K

N Kyq33 — Some animal dung
stuck to her foot, she became nause-
ated and died. 72 1 1217 A%y MR
X231 — In reference to her, Rabban
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Yochanan ben Zakkai cited the fol-
lowing verse: WX manym 73 02771,
9371 72 o1 XY — The delicate and
pampered [woman] amongst you, the
sole of whose foot has not tested the
ground. 2"

An alternative version of how she
died:
MNRT KX — Some say:  niniMg
m9ax pity 1277 — She ate the dried
figs [discarded by] R’ Tzadok,
M Xpunix) — became nauseated
and died.

The reference to R’ Tzadok is ex-

plained:
RQUMYNA AW YRR 20 pITY 1T -
R’ Tzadok fasted for forty years
by 2amh X571 — to avert the
Destruction of Jerusalem.? He was
sothin 1 5axmg™ — that when
he ate anything, *x72xn "nnMm Mo
— it could be seen from the outside.
xm3 mig ' — When he nourished
himself at night after concluding a fast,
since he was not able to consume solids,
ninying mY inrm — they brought him
dried figs. 1% ) ¥m ym — He
would suck out their moisture and
then discard them.

The Gemara concludes the story of
Martha the daughter of Boethus:
MDA N1 Kp M1 — As [Martha] was
dying, xpo:) X377 535 nnpex -
she took out all her gold and silver
Xpwa mn™w — and threw it into the
street. mTmx — She said: i
5 yam wxnb — “What do I need this

GITTIN

NOTES

27. Deuteronomy 28:56. The verse appears
in the context of the prophecy that foretells
the Destruction of Jerusalem and the
Temple.

28. He responded to omens of the Destruc-
tion which were discernible forty years
before it actually occurred (Maharsha ; see
Yoma 39b).

© 1992 — Reprinted with permission from ArtScroll/Mesorah Publications, Ltd.
from TISHAH B’AV — TEXTS, READINGS AND INSIGHTS. All rights reserved.



HANIZAKIN

Thus, the cycle of events put into
motion by the incident of Kamtza and
Bar Kamtza culminated in the Destruc-
tion of the Temple. The Gemara (57a)
concludes the account of this incident
and its aftermath with the following
observation:
xnun — It was taught in a Baraisa:

M1YYX 1 MK — R'ELAZARSAID: X2
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myia Sy A%y D X — COME
AND SEE HOW GREAT IS THE POWER OF
SHAME! N¥np 72 NX 1/api yno My
— FOR THE HOLY ONE, BLESSED IS HE,
ASSISTED BAR KAMTZA in his plot to take
revenge for the shame to which he had
been subjected, 1N nNX2MTTI — AND
HE DESTROYED HIS TEMPLE  nX {7
Y311 — AND HE BURNED HIS HEICHAL.

GITTIN
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