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It’s What We Do (And Don’t Do) That Matters
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Summer Yom lyyun 2018

Partl: The Story

Talmud Bavli Gittin 55b-56a
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Rabbi Yohanan said: “What is the meaning of that which is
written: ‘Happy is the man who fears always, but he who
hardens his heart shall fall into mischief’ (Proverbs 28:14)?
Jerusalem was destroyed on account of Kamtza and bar
Kamtza. The King’s Mountain was destroyed on account of a
rooster and a hen. Beitar was destroyed on account of a
shaft from a chariot.”

The Gemara explains: Jerusalem was destroyed on account
of Kamtza and bar Kamtza. There was a certain man whose
friend was named Kamtza and whose enemy was named
bar Kamtza. He once made a feast and said to his servant:
“Go bring me my friend Kamtza.” The servant went and
mistakenly brought him bar Kamtza.

The man who was hosting the feast came and found bar
Kamtza sitting at the feast. The host said to bar Kamtza:
“That man is the enemy of that man, [that is, you are my
enemy.] What do you want here? Arise and leave.” Bar
Kamtza said to him: “Since | have already come, let me stay
and | will give you money for whatever | eat and drink.” The
host said to him: “No, you must leave.” Bar Kamtza said to
him: “l will give you money for half of the feast; just do not
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send me away.” The host said to him: “No, you must leave.”
Bar Kamtza then said to him: “I will give you money for the

entire feast; just let me stay.” The host said to him: “No, you
must leave.” Finally, the host took bar Kamtza by his hand,

stood him up, and took him out.

Bar Kamtza said to himself: Since the Sages were sitting
there and did not protest, although they saw how he
humiliated me, learn from it that they were content with
what he did. | will therefore go and inform against them to
the king. He went and said to the emperor: “The Jews have
rebelled against you.” The emperor said to him: “Who says
that this is so?” Bar Kamtza said to him: “Test them, send
them an offering to be brought in honor of the government,
and see whether they will sacrifice it.” The emperor went
and sent with him a three-year-old calf. While bar Kamtza
was coming with the calf to the Temple, he made a blemish
on the calf’s upper lip. And some say he made the blemish
on its eyelids, a place where according to us, i.e., halakhah,
itis a blemish, but according to them it is not a blemish.

The Sages thought to sacrifice the animal despite the
blemish due to the imperative to maintain peace with the
government. Rabbi Zekharyah ben Avkolas said to them: “If
the priests do that, people will say that blemished animals
may be sacrificed as offerings on the altar.” The Sages
thought to kill bar Kamtza so that he would not go and
speak against them. Rabbi Zekharyah said to them: “If you
kill him, people will say that one who makes a blemish on
sacrificial animals is to be killed.” As a result, they did
nothing, bar Kamtza’s slander was accepted by the
authorities, and consequently the war between the Jews
and the Romans began.

Rabbi Yohanan says: “The humility of Rabbi Zekharyah ben
Avkolas destroyed our Temple, burned our Sanctuary, and
exiled us from our land.”
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The Roman authorities sent Nero Caesar against the Jews.
When he came to Jerusalem, he wished to test his fate. He
shot an arrow to the east and the arrow fell in Jerusalem.
He then shot an arrow to the west and it fell in Jerusalem.
He shot an arrow in all four directions of the heavens, and
each time the arrow fell in Jerusalem.

Nero then conducted another test: He said to a child: “Tell
me the verse that you learned today”. He said to him: “And |
will lay My vengeance upon Edom by the hand of My people
Israel” (Ezekiel 25:14). Nero said: “The Holy One, Blessed be
He, wishes to destroy His Temple, and He wishes to wipe his
hands with that man, i.e., with me. [The Romans are
associated with Edom, the descendants of Esau.] If |
continue on this mission, | will eventually be punished for
having served as God’s agent to bring about the
destruction.” So he fled and became a convert, and
ultimately Rabbi Meir descended from him.

The Gemara cites a baraita. It is taught: Rabbi Elazar says:
Come and see how great is the power of shame, for the Holy
One, Blessed be He, assisted bar Kamtza, who had been
humiliated, and due to this humiliation and shame the Holy
One destroyed the Temple and burned the Sanctuary.
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Questions for Reflections:

1. What are the different possible causes for the destruction of the Temple as given by this

sugya?

2. What does the text mean when it says that Kamtza and Bar Kamtza are responsible for the

destruction of the Temple?

3. How does the opening verse from Proverbs relate to the story?

4. What can this text teach us about virtue and for how to best live in interaction with the

world around us?

Page 3 of 6

B3P


https://www.sefaria.org/Ezekiel.25.14

It's WhatWe Do (And Don't Do) That Matters
R. Avi Strausberg

TN
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

Part 1l: Who’s to Blame? Survey says Kamtza and Bar Kamtza!

Maharal, Hiddushei Ha’Shas Gittin 140
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And, you have to consider what did Kamtza do, what
was his transgression, and what was his sin that it’s said
about him: “because of Kamtza, Jerusalem as
destroyed.” But, you have to know that it was because
of him and he was a part of the same generation in
which there was baseless hatred and division. And, it’s
human nature that in a place in which there is baseless
hatred, one takes for oneself a friend to argue against
another that hates him, and this is that which is written
by “the friend Kamtza,” the love in and of itself is a
source of division and separation, and therefore the
friend is called Kamtza because the only reason to join
together is to divide oneself against others.
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Part lll: Who’s to Blame? Survey Says The Host!

Maharsha, Hidushei Agadot Gittin 65b-66a
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“And whose enemy was named Bar Kamtza.” It’s
told here that the beginning of the destruction was a
result of baseless hatred as it’s written in the first
chapter of Massekhet Yoma: “In the Second Temple,
they studied Torah and performed mitzvot. Why was
the Temple destroyed? Because there was baseless
hatred.”

“And he went and brought Bar Kamtza.” It’s
possible that this was father and his son, and the
messenger made a mistake between them. And also
Bar Kamtza that came, even though he knew that he
was his enemy, he thought that because his father was
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his friend, the father would ask that his friend to make
peace with him and for this reason, he invited him.
This is like that which is written in Massekhet Eruvin,
“Whoever is appeased by his wine, i.e., whoever
becomes more relaxed after drinking, has in him an
element of the mind-set of his Creator, who acted in
a similar fashion, as it is stated: “And the Lord
smelled the sweet savor, and the Lord said in His
heart, | will not again curse the ground any more for
man’s sake” (Genesis 8:21)... But the host of the meal
didn’t have the mind-set of the creator, and after he
mistakenly came to the meal, he said to him, “That
man is the enemy of this man,” how could you
mistakenly say that | would invite you when you are
my enemy, and despite all of his requests, he paid no
attention to him until with force, he took his hand and
took him out.
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Part IV: Who’s to Blame? Survey Says The Rabbis!

Maharsha, Hidushei Agadot Gittin 65b-66a
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“And he says, because the rabbis sat there and
didn’t protest.” One could say that they didn’t
protest because they had no power to protest. It’s
possible they did this because the power of flattery
prevailed in that generation as it’s written in Sotah
with regard to the King Agrippas (Sotah 41b).
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Part V: Who’s to Blame? Survey Says Rabbi Zekharyah Ben Avkulas!

Midrash Eikhah Rabbah 4:3
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Rav Zekharyah ben Avkulas, who was present, could
have prevented [the host from treating the man in this
manner] but did not intervene. ... Hence the popular
saying: "Because of the difference between [the names]
Kamtza and Bar Kamtza was the Temple destroyed."
Rav Yose said: The "modesty" of Zekharyah b. Avkulas
burnt the Temple.
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Part VI: Who’s to Blame? The Holy Blessed One!

Maharal, Hidushei Agadot Gittin 141
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And there were sages that wanted to sacrifice the
offering that was fit for the other nations for the sake of
peace in the kingdom or to kill the one that brings the
offering because they were suspicious of him, because
he was the cause of all of this, and Rabbi Zekharyah
ben Avkulas didn’t want either as a result of his
modesty, and for this reason it’s said, “His modesty...”
It can be understood that when the Holy One wants
something, as now the Holy One wished to destroy the
Temple, and the great sages were prepared to kill this
one to save themselves, the Holy One used Rabbi
Zekharyah to do the Holy One’s bidding, because the
one who was the cause of the destruction was saved,
because it was the will of the Holy One to destroy the
Temple, and you should understand these words.
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