R’ Yochanan and Reish Lakish

The Gemara records the story of the relationship between R  Yochanan and Reish
Lakish. The narrative begins before Reish Lakish’s rise to eminence:

TD NPV —One day NX)7922 10V 7°00 Xp M0 — R’ Yochanan was
swimming in the Jordan river. w37 v 720 — Reish Lakish, who
was then a highwayman, saw him, M>9nax X)TPY 9 — and jumped
into the Jordan after him.” 75 99X — [R’ Yochanan] beheld this
display of vitality and said to him, Xn»IX> 79N — “Your strength
belongs to the Torah!” MY 9N — [Reish Lakish] said to him, 79w
WY — “Your beauty belongs to women!” 7Y 99X — [R’ Yochanan] said
to him, 72 370 X —“If you will repent your ways, >MINX T2 N2> — |
will give you my sister in marriage, >N) XV9vT —who is more
beautiful than I.” Yy 2P — [Reish Lakish] accepted this upon
himself. NN MNNXD 977135 >ya — [Reish Lakish] then wanted to
return to retrieve his clothes, >¥n X>)— but was unable to muster the
strength to do s0.”2  1»INNY NMIPKN 77N — [R’ Yochanan] afterwards
taught him Scripture and Mishnah X219 X92) 1" W)Y—and made him
into a great man.

The narrative continues:

7D NN — One day, many years later, X¥77T0 %1591 " — they were
disputing the following point in the study hall: The Mishnah states:3
"9 P20 90N — THE SWORD AND THE KNIFE AND THE
HUNTING-SPEAR 8P 53 7> 530 N1 — AND THE military SPEAR
AND THE HAND-SICKLE AND THE HARVESTING SICKLE:

NMIV POAPN NNINN — From what point are they capable of
becoming tamei [impure]? \NOXYN 993 nywn — Itis from the time of
the completion of their production. JNOXY1 90 >NN>NNY — And when
is the completion of their production? 91X Ny 27 — R’ Yochanan
says: v151 099¥wNn — From when [the metal utensils] are

1 He mistook him for a woman since he had no beard (Metzudas David).

2 The Torah tends to weaken the [physical] strength of its students (Sanhedrin 26b). Here, even
though Reish Lakish had not yet begun his studies, he had nevertheless accepted the yoke of
Torah upon himself. This alone made him incapable of leaping as he had done before (Rashi).

3 The following list of utensils appears in Keilim 13:1 (see Rashi) in regard to the utensils’
respectability to tumah when they become broken. R’ Yochanan and Reish Lakish, however,
discussed a different point concerning these items.
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tempered in a furnace.4 MMX vWpPY v — Reish Lakish says:

D2 NNV — From when they are polished with water.5 ™9 9N
— [R’ Yochanan] said to [Reish Lakish]: y7> m>ny»voda nXLoY — “A
thief knows the tools of his thievery.6 ™ 79X — [Reish Lakish]
replied to him, > MNN XM — “And how have you benefited me?

*2 )9 27 0NN — There among the thieves, they called me ‘Rabbi,’ i.e. |
was their leader, > y7p 27 XoN — and here they call me ‘Rabbi.’” 90
M9 — [R’ Yochanan] said to him, 19 »™nxX — “I benefited you
72OV N Y930 NNN T1AIPNRT — in that | brought you under the wings of
the Divine Presence!”

NN 27T PNYT WoN — R’ Yochanan became disheartened because of
Reish Lakish’s response. ¥»p5 w7 von — Reish Lakish became seriously
ill.8 PRINNX YRNX— [R’ Yochanan’s] sister, who was Reish Lakish’s wife,
came before R’ Yochanan. N»>1 Xp — She cried and pleaded with him to
pray for Reish Lakish’s recovery. 11’9 Nn91N— She said to him, 5»awa nvy
"1 — “Act for the sake of my children; prevent their father from dying!”
1Y 9N — [R’ Yochanan] replied to her with this verse:® N 70N> NAY
NN — “Leave your orphans; I will sustain [them].” 5awa nwy

4 These objects reach the proper hardness by being successively heated and cooled: When this
annealing process is finished, so is their production.

5 Reish Lakish contends that since these metal utensils are weapons, their frightening appearance
is central to their purpose. Thus, their production is not finished until they possess the glint that
will strike fear into the hearts of future victims (Maharsha).

6 “I must therefore bow to your expertise in this area.” R’ Yochanan thus conceded that Reish
Lakish was correct (Rabbeinu Channel). R’ Yochanan meant no disparagement whatsoever of
Reish Lakish (Maharsha, Etz Ibsen. However, Reish Lakish mistook his words for a very personal
insult.

7 Etz Yosef maintains that Reish Lakish really meant to say, “Why have you aggrieved me?” (mnx
from the word nxyin.) Reish Lakish’s response is then explained as follows: Why have you made
reference to my earlier evil deeds, which are a source of embarrassment to me? If it is because you
deem my repentance to have been insincere, then you must think my continued presence here in
the beis medrash is due to the prestige | receive; this is not so. | used to receive the same honors
from my hand of thieves. If | am still here, then, it must be that | have severed all connections
with the past and | am here for the Torah: Why then have you aggrieved me? (cf. Tosafos »xin»

N5 72 NITN).

Unfortunately, R’ Yochanan understood Reish Laldsh in this vein: What have you done for me?
(M from the word nyyin.) | was a “rabbi” when you first met me and | am a rabbi now; nothing
has changed! To R’ Yochanan’s ears, Reish Lakish was belittling the importance of all his
teachings and the Torah itself. R’ Yochanan was thus compelled to make the obvious rejoinder.

8 [As Divine retribution for having pained R’ Yochanan.]
9 Jeremiah 49:11,

R’ Yochanan and Reish Lakish (Bava Metzia 84a) 2



YNNINYN — She said, “Act for the sake of my impending widowhood!”
N2 MM — He said to her, ynvan oy PPNNNONY — “And let your widows
trust in me.”10

VP 12 YWY 9T dWa) N) — Shimon ben Lakish passed away.it mm
N2V NN PN I WLVNN RP — But R’ Yochanan grieved after him
considerably.’2 )27 99X — The Rabbis said, mnyT> Mand 210 8N —
“Who shall go to bring comfort to his mind? n79 j2 9MYON 29 9P1) —
R’ Elazar ben Pedas should go, mnnynv 11007 — for his
scholarship is brilliant.23 7np 221 91X — [R’ Elazar ben Pedas] went
and sat before him. Ny 17 99X MNT XND Y5— To everything R’
Yochanan would say, MY 99X — [R’ Elazar ben Pedas] told him,

T0 RY»ONT NN — “We learned a Baraisa that supports you.” 90N—
[R' Yochanan] eventually said to him, Xv'pPb 925 NN —“You are
supposed to be like bar Lakisha, i.e. Reish Lakish? NvpY 92 — With bar
Lakisha, NnY» NN MDD —whenever | would say something, N
NIOVIP YAINY PIVY 2D >wpn — he would pose twenty-four difficulties
to me PYI9 NYIAIN) PIVY Y XIP9MY — and | would give him twenty-
four solutions, NNYNY XN XM — and as a result of the give-and-
take the subject became clear. Nn9MX NXY — However, you constantly
say, o ¥y»0nT NN — 'We learned a Baraisa that supports you.’ Of
what use is this? N»NNP 9WT NIYT> XD WK — Do not | already know that
I have said well?!”

INND YIPY DN Xp M — [R’ Yochanan] would go about and tear his
clothes, 91X 1 XpY—and would cry and say, NXYPD 91 DX KON
NYIPY 92 NN XD — “Where are you, bar Lakisha! Where are you,
bar Lakisha!” my Xp M —and he would scream mnyT quT Ty
[ 1] — until his sanity wore away from him. 7>y »»n7 Pa7 Iyl —

10 |bid.

11 R” Yochanan was unwilling to forgive Reish Lakish this [perceived ] offense because of its
fundamentally destructive nature. If a student is disdainful of his rabbi, then he has removed
himself from that rabbi’s care and guidance. Indeed, he has thereby brought about his own end,
as the Midrash says (Vayikra Rabbah 11:8): The Jewish people without their elders is like a bird
without wings. Thus, in a sense, the very existence of the nation was endangered by this act of
contempt, and that was unforgivable (R’ Chaim Shnmuleuitz, Sichos Mussar, 5733 §13).

12 He regretted causing Reish Lakish’s death, since there was no other conscientious disciple like
him (Rashi).

13 Literally: his studies are sharp.
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The Rabbis prayed for mercy on him 1w N —and [R’ Yochanan]
passed away.4

14 Why did the Rabbis pray for his death and not his recovery? Because it would have been of no
avail. The bond between R’ Yochanan and Reish Lakish was so strong that it was central to R’
Yochanan'’s very existence. Thus, its severance was a mortal blow; even had R’ Yochanan
recovered, he would just have continued to pine after Reish Lakish, and would very soon have lost
his mind again. The Rabbis thus had no choice but to pray for his passing (R’ Chaim Shmulevitz,
Sichos Mussar 5731 8§19).
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