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Dear Friends,





The passage we will study now is one of the most famous in rabbinic literature.  I hope you enjoy it!





This learning is presented in honor of Tsvi GreenbergÕs 63rd birthday by his wife Suri Greenberg.





Bavli Taanit 20b-21a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 91-92:





It was said of Nahum Ish Gamzo that he was blinded in both his eyes.  His two hands were cut off.  His two legs were amputated, and his whole body was covered with boils and he was lying in a dilapidated house on a bed the feet of which were standing in bowls of water in order to prevent the ants from crawling on to him [since he was unable to drive them off his body himself].  His students sought to remove his bed [from the house] and afterward take out the utensils [from thence].  He said to them, ÒMy sons, take out the utensils and afterward take out my bed for I assure you that all the time that I am in the house, the house will not fall.Ó  They took out the utensils and afterward took out his bed and the house [immediately] fell down.  





His students said to him, ÒRabbi, you are [clearly] a thoroughly righteous person [so] why has [all this] happened to you?Ó  He said to them, ÒI brought it on my self, for one time I was walking on the way to the house of my father-in-law and I had with me three asses, one laden with food, one with drink and one with all kinds of dainties.  One poor man came and stood in my way and said to me, ÒRabbi, sustain me [with something to eat].Ó  I said to him, ÒWait until I unload [something] from the ass.  And I did not succeed to unload [something] from the ass before he died [from hunger]. I went and fell upon his face and I said, ÔMy eyes, which did not have pity upon your eyes, may they become blind.  My hands, which did not have pity upon your hands, may they be cut off.  My legs, which did not have pity on your legs, may they be amputated.Õ  And my conscience was not quiet until I said, ÔMay my whole body be covered with boils.ÕÓ  They [his students] said to him, ÒAlas for us that we should see you like this.Ó  He said to them, ÒAlas for me if you did not see me like this!Ó (B. Taanit 21a)





The following parallel may help to put this passage in perspective:





We ought to be grateful for the impostors since, were it not for the impostors among the poor, then if any of them begged from a person who refused, the latter would immediately incur the death penalty, for it says, ÒAnd he [a poor person] cry unto the Lord against you, and it be sin (Deuteronomy 15:9)Ó and it further says, ÒThe soul that sins, it shall die. (Ezekiel 18:4)Ó





Rabbi Yohanan and Reish Lakish went down to bathe in the public baths at Tiberias.  A poor man met them and said to them:  Give me alms.  They said:  When we come out we will acquire merit through you.  When they came out they found he was dead.  They said:  Seeing that we did not attend to him in his lifetime, let us attend to him at his death.  As they were washing him they found a bag containing 600 coins suspended from his neck.  They said:  Blessed be He who has chosen the wise and their words!  (Leviticus Rabbah 34:10)





Background


Yerushalmi v. Bavli


First, let us outline the differences between this version of the story and the Yerushalmi's.  There, Nahum promises to feed the beggar when he returns from his visit, here he promises to feed the beggar as soon as he begins to unload his beasts of burden.  There he is taking an unspecified gift, here he is bringing a veritable caravan of treasure.  There, he is chided by onlookers and only then curses himself with blindness, amputation of his hands and lameness.  Here, no one chides him and he curses himself with all the disabilities mentioned in the Yerushalmi and with boils as well.  There, he chides Rabbi Akiba for not comprehending how suffering can atone for sin.  Here, he accepts the questioning of his suffering by his disciples and explains it to them. There, there is no mention of his utter righteousness.  Here, it is made explicit that, disabled though he is, this does not mean he is a sinner.  Indeed, so righteous is he that he can be sure a building will not fall upon him, one of the highest levels of righteousness one can achieve and a level which many sages do not attain.





The Parallel


Reish Lakish was Rabbi YohananÕs disciple and they had an extraordinarily close relationship.  These two great sages feel none of NahumÕs extraordinary remorse.  Indeed, they are simply grateful that the way they phrased their response to the beggar allows them to fulfill their word by burying him properly, which is considered the greatest form of charity since there can be no hope of reciprocation.  And there is apparently no punishment for these sagesÕ behavior.





Discussion Questions:


1. Why do you think the Yerushalmi and the Bavli portray NahumÕs story in such different ways?  What do you think this says about the way these two documents view suffering and its purpose?





2. Can our suffering atone for our sin?  Can we bring suffering on ourselves to atone for our sin?  Is there any time when such suffering would be self-destructive rather than redemptive?





3. Does sin cause death?  In answering, remember that life and death are a continuum and there are many sorts of death (intellectual, emotional, spiritual as well as physical).  Does sin cause something in you to die?


