The Road to Lydda: A Survivor’s Story
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s Flight from Jerusalem According to Eicha Rabba 1:5
ABSTRACT: This article presents an analysis of the story of the escape of R. Yohanan ben Zakkai from Jerusalem as it appears in Eicha Rabba. This version of the story differs markedly from the accounts found elsewhere in rabbinic literature, most notably in its lack of reference R. Yohanan’s request to save “Yavne and her sages.”  The Eicha Rabba account focuses on the very fact of the Jews' survival rather than on the establishment of a center of Jewish study and practice to succeed Jerusalem. Torah is presented as a source of practical wisdom which gives the rabbis the ability to save a remnant of their people. The article also explores the implications of the identification of the figure of Abgar with the figure of the same name known to us from Christian legend. In light of this, the story should also be read as an anti-Christian counter narrative.
Introduction
R. Yohanan b. Zakkai’s escape from Jerusalem and his subsequent meeting with Vespasian dominate the rabbinic accounts of the final days of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:1] Much of the enduring appeal of this story doubtless lies in the fact that this legend serves not only as an account of the end of the era of the Temple and its cult, but as a foundation myth for rabbinic Judaism. By negotiating to save “Yavne and her sages,” R. Yohanan b. Zakkai insures the spiritual continuity of the Jewish people despite the physical destruction they experienced. Yavne would become the center of the nascent rabbinic movement which was responsible for the reestablishment of Judaism in the post-Destruction world.  [1:  Anat Yisraeli Taran, Agadat Ha-hurban: mesoret ha-hurban be-sifrut ha-tanait, (Tel-Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1997) 51 and 114 n. 2, notes that not only is the story of R. Yohanan the only tradition found in all the rabbinic accounts of the destruction of Jerusalem, but in most cases this story takes up most of the over-all account. For a survey of the scholarship on this narrative tradition see Meir Ben-Shachar’s discussion in, Tal Ilan, Vered Noam, et al, Beyn yosifus le-hazal (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 2017) 604-664; Taran, 114 n. 3.  On centrality of the story in modern Jewish discourse and the discomfort of some Zionist scholars and thinkers with R. Yohanan’s actions see, Dalia Marx, “An Ancient Myth in the Service of the Present: R. Yohana ben Zakkai’s escape from Jerusalem and the Establishment of Yavne,” Akdamot 24 (2000) 156-76 [Hebrew]. ] 

It is thus hardly surprising that when scholars describe or summarize the rabbinic traditions regarding R. Yohanan’s flight from Jerusalem, R. Yohanan’s request for Yavne is almost always presented as an integral part of the story. The entire narrative is frequently summed up as recounting a journey from Jerusalem to Yavne.[footnoteRef:2]  This theme is indeed central to three of the four rabbinic accounts of the story of R. Yohanan. But the largest collection of rabbinic material about the Destruction, Eicha Rabba (ER), makes no mention of Yavne in its presentation of the story of R. Yohanan. Though this fact has been noted by some scholars, its significance has not been duly emphasized. [footnoteRef:3] The striking absence of any reference to Yavne in the ER version suggests that it needs to be read in opposition to the other accounts. [2:  See for example, Taran, 51; Gedalia Alon, “Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s Removal to Jabneh, ” Jews, Judaism, and the Classical World: Studies in Jewish History in the Times of the Second Temple and Talmud (Trans. Israel Abrahams; Magnes: Jerusalem, 1977)  269-313; David Goodblatt, “The Jews of the Land of Israel in the Years 70-132,” Yehudah ve-roma meridot ha-yehudim, ed. Uriel Rappaport (Jerusalem: Am Oved, 1983) 165,167 [Hebrew]; Jonathan Price, Jerusalem Under Siege: The Collapse of the Jewish State 66-70 C.E. (Leiden: Brill, 1992) 267. ]  [3:  See for example Alon, 312-13; Ephraim E. Urbach, “The Jews in Their Land in the Tannaitic Period,” Mekhkarim be-mad’ei ha-yahadut vol. 2 (ed. Jonah Fraenkel and M. D. Herr; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1998) 687-700  [Hebrew]; Menachem Kister, “Legends of the Destruction of the Second Temple in Avot De-Rabbi Nathan,” Tarbiz, 67 (1998) 483-529 [Hebrew]. On the other hand, Salardini explicitly states that all four versions of the narrative tradition mention the request for Yavne though he later states that it is missing from the ER version. Anthony Salardini “Johanan Ben Zakkai's Escape from Jerusalem Origin and Development of a Rabbinic Story,” Journal for the Study of Judaism,6 (1975) 190-204. Even more strikingly Eli Yassif mentions Yavne in his discussion of the ER account. Eli Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale: History, Genre, Meaning (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009) 138. Galit Hasan-Rokem does not mention Yavne in her discussion of the ER narrative but central to her analysis is that, “the story [is] about the creation of a new communal entity,” something which is never mentioned in the ER version. Galit Hasan-Rokem, Web of Life: Folklore in Rabbinic Literature (trans. Batya Stein; Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000) 179 The only scholar who sees ER’s failure to mention Yavne as a significant factor in its narrative is Sara Zfatman. However, even she does not interpret it as changing the basic thematic trust of the story. Sara Zfatman, Rosh ve-rishon: yisud manhigut be-sifrut yisrael (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2010) 147-158.] 

  	Gedalyahu Alon’s seminal article, “Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s Journey to Jabneh,” marks the beginning of the modern scholarly discourse surrounding this topic. It focuses overwhelmingly on R. Yohanan’s meeting with Vespasian and his request for Yavne. Though Alon argues for the fundamental historical reliability of the rabbinic accounts, he concludes that R. Yohanan did not actually request that Yavne be spared. Rather the Romans forcibly sent R. Yohanan and his colleagues to Yavne, which served as a sort of detention camp. In an appendix to the article Alon undertakes the first systematic comparative analysis of the different version of the R. Yohanan ben Zakkai story: Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 56a-b, Avot de Rabbi Natan (ARN), Version A chapter four, Version B chapter six and Eicha Rabba (ER) 1:5. While emphasizing the similarities between the sources he also carefully documents what he sees as the critical differences between them. Alon concludes that when taken together these differences point to two distinct traditions regarding the R. Yohanan’s attitudes towards the rebellion against the Romans. At no point does Alon attempt to establish a chronology of the various accounts or consider the historical circumstances in which they were produced.  Only in the closing paragraphs of the article does Alon finally note that ER does not refer to a request for Yavne at all. He does not see this fact as having any impact on the agenda or meaning of the story. Alon simply takes it as a historical evidence for his claim that R. Yohanan never made any such request.
Over the course of the next generation, Alon’s rejection of the historicity of the request for Yavne would evolve into a scholarly consensus that the entire story of R. Yohanan’s escape from Jerusalem is not a reliable source of information regarding the events of 70 CE.[footnoteRef:4] Scholars shifted their focus to the study of the history of  the different versions of the account, seeking to trace the versions' relationships with each other as well as with the accounts found in the work of Josephus, and to establish the historical contexts in which each version was composed. As Meir Ben-Shachar has recently noted, virtually every possible permutation regarding the chronology of the different versions has been suggested.[footnoteRef:5] The very fact that scholars have come to such radically different conclusions suggests that there may not be a conclusive answer to this question. [4:  Ilan and Noam, 627-628. Neusners work was critical in this shift in understanding the historical value of this story and of rabbinic narratives as a whole. Jacob Neusner, “Story and Tradition in Judasim,”in Judasim: The Evidence of the Mishnah (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) 307-328. ]  [5:  Ibid, 655.] 

Ben-Shachar persuasively argues that the narrative of R. Yohanan’s escape from Jerusalem is constructed from a set of independent narrative elements that were adapted and configured in different ways by each author. As such, while it may at times be possible to trace the evolution of an individual narrative element through the different accounts, there is no way to trace the evolution of the story as a whole from one source to the other or to establish a firm date for any given version.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, a review of Ben-Shachar’s synoptic presentation of the texts, shows that though there are many thematic parallels between the versions, other than between the two ARN versions, we almost never find parallel linguistic formulations. There is thus no evidence that the any of the texts were directly influenced by any of the others. Rather than attempting to trace direct lines of development and influence from one text to another, the different versions of story most likely emerged from a common set of narrative traditions, which were most likely initially transmitted through oral performance. The creators of the different versions of the story each drew on a set of fixed motifs and plot lines, and integrated other narrative traditions about the Destruction which were originally independent from the story of R. Yohanan’s escape. Each selected, adapted and arranged these materials, synthesising them to create a unique version of the story.[footnoteRef:7]  As such, the comparative study of the accounts of R. Yohanan’s escape from Jerusalem is best undertaken by returning to Alon’s model.  Like Alon, I will not attempt to establish a chronological relationship between the texts. Instead, I will compare and contrast them seeking to identify the distinct themes and perspectives contained in each one in order to highlight the unique perspective of the ER version. I will however, focus on a very different set of themes and issues than did Alon. [6:  Ilan and Noam, 654-65. See also Zfatman, 137.]  [7:  See Avigdor Shinan, “The Aggadic Literature: Written Tradition and Transmission,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Folklore 1 (1981) 44-60 [Hebrew] and Moshe Simon-Shoshan, “Transmission and Evolution of the Story of R. Gamliel’s Deposition,” in Jews and Christians in the First and Second Centuries: The Interbellum 70‒132 CE (ed. Joshua Schwartz and Peter J. Tomson; CRINT 15; Leiden: Brill, 2017) 196-222. On mixed oral and written modes of transmission see, Martin S. Jaffee, Torah in the Mouth: Writing and Oral Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE - 400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).] 


Ben-Shahar’s analysis of the ER version gives us a more detailed view of its development and raises a possible challenge to efforts to read that text as a unified work. He demonstrates that unlike the Bavli and ARN versions, ER’s plot does not flow smoothly from one event to the next. It contains apparent repetitions and the seam lines between the different underlying traditions are often quite evident. Nevertheless, the story still represents a literary whole. Ben-Shahar himself notes that the opening and closing with the figure of Abgar gives the story a certain structural unity.[footnoteRef:8] Each element of the story is crucial to the development of the plot chronicling R. Yohanan’s activities from the beginning of the siege through the destruction of Jerusalem. The story tells of how R. Yohanan endeavoured to save as many Jews as possible from the Destruction and of the ultimate defeat of R. Yohana’s nemesis, Abgar.  Finally, the story is held together by a set of themes, key words and images, which I shall detail and explicate through the course of this article.  The story focuses on the bare physical survival of Jews in the face of the Destruction and Roman hegemony. The key to this survival is Torah knowledge through which the sages acquire the practical wisdom necessary to evade the Roman threat in the absence of Jerusalem as a center of Jewish political, military and economic power.  [8:  Ilan and Noam, 256-58.] 


Before proceeding, a note on the dating of the ER story is in order. In principle the story could have been composed anytime from the generation of the Destruction through the late fifth or early sixth century, when ER was probably edited. [footnoteRef:9] But as several scholars have noted,  the description of the four duces who lead the Roman forces allows us to establish a later terminus ad quo for the complete story.[footnoteRef:10] The term dux did not emerge as a title for regional military commanders until the mid-third century.[footnoteRef:11] The regions from which the duces hail may allow us to push forward this date even more. Aharon Oppenheimer stated that a dux was first installed as a military commander in the province of Arabia in 295,[footnoteRef:12] and we have no record of the office of Dux Aegypti until 308/9.[footnoteRef:13] Finally, the four duces described in the text correspond to the military command structure described in the Nototia Dignatum, dated to the beginning of the fifth century.[footnoteRef:14] Though individual elements of the ER account and perhaps even an earlier version completed story may be much older, the story certainly did not reach its current form until the mid-third century. Most the text before us was composed following the accession of Constantine, in the fourth, or perhaps, the fifth century. [9:  Anat Reizel, Mavo la-midrashim (Alon Shvut: Tevunot, 2010) 183-84.]  [10:  Hans Zucker, Studien zur jüdischen Selbstverwaltung im Altertum (Berlin: Schocken, 1936) 126 n1; Urbach, 691; Baer, 171. For other, more speculative efforts to date this story, see Goodblatt, 167; Tiran, 61; Baer, 185-86.]  [11:  Fergus Millar, The Roman Near East, 31 B.C.-A.D. 337 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993) 191.]  [12:  Aharon Oppenheim, “Jews and Arabs in the Period of the Mishnah and the Talmud,” Proceedings of the Eleventh World Congress of Jewish Studies B, 1 (1994) 17-22 [Hebrew]. Oppenheim gives no source for this date.]  [13:  Bernhard Palme, "The Imperial Presence: Government and Army," in Roger S. Bagnall, ed. Egypt in the Byzantine World, 300-700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) 247 n6.]  [14:  The Notatia lists duces for Foenicis, Palestinae and Arabia. At this point Egypt was no longer under a single military command but there were several duces in the region. Accessed from, http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/notitia2.html. See also Palme, 245-48.] 


Yavne in the Bavli and ARN
I will begin with a brief analysis of the Yavne theme in the Bavli and ARN accounts. In each case the vision of a future reconstruction of Yavne mitigates the implications of the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple for the future of Israel and its relationship with God. 
The Bavli’s version of the story ends with R. Yohanan requesting that Vespasian grant him, “Yavne and its sages, the dynasty of R. Gamliel, and doctors to cure R. Zadok.” These three requests correspond to the three aristocracies of rabbinic Judaism (Avot 4:13). The sages of Yavne represent the religious leadership of Torah scholars.  The patriarchal line of R. Gamliel represents the political leadership of the house of David.[footnoteRef:15] Finally, R. Zadok, one of the leading rabbis of Aaronide descent of the Yavne generation, represents the continuity of the priesthood, even in the absence of a Temple.[footnoteRef:16] R. Yohanan’s vision of a “small salvation,” is thus a city which maintains the continuity of all the basic institutions of Jerusalem, only on a lesser scale.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Historians dispute both the relationship between R. Gamliel and Patriarchs of the Talmudic era, as well as the antiquity of the Patriarchal claim to Davidic lineage. However, to the Talmudic authors, the identity of the house of David, the line of R. Gamliel and the Patriarchal dynasty would have been an established fact. See Alan Appelbaum, The Dynasty of the Patriarchs, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013) 194-196.]  [16:  See b.Bekhorot 36a. On the continued significance of the priesthood following the destruction of the Temple see Goodblatt, 162. ]  [17:  For a more extensive literary reading of this version see, Jeffery Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999) 139-176. ] 

	
In both versions of Avot de Rabbi Natan (ARN), the story of R. Yohanan’s escape is presented as part of a wider discussion of Simon the Righteous’s dictum in Avot 1:2, “On three things the world stands: On the Torah, on the Temple service and on righteous works.”  In the surrounding passages, ARN repeatedly emphasizes that both Torah study and righteous deeds are more valued by God than the Temple sacrifices and that in the absence of the Temple these two activities can take the place of sacrifices in earning expiation from sins. The Temple cult in contrast, is linked not with heavenly reward, but with prosperity in this world. It is in this context that R. Yohanan’s request that Vespasian “save Yavne, where I might go and teach my disciples and there establish prayers and perform all the commandments,”[footnoteRef:18] needs to be understood. Whereas in Jerusalem the Jews are engaged in all three of their world sustaining activities, upon making the transition to Yavne, they engage only in two. The study of Torah and practice of the commandments alone are sufficient to vouchsafe Israel’s continued covenantal relationship with God.  However, success in this world can no longer be expected. Temporal power and prosperity is now the domain of Rome.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  ARNA chapter 4 (Schechter ed. P. 12). ARNB chapter 6 (Schechter ed. P. 10) reads “I request from you Yavne and I will teach Torah there, make tzitzit and preform all of the commandments.” See Schechter’s note there, suggesting that the text be emended to match ARNA.  ]  [19:  For more on the ARN tradition see Kister and Steven Fraade, “Memory and Loss in Early Rabbinic Text and Ritual,” Memory and Identity in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity (ed. Tom Thatcher; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014) 113-130. 
] 

Both the Bavli and ARN, thus present Yavne as a successor to Jerusalem. The Destruction, however tragic, does not represent a fundamental rupture in the continuity of Jewish life or in the Jews’ covenantal relationship with their God. In both accounts, the continued study of Torah by the rabbis plays a central role in ensuring that these historical and spiritual bonds remain unbroken.
The ER Account.
In contrast, the spiritual and religious future of the Jewish people and the problem of their continuing relationship with God despite the loss of the Temple cult, are not a major concern of the ER account. In this version, R. Yohanan is focused on insuring the physical survival of as many Jews as possible. This is a story of individuals and small groups of Jews, and their struggle to avoid death at the hands of the Romans. 
	The second major theme of the story is the role of Torah and its study in securing this survival. In the other versions of the story and, indeed, throughout rabbinic literature, Torah study is a central form of religious devotion and a way of directly communing with God. In this story, Torah study is presented first and foremost as a source of practical wisdom. It is this wisdom that gives the rabbis the political savvy and tactical expertise which allows them to evade the Romans and other threats. 
	In the next section of this article, I will trace the development of each of these themes as they are presented through the words and deeds of the major rabbinic figures in the story. In the following section, I will examine the story’s two major non-Jewish figures, Vespasian and Abgar. These figures and their story lines add nuance and complexity to the Jewish struggle for survival in the post-Destruction era.  The character of Vespasian introduces the figure of the Emperor as a figure who at times had an interest in protecting the Jews. Abgar on the other hand, is apparently a Christian figure whose sub-plot introduces an entirely new threat to Jewish survival. 
Below is the text and translation of the story. The text below is based on Paul Mandel’s preferred text, the Parma manuscript (Palatina 2559, de Rossi 1400) of the Palestinian recension (first published by Salomon Buber) noting variants where relevant. [footnoteRef:20]   [20:  I am indebted to Dr. Mandel for supplying me with his personal synopses of the manuscript witness to this passage. I have checked his reading of the Parma manuscript against a microfilm of the original. Words in square brackets appear only in MS Parma. Unless noted otherwise, parentheses show readings from other MSS of the Palestinian recension.  On the manuscript history of ER and the identification of the two recensions as reflecting Babylonian and Palestinian lines of transmission, see Paul Mandel, Midrash Lamentations Rabbati: Prolegomenon, and a Critical Edition of the Third Parasha, PhD. Thesis, Hebrew University, Jerusalem (1997) [Hebrew] esp. 39; Idem, “Between Byzantium and Islam: The Transmission of a Jewish book in the Byzantine and Early Islamic Periods,” Transmitting Jewish Traditions: Orality, Textuality and Cultural Diffusion, Ed. Yaakov Elman and Israel Gershoni (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) 74-106.  ] 





	
	
	

	A
	For three and a half years Vespasian besieged Jerusalem
and with him were four duces:
the dux of Arabia,
the dux of Phoenicia,
the dux of Sebastia [Samaria],
the dux of Alexandria.
What was the name of the dux of Arabia?
There are two opinions. One said “Elam” was his name,
and the other said, Abgar was his name.
	ג' שנים ומחצה עשה אספסיינוס (מקיף את) [ב]ירושלם 
ועמו ד' דוכוסים 
דוכוס דערבייא 
דוכוס דאפניקא 
דוכוס דאיסביטיני[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Word not clear in MS Parma this is Mandel’s reconstruction based the reading דסיבטיני/ דסבטיס from other MSS.] 

דוכוס דאלכסנדריאה 
דוכוס דערבייא מה הוה שמיה 
תרין אמורין חד אמ' אילם הוה שמיה 
וחד אמ' אבגר (אפגר) הוה שמיה 

	B
	And in Jerusalem there four councilors:
Ben Tzitzit,
Ben Gurion,
Ben Nakdimon,
and Ben Kalba Savua,
and each one could supply the city with food for ten years.
	)והוון בירושלם ארבעה בוליוטין 
בן ציצת 
ובן גוריון 
ובן נקדימון 
ובן כלבא שבוע 
וכל אחד ואחד יכול לספק מזונות של מדינה עשר שנים([footnoteRef:22] [22:  In all of the witness to the Palestinian recension, this entire section has been contaminated by the Bavli account. This text is taken from the Babylonian recension, which almost certainly represents the original reading in this case.] 


	C
	And Ben Abtiah, son of the sister of 
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was also there
and he oversaw the storehouses.
He went and burned down all the storehouses.
	והיה שם	בן אבטיח בן אחותו 
שלרבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
והיה ממונה על האוצרות 
עמד ושרף את הכל האוצרות 

	D
	Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, his uncle, heard 
and said, “Woe!”
The lawless of the people[footnoteRef:23] went as said to him, [23:  c.f. Daniel 11:14] 

“Your uncle said ‘Woe!’”
He sent and brought him, and asked him,
“Why did you say ‘Woe!’”
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai said to him,
“I did not say “Woe!” but “Wow!”
Ben Abtiah said, “Why did you say ‘Wow!’”
He said, “As long as these storehouses exist,
The people of the city would never bring themselves out
and do battle with the enemy.”
Between “Woe” and “Wow” 
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was saved.
And the verse was applied to him,
“Wisdom preserves the lives of those who possesses it.” (Ec. 7:12)
	שמע רבן יוחנן בן זכאי דודו 
ואמ' וויי 
אזלון ]פריצי עמנא[ ואמרין ליה 
הא חביבך אמ' וויי 
שלח ואייתיתיה ואמ' ליה 
למה אמרת וויי 
אמ' ליה רבן יוחנן בן  זכיי 
לא אמרית אלא ווה 
אמ' ליה בן אבטיח ולמה אמרת ווה 
אמ' כל אילין יומיא דאינון אוצריה ק[ט](יי)מין
לא הוון בני מדינתא יתבון גרמיהון למיפק 
ומעבד קרבא ומרדפה שנאה 
בין וויי לווה 
ניצל רבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
וקרון עלוהי 
והחכמה תחיה בעליה 

	E
	Three days later Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai went out 
to walk in the market
And he saw people boiling straw and drinking the water.
He said, “Can people who boil straw and drink the water
Stand up to the armies of Vespasian?
The essence of the matter is that I get myself out of here.
	לאחר שלשה ימים יצא רבן יוחנן בן זכיי 
לטייל בשוק 
וראה בני אדם שולקין תבן ושותין את מימיו 
אמ' בני אדם ששולקין תבן ושותין מימיו 
יכולין לעמוד בפני חיילותיו שלאספסיינוס 
כל סמא דמילתא איפוק לי מן הכא

	F
	He said to Ben Abtiah, “Get me out of here.”
Ben Abtiah said to him,
The only way I can get you out of here is
Is pretending you are dead (or “if you are dead”)
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai said to him,
“Then get me out of here pretending I am dead”
	אמ' לבן אבטיח אפקי לי[ה] מהכא 
אמ' ליה בן אבטיח 
לית אנא מפיק יתך מן הכא 
אלא בדמו מית[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  MSS variously read here and in the next line: בדמומית; בדמות מת ;בר ממית . Babylonian recension reads דמית.] 

אמ' ליה רבן יוחנן בן זכ' 
ובדמו מית אפקי מן הכא 

	G
	He pretended he was dead. They put him in a coffin.
Rabbi Joshua carried him from the head 
and R. Eleazar from the feet.
And Ben Abtiach went before them with torn clothing.
When they got to the gates, 
[the guards] wanted to stab him but they did not let them.
They to them, “Do you want our enemies to say,
They do not even have mercy on their master?”
After they took him out and brought him to a cemetery,
The returned to the city.
	עבד גרמיה ]כדמות[ מית נתנוהו בארון 
נטלו ר' יהושע מראשו 
ור' אליעזר מרגליו 
ובן אבטיח מהלך קדמוי מאנוי בציעין 
כיון דמטו פילי 
בקשו לדוקרו ולא היניחן 
אמ' להו ומה אתון בעיין דיהוון סנייא אמרין 
אפי על רביהון לא חסון 
כיון דאפקוניה והבוניה בחד בית עלם 
חזרו למדינה 

	H
	After they went back, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai went Vespasian’s camp.
He said to them, “Where is the king?” 
They said to him, “Why?”
He said to them, “Because I want to greet him.”
They went and said to [Vespasian], there is a Jew here
who wants to greet you.”
He said to them, “Bring him.” 
He came to him and began to praise him,
“Long live my master the King!”
He said to him, “You are going to get me killed!”
He said to him, “Why?”
He said to him, “You greeted me as King 
and I am not King and when the King hears
he will send and have me killed.”
He said to him, “If you are not a king, in the end you will be, for this House will not be destroyed by a commoner,
By only at the hands of one who is a king.
For it is the House of the King of the World,
And no commoner shall conquer it, but only a king,
As it is written, 
“And Lebanon shall fall by a mighty one.” (Is. 10:34)
	כיון שחזרו הלך לו רבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
אצל חיילותיו שלאספסיינוס 
אמ' להו הן הוא מלכא 
אמרין ליה [מאן[ (למה) [את בעי]
אמ' להו דאנא (בעי) שאיל בשלמיה 
אזלון ואמרין ליה אית הכא חד יהודאי 
ובעי למישאל בשלמך 
אמ' להו אייתוניה 
אתא לגבי ושרי מקלסיה 
יחי מרי מלכא[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  The witnesses to the Babylonian recension here have variants of ובידא דמארי אפלטור.] 

אמ' ליה קטלתני 
אמ' ליה למה 
(אמר ליה)[שאילית[ (שלמא) דמלכא שאלת בי 
ולית אנא מלך וכדון שמע מלכא הוא 
משלח וקטיל לי 
אמ' ליה ואם את לית מלך סופך 
למיהוי (מלך) דלית ביתא הדין חרב ביד גבר הדיוט 
אלא ביד גבר מלך 
דהוא בייתיה דמלכא דעלמא 
ולית גבר הדיוט שליט ביה אלא מלך 
דכת' 
והלבנון באדיר יפול 

	I
	What did they do to Rabban Yohanan? They put him inside seven houses [one within the other] 
and lit candles there day and night.
And they would ask what hour of the day it was,
and he would tell them.
What hour of the night? And he would tell them.
And how did Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai know?
Knew from the power of his [Torah] study.
	מה עשו לרבן יוחנן הכניסוהו 
לפנים מז' בתים 
והדליקו עליו נירות ביום ובלילה 
והוו שאלין ליה כמה שעין ביומא 
והוא הוה אמר להון 
כמה שעין בליליא והוא הוה אמר להון 
ומן הן הוה ידע רבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
ידע מן חיליה דפשוטה 

	J
	After three days, Vespasian went to bathe at Gophna,
After he bathed, he went and put on his clothing 
and one of his shoes. A letter came from Rome [saying]:
“Nero is dead and the people of Rome have made you king.
He tried to put on his other shoe, 
but could not get it on his foot.
He said, “Bring me that Jew!”
They went and brought him.
He said to him, 
“Why have I been able to wear these two shoes all this time
but now, I put one on and tried to put on the other 
and cannot get it on my foot?”
He said to him, 
“You heard good news and your body expanded. 
As it is written, “good tidings fatten the bone,” (Prov. 15:30)
He said to him, “What should I do so that it will go on?”
He said to him, “if you have an enemy or a creditor,
bring him before you and you will become distressed
and your body will shrink, and it will go on.
As it is written, “and evil tidings dry out the bone.” (ibid)
He did so and put on the other shoe.
	בתר תלתא יומין אזל אספסיינוס מסחי בהדין גופנא 
כיון דסחא נפק ולבש מאנוי 
וחד מן מסנוי אייתון ]לי[ (ליה) כתבין מן רומי 
מית נירון והמליכוך בני רומי 
בעא מלבש מסנא אחרינא	
ולא יכיל עליל לרגליה 
אמ' זילו אייתו לי ההוא יהודאיי
 אזלון ואייתוניה
(אמר ליה) בגין מה הוי ]נא[ לביש אילין 
תרין מסנייא כל אילין יומייא
 וכדון לבישית חד מינהון ובעי מלבש אחרינא 
ולא יכיל עליל לרגליי
 אמ' ליה 
שמועה טובה שמעת ואיתפטים גרמך
 דכת' ושמועה טובה תדשן עצם
 אמ' ליה מה ניעביד והוא עליל 
אמ' ליה אם אית לך סנאה או מרי חוב 
עבריה קדמך ואת מציק 
וגרמך חסר והוא עליל
 דכת' ורוח נכאה תיבש גרם 
עבד כן ולבש מסנאה אחרינא

	K
	The duces proceeded speak in parables before him, saying:
“A chest in which a snake has nested, 
what does one do to it?”
He said to them, 
“one brings a sword, kills the snake, and leaves the chest,”
Amgar the evil one said, 
“One burns the chest and kills the snake.”
They presented more parables before him,
“A cask in which a snake has nested, 
what does one do to it?”
He said to them, “leave the cask and kill the snake.”
Amgar the evil one said, 
“Kill the snake and smash the cask.”
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai said to him,
“Thus does a neighbor behave to his neighbor?
Instead of arguing in our defense you argue against us!?” 
Amgar the evil one said, “By your life! 
I spoke for your benefit. For as long as this House stands,
The Kingdom will attack you.”
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai said to him,
Only your heart knows 
if your intentions are benevolent or perverse.
	התחילו הדוכסים מושלים לפניו משלים ]ואומ'[ 
מגדל שקינן בו נחש 
מה עושין לו 
אמ' להם 
מביאין חרב והורגין את הנחש ומניחין את המגדל 
אמ' אמגר (אפגר) ]הרשע[ 
נותצין את המגדל והורגין את הנחש 
[ועוד מושלים לפניו משלות] 
חבית שקינן בה נחש 
מה עושין לה 
אמ' להו מניחין את החבית והורגין את הנחש 
אמ' אמגר (אפגר) ]הרשע]                                             הורגין את הנחש ושוברין את החבית[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  There is significant variance among the manuscripts in this line, mainly regarding word order.] 

אמ' ליה רבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
האי מגיריא עבדי למגירהון[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  This line is missing from Buber’s MS and appears with slight variance in the other MSS.] 

חלף מלפא עלינא סניגוריא את מליף עלינא קטיגוריא 
אמ' ליה אמגר הרשע חייך 
לטובתכון אנא אמר
 דכל יומין דהא ביתא קיים מלכותא מתגריין לכון 
אמ' ליה רבן יוחנן
הלב יודע 
אם לעקל אם לעקלתון 

	L
	When Vespasian came to conquer the city,
He said to Rabban Yohanan, make a request 
and I will grant it. 
He said to him,
“I request that you leave this city alone and go away,”
He said to him,
“The people of Rome only made me king 
because of the issue of this city,
and you say I should leave the city alone and go away?”
He said to him, “If that is that case, I request that you leave
the western gate which goes out to Lod open 
until the third hour
and all those with lead (dust?)  in their hearts
can go out and not be killed.
	כי אתא אספסיינוס מכבש מדינתא	
אמ' לרבן יוחנן שאיל לך שאילה 
ואנא עביד 
אמ' ליה 
תבע אנא גבך תרפי מדינתא ותזיל לך 
אמ' ליה 
כל עצמן לא (המליכוני) בני רומי אלא 
על עסקה מדינה הזו 
ואת אמר נרפה מדינתא וניזיל לי 
אמ' ליה ואם כדון הוא אנא תבע גבך 
תרפי פילי מערביתא ]ו [(ד)נפקא ללוד פתוחה 
עד תלת שעין 
כל מה [דאברי][footnoteRef:28] (עבקי) בליביה  [28:  This word is unclear in the Parma MS, it has been filled in from Buber’s MS. ] 

מיפק ליה לא איתקטיל[footnoteRef:29] [29:  The Ashkenazic MSS have a significantly expanded text here.] 


	M
	When he came to conquer it, he said to him,
“If you have any relatives or friends, 
send for them and bring them out.”
He sent and brought out all of the rabbis.
	כי אתי מכבשינה אמ' ליה	
אי אית לך קרוב או רחים 
שלח ואפקוה 
שלח ואפיק כל רבנן

	N
	He looked for R. Zadok and his son 
but could not find them.
He sent R. Eliezer and R. Joshua to retrieve 
R. Zadok and his son.
They ran about the city for three days 
but did not find them.
After three days they found them in 
one of the city’s sewers.
The brought him before Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.
When he saw him he stood on his feet.
Vespasian said to him, “before this shriveled one you rise?”
“If there was [another] one in the city like him, 
you never would have been able to conquer it.”
He said to him, “What is his strength?”
He said to him, “He can eat one bean 
and expound on it one hundred lectures.”
He said to him, “Why is he so emaciated?
He said to him, 
“From his fasts and abstinences and teaching”
He sent and brought [a] physicians.
He said to them, “restore his body.”
He came and they fed him a little bit at a time,
Until he was restored to himself.
R. Eliezer his son said to him,
“Father, give the physicians their wages,
So that they do not get a share in the next world.”
And he gave them a scale and an abacus (?).  
	ובעא לר' צדוק ולבריה 
ולא אשכח יתהון 
שלח ר' אליעזר ור' יהושע מפקא 
לר' צדוק ולבריה 
עבדון טרחון במדינתא תלתא יומין 
ולא אשכחינהו 
בתר תלתא )אשכחינון( 
בחד מן ביבי מדינתא 
אפקוניה )לגבי( ]ל[רבן יוחנן בן זכאי 
כיון דחמיתיה קם ליה על רגלויי 
אמ' ליה אספסיינוס קומי הדין צייתורא את קאים
אילו הוה במדינתא )אוף([footnoteRef:30] חד דכוותיה  [30:  MS British Museum Add. 27089 (Margoliot 1076) and MS Cambridge (CUL), Add. 495.] 

לא יכלת כביש ליה לעלם 
אמ' ליה מה הוא חייליה 
אמ' ליה דהוא אכיל חד פול 
ופשיט עלוהי ק' פירקין 
אמ' ליה למה הוא חשיך כדין 
אמ' ליה 
מן צומיה ותעניתיה ופושטיה 
שלח ואייתי אסוותא 
אמ' להון חזרון גופיה
עלוי והיו	מאכילין	אותו קימאה קימאה 
עד ששבה נפשו עליו 
אמ' לו ר' אליעזר בנו 
)אבא( תן לרופאים שכרן 
כדי שלא יהא להם חלק לעולם הבא 
ויהב להון הדין כריסטיונה והדין חושבנא דאצ(ב)עתא

	O
	Rabbi Eliezer son of Rabbi Zadok said,
“May I see consolation! Even though father lived 
all those years after the destruction of the Temple,
his body never returned to its previous state.”
Fulfilling the verse, 
“Their skin is shriveled on their bones, 
It has become dry as wood.” (Lamentations 4:8)
	אמ' ר' אלעזר בר' צדוק 
אראה בנחמה אע"פ שחיה אבא 
כל אותן השנים {משחרב בית המקדש} 
לא חזר גופו עליו כמות היה 
לקיים מה שנ' 
צפד עורם על עצמם 
יבש היה כעץ 

	P
	When Vespasian conquered it,
He divided the four ramparts of the walls 
among the four duces.
The western rampart went to Amgar the evil one.
And it was decreed from heaven 
that the western wall would never be destroyed.
And the three duces destroyed their parts, 
But Abgar did not destroy his.
The King send for him and brought him before him.
He said to him, “Why did all the others destroy their parts,
and you did not destroy your part?”
He said to him,
“Had I destroyed my part as the others destroyed theirs,
the kings who come after you will not know
what great splendor you destroyed,
and now that it is not destroyed, 
those kings who come after you will see it and say,
‘see what great splendor was destroyed!’”
He said to him, “By your life! You spoke well!
But since you did not fulfill the king’s orders
I decreed up upon you that you go up to the top of the wall,
And throw yourself down to the ground.
If you live, you live and if you die you die.
He did so. He went up to the top of the wall 
and threw himself down and fell and died.
Thus, he was struck down by the curse of 
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakai.
	כדכבשה אספסיינוס 
פלג ארבעתי שוריא טקסייא 
לארבעתי דיכסייה 
אתא טיקסא מערבא לאמגר ]הרשע[ 
וגזרון מן שמייא 
שאין כותל מערבי חרב לעולם 
וחרבון תלתא דוכסייא חולקהון 
ואמגר לא חרב חולקיה 
שלח מלכא ואייתיתיה 
אמ' ליה בגין מה אילין חרוב חולקהון 
ואת לא חרבת חולקך 
אמ' ליה 
אילו חרבתי חלקי כמה דחרבון אילין חולקהון 
מלכוותא דקיימין בתרך לא הוו ידעין 
הידה זיווי רבה חרב
)וכדון לא חרבת 
הדין מלכוותא דקיימין בתרך חמיין יתיה ואמרין חמון הידא זיו רבה חרב( 
אמ' ליה חייך טב אמרת 
אלא כדון דבטלתה קילווסים דמלכא 
גזר[נ]א עלך דתסליק לריש שורה 
ותקליק גרמך לארעא 
אי חיי ההוא חיי ואי מיית מיית 
עבד כן סליק לריש שורא 
וקליק גרמיה ונפל ומית 
ופגעה בו קללתו של 
רבן יוחנן בן זכאי



	Section One: R. Yohanan and R. Zadok; Survival and Torah 
First Theme: The Centrality of Physical Survival
The central figure in our story is of course R. Yohanan ben Zakkai. Early on, the narrative establishes bare physical survival as R. Yohanan’s primary goal as he confronts the impending destruction of Jerusalem [E]. He goes out to the market place of Jerusalem to observe the condition of the besieged people. The situation is so dire, that R. Yohanan declares, “The essence of the matter is that I get myself out of here.” All that matters at this point is his own self-preservation. Care for others will only be feasible once he has secured his own safety. R. Yohanan makes use here of the verbal root נפק “go out.” This root functions as a key-word in the story, appearing no less than 11 times in various forms and contexts. The repetition of נפק highlights the centrality of the need to escape from the city to the story’s plot and theme. The critical thing is to leave the city and avoid certain death. One’s destination is of secondary importance. Similarly, the word גרם, meaning variously, “bone,” “body” or “self,” appears seven times in the story. This key-word highlights the centrality of physical bodies - their survival and destruction, depletion and restoration - to our story. Both words appear for the first time in the same phrase when R. Yohanan tells Ben Abtiah in the previous scene that, “As long as these storehouses existed, the people of the city would never bring themselves out (יתבון גרמיהון למיפק) and do battle with the enemy.”[footnoteRef:31] The focus on physical survival and the threat of physical depletion suggested here by the image of the starving Jerusalemites, reappears throughout the story.  [31:  For a different perspective on the centrality of bodies in the story see, Hasan-Rokem, 171-190. ] 

	This theme comes to a head during R. Yohanan’s negotiation with Vespasian just prior to the destruction of the city [M].  As noted at the outset, the most striking difference between the ER and the other versions is its lack of any reference to R. Yohanan’s request for the establishment of Yavne as a religious center to succeed Jerusalem. Rather, R. Yohanan makes a very different request. Having been denied his initial petition to save the entire city, he merely asks for one gate of the city to be left open and unguarded for a few hours so that those who wish can flee the city.  Vespasian does not object this time and apparently grants the request. R. Yohanan’s key concern is securing the physical survival of as many Jews as possible. He presents no vision for the day after.
Instead of escaping to Yavne, here the refugees flee in the direction of Lod (Lydda).”[footnoteRef:32] In the interbellum period Lod was a major Jewish and rabbinic population center. Though Yavne was headquarters of R. Gamliel’s central rabbinic court and a meeting place of the rabbis in the immediate post-Destruction period, there is little evidence that Yavne ever had a sizable Jewish population or even had a critical mass of rabbis in permanent residence. As Joshua Schwartz puts it: “The center of Jewish (real) life was Lod; the center of the attempted restoration of Jewish institutional life was Yavne.”[footnoteRef:33] In choosing Yavne as the destination for those fleeing Jerusalem, the Bavli and ARN focus on the survival of Judaism in the wake of the destruction of the Temple. In ER, where the refugees flee toward Lod, the emphasis is on the survival of Jews, following the decimation of Jerusalem.  [32: In the Roman period, there were in fact multiple roads leading from Jerusalem to Lod. At Lod these roads intersected with the coastal road and through it, to the wider system of Roman roads throughout the region. Notably, travel from Jerusalem to Yavne would also have required first taking the road to Lod before turning south on the coastal road. See Michael Avi-Yonah, Giographia historit shel eretz-yisrael (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1949) 76, 79. ]  [33:  Joshua Schwartz, “Lod of the Yavne Period: How a City was Cheated out of its Period,” in Jews and Christians in the First and Second Centuries: The Interbellum 70‒132 CE (ed. Joshua Schwartz and Peter J. Tomson; CRINT 15; Leiden: Brill, 2017) 75-89.] 

Vespasian then makes yet another offer to R. Yohanan [M]. He tells him that he can rescue his friends and relatives. R. Yohanan takes this opportunity to save the rabbis of Jerusalem (but not his blood relative, ben Abtiah). The story thus explains not only how it is that some Jews escaped the Destruction but also how the entire rabbinic estate survived. Once again, there is no reference to any reconstitution of the rabbinic institutions of Jerusalem, just a documentation of the physical survival of the rabbis.
In the following scene [N], we are introduced to the other major rabbinic figure in the story, R. Zadok. He is emaciated and appears close to death. Doctors are brought to heal him, but we soon learn that: “his body never returned to its previous state.” Like the Jewish people at this juncture, he is on the verge of destruction and Vespasian take measures to allow him to survive, but just barely. Once again, the focus is on mere physical survival of the trauma of the Destruction rather than any possibility flourishing in the post-Destruction era.
Finally, whereas both the Bavli and ARN narratives come to their climax with an extensive account of the destruction of the city and the Temple, in ER, these events are pushed to the background. The final scene describes the destruction of the city only in passing, in the context of the story of Abgar’s failure to destroy the western wall, “the three duces destroyed their parts, but Am gar did not destroy his” [P]. Just as our story recounts the survival of a remnant of the Jewish people, it also tells the story of the survival of a remnant of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:34] Whereas the other accounts emphasize the physical destruction of Jerusalem along with a rebirth in Yavne, ER elides the story of the actual Destruction, closing off any potential rebirth, and focuses on the physical survival of a remnant of God’s people and His city.	 [34:  From the text itself, it appears that the western wall of the city that is referred to here. However, given the continued survival of the western retaining wall of Herod’s Temple this story has traditionally been interpreted as providing an etiology for the religious significance of what is now known as the כותל המערבי. It is difficult to know whether the original intent of this story is to refer to some surviving part of the city wall or the wall of the Temple. See Zfatman, 160-62.] 

  
Second Theme: Torah as Means of Survival
	In the Bavli and ARN, Torah and its study are critical to the Jewish people’s continuing mission and relationship with God following the loss of Jerusalem and its Temple. In ER it fills a very different role. Both R. Yohanan and R. Zadok demonstrate how Torah study provides the rabbis with the practical wisdom to negotiate the threats against the Jews that emerge with the Destruction and its aftermath. Torah is the key to achieving the physical survival that is the central goal in the story.
The ER story opens by portraying a standoff between Vespasian and his four duces [A]. Inside Jerusalem are four councilors, leading citizens whose collective resources would allow the city to withstand a siege for forty years [B]. At this stage, Jewish wealth can protect the Jews from Roman military might. 
But with the destruction of the storehouses and the wealth of Jerusalem [C], Jewish survival is endangered. R. Yohanan exclaims, “Woe!”, signaling his despair over the current situation [D]. Soon, it is R. Yohanan himself who is directly threatened, as word of his negative response reaches ben Abtiah. R. Yohanan deflects his nephew’s interrogation by convincing him that he had been misquoted, claiming that he in fact supports the burning of the storehouses as necessary to force an armed conflict with the Romans. 

Citing Ecclesiastes: “Wisdom preserves the lives of those who possesses it,” the narrator sums up the scene by declaring, “Between ‘Woe’ and ‘Wow’ Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was saved.”[footnoteRef:35] This biblical verse declares the necessity of wisdom for surviving the Roman threat.  R. Yohanan saves his own life, and subsequently those of many others, through his wisdom. In this case, R. Yohanan’s wisdom consists of his ability to think on his feet and to convince his enemies that he is, in fact, on their side. As the story progresses, R. Yohanan’s life-saving wisdom will emerge as consisting of a wide range of knowledge and the ability to apply it, in line with the meaning of the term “wisdom” in Ecclesiastes and elsewhere in the Biblical wisdom literature. But in the rabbinic imagination, the biblical term “wisdom” is consistently conflated with the Torah and its study. As will become clear later in the story, it is through the study of Torah that R. Yohanan and his colleagues gain mastery of their worldly knowledge. In the absence of the material wealth of Jerusalem, the people of Israel must now depend of the wisdom of their Torah scholars. Torah is not portrayed as maintaining the covenantal relationship between God and his people in the exile, but as an essentially secular tool critical to life among the nations.  [35:  This verse from Ecclesiastes is also cited in reference to Shimon ben Shetah, when he uses his wisdom to svae himself from King Yannai. Y.Ber. 7:2 (11b); Bereshit Rabba 91:3-4. On this story and it place in the wider genre of stories about wise men meeting with kings, see Vered Noam’s treatment in, Ilan and Noam, 493-507.  ] 

	R. Yohanan’s wisdom in handling his initial encounter with Ben Abtiah not only saves his own life but ultimately paves the way to many more lives being saved.  When R. Yohanan contacts Ben Abtiah to help escape the city [F], Ben Abtiah agrees to meet with him because he is convinced that they are on the same side. 
	ER’s presentation of the escape plan itself [F] may also highlight R. Yohanan’s wisdom. As in the Bavli, in the Palestinian recension of ER it is Ben Abtiah who proposes to R. Yohanan that he fake his own death and escape in a coffin saying, “The only way I can get you out of here is pretending you are dead (בדמו מית).” R. Yohanan accedes to the plan by repeating Ben Abtiah almost verbatim.  The repetition appears redundant. We might therefore in this case favor the reading in the Babylonian recension. There, Ben Abtiah says, “The only way I can get you out of here is if you are dead ((דמית.”  Ben Abtiah is telling R. Yohanan that there is no way out of the city alive. R. Yohanan responds with his own idea, that he should leave the city pretending he was dead (בדמות דמית). This reading once again emphasizes R. Yohanan’s wisdom and its critical role in the story.  
	R. Yohanan then confronts Vespasian and informs him that he is destined to become king [H]. For the first time now, we see that R. Yohanan’s wisdom is rooted in his Torah knowledge, as the prediction is based on R. Yohanan’s original reading of the verse from Isaiah. ER interrupts the dialogue to present a scene which is absent from the other versions [I]. R. Yohanan is imprisoned within seven concentric houses so that he has no exposure to natural life. He is repeatedly asked by his captors to tell them the time of day or night and each time R. Yohanan does so with precision. This scene serves to emphasize and celebrate R. Yohanan’s extraordinary wisdom.  It ends with an editorial comment which informs us that this ability was derived from, “the power of his [Torah] study” (חיליה דפשוטה). The narrator here explicitly links R. Yohanan’s prodigious intellectual abilities with his study of Torah. The use of the word חיליה, to refer to the power of Torah also directly contrasts the power of R. Yohanan’s Torah wisdom with the power of Vespasian’s army which is repeatedly referred to in the story as חיילותיו שלאספסיינוס. It is R. Yohanan’s Torah study that gives him the power to take on the mighty Romans.
	Soon thereafter, messengers arrive from Rome informing Vespasian that he has been proclaimed emperor [J]. The new king finds himself stuck with one shoe off and one shoe on. Vespasian must now call for “that Jew,” who is no longer before him, to help him solve his problem. Vespasian recognizes R. Yohanan’s great wisdom which has been demonstrated both by the fulfilment of his prophesy and through his feat of chronometry. R. Yohanan comes through once again and uses his knowledge of Biblical wisdom to solve Vespasian’s problem. This scene recalls Pharaoh’s calling of Joseph from prison, linking R. Yohanan’s exploits to the paradigmatic “court Jew” who saves himself and his people through his sage advice to a great king.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  See Hasan-Rokem, 181-182. ] 


The theme of R. Yohanan’s wisdom is further advanced in the next scene, as the duces begin to speak before R. Yohanan in parables (מושלים משלים) [K]. In the biblical wisdom literature, the mashal is the fundamental means of transmitting wisdom.[footnoteRef:37] R. Yohanan is challenged to defend the city from destruction through a wisdom duel, as it were. Unlike in the Bavli, where R. Yohanan is at a loss to respond to the challenge of the parable of the snake, here R. Yohanan twice responds to the challenge, giving the same response as the one attributed in the Bavli to R. Joseph’s hindsight commentary: the snake should be removed, and the vessel saved. In the ER account, R. Yohanan’s wisdom never fails him. In the end however, he is defeated by Abgar, a subject to which we shall return later.  [37:  Of course, in the Bible the term mashal refers to a proverb where as in rabbinic Hebrew it means a parable.] 

The other exemplar of the power of Torah wisdom in the story is R. Zadok [N].  Vespasian is at first shocked at the great respect R. Yohanan has for the emaciated old man. The Emperor values physical strength and cannot imagine deference to one so weak. R. Yohanan declares that if there were but one more sage like R. Zadok in Jerusalem, the Romans never would have been able to conquer the city. Vespasian asks, “what is [the source] of his strength (חייליה)?”  R. Yohanan responds that R. Zadok’s power lies in his prodigious ability to teach (פשיט) Torah, even with the most minimal of nourishment. The power of R. Zadok’s Torah could, if compounded, hold off the brute strength of the Roman legions.  The appearance of the terms חייליה and פשיט mirror the earlier description of the source of R. Yohanan’s chronometric abilities (חיליה דפשוטה), further developing the theme of the power of the practical wisdom which accrues with Torah study. Here R. Zadok’s strength (חייליה) is directly contrasted with that of Vespasian’s army (חיילותיו). This claim that the power of wisdom could in principle have staved off the assault on the city echoes the wisdom of Ecclesiastes: “There was a little city, with few men in it. And to it came a great king, who surrounded it and built great siege-works against it. In the city was a poor wise man who saved the city…  Wisdom is greater than valor… (Ecc 9:14-16). 

R. Zadok’s secular wisdom is further suggested by the gifts which he gives the Roman physicians [O]. He gives them a khariston, a precision weighing instrument[footnoteRef:38] whose invention was attributed in the late antique world to Archimedes himself,[footnoteRef:39] and a “finger calculator” (חושבנא דאצבעתא), presumably an abacus.[footnoteRef:40] Just as R. Yohanan is imbued with the ability to calculate time, R. Zadok is portrayed as being in possession of instruments for making calculations and presumably the expertise to use, or even fabricate them. He is the physician’s colleague in science.  [38:  See Epiphanius, Epiphanius’ Treatise on Weights and Measures: The Syriac Version (ed. James Elmer Dean; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1935) 58 and n402; R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus syriacus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879) 1836; Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of Targumim, Talmud and Midrashic Literature (New York: Pardes, 1950) s.v. כריסטיונא, 667; Samuel Krauss, Griechische und Latinische Lehnwörter im Talmud Midrasch und Targum (vol. 2; Berlin: S. Calvary, 1899) s.v קרצטיון, 570; Sokoloff, basing himself on Krauss, says that this word refers to a “large balance,” and gives the Greek original as χαραστίων rather than χαριστίων, I am not sure of the basis of this reading. Sokoloff, Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic, s.v. כרסטיון, 270.]  [39:  Simplicius, On Aristotle’s Physics 7 (trans. Charles Hagen; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994) 1110.4, 92.]  [40:  Hasan-Rokem, 245 n79.] 

 The focus on rabbinic wisdom as the key to Jewish survival gives a fundamentally secular cast to the story. Destruction and survival appear to be determined entirely by human folly and wisdom. Until the very end of the story, God is never mentioned. However, as the story concludes, divine providence is revealed to be a critical element in the workings of the world. In explaining the survival of the western wall, the narrative breaks from its temporal perspective. The narrator engages in analepsis by informing us that it had already been decreed in heaven that the western wall will never be destroyed [P]. This statement also involves a metaleptic flash forward all the way to the time of the reader, as it predicts the continuing existence of the wall. This statement completely transforms the ideological ground of our story. Now, for the first time, God enters the picture. The story establishes a line of dual causality,[footnoteRef:41] in which the western wall is preserved both because of Abgar’s decision and God’s prior commitment to preserve the wall in perpetuity. Though God’s involvement is explicitly invoked only regarding the continuing survival of the remnant of the Temple, we might conclude that the continuing survival of the remnant of Israel in exile is also vouchsafed by God and his commitment to the Covenant.  As the story closes, the narrator pulls back the curtain and reveals that behind the grim image of the Jews fending for themselves against the power of the Romans, the God of Israel still watches over his people, if only from a distance. [41:  On this concept, see Yairah Amit, “The Dual Causality Principle and Its Effects on Biblical Literature,” Vetus Testamentum 37 (1987) 385-400.] 


Jews and Romans
Based on our analysis thus far we can propose a broader reading of historical vision of our story. The story is structured around a dichotomy between Jews and Romans. Romans are identified with physical power and prosperity, while the Jews are identified with intellectual power but physical weakness. In the short run, the unstoppable power of the Romans triumphs over the Jews. However, the wisdom of the Jews allows them to escape total destruction.  In the long run this wisdom, together with divine providence, guarantee the Jews continued survival, presumably beyond the reign of the Romans, until kingship is returned to the Jews at the end of history. 
This opposition between Romans and Jews is emphasized by the fact that the destruction of Jerusalem is central to the wider desires and plans of the Roman people, for as Vespasian explains in response to R. Yohanan’s request to save the city [L], “The people of Rome only made me king because of the issue of this city, and you say I should leave the city alone and go away?” 

In the other direction, the Jews too harbor continuing hatred of the Romans, as expressed by R. Zadok’s son, R. Eliezer. Despite the kindness that the Roman doctors have done for his father, he cannot suffer the thought that any members of that cursed race might accrue merit in the next world. He thus tells his father to offset any spiritual reward with the physical rewards of the scientific instruments.  
 The narrative next jumps forward into an unspecified point in the future, where we find R. Eliezer recalling his now late father’s experiences following the Destruction [O]. He declares that the doctors’ intervention was not entirely successful. Even though R. Zadok was blessed with many years of life after the incident just described in the story, his body never returned to its prior health. The image here is of a survivor whose scars never fully heal, remaining as life-long reminders of his ordeal. It is not only R. Zadok who does not heal. Even after his father’s death, R. Eliezer remains focused on his father’s suffering, rather than acknowledging the years of life he was granted by the Roman doctors.    
This bit of prolepsis parallels the vision of the re-established center of Judaism in Yavne presented at approximately this point in the story in the Bavli and ARN. Whereas those texts fast forward to a future of continuing Jewish life, here we find R. Zadok’s son looking backwards, focused on his father’s broken body, a continuous reminder of the horrors inflicted on the Jews by the Romans.  

Part Two: Christians and Emperors
 Such a simple dichotomy between powerful and malevolent Romans, and long-suffering Jews protected by their wisdom and their God, is complicated when we closely consider the two central gentile figures in the story, the Emperor Vespasian and the dux Abgar. These figures are leaders of the Roman camp and play critical roles in the destruction of Jerusalem. Yet, they are ambiguous characters whose relationships with the Jews are more complex than the hostility that defines the overall attitude of the Romans towards the Jews. Through these characters and their plot lines, the story presents a richer and more nuanced picture of the threats and challenges faced by the Jewish people in the period following the Destruction.

Abgar and the Christian Challenge
We will begin with Abgar,[footnoteRef:42] whose character and sub-plot are unique to the ER account and presumably draw on an independent narrative tradition. Abgar introduces a very different threat to Jewish survival following the Destruction, one which cannot be evaded through the tactics successfully employed by R. Yohanan against his other enemies. In the Parma manuscript, the moniker “the evil one” is consistently appended to Abgar’s name, marking him from the outset as the story’s true antagonist. However, in the other textual witnesses, Abgar and his intentions remain ambiguous until the very end of the story.   [42:  The spelling “Abgar” is used only in the first appearance of the name in the Italian MSS of Version B. In these MSS the name appears as “Amgar” in the rest of the story. In the Ashkenazic MSS the name appears consistently as “Apgar.” The letters ב-מ-פ interchange frequently in Biblical and Rabbinic manuscripts due to their phonetic and graphic similarities. In Version A the character’s name is “Pangar,” which appears to me to be a corruption of “Apgar.” Lieberman favors the spelling Abgar based on its appearance in Saadia’s commentary on Proverbs. Saul Lieberman, Midreshei teiman, (Jerusalem: Bamberger and Wahrman, 1939/40) 15 n1. As we shall see, this spelling may have significant implication for our understanding of the entire story. On B-M- P shifts see Shimon Sharvit, Torat ha-hegeh shel lashon hakhamim, (Jerusalem: Academy of Hebrew Language, 2016) 283-333.] 

Abgar first appears in the opening scene of the story [A]. He is the only one of the four duces whose name is given, calling attention to his significance.  When Abgar re-appears later in the story [K], he emerges as R. Yohanan’s nemesis. Like R. Yohanan, Abgar is distinguished by his wisdom. He defeats R. Yohanan in his quest to save Jerusalem by offering an alternative resolution to the conundrum in the parables. Abgar’s insistence that in calling for the destruction of the Temple, he really has the best interests of the Jews in mind recalls the way in which R. Yohanan reinterpreted his own words to ben Abtiah to convince his cousin that he is his ally and not his enemy. Furthermore, Abgar’s words to R. Yohanan, “For as long as this House stands, the Kingdom will attack you,” recall R. Yohanan’s words to Vespasian “for this House will not be destroyed by a commoner, but only at the hands of one who is a king,” further reinforcing the parallel between the two characters. 

	Abgar returns to the stage in the final scene of the story and declines to destroy the western wall [P]. Once again, his true motivations remain unclear. On the one hand, it appears that Abgar’s refusal to take part in the destruction of the city is rooted in good intentions. After all, as we are informed, his action conforms to the will of Heaven. However, when confronted by Vespasian, Abgar once again engages in an act of auto-exegesis, arguing that he really acted in the best interests of the king and his legacy. Vespasian too seems unsure of how to evaluate Abgar’s actions, as he sentences him to a trial by ordeal.  
          Abgar’s contradictory actions and his counter-intuitive efforts to justify them, make it difficult for the reader to judge Abgar’s true allegiances. Is he a friend of the Romans or the Jews? Is he a genuinely conflicted figure whose motivations change over the course of the story, or a cunning trickster who seeks to play both sides? Abgar’s failure to survive the fall at first suggests that in fact he betrayed Vespasian and perhaps was really a friend of the Jews. But the narrator’s determination that Abgar dies because of R. Yohanan’s curse, clarifies that Abgar’s intentions towards the Jew were evil from the beginning. 
	As Hasan-Rokem has noted, R. Yohanan’s defeat of Abgar stands in tension with the grim reality presented in the rest of the story. “The story, then, although anchored in a reality of suffering and loss, serves as a powerful expression of the ‘principle of hope’… bearing within this historical legend the implicit utopian message.”[footnoteRef:43] But the significance of this tension and the larger question of the place of this sub-plot within the larger narrative still require clarification. [43:  Hasan-Rokem, 184.] 

In his early essay, Midreshei teiman, Saul Lieberman suggested that Abgar in our story should be identified with the figure of King Abgar V Ukkama of Edessa as he appears in Christian legend.[footnoteRef:44] The earliest written source for the Christian Abgar legend is Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History (1.13).[footnoteRef:45] According to the legend, Abgar wrote to Jesus, asking him to come to Edessa to heal him of his illness. Jesus sends one of his disciples, named variously Thaddaeus and Addai, in his stead. After Abgar declares his faith in Jesus, Thaddaeus/Addai heals him and then proceeds to preach the Gospel to the people of Edessa. The account also relates that Abgar wanted to go raise an army to “destroy the Jews who crucified” Jesus. Eusebius writes that Abgar refrained from doing so due to his alliance with Rome.[footnoteRef:46] This account provides us with a plausible background to the Midrash’s depiction of Abgar as an ally of Rome who was actively involved in the destruction of Jerusalem. Moreover, ancient sources identify the inhabitants of Edessa and its rulers as being “Arabs,” and the region was referred to as “‘Arab” and later “‘Arabāyya,” which explains why the Midrash identifies Abgar with the “dux of Arabia.”[footnoteRef:47] [44:  Lieberman, ibid. ]  [45:  A later Syriac source known as the Teaching of Addai, contains an account with many similarities. Sebastian Brock has concluded that both Eusebius and the author of Addai were relying on a common source. Sebastian Brock, “Eusebius and Syriac Christianity,” in Eusebius, Christianity and Judaism (ed. Warold W. Attridge and Gohei Hata; Leiden: Brill, 1992) 212-234. Drawing on this argument Alexander Mirkovic has dated the origins of this legend to the latter half of the third century at the earliest. Alexander Mirkovic, Prelude to Constantine: The Abgar Tradition in Early Christianity (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 2004) 8-9. For a survey of the development of the Abgar legend see Mirkovic, 14-62.]  [46:  Brock, 218. Lieberman cites a different source, the Syriac version of The Assumption of the Virgin, which explicitly mentions Abgar’s desire to destroy Jerusalem and records that he began to march on Jerusalem but stopped at the Euphrates. J.K. Elliot, The Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 2005) 717.]  [47:  John F. Healey, Aramaic Inscriptions and Documents of the Roman Period: Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions Volume IV (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) 13-14. It is remains possible that the rabbinic account (also) recalls actual Arabs’ participation in the destruction of Jerusalem. Tacitus notes that in addition to the Roman legions and allied forces besieging Jerusalem, “there were strong levies of Arabs, who felt for the Jews the hatred common between neighbors,” Histories 5:1. ] 


	Building on Lieberman’s hypothesis, Baer declared that, “clearly, the Eicha Rabba version of the legend of the Destruction is a polemical creation directed against a version of the Christian Abgar legend.”[footnoteRef:48] Subsequent scholars have largely accepted this proposition.[footnoteRef:49] These authors have suggested still other possible allusions to Christian tradition in our story. Notably, Yisrael Yuval argues that the survival of the western wall through divine providence may be a response to Jesus’s prophecy regarding the Temple that, “the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another, all will be thrown down” (Luke 21:6).[footnoteRef:50]  Perhaps the most likely allusion to the Gospels in our story has not been noted thus far. Vespasian’s ruling that Abgar should throw himself down from the top of the wall of the Temple as a test to determine his innocence or guilt recalls Luke 4:9-10. There, Satan tempts Jesus to throw himself down from the roof of the Temple in expectation that the angles will save the Son of God from the fall. Additionally, we might also view R. Zadok’s bodily suffering to save Jerusalem as a counterpoint to Jesus’s own role as the “suffering servant.” [48:  Yithak Baer, “Jerusalem in the Times of the Great Revolt,” Zion 36 (1971) 175 [Hebrew].]  [49:  See Ben-Shahar, 207-208 and n97 there.]  [50:  Israel Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, (trans. Barbara Harshav and Jonathan Chipman; Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006) 43 n36.] 

	 What scholars have thus far failed to do is to explore the way in which the hypothesis that the Abgar of the story is the same as the Abgar of the Christian legend sheds light on our understanding of the story as a literary work.[footnoteRef:51]  Understanding Abgar as a Christian hero allow us to read the ER account as a counter-narrative which subverts early Christian interpretations of the destruction of Jerusalem. By the end of the third century, the destruction of Jerusalem was widely viewed by Christians as retribution for the Jews’ rejection and crucifixion of Christ and a sign that their covenant with God had been broken.[footnoteRef:52] This narrative was most fully developed by Eusebius, who was active in the land of Israel in the Amoraic period. Like the authors of the rabbinic legends of the Destruction, Eusebius reworked earlier information at his disposal, particularly from Josephus, to craft a theologically meaningful narrative of the siege and destruction of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:53] While the authors of the ER account were probably not directly aware of Eusebius’ writing, it does seem that they are responding in some way to the regnant Christian narrative about the Destruction. In their account, it was not the Jews who were responsible for the crucifixion, but a Christian, the same Abgar whom Eusebius held up as a sign of the early success of the Christian mission, whose treachery caused the destruction of the Temple. Rather than the Destruction being a sign of God’s abandonment of the Jews, God remains committed to his people even after these events, as symbolized by the survival of the western wall.  [51:  The sole exception is Zfatman, 164-79. She points to several interesting parallels between the story of Abgar and our narrative.]  [52:  G.W.H Lampe, “A.D. 70 in Christian Reflection,” in Jesus and the Politics of his Day, (ed. Ernst Bammel and C.F.D Moule; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 153-171.   ]  [53:  Robert M. Grant, Eusebius as Church Historian (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980) 97-113; Yisraeli Tiran, 60.  While it is unlikely that the rabbinic authors had direct access to Josephus’s writings, the density of parallels between Josephus’s and the rabbinic accounts of the Destruction strongly suggests that the rabbis based themselves on traditions rooted in Josephus’s work. I find Ilan and Ben-Shachar’s arguments that the parallels between Josephus and the rabbinic narratives can be accounted for by “common historical memory,” to be unconvincing. Ilan and Noam, 561, 662-64. I hope to address this issue at a future point.  ] 

Furthermore, Abgar appears in the story as an ambiguous figure who stands between the Jews and the Romans. Abgar’s liminal position reflects that of Christians as a whole during the first centuries of their existence. They were neither Roman pagans nor Jews. Given the roots of Christianity in Judaism and among the Jewish people, Jews might have seen the Christians as potential allies against the Romans, just as R. Yohanan expected Abgar to act like a “neighbor” and help save the Temple.[footnoteRef:54]  Ultimately it is revealed that Abgar is an enemy of the Jews. Furthermore, unlike the other Roman generals, Abgar possesses wisdom and is therefore able to defeat R. Yohanan in his effort to save the Temple. So, too, the Christians, like the Jews, have access to the wisdom of the Bible, giving them an advantage over the pagan Romans. Through Abgar, the story presents the Christians as the true enemies of the Jews who pose an even graver threat than the Romans themselves.  [54:  Abgar’s status as a “neighbor” could also be understood in terms of his Arabian ethnicity. ] 

	 At this point, the dating of our story becomes critical.  If it was composed before the reign of Constantine, it astutely anticipates the rise to power of Christianity and its negative consequences for Jews and Judaism. However, as I have argued, the text most probably reached its current form only in the Byzantine era. Most likely, the story’s allusions to the Christian threat were made in a context in which Christianity was already triumphant to one degree or another.  One way or another, ER was edited no earlier than the late fifth century.[footnoteRef:55] The redactors who integrated the Abgar story into ER and their original audience would certainly have read the story in the context of a fully Christianized Empire. We thus cannot read our story within a single, precise historical context. We must understand it as a narrative whose precise meaning to its audience may have shifted over the course of the centuries-long process of the rise of Christianity. [55:  Reizel, ibid.] 

	Finally, identifying Abgar as a representative of Christianity also helps us understand the tension between the tragic vision of the story and folklore-like comic ending of the Abgar sub-plot. The wider story presents the catastrophic results of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem. The Jews’ loss of their religious, economic and political center places them in a position of powerlessness, where physical survival is their only goal. Jewish wisdom, rooted in the Torah, gives the Jews a tool through which they can negotiate the threats of Roman hegemony despite their powerless state. These messages can be expressed through the genre of historical legend as they reflect the author’s and audiences historical experience.
	Christianity presented a very different challenge. Abgar cannot be defeated through the wisdom of the Torah, for he, too, possesses wisdom. Christianity posed an intellectual and spiritual threat as well as a physical one. The Christian narrative could not be challenged through a historical narrative because the facts of history indeed seemed to support their contention that Jews had been rejected by God in favor of the ascendant Church. As such, our storytellers needed to introduce a folkloric sub-plot. R. Yohanan’s ultimate defeat of Abgar is a rabbinic fantasy of a triumph over Christianity. Like the survival of the western wall, this story reflects a hope for divine favor which can only be fully realized in the eschatological age.

Vespasian
On the one hand, as commander of the Roman forces and ultimately Emperor, Vespasian is the embodiment of the Romans in the story. The story subtly uses the scene in which Vespasian receives word of his being named Emperor to contrast the state of the Jews with that of the Romans [J]. The narrator goes out of his way to note that having gotten out of his bath, Vespasian put on his clothes (לבש מאנוי). This recalls the earlier description of Ben Abtiah who “went before [R. Yohanan’s funeral procession] in torn clothing” (מאנוי בציעי). In context, Ben Abtiah’s dress is part of the ruse as he pretends to be mourning his uncle [G].  But the repetition of this term for clothing invites the reader to compare the tattered clothing of the Jew with the uniform of the Roman general and soon to be king, and to reflect on the differing physical states of the Jews and the Romans in general. 

The healing of Vespasian also invites comparison with the subsequent depiction of the doctors’ healing of R. Zadok [N]. The contrast between the two scenes reflects the diverging fates of the Romans and the Jews. R. Yohanan uses his wisdom to restore Vespasian’s body, which has become too big. Now the physicians use their wisdom to restore R. Zadok’s body, which has become too small. Vespasian finds himself in a comic situation reminiscent of Alice in Wonderland. In Vespasian’s world, even encountering a person he hates has an ironic upside, restoring him to his proper size, R. Zadok’s desperate situation is a result of the tragic events of the siege.[footnoteRef:56] R. Zadok returns to functionality but he is never fully healed [O]. The connection between the two scenes is re-enforced by the verses quoted in each: “good tidings fatten the bone, and evil tidings dry out the bone,” and “Their skin is shriveled on their bones, it has become dry as wood.” Both verses mention contracting bodies, but the first is in the ultimately optimistic context of the Proverbs. Vespasian is an exemplar of the application of wisdom to daily life. The second verse reflects the tragic vision of Lamentations, as R. Zadok becomes the embodiment of Israel’s sufferings. [56:  The fact that R Zadok’s ascetic practices are part of an effort to save the city is explicitly stated only in the Bavli. However, this explanation best fits the context here as well and is presumably assumed by the narrator.] 


While Vespasian appears as the embodiment of Roman success and and power, he also explicitly differentiates himself from the Roman people when he tells R. Yohanan that “The people of Rome only made me king because of the issue of this city, and you say I should leave the city alone and go away?” [L]. Vespasian suggests that personally he bears no ill will against the Jews. Indeed, especially when compared with the Bavli version, the portrayal of Vespasian in the ER account is remarkably positive. In the Bavli, when R. Yohanan first greets Vespasian as Emperor, the general immediately threatens him with death. This is followed by a tense negotiation between the two men in which R. Yohanan’s life and the fate of Jerusalem hang in the balance. In ER, Vespasian makes no threats. He simply notes that he cannot allow himself to be called “King” because it puts him jeopardy of being executed for sedition [H]. Like R. Yohanan, Vespasian is concerned with his own survival. Vespasian does then imprison R. Yohanan, but he soon releases him. Vespasian is not at all involved in the debate of parables which seals the fate of the city and the Temple. The role of arguing for their destruction is shifted to Abgar. After agreeing to leave the western gate open to allow people to escape the doomed city, Vespasian continues to show his good will by offering to let R. Yohanan save any relatives or friends still in the city [M]. Finally, whereas in the Bavli R. Yohanan specifically requests doctors to hear R. Zadok, here Vespasian brings the physicians at his own initiative [N]. Throughout the ER story, Vespasian appears as a reasonable, pragmatic and even generous individual. 
	What would motivate the authors of our story to portray the man they credit with destroying Jerusalem in a positive light? Once again, the Abgar legend may help us to put the matter in context. Mirkovic classifies both the Abgar legend, and the story of R. Yohanan and Vespasian, as part of a larger genre of “patronage stories” which emerged across the Near East in this period. He describes this genre as a development of the ancient near eastern tradition of court tales. These patronage narratives, 

are all structured around the central literary motifs of recognition and acknowledgment. By being received at the court, an anonymous missionary is recognized as a holy man or woman. The missionary is able to approach the monarch and is acknowledged as a respected member of the court. Likewise, the king is praised for receiving the holy man or woman and recognized as pious and wise. The exchange of recognition is the most important message that the stories send to their audience. The religious leader is depicted as an effective and trustworthy intermediary between the religious community and the center of power, the court. He or she has access to king’s ear and can whisper words that make a difference.
 
Mirkovic goes on to argue that in the Abgar legend and similar Christian narratives, “the stories of royal patronage of apostles expressed anxiety, desperation, and conflict between religious community and government authorities.”[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Mirkovic, 147.] 

	Building on Mirkovic’s approach, I believe that the presentation of Vespasian in ER should be understood as expressing later rabbis’ perceptions, hopes and anxieties regarding the Emperor and Imperial administration in their own times. Despite their Roman and later, Christian identity, the Emperor and his local representatives had pragmatic concerns for order and stability which made them potential allies against anti-Jewish aggression.  Vespasian, as he appears in the story, is a model for such an emperor who appreciates the Jews and is to some degree susceptible to outreach from the Jewish community, but ultimately follows the popular will to inflict destruction upon them. 
An illustration of the tensions faced by Roman Emperors regarding their policies towards the Jews can be seen in the actions of Theodosius I (379-395). He ruled as the process of the Christianization of the Empire was still underway. In this period, Emperors consistently found themselves caught between their pragmatic responsibilities to uphold the traditional law and order of the Empire and increasing pressure from both the Christian leadership and the Christian masses to marginalize and delegitimize the Jews.[footnoteRef:58]  In the famous incident of the destruction of the synagogue at Callinikos by a Christian mob lead by the local Bishop in 388, Theodosius’s [58:  Fergus Millar, “The Jews of the Greaco-Roman Diaspora between paganism and Christianity, AD 312-428,” in The Jews among the Pagans and Christians in the Roman Empire (Edited by Judith Lieu, John North and Tessa Rejak; London: Routledge, 1992) 97-123; Peter Shäfer, The History of the Jews in the Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 2003), 186-87. Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 BCE to 640 CE (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001) 184-202.] 

first instinct was to order the culpable party… to rebuild the Jewish house of prayer. Theodosius, having the Roman legal tradition behind him, knew that the empire must be based on the universal enforcement of the law, regardless of personal convictions. Any previous emperor, Christian or pagan, would have reacted the same way, because emperors know very well what can happen to a state that lets criminals walk away with impunity.… [But] Ambrose put the question to Theodosius in very blunt terms: “Which is more important, the rule of law or the cause of religion?” Theodosius backed down.[footnoteRef:59]  [59:  Mirkovic, 81. ] 


Nevertheless, as Peter Schäfer writes, though “none of the Christian emperors was actively pro-Jewish… the law could still come down in their favour if it was politically expedient to do so.”[footnoteRef:60] In the following years Theodosius would issue a pair of edicts supporting the rights of the Jews. The first in 392, recognizing the judicial authority of the Patriarch and the second, in 393, re-affirming the legality of Judaism under Roman law and ordering that military authorities “repress with due severity the excess of those who presume to commit illegal acts under the name of the Christian religion and attempt to destroy and despoil synagogues.”[footnoteRef:61]  [60:  Shäfer, 186. ]  [61:  Amnon Linder, The Jews in Roman Imperial Legislation (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987) 186-90. See also Shäfer’s discussion of these decrees, ibid.   ] 

The case of Theodosius illustrates the inconsistent behavior of the Imperial leadership regarding the Jews. Those making policy in the Empire were caught between popular hostility to Jews and Judaism and their own pragmatic desire for law and order. Through the character of Vespasian, the authors of the ER story express their hopes and anxieties regarding the Emperor and his servants. Cultivating a relationship of mutual respect with the Emperor and his local representatives could be important to the safety and survival of the Jews, but such relationships could not be relied upon in times of crisis. This is a message that would have likely resonated with the original audience of Eicha Rabba in the late fifth or early sixth century.

Conclusion
 	The story of R. Yohanan’s escape from Jerusalem in ER is a literary unity which utilizes key words, word plays ad repeated imagery to develop the themes of the physical survival of the Jews in the wake of the Destruction and the role of Torah study in facilitating it. The story presents a very different vision of Jewish life following the Destruction from that found in the other versions of the story. Both ARN and the Bavli tell of the foundation of Yavne. There, the key elements of Jewish religious life and practice continue, albeit in a reduced form, despite the loss of Jerusalem. In Yavne, Jews and Judaism are insulated from the seismic political and cultural shifts that result from the Destruction and the rise of Christianity.  Their relationship with God intact, the Jews continue on with their divine mission until the redemption.
	In contrast, ER tells of the origins of a new, precarious mode of Jewish existence. Following the Destruction, Jews now must focus their attention on bare physical survival, symbolized by the flight from Jerusalem towards Lod. The story paints a nuanced picture of this stark landscape and the anxieties associated with it. Stripped of their religious, political and economic center in Jerusalem, the Jews must rely on the sages of the Torah who utilize wisdom to navigate the many threats posed by the hostile Roman hegemony. Christianity represents not only a physical, but an intellectual and spiritual threat to Judaism which cannot be so easily countered with Torah wisdom. In the face of this rising challenge, Jews can only cling to their faith in God’s continuing commitment to His people, as symbolized by the surviving remnant of the Temple and the tale of Abgar’s ultimate downfall. Finally, the story presents the precarious nature of Jewish relations with the Emperor and is servants who at times respected and protected Jews and Judaism but were also prone to join their countrymen and co-religionists in their hostilities against the Jews.   
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