Rebbe and Antoninus: Jews and Romans in Action

In the midst of a halakhic sugya regarding doing business with non-Jews during their holiday
season, the Gemara offers a story about Rebbe and Antoninus (thought to be Roman Emperor
Caracalla, who ruled from 198-217 CE). Ostensibly the purpose of the story is to teach us that
Roman kings indeed may appoint their sons to rule after them, but the story teaches so much

more about relationships between Jewish leaders and Roman leaders. How does this elongated
discussion of Rebbe and Antoninus contribute to our understanding of the discussions in
Avodah Zara about Jews and non-Jews?

Add this: Tn 21M2 09X 217 X 1020, (0,27 N'WXI2) 1YYT7 TTRY UKD DD NXR7 DNX X'

AP N'20) ,011I0IX K27 N7 NR'WI NTHN! [N AN D7 ,01110IX XA [107 'Y [N KX

7Y DTN DX DY 190 A0 A7 MK 0MI0IX X7 AT ATINI ATAY A 1M A7 0N A
APY' ATV K DD (N ,27 N'wX12) X 2 K7 ,'20 N 20 KX NN A7 0K, TinD.

12143'7) WYX DI7AN DRI (X717 N'UX12) MKW 7127 DT7 D70 NJINY 10210 TRYn ¥ 940 0Ny’

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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The Gemara asks: But isn’t it taught in a baraita: Two gentile festivals are the day of geinuseya
and the birthday. Once again, these two events cannot be the same. The Gemara answers: It is
not difficult: This, the day of geinuseya, is referring to the birthday of the king himself, whereas
that, the birthday mentioned in the baraita, is referring to the birthday of his son.
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The Gemara further asks: But isn’t it taught in a baraita: The day of geinuseya of the king, the
day of geinuseya of his son, and the king’s birthday and the birthday of his son? If so, the
geinuseya cannot be either his or his son’s birthday. Rather, what is meant by the day of
geinuseya? In fact it is referring to the day on which the gentiles appoint and crown their king.
And the fact that a baraita mentions both the day of geinuseya and the day on which the
gentiles appoint and crown their king is not difficult, as this, the day of geinuseya, is referring to
his own coronation, whereas that, the day on which the gentiles appoint and crown their king, is
referring to the coronation of his son.
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And if it is difficult for you that which was stated earlier, that the Romans do not appoint as king
the son of the king, in fact they do appoint a son of the king as king through the request of the
king. For example, there was Asveirus, son of Antoninus, who ruled at the request of Antoninus.



ST — TN ANY K'R R LRA77 RNV TAYNDN],MINR M2 010K 17917 X)'W2 1217 0111I0IX A7 K
N7'W7) N RBRDY A7 mu (A7) N7 it A7 a0 ,AMANK ATIN K1 MUK TAY K7 — 1N
Q770 M2 ONMERTT AN WA X 7 MXY 0 M YRY X AT M Mit [N19aT K7 (nhon'T
N77 N0 TAYNT ONV'IQNT A7 X'K] 7 DIND
The Gemara provides the background for this assertion. It is related that Antoninus said to
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: | wish for Asveirus my son to rule instead of me, and that the city
Tiberias be released [kelaneya] from paying taxes. And if | tell the Roman senate one of my
wishes, they will do as | wish, but if | ask for two of them they will not do as | wish. Rabbi
Yehuda HaNasi conveyed his answer in the following manner: He brought a man, placed him on
the shoulders of another man, and put a dove in the hands of the one on top. And he said to the
one on the bottom: Tell the one on top that he should cause the dove to fly from his hands.
Antoninus said to himself: Learn from it that this is what Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi is saying to me:
You should ask the Senate: Let Asveirus my son rule instead of me, and say to Asveirus that he
should release Tiberias from paying taxes.

Religion, Miracles, Jewish Triumph
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One day, Antoninus found that Rabbi Hanina bar Hama was sitting there. He said: Did | not tell
you that when | come to visit, let no man be found before you? Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to
him: This is not a human being; he is like an angel, and you have nothing to fear from him.
Antoninus said to Rabbi Hanina bar Hama: Tell that servant who is sleeping at the entrance that

he should rise and come...
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The Gemara relates: Every day Antoninus would minister to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi; he would
feed him and give him to drink. When Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi wanted to ascend to his bed,
Antoninus would bend down in front of the bed and say to him: Ascend upon me to your bed.
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said in response: It is not proper conduct to treat the king with this much

disrespect. Antoninus said: Oh, that | were set as a mattress under you in the World-to-Come!
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...We said in the Midrash: Milk defiles, and milk purifies. When Rebbe was born, they (=the
Romans) had decreed not to circumcise, but his father and mother circumcised him. Caesar
sent and brought Rebbe and his mother before him, and his mother replaced him with
Antoninus and nursed him until they brought him before Caesar, and they found him



uncircumcised, and they let them go in peace. And that caesar said: “| saw that they
circumcised him, but God performs miracles for them constantly,” and they annulled the decree.
And we also said in the Yerushalmi that in the end Antoninus studied Torah, converted and
circumcised himself.

A Time of Relative Calm
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The Gemara relates: Every day Antoninus would send to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi crushed gold in
large sacks, with wheat in the opening of the sacks. He would say to his servants: Bring this
wheat to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, and they did not realize that the bags actually contained gold.
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to Antoninus: | do not need gold, as | have plenty. Antoninus said:
The gold should be for those who will come after you, who will give it to the last ones who come
after you. And those who descend from them will bring forth the gold that | now give you, and
will be able to pay taxes to the Romans from this money.
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The Sages taught in a baraita: For those who engage in the study of Bible, it is a virtue but not a
complete virtue. For those who engage in the study of Mishna, it is a virtue and they receive
reward for its study. For those who engage in the study of Talmud, you have no virtue greater
than that. And always pursue study of the Mishna more than study of the Talmud.
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The Gemara asks: This matter itself is difficult, as the baraita is self-contradictory. You said: For
those who engage in the study of Talmud, you have no virtue greater than that. And then you
said: And always pursue study of the Mishna more than study of the Talmud. Rabbi Yohanan
says:
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It was during the era of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi that the beginning of this baraita extolling the
study of Talmud was taught. The result was that everyone abandoned study of the Mishna and
pursued the study of the Talmud. It was then that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi taught them: And
always pursue study of the Mishna more than study of the Talmud, as without a firm basis in the
fundamental halakhot of the Mishna, talmudic discourse is futile.
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Since from the time of the disciples of Shammai and Hillel, three generations before him
[meaning Rebbi], there were great disputes regarding the meanings of the Torah and there
arose the possibility of there being two Torahs amongst Israel, due to the oppression of the
kingdom [Rome] and the evil decrees passed against Israel. Because of these [troubles] they
[the scholars of Israel] were unable to clarify the differing opinions and settle them, until [came]
the time of Rebbi. Then did the Lord give favor unto Rebbi in the eyes of the Roman emperor,
Antonius, and the troubles subsided, and Rebbi was able to gather all of the scholars of the
Land of Israel to him [in Beit She’arim and Tzippori]. Until his [Rebbi's] days, there were no
ordered tractates [of the Oral Law] but rather every student studied and reviewed lectures that
he heard from the great men and he ascribed to them these teaching s-"this halachah heard
from this and this scholar." Now, when they all gathered together [at Rebbi's yeshivah], each of
the scholars repeated what he had learned and together they worked to clarify the reasons
behind disparate opinions and they settled as to which opinion was to be deemed correct. And
then they ordered these opinions and decisions into tractates: the laws of torts by themselves,
the laws of levirate marriages by themselves, the laws of the Temple service by themselves,
[etc]. And they quoted the opinions and decisions of many scholars anonymously, for Rebbi
agreed with their decisions and therefore quoted them anonymously in order to indicate that so
is the halachah.
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This compilation (=i.e., Mishnah) was created because “God gave him (Rebbe) grace in the
eyes of Antoninus king of Rome,” so that historically there would be a time period in which R.
Judah the Prince could complete the monumental work of editing and sealing the Mishnah!

It would have been impossible to edit the Mishnah in the time period preceding Rebbe because
it was a time of persecution (which lasted about 200 years), not in the time period after him, in
which the Romans again burdened the Jews extensively. The editing of the Mishnah required a
basis of being settled, the ability to learn Torah in comfort and with broad-mindedness’ freedom
from heavy financial burden and the establishment of authority for Rebbe’s bet din. And all of
these came to fruition in this time period from and because of the special relationship between
Rebbe and Antoninus.

A Critique of Rebbe: He Changed
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Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to Antoninus: | do not need gold, as | have plenty...
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On another occasion, Antoninus said to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: Will | enter the World-to-Come?
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to him: Yes. Antoninus said to him: But isn’t it written: “And there
shall not be any remaining of the house of Esau” (Obadiah 1:18)? Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi
answered: The verse is stated with regard to those who perform actions similar to those of the
wicked Esau, not to people like you.
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This is also taught in a baraita: From the verse: “And there shall not be any remaining of the
house of Esau,” one might have thought that this applies to everyone descended from Esau,
irrespective of an individual’s actions. Therefore, the verse states: “Of the house of Esau,” to
indicate that the verse is stated only with regard to those who continue in the way of Esau, and
perform actions similar to those of Esau.
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Antoninus said to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: But isn’t it written in the description of the netherworld:
“There is Edom, her kings and all her leaders” (Ezekiel 32:29)? Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to
him: The verse states: “Her kings,” but not: All of her kings, and likewise it states: “All her
leaders,” but not: All of her officers. Some of them will merit the World-to-Come...
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§ The Gemara returns to its discussion of Antoninus: When the matriarch Rebecca was
pregnant with Jacob and Esau, “the Lord said to her: Two nations [goyim] are in your womb”



(Genesis 25:23). Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: Do not read it as goyim, meaning nations;
rather read it as geyim, meaning proud ones. This verse was fulfilled in two prominent
individuals who descended from Rebecca, Antoninus and Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, whose tables,
due to their wealth, never lacked for lettuce, nor cucumbers, nor radish, neither in the summer
nor in the rainy season, despite the fact that these foods do not grow year round. The reason
they ensured that these items were always present at their tables is that the Master said: A
radish breaks up food, lettuce stirs up food, and cucumbers expand the intestines.



