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Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 33b
Background: The narrative you are about to read takes place in Second Century, Palestine around the year
130 (just prior to the Bar Kokhva Rebellion). The Land of Israel is under the rule of the Roman Empire.

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai spoke critically of the Roman government, which was reported to the authorities.
The Roman emperor sentenced Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son, Rabbi Elazar, to death so they hid in a
cave where they studied Torah day and night while being nourished by a carob tree and a spring of water
which had miraculously appeared in the cave. After living twelve years alone in the cave, the emperor died
and the death sentence was lifted. Elijah the prophet came to the cave and told Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai
and Rabbi Elazar that it was safe to leave the cave.

They emerged from the cave, and saw people who were plowing and sowing. Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai said,
‘These people abandon eternal life of Torah study and engage in temporal life for their own sustenance.’
Every place that Rabbi Shimon and his son Rabbi Elazar directed their eyes was immediately burned. A Divine
Voice emerged and said to them, ‘Did you emerge from the cave in order to destroy My world? Return to
your cave.' They again went and sat there for twelve months. They said, ‘The judgment of the wicked in
Gehenna lasts for twelve months. Surely our sin was atoned in that time.” A Divine Voice emerged and said
to them, ‘Emerge from your cave.’ They emerged. Everywhere that Rabbi Elazar would destroy, Rabbi
Shimon would heal. Rabbi Shimon said to Rabbi Elazar, ‘My son, you and | suffice for the entire world, as the
two of us are engaged in the proper study of Torah."” It was the eve of the Sabbath when they left the cave,
and as they came out they saw an elderly man carrying two bundles of myrtle in his hand. ‘What are these
for?' they asked him. He replied, ‘They are in honor of the Sabbath’ the old man replied. Rabbi Shimon said
to his son, ‘Behold and see how dear God's commandments are to Israel.’” And at that moment they found
tranquility of soul.

Questions for Chavruta and Reflection
1. How did Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and Rabbi Elazar bide their time in the cave?

2. Reflect on what happened when Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar exited their self-imposed quarantine for
the first time? What was their response as they looked about the world?

3. What role does Divine displeasure play in the narrative above?
4. To what extent have they transformed in ‘leaving the cave’ Take Two?
5. Now, imagine yourselves as modern-day versions of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and Rabbi Elazar. Think

about how you have occupied yourself in the cave of ‘social distancing’? How do you anticipate responding
to a ‘world transformed’ by the pandemic?
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