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Fear of Heaven Unit 14 

Talmud The spirit of positivism1 erodes the potential for Yirat Shamayim and Kavod Chachamim. 

  א עמוד עה דף בתרא בבא
  "אקדח לאבני ושעריך" (יב:נדישעי' )
 
 : דריש וקא יוחנן רבי דיתיב הא כי -

 
 
 

  ומרגליות טובות אבנים להביא הוא ברוך הקדוש עתיד
 , שלשים על שלשים שהם

 
 בשערי ומעמידן עשרים על עשר בהן וחוקק

 . ירושלים
 

 
 

 :תלמיד אותו עליו לגלג
  האי כולי, משכחינן לא דציצלא כביעתא השתא

 ? משכחינן
 

 דיתבי השרת מלאכי חזא, בים ספינתו הפליגה לימים
' ל על' ל שהם ומרגליות טובות אבנים מינסרי וקא

 , עשרים ברום עשר בהן וחקוק
 
 
 
 

 ? למאן הני: להו אמר
 בשערי להעמידן הוא ברוך הקדוש שעתיד: ליה אמרו

 . ירושלים
 

 : ליה אמר, יוחנן דרבי לקמיה אתא
 כן אמרת כאשר, לדרוש נאה לך, רבי, דרוש
 . ראיתי

 
 

Bava Batra 75a 

(Yeshayahu 54:12) “And thy gates of 
carbuncles”   

(is to be understood) as R. Yochanan 
(explained) when he (once) sat and gave 
an exposition:  

The Holy One, blessed be He, will in time to 
come bring precious stones and pearls 
which are thirty (cubits) by thirty  
and will cut out from them 
(openings) ten (cubits) by twenty, and 
will set them up in the gates of 
Jerusalem.  

A certain student sneered at him: (Jewels) of 
the size of a dove's egg are not to be 
found; are (jewels) of such a size to be 
found?  

After a time, his ship sailed out to sea 
(where) he saw ministering angels 
engaged in cutting precious stones and 
pearls which were thirty (cubits) by 
thirty and on which were engravings of 
ten (cubits) by twenty.  

He said unto them: 'For whom are these?'  
They replied that the Holy One, blessed be 

He, would in time to come set them up 
in the gates of Jerusalem.  

(When) he came (again) before R. Yochanan, 
he said unto him:  
“Expound, O my master; it is becoming  

                                                           
1 R. Aharon Lichtenstein, “Contemporary Impediments to Yirat Shamayim” 
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/728738/Rabbi_Dr._Aharon_Lichtenstein/Contemporary_Impedimen
ts_to_Yirat_Shamayim# p. 244. 

While yahadut does not foster fideism,* it clearly rejects positivism.** It is precisely that, however, which 
many modernists, even such as to whom the philosophic nomenclature may be totally foreign, imbibe 
from the passive and symbiotic absorption of prestigious scientific premises and habits. Hence, in this 
respect too, scientism may impede yirat shamayim 

* …“Fideism” is the name given to that school of thought…which answers that faith is in some sense 

independent of, if not outright adversarial toward, reason… (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
**… Verified data (positive facts) received from the senses are known as empirical evidence; thus positivism 
is based on empiricism… https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positivism  

http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/728738/Rabbi_Dr._Aharon_Lichtenstein/Contemporary_Impediments_to_Yirat_Shamayim
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/728738/Rabbi_Dr._Aharon_Lichtenstein/Contemporary_Impediments_to_Yirat_Shamayim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empirical_evidence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empiricism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positivism
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 , האמנת לא ראית( לא) אלמלא! ריקא: לו אמר
 

 , אתה חכמים דברי על מלגלג
 
 

 2".עצמות של גל" ונעשה בו עיניו נתן
 
  

for you to expound; as you said, so 
have I seen.”  

He replied unto him: “Raca, had you not 
seen, would not you have believed?  
You are (then) sneering at the words of 

the Sages!”  
He set his eyes on him and (the student) 

turned into a “heap of bones.”3  

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1. Although this anecdote would clearly fall into the category of Aggada rather than Halacha, 
nevertheless, lessons are drawn from it in terms of overall Hashkafa rather than practical details 
regarding how one is to conduct his life. What lessons are being conveyed in this Talmudic 
passage?  

2. On the one hand, we are taught not to accept things at face value. Even an Aggadeta such as 
this one is assumed to be presented in a certain symbolic language using code for certain ideas. 
Yet if we deconstruct everything, very little is left for us to believe in. How is one to balance 
these contradictory attitudes?  

3. It’s one thing to try to understand prophetic visions in TaNaCh, seemingly another when ChaZaL 
present a mystical idea. How literally are we to take them? Isn’t it likely that we would approach 
someone saying something like R. Yochanan does, in the same manner as the Talmid who comes 
in for severe criticism? How far should Emunat Chachamim go?  

4. Consider the following Talmudic passage:  
Yevamot 65b 
R. Ile'a further stated in the name of R. Eleazar son of R. Shimon: As one is commanded 
to say that which will be obeyed, so is one commanded not to say that which will not be 
obeyed.  R. Abba stated: It  is a duty; for it is said in Scripture, (Mishlei 9:8) “Reprove not 
a scorner, lest he hate thee; reprove a wise man and he will love thee.”  

While it seems to focus specifically upon making Halachic pronouncements, how might it apply 
to the situation described in Bava Batra involving R. Yochanan and his student? Should it 
necessarily be presumed by the person teaching or giving a Derasha, that everyone in the 
audience will be able to accept what is being said? Should a teacher take for granted that it is 
the student’s responsibility to understand what is being taught, even if it is liable to engender 
derision and disrespect? Discuss.  

  
Practical applications of the sources: 

1. Think how you have responded when someone says something that you consider fantastical or  

illogical. How could such a situation turn out more positively than what occurred in the Talmud?  

                                                           
2 This could be a figurative reference to the student’s being deeply embarrasses rather than a literal case of the 
student being “destroyed.” 
3 See fn. 2. 


