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YOHANAN BEN ZAKKAI, AMICUS CAESARIS:*
 A JEWISH HERO IN RABBINIC EYES 

AMRAM TROPPER**
In a famous rabbinic legend, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai flees besieged Jerusalem, surrenders to the Romans and heartens the Roman leadership by predicting their military success and Vespasian’s promotion to emperor. This very same legend, in three of its four versions, also describes how Vespasian enabled Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai to establish a rabbinic academy in Yavneh, the academy that would come to be viewed retrospectively as the central core of the burgeoning rabbinic movement. Thus the foundation myth of Yavneh, the story designed to describe the providential establishment of the rabbinic academy in the wake of the destruction of Jerusalem, risks depicting its central hero as a deserter, perhaps even as a defector and a traitor. Why would the rabbis have portrayed one of the most important sages of the formative period in rabbinic Judaism in this apparently unfavorable manner?

Perhaps this unflattering interpretation of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s role in the Yavneh legend is anachronistic in that it projects modern ideologies and ethical sensibilities into the past.
 Thus, for example, when  Y. Baer rejected the historical veracity of this escape story on the grounds that a man of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s stature would never have fled to the Romans, he may very well have been influenced by modern ideological considerations, whether Zionistic or otherwise.
 In order to avoid reconstructing the past in our own image, it must be ascertained whether Jews in late antiquity would have shared Baer’s revulsion and viewed Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s actions in the story as a cowardly defection. If Jews in late antiquity would also have disapproved of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s alleged activities, then we are justified in asking why the rabbis would have portrayed a great rabbinic hero, the figure credited with the foundation of Yavneh, in such an uncomplimentary manner.

I believe there is sufficient evidence from antiquity to conclude that many Jews in the early Common Era would have viewed Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s alleged activities as cowardly and perhaps even traitorous. First, let us consider Jewish reactions to the similar actions of Josephus. After the fall of Jotapata, where Josephus had led the city in battle against the Romans, Josephus hid with forty notables in a cave. When he sought to surrender, these notables tried to stop him, even resorting to violent means. As Tessa Rajak notes, though his companions “were far from being zealots, suicide seemed the only honourable course.”
 In a similar vein, Josephus himself reported that when news of his surrender reached Jerusalem, he was “abused by some as having been a coward, and by others as a deserter; and the city was full of indignation at him, and of reproaches cast upon him.”
 One need not have been a radical zealot to disapprove of surrender and though Josephus, like Polybius in his own context, sought to limit the blame for the war to only a small group of bandits, Gregory Sterling convincingly argues that Josephus probably downplayed the widespread nationalistic dimension of the war.
 In short, Josephus’ own account and his defensive posture throughout the Jewish War testify to the widespread condemnation of his surrender, condemnation which apparently stemmed from the nationalistic fervor of the period.
 In the case of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, Jerusalem, unlike Jotapata, had not yet even fallen to the Romans and therefore it seems that his maneuvers to escape the city and surrender to the enemy would also have been considered cowardly and even traitorous by many.

In addition, the rabbinic portrayals of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s flight suggest that the rabbis themselves worried that his escape might easily be misconstrued as the equivalent of a dishonorable captain selfishly abandoning his crew aboard their sinking ship.
 For this reason, all four versions of the story stress that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was actually endangering his life for the benefit of others. Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai risked his life when exiting the city and once again in his confrontation with Vespasian, adhering to this hazardous path only for the benefit of the Jewish people. 

In Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A, Avot de-Rabbi Nathan B, and the Babylonian Talmud, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai leaves the city when the end is near in order to “save a little,”
 in the words of the Talmud, that is, in order to establish an academy at Yavneh and thereby rescue the Judaism, if not the Jews, of Jerusalem. In Lamentations Rabbah, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s aspirations are even higher and he appeals to Vespasian to spare Jerusalem and its inhabitants.
 Thus, the rabbis assure us that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s motivations were pure and that rather than fleeing to save his own life, he consistently endangered himself to fulfill a higher calling. This rabbinic portrayal of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai that exonerates him of any wrongdoing has impressed Jews for centuries, and even modern scholars such as Abraham Schalit have concluded that while Josephus’ surrender was prompted by selfish considerations, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s surrender embodied the selfless grandeur of a true leader.

In light of the negative reaction to Josephus’ defection amongst his contemporaries and the concerted effort the rabbis made to portray Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a selfless leader, it is clear that our question is not anachronistic. Why did the rabbis risk tarnishing Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s image with such a potentially damaging story? Even if the escape motif originates from Josephus’ account, oral traditions devolving from Josephus or some other source,
 why project the story onto Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai? It seems that if the rabbis had wanted to explain why there are halakhic texts that locate Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai in Jerusalem before the war and in Yavneh after the war, they certainly could have constructed or employed a less volatile and potentially damning narrative. Presumably, the story of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s escape from Jerusalem resonated so strongly amongst the rabbis that they chose to use it despite its potential difficulties; and this rabbinic decision naturally prompts the question: what made this particular narrative so compelling to them?

Before offering an answer, I would like to discuss Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s motivation for leaving Jerusalem. Gedalyah Alon dealt with this question in a highly influential article and many scholars have accepted his interpretation of the legend.
 Alon differentiated between the various versions of the legend and noted that in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A and B, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai decided to leave the city after the zealots rejected his appeal to surrender. Alon thus concluded that in these two versions of the story, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s absolute opposition to the war prompted his decision to escape. In contrast, Lamentations Rabbah locates Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s decision to leave after the burning of the city’s food supplies. Alon deduced from this juxtaposition that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was not opposed to the war in principle; instead, he disapproved of the zealots’ tactics, and rather than forcing the people to fight by burning their food, he favored entrenchment in the city “in order to maintain a long defensive war.” The Babylonian Talmud refers to both the rabbinic opposition to the war and the burning of the stores, thereby implying that both elements prompted Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s escape.
 In sum, Alon argues that while Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai opposed the war according to Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A, Avot de-Rabbi Nathan B, and the Babylonian Talmud, he approved of the war according to Lamentations Rabbah, where he differed from the zealots only on tactical issues.

A careful reading of Lamentations Rabbah demonstrates, however, that the notion that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai supported the war is never explicitly stated. Alon concluded, based on the juxtaposition of the burning of the stores with his exiting the city, that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai approved of the war but disapproved of the zealots’ tactics. This juxtaposition, however, may be interpreted otherwise. Anat Yisraeli-Taran has suggested that even according to Lamentations Rabbah, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai opposed the zealots from the start, and the only reason he did not vocally condemn their actions prior to the burning of the stores was because he justifiably feared for his life.
 If Yisraeli-Taran is correct, then perhaps Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai decided to leave the city after the burning of the food supplies because only then did he realize that the end was imminent and that he would have to act immediately if he wished to avert utter disaster.
 Thus, contrary to Alon, I do not believe that Lamentations Rabbah necessarily portrays Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a nationalist rebel who simply disagreed with the zealots with regard to tactics. Rather, I believe that even in Lamentations Rabbah, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai opposed the war. He apparently stayed in Jerusalem, assisting his fellow Jews as long as possible, but once he realized that the destruction of the city was looming, he decided to approach Vespasian. 

Both Alon’s contention that Lamentations Rabbah has Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai supporting the war and my contention that it does not, are attempts to read between the lines. The text of Lamentations Rabbah takes no explicit position, one way or another. Nonetheless, I believe that my interpretation is preferable because it accords with the portrait of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai that emerges from earlier rabbinic texts. A few tannaitic texts attribute a moderate political position to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai and thus, for example, we find the following passage in the Mekhilta: 
For if thou lift up thy sword upon it, etc. In this connection, R. Simon b. Eleazar used to say: The altar is made to prolong the years of man and iron is made to shorten the years of man. It is not right for that which shortens life to be lifted up against that which prolongs life. R. Johanan b. Zakkai says: Behold it says: “Thou shalt build... of whole stones” (Deut. 27:6). They are to be stones that establish peace. Now, by using the method of [kal vekhomer,] you reason: The stones for the altar do not see nor hear nor speak. Yet because they serve to establish peace between Israel and their Father in Heaven, the Holy One blessed be He, said: “Thou shalt lift up no iron tool upon them” (ibid., v. 5). How much the more then should he who establishes peace between man and his fellow-man, between husband and wife, between city and city, between nation and nation, between family and family, between government and government, be protected so that no harm should come to him.
 
Contrary to Jonah Fraenkel, who has argued that we should treat aggadot as self-referential stories independent of external texts, various scholars today recognize that aggadot are integral components of an overarching rabbinic culture and therefore need not be interpreted as hermetically closed narratives.
 According to this inter-textual approach, it stands to reason that since Lamentations Rabbah’s portrait of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai is ambiguous, we are justified in aligning Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s political inclinations there with his political inclinations elsewhere. This is not to say that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was really a moderate political leader and therefore Alon’s reading of his nationalism in Lamentations Rabbah is incorrect. Rather, since various tannaitic sources portray Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a political moderate, it seems most sensible to interpret Lamentations Rabbah in the same manner, being that the text itself does not explicitly indicate otherwise.


In light of this short digression, it seems likely that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai opposed the war in all four versions of the legend, and though the trigger prompting his escape varies, ultimately he left the city because he opposed the war and foresaw the city’s destruction. I suspect that the nationalistic atmosphere that reigned in Judea during the late first and early second centuries of the Common Era, in conjunction with the bitter persecutions of the second century, would have discouraged the rabbis of this period from portraying the rabbinic hero as a leader who opposed the war with Rome and abandoned his flock at the last moment.
 In other words, many tannaim would probably have disapproved of the Yavneh foundation legend and therefore it is not surprising that we find no hint of it in tannaitic sources.
 However, once Jews in Palestine became re-accustomed to accommodation with Rome in subsequent centuries and more distanced from the horrors of the destruction, collaboration with Rome became more palatable.
 This collaborating stance is illustrated, for example, by amoraic legends regarding the alleged friendship between Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi and the emperor
 and by the eventual recognition and role of the patriarch in Roman legislation and public affairs.
 Thus with the waning of overt hostility towards Rome, the legend of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s escape from Jerusalem could emerge.


The later historical setting thus provides necessary conditions for the emergence of our legend, but I do not believe that it supplies sufficient conditions as well. A positive reason for telling the story is still lacking. Although temporal and emotional distance from the events and atmosphere of the first century may explain why later rabbis would not have been mortified or offended by the story, it nevertheless seems surprising that later rabbis told a story that risked portraying Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as cowardly and perhaps even traitorous.


The missing element, the sufficient condition, which I believe explains why the rabbis were comfortable with depicting Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as opposing the war and fleeing Jerusalem, is Jeremiah. The rabbis internalized the story of Jeremiah and superimposed Jeremiah’s role during the destruction of the First Temple onto Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.
 Although Jeremiah’s image was developed in new and unanticipated ways during the Second Temple and post-Temple periods, he enjoyed a good reputation throughout.
 This positive view of Jeremiah enhances the likelihood that he could have served as the paradigm for the depiction of a Jewish leader during the time of the destruction of the Second Temple.

Jacob Neusner has compared the legend of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as it appears in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A to Jeremiah,
 and I would like to expand on his comparison. Neusner limited his analysis to Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A because he accepted Alon’s argument that according to Lamentations Rabbah, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai approved of the war, and therefore the comparison to Jeremiah, who opposed the Jewish revolt against Babylon, would not work very well for Lamentations Rabbah’s version of our legend. Neusner focused on Avot de Rabbi Nathan A because Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s opposition to the war is most evident in this version. However, as argued above, I believe that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s opposition to the war is central to all four versions of the legend, including that of Lamentations Rabbah, and therefore I shall broaden the scope of the comparison to include all four versions.

In broad strokes, the comparison between Jeremiah’s activities at the time of the destruction of the First Temple as reported in the Book of Jeremiah, and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s actions as described in the literary kernel of our legend, can be articulated as follows. A Jewish leader living in besieged Jerusalem opposes the war, foresees the city’s destruction and therefore calls upon the Jews to surrender. His appeals, however, remain unheeded and the city’s situation deteriorates. When he realizes that the destruction of the city is looming, he seeks to flee the city but runs into difficulties with the Jewish guards at the city gates who oppose his exiting the city. In the long run, his anti-war stance serves him well and when he comes to the attention of the enemy leader, he is rewarded for his support. This sketch of a leader’s actions at the end of the Temple period is quite remarkable because it applies in equal measure to both Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.

The finer details of the two stories also bear comparison, though not every detail appears in all four versions of our legend. Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai were both priests (at least according to Daniel Schwartz’s persuasive arguments)
 and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai may perhaps even be viewed as a prophet who, like Jeremiah, foresees the future and calls upon the people to change their ways so as to avert calamity. Both Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai publicly oppose the war, and their opponents, who view them as demoralizing and dangerous elements, seek to stymie them. Both Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai secretly meet with the leader of the rebels, and in both cases, the leader himself fears the war party and endangers his own life by conversing with a prominent figure opposed to the war. A famine plagues the city during both sieges, and when Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai are stopped at the gates, they are both assaulted. Jeremiah is beaten and the guards attempt to stab Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, who is in a coffin. Perhaps Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s placement in a coffin is comparable to Jeremiah’s subsequent imprisonment in a pit, and the ruse through which Jeremiah is secured from the pit akin to the ruse that enabled Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai to leave the city posing as a corpse.
 In any event, those who help Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai risk their lives to do so, and both Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai are imprisoned, albeit Jeremiah by the Jews and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai by the Romans. Eventually, Vespasian’s willingness to grant Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s request, “Ask me a favor and I shall grant it,”  "שאל לך שאלה ואנא עביד" is rather similar to Nebuchadnezzar’s command to Nebuzaradan regarding Jeremiah, “grant whatever he asks of you,” "כאשר ידבר אליך כן עשה עמו".
 After the war, Ebed-melech the Cushite and Rabbi Zadok are both saved because of their faith in God. Last and perhaps most significant, Jerusalem and the Temple are destroyed in both stories and Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai relocate to another city in the Land of Israel. 

Beyond the parallels of these two similar narratives, the escape legend was not the only rabbinic text involved in constructing Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s persona in the image of Jeremiah. A few rabbinic texts, such as the passage from the Mekhilta cited above, portray Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a political moderate and a baraita, found in both Talmuds, claims that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai foresaw the city’s destruction long in advance. This tradition appears as follows on page 39b in Tractate Yoma of the Babylonian Talmud:
Our Rabbis taught: During the last forty years before the destruction of the Temple the lot [‘For the Lord’] did not come up in the right hand; nor did the crimson-coloured strap become white; nor did the western-most light shine; and the doors of the Hekhal would open by themselves, until R. Johanan ben Zakkai rebuked them, saying: Hekhal, Hekhal, why wilt thou be the alarmer thyself? I know about thee that thou wilt be destroyed, for Zechariah ben Ido has already prophesied concerning thee: Open thy Doors, O Lebanon, that the fire may devour thy cedars.

Like Jeremiah, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai foresees the destruction of the Temple, and perhaps his exclamation “Hekhal, Hekhal,” “O Temple, Temple,” echoes and responds to the exclamation cited in Jeremiah 7:4: “Don’t put your trust in illusions and say, ‘The Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord are these [buildings],’”"אל תבטחו לכם אל דברי השקר לאמר היכל ה' היכל ה' היכל ה' המה".
 Whereas Jeremiah’s contemporaries called out “Hekhal, Hekhal,” fooling themselves that the Temple would not fall, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai called out “Hekal, Hekhal,” bemoaning the forthcoming disaster. Moreover, perhaps this early tradition was implicitly referenced by the foundation legend because not only does it explain that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai had been anticipating the destruction of the Temple for a long time, it employs the very codeword for the Temple, Lebanon,
 which appears in Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s prophecy to Vespasian. In the tannaitic tradition just cited, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai cites Zechariah 11:1, “Open thy Doors, O Lebanon,” while in all four versions of the escape story, he cites Isaiah 10:34: “And Lebanon shall fall by a mighty one.”
In addition, it is worth noting a few other ways in which Jeremiah’s writings may have echoed in the rabbinic depiction of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai. In one explicit link, the burning of the “house of every notable person” described in Jeremiah 52:13 (and 2 Kings 25:9) is reinterpreted to refer specifically to the destruction of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s house of study.
 Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s claim that deeds of kindness attain atonement in lieu of the Temple service is reminiscent of Jeremiah’s plea for sincerity rather than sacrifices.
 Similarly, Jeremiah’s purchase of a field in the very midst of the war against Babylonia is perhaps akin to the pragmatic and non-eschatological stance attributed to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai: “If there were a sapling in your hand and they should say to you, ‘behold, the messiah is here!’ Come and plant the sapling [and afterwards go out to greet him].”
 In short, a number of rabbinic texts seem to have been participating in a dialogue through which the rabbis typologically depicted Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as the Jeremiah of the Second Temple.

The notion that the rabbis would have portrayed Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a second Jeremiah presupposes that they interpreted the destruction of the Second Temple in light of the destruction of the First and indeed, scholars have noted that the rabbis did interpret in this manner.
 This interpretative approach is perhaps most apparent in the manner that Lamentations Rabbah interprets Lamentations, a book composed in reference to the destruction of the First Temple, to refer to the destruction of the Second Temple, as well. Moreover, the rabbis were not the only Jews to project a Jeremiah-like figure into the Second Temple context; Josephus also did so. By stressing his own prophetic capabilities, his exhortations to the Jews to surrender, and the subsequent assaults on his person, Josephus portrayed himself as Jeremiah reborn.
 

Returning to our question, how the rabbis could risk portraying Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai as a deserter and perhaps even as a traitor, as “a friend of Caesar,”
 it appears that the answer lies with Jeremiah. Although it is likely that the story of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s escape was influenced, at least in part, by some version of Josephus’ escape, the rabbis’ willingness to incorporate such a problematic account into their own foundation legend should not be explained as a careless incorporation of foreign materials. Rather, the emotional distance and accommodating stance to Rome of amoraic times made it possible to tell Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s escape story, while the paradigmatic understanding of the destruction of the Temple in conjunction with Jeremiah’s account of the first destruction, made it desirable. Despite the many differences between the careers and historical contexts of Jeremiah the prophet and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai the sage, Jeremiah’s narrative heavily influenced the portrayal of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s journey from Jerusalem to Yavneh. Perhaps this escape story, when all is said and done, risks appearing unflattering, but, for the rabbis, it was the type of story one told about the destruction of the Temple.

I have argued that the rabbis constructed the legendary figure of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai in the image of Jeremiah, but I have not sought to explain how they would have understood this evocation of Jeremiah. I would therefore like to conclude with some tentative suggestions regarding possible understandings of the parallel between Jeremiah and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai. Like Jeremiah’s move to Mizpah with “the remnant of Judah,”
 Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s move to Yavneh symbolized the continuation of Judaism and the flourishing of the Jewish people in their land despite the destruction. Jeremiah’s belief in continuity and in the future of the Jews in their land, evidenced by his purchasing a field during the war, is paralleled by Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s attempt to “save a little” of Judaism for the future.
 A retrospective view of Jeremiah’s prophecy of the fall of Babylonia
 and the rabbinic belief that the prophecies of Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi were deposited with Jeremiah,
 both serve to depict Jeremiah as a bridge between two periods; a witness to the destruction, yet a harbinger of a better future.
 Thus, whereas Jeremiah bridged the First Temple period with the second, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai bridged the Second Temple period with the post-Temple period. Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai’s series of enactments in the wake of the destruction perhaps inspired later rabbis to view him as the critical bridging figure, the person who, like Jeremiah, never lost faith in the future. 

* “מאוהבו של קיסר הוא” and “אוהבו של מלך” appear respectively in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan A chapter 4 (Aboth de-Rabbi Nathan, ed. S. Schechter, prolegomenon by M. Kister [New York and Jerusalem, 1997], pp. 21–22) and Avot de-Rabbi Nathan B chapter 6 (ed. Schechter, p. 19).
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