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1. Class Summary

The Talmud (Bechoros 8b) recounts the tale of a fascinating confrontation that occurred between the
‘Wise Men of Athens’ and the Great Sage of Israel, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya. Athens was known in
the ancient world as the seat of wisdom and philosophy, and its philosophers saw themselves as the
deepest and wisest thinkers of the time. Amongst the sages of Israel, Rabbi Yehoshua stood out as the
sharpest and most quick-witted, able to best anyone in an argument.

Rabbi Yehoshua was a remarkable man. Although a fearsome debater and a brilliant scholar, to earn a
livelihood he would sell charcoal. He was also a Levite who played music in the Second Temple, and
witnessed its devastating destruction. In the following decades, from the darkest times in all of our
history, Rabbi Joshua served as the most prominent spokesman for Judaism and the Jewish people. So
when the Roman Caesar demanded to test who was wiser, the Jews or the Greeks, Rabbi Yehoshua was
the unanimous choice for representing the Torah of Israel.

Sixty sages of Athens challenged the Jewish sage and the battle of wits began. The Talmud records the
dialogue between these sages, back and forth, all in the form of a cryptic exchange of riddles. The Wise
Men of Athens would challenge Rabbi Yehoshua, and without fail Rabbi Yehoshua would respond with
an answer, usually in the form of a counter-question.

Part of this historic exchange went like this:

The Sages of Athens asked: ‘If a chick dies while in the egg, before the egg is hatched
[and it is sealed from all sides], from where does its soul escape?’ Rabbi Yehoshua
replied: ‘The soul departs through the same place it entered.’

They asked him, ‘When salt gets spoilt, what do we use to preserve it?’ His response:
‘We use the afterbirth of a mule.” ‘But do mules have afterbirth?’ they asked. [A mule
cannot give birth.] ‘Does salt spoil?’ he retorted.

Each one of these dialogues—and there were many of them—begs explanation. What do these bizarre
guestions really mean, and what lies behind the sharp answers? What wisdom is being displayed here?

Here is one more, equally strange.

The Sages of Athens showed Rabbi Yehoshua two eggs, and asked him, ‘Which of
these eggs came from a white hen and which from a black hen?’

Rabbi Yehoshua presented before them two pieces of cheese and asked, ‘Which of
these cheeses is from the milk of a white goat, and which from the milk of a black
goat?’

And it was this response that finally silenced the Athenians. They conceded defeat. But why? What were
they asking, and how were they answered? They came with eggs, he responded with cheese. What's
going on here?

This class will explore the symbolism behind this exchange, showing the Jewish response to pain,
suffering, and a long and better exile.
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2. Sources:

1. Talmud Bechoros ni .
8b an
The Wise Men of Athens brought R. Yehoshua two eggs. a0xaVYOD "@Dd AP0 &adq
They asked him: Which egg came from a black hen, and é_ ) (‘) Y U é_ ﬁ?(\) 8' m a é_ a
which came from a white hen? , A~ P , ~ &
phpbaelU auUY aoeaeak¥/
He brought them two pieces of cheese and said to 4008
them, “Which came from a black goat, and which came
from a white goat?”
2. Leviticus RV
15:8 nr,(
And Aharon placed upon the two goats lots, one lot for 0 | 8 E@ | %_éE'B ﬁ’\ @bm@‘ q:l
G-d, and one lot for Azazel. A |’:; b @ i E:S) T '"“l
3. Mishna Nl Y
Tractate Shabbos, 9:3 AU N
How do we know that we tie a red sash onto the head ocoaaeammom L\a d a'{ ﬂ;j J @ ao Fp\"éJ
of the goat sent to Azazel? As it is written: “If your sins 7 Ay m A z Mo X
are as scarlet, they shall become white like snow.” Yad Y EJ gj?\amﬂe?ﬂz‘go ~H~ NO, nQ
Yy e aa ednaaa
4. Talmud Bechoros ni .
8b an
‘A bed of knives, where can we cut it’? ‘With the horns g8 =@ é‘J Y] h‘j EWOK: ) @ aa&d
of a donkey. They asked: ‘But has an donkey horns’? ~ o~ 2 Z .. i~
‘And is there a bed of knives’? a 0 Nt @ ma %@ & @Ia ad
aea
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4. Questions and Exercises

1. What did the two eggs represent?

2. What were the Greeks attempting to prove?
3. What did the two cheeses represent?

4. What was Rabbi Yehoshua trying to prove?

5. How did Judaism reconcile the paradox of evil in the presence of a good G-d?
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