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The Death and Rebirth of Rav:
A Tale of Rabbinic Hazing

Gila Fine

Shmuel and Karna were sitting on the bank of the Malka River. They saw that the water was
rising and was murky. Shmuel said to Karna, “A great man is arriving from the West, and his
intestines are aching, and the water is rising to greet him. Go and gauge his worth.”

So he went and found Rav. He said to him, “How do we know that tefillin maybe
written only on the skin of a clean animal?” “Because it is written, ‘that the Law of the Lord
may be in thy mouth’ (Ex. 13:9), of that which is permitted in thy mouth,” he replied. “How do
we know that blood is red?” he asked. “Because it is said, ‘and the Moabites saw the water
over against them as red as blood’ (Il Kings 3:22).” “How do we know that circumcision is in
that place?” “‘His orlah’ (Lev. 12:3) is stated here, and ‘its orlah’ (Lev. 19:23) is stated
elsewhere: just as there something that produces fruit, so here too something that produces
fruit.” “Perhaps it means the heart, for it is written, ‘Circumcise therefore the foreskin [orlat]
of your heart’ (Deut. 10:16)? Perhaps it means the ear, for it is written, ‘behold, their ear is
uncircumcised [arela]’ (Jer. 6:10)?” “We learn the complete orlato from the complete orlato,
but we do not learn the complete orlato from orlat, which is incomplete.” “What is your
name?” he asked. “Karna.” “May it be His will that a horn shall grow in his eyes.” he retorted.

Subsequently Shmuel took him into his house, gave him barley bread and small fried
fish to eat, and beer to drink, but did not show him the privy, so that he would suffer from
diarrhea. Rav cursed, saying, “He who causes me suffering, let his children not survive.” And so
it was.
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Rav and Shmuel and R. Assi once met at a circumcision... Rav would not enter before Shmuel...

paying a compliment to Shmuel, to make up for the [regrettable] occasion when a curse
against him, escaped his lips.

Bava Kama 80b
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[Shmuel] said unto [Karnal: Is your name Karna? Let a horn grow out of your eye. A horn,
[consequently] grew out of his eye.

Bava Batra 89a
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“Our Rabbis in Babylon” refers to Rav and Shmuel.
Sanhedrin 17b
ININYY 27—"9222W 1MV

Rav is a tanna and is privileged to differ.
Eiruvin 50b
2009 NIN NN 19

It was at the school of Rav that Jewish learning in Babylon found its permanent home and
center. Rav’s activity made Babylon independent of Palestine, and gave it that predominant
position which it was destined to occupy for several centuries.

“Abba Arika,” The Jewish Encyclopedia

The great authority enjoyed by Shmuel’s bet din was entirely owing to his prestige.... [He] was
close to the exilarch and his officials... and would sit in front of Mar Ukva, the exilarch, when
the latter judged a case. He was also personally acquainted with Sapor, the king.

“Samuel,” Encyclopaedia Judaica

R. Yehuda stated in the name of Shmuel: As it is forbidden to leave the Land of Israel for
Babylon so it is forbidden to leave Babylon for other countries.

Ktubot 111a
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“The judges of the Diaspora” [refers] to Shmuel and Karna.
Sanhedrin 17b
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Shmuel also showed deference to Rav, and it was Rav who of his own accord paid him special
honor.
Megilla 22a
STI2D 7D TAYT NIN 2 27D 71D 9D MIN 920 20 HNINY

Karna... was [regularly occupied in] smelling tests at a wine store.
Ktubot 105a
ANXIMNT RIANND O>DN MNT 7’|7\’) MmN NP

The decisive thrust toward the development of a Jewish spiritual center in Babylon was
provided by Rav, who returned to Babylon from Israel during the final days of Rebbi.
Michael Avi-Yonah, The Carta Atlas of the Period of the Second Temple

The fear of aliya bachoma [forcible aliya] is a diasporic tradition, and was especially denounced
in Israel. On the other hand, the sages of the Diaspora would sometimes protest against the
Israeli sages’ tendency to dismiss their peers who had immigrated to Israel (and denounce
those who remained in the Diaspora as “fools [who] misinterpret the law” (PT Bava Batra 16a).

Saul Lieberman, “Thus It Was and Thus It Will Be”

[The young] Kahana was a prodigy. When he arrived here, a blackguard saw him and said to
him, “What did you hear up in heaven?” He said to him, “Your fate is sealed.” And so it was. He
died.... He said, “What is this? | came here to gain merit. And now | have sinned. Did | come
here to kill inhabitants of the Land of Israel? | must go back whence | came.” He went before R.
Yohanan. He said to him, “Where should a person go whose mother mocks him and whose
stepmother honors him?” He said to him, “He should go to whomever honors him,” So
Kahanan went back to whence he came ....

When R. Zeira came here, he went... to buy a liter of meat from the butcher. He said to
him, “How much is this liter?” He said to him, “Fifty coins and one blow with an iron.” He said
to him, “Take sixty and spare me the blow. Take seventy and spare me the blow. Take eighty
and spare me the blow. Take ninety and spare me the blow.” He got as far as “Take one
hundred and spare me the blow.” He said to him, “Do as you are accustomed.”....

When R. Issa came here, he went to get a haircut.... He met a scoffer who smacked him
on the head with a staff.

PT Brakhot 20b
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The aliya tales of the Jerusalem Talmud recount the trials and tribulations of the important
Babylonian immigrants who... found themselves in embarrassing situations, as the locals tease,
taunt, and torment them to death.

Shmuel Faust, Agadata: Stories of Talmudic Drama

When R. Zera immigrated to Israel, he fasted a hundred fasts to forget the Babylonian Talmud,
that it should not trouble him.

Bava Metzia 85b
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This law was unknown to the Elders of Beteira. It happened that the 14th [of Nisan] fell on a
Shabbat and they did not know if the Passover sacrifice overrides the Shabbat or not. They
said, “There is here a certain Babylonian whose name is Hillel who studied with Shemaya and
Avtalion and knows if the Passover sacrifice overrides the Shabbat or not. Perhaps he can he be
of some use.” They sent to seek him... He started to explicate by means of hekesh, and kal
vachomer, and gezera shava... Although he sat and explicated all the day, they did not accept
from him until he said, “This is what | received from Shemaya and Avtalion.” When they had
heard that, they stood up and appointed him patriarch.
PT Psachim 39a
NNYT NDS DN PYTY PN NDY DAY N1PNY VY NYAIN DN NNN OYa NN NP NNV NOSN N
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ATPYY NROWI IMN M THY 1D NN IWNRYY 11 1PIVINY MYNYN SNYHY T O0Y X1

Rather any illness, but not an intestinal illness.

Shabbat 11a.
.DMYN HDIN KDY YOIN Do

Three kinds of person do not see the face of Gehenna [because of their extreme suffering in

this world]: one who suffers from oppressive poverty, one who is afflicted with bowel diseases,
and one who is in the hands of the government.

Eiruvin 41b
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There are three types of bad [tears]: of smoke, and of weeping, and of the privy.
Lamentations Rabba 2:15
.NDDN N2 DYNTY N222N DYNTY VYN DYNDT MY MYNIT ')

For Chazal, “intestinal illness” [D"vun 1721Nn] includes many kinds of digestive disorders, but refers
primarily to diarrhea.
Avraham Steinberg, Encyclopedia of Jewish Medical Ethics
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Shmuel said: A change in one’s lifestyle is the beginning of intestinal illness.

Nedarim 37b
.DMYN HOIN NYINN DO MPY HNINY IINTD

“Our Rabbis taught: Who is wealthy?... He who has a privy near his table.”
Shabbat 25b
.XDIN N2 1Y (1,25 DONN) RN NYD” TN RIVII N

Mar Zutra said: “In the time of finding” (Ps. 32:6) refers to the [finding of a] privy.
Brakhot 8a
.“[Jﬁb]\’)b TIMO ROON N2 XMWY (3 ,ND D>I2T) 7Y NN TN

Said R. Judah b. R. lld’i... There are twenty-four privies between my lodging and the beit
hamidrash, and when | go there | test myself in all of them.

Brakhot 55a
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[The Talmud’s many references to the privy indicate] the importance one ascribed to the
unhindered ability to relieve oneself for the body’s wellbeing
Julius Preus, Biblical and Talmudic Medicine

As Shmuel was an expert physician, he said to Karna, “Go and gauge his worth,” i.e., see if he is
wise and worthy of honor; | will bring him to my home and cure him and honor him as is his due.
R. Hai Gaon, ad loc.

Did not show him the privy. Causing the waste within his intestines to turn and dilute and
disintegrate entirely.
Rashi. ad loc.

If a man wants to avoid stomach trouble, he should take tibbul regularly summer and winter...
and do not wait too long to relieve yourself.

Gittin 70a
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Shmuel had already heard that a great man was arriving from Israel that day, and as he saw
that the water was murky, he knew that man could not but have drank from them, and it is
well known that anyone who drinks from those murky waters contract intestinal illness.

R. Hai Gaon, ad loc.

To greet him [Rav]. To shield him from his surroundings as he turns to the railings of the ship,

so that he will not be exposed. Murky. Because of his grief, as he too was murky.
Rashi, ad loc.
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The town mentioned by Josephus as Nearda appears in the Babylonian Talmud as Neharde’a,
repeatedly named as one of the main centres of the Jewish exile.... In the Babylonian Talmud it
appears as one of the last settlements of Babylonia on the road to Syria, and was enclosed not
only by the Euphrates but also by a reach of the celebrated Royal Canal. That channel, in
Aramaic Nehar Malka, carried water eastward from the Euphrates to irrigate areas round
Seleucia and discharge into the Tigris.

E. Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge History of Iran

My concern here is with... the presence of narratives that not only celebrate the lower body
but actively portray the rabbis, the very heroes of the Talmud, in grotesque, compromising, or
ethically problematic light.... [T]he Babylonian Talmud can be better understood when it is
considered part and parcel of the menippea or carnivalistic legend tradition of its world.
Bakhtin has already laid out the taxa of this type of literature... saying that “Carnivalistic
legends in general are profoundly different from traditional heroicizing epic legends:
carnivalistic legends debase the hero and bring him down to earth, they make him familiar,
bring him close, humanize him....” This could almost have been written as a description of the
biographical legend that is found in rabbinic literature but most vividly in the Babylonian
Talmud. We will find our rabbinic heroes in all their bodily glory and mess, all of their

selfishness and meanness and not infrequently in extreme and untoward situations.
Daniel Boyarin, Socrates and the Fat Rabbis

[In narratives of grotesque realism] the material bodily principle, that is, images of the human
body with its food, drink, defecation, and sexual life, plays a predominant role.

The essential principle of grotesque realism is degradation, that is, the lowering of all
that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth
and body in their indissoluble unity.... [G]rotesque realism degrades, brings down to earth,
turns its subject into flesh. This is the peculiar trait of this genre which differentiates it from all
the forms of medieval high art and literature. The people’s laughter which characterized all the
forms of grotesque realism from immemorial times was linked with the bodily lower stratum....

Contrary to modern canons, the grotesque body is not separated from the rest of the
world. It is not a closed, completed unit; it is unfinished, outgrows itself, transgresses its own
limits. The stress is laid on those parts of the body that are open to the outside world, that is,
the parts through which the world enters the body or emerges from it, or through which the
body itself goes out to meet the world... The body discloses its essence as a principle of growth
which exceeds its own limits only in copulation, pregnancy, childbirth, the throes of death,
eating, drinking, or defecation....

Finally the grotesque concept of the body forms the basis of abuses, oaths, and curses.
The importance of abusive language is essential to the understanding of the literature of the
grotesque. Abuse exercises a direct influence on the language and the images of this literature
and is closely related to all other forms of “degradation” and “down to earth” in grotesque and
Renaissance literature....
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Degradation here means coming down to earth, the contact with earth as an element that
swallows up and gives birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury, to sow, and to kill
simultaneously, in order to bring forth something more and better.... Degradation digs a
bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also a
regenerating one. To degrade an object does not imply merely hurling it into the void of
nonexistence, into absolute destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower
stratum, the zone in which conception and a new birth take place.

Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World

All human bodies are carriers; happy are they who are worthy of being carriers of the Torah.
Sanhedrin 99b
NDNINT OPNNTNT NNT ¥ITTY 2210 1N OPNNTT Y9N INDID NI ININT

When are the words of the Torah “pleasant”? When thou keepest them within thy stomach.
Eiruvin 54a
.TI022 DYDY 1N OV NN DT ONDION LONK N

Whoever honors the Torah, his body is honored by others; and whoever dishonors the Torah,
his body is dishonored by others.

Avot 4.6
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[Rlites of passage or “transition” are... frequently likened to death.... [N]eophytes... have no
status, property, insignia, secular clothing indicating rank or role, position in a kinship system—
in short, nothing that may distinguish them from their fellow neophytes or initiands. Their
behavior is normally passive or humble; they must obey their instructors implicitly, and accept
arbitrary punishment without complaint. It is as though they are being reduced or ground
down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers to
enable them to cope with their new station in life.

Victor W. Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure

Repentance... is an act of creation—self-creation. The severing of one’s psychic identity with
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and the creation of a new
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one’s previous possessor of a new consciousness, a new
heart and spirit, different desires, longings, goals—this is the meaning of that repentance
compounded of regret over the past and resolve for the future.... “Among the ways of teshuva
etc. he changes his name, as if to say “I am another; | am not that same person who did those

nm

deeds’” [Maimonides, Laws of Repentance 2:4].... When man repents, he becomes a creator of
worlds and a creator of self.

Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man
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