Inside the World of the Sages

Simon the Just: Last of the Men of the Great Assembly

Nechama Goldman Barash

Avot 1:1

Moses received the Torah at Sinai and
transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the
elders, and the elders to the prophets, and
the prophets to the Men of the Great
Assembly. They said three things: Be
patient in [the administration of] justice,
raise many disciples and make a fence
round the Torah.
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Talmud Yerushalmi Berakhot 7:3

Rebbi Simon in the name of Rebbi Joshua
ben Levi: Why are they called the Men of
the Great Assembly? Because they returned
the Crown to its former status. Rebbi
Phineas said, Moses fixed the formula of
benediction, (Deut. 10:17) “the Great,
Strong, and Awesome God.” Jeremiah said
(Jer. 32:18): “the Great, Strong God,” but
he left out “Awesome.” Why did he say
“the Strong”? He may rightly be called
strong because He sees the destruction and
is silent. And why did he not say “the
Awesome”? Awesome is only the Temple,
as it is said (Ps. 68:36): “Awesome is the
Eternal from Your holy place.” Daniel said
(Dan. 9:4): “the Great and Awesome God,”
he did not say “the Strong”; His sons are
put in neck-irons, where is His strength?
Why did he say: “the Awesome?” He may
well be called “the Awesome” by the

wonders He did for us in the fiery oven. But
when the Men of the Great Assembly came,

they reinstituted Greatness to its former
place, “the Great, Strong, and Awesome
God.” Does flesh and blood have power to
set limits in these matters? Rebbi Isaac ben
Eleazar said, the prophets know that their
God is Truth and they will not fawn before
him.
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Simeon the Just: Last of the men of the great assembly circa 300 BCE
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Avot 1:2

Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of
the men of the great assembly. He used to
say: the world stands upon three things: the
Torah, the Temple service, and the practice
of acts of piety.

ORI LRI DRI R 07 PIRG 1Y
oY) 77ing Py ,Tiv 0ivd 0127 TYRY By ,niR
122791 N3 ¥ 171ys

Yoma 69a

§ The baraita taught that the priestly vestments
may not be worn outside the Temple. The
Gemara challenges this: Is it really not permitted
to wear priestly vestments in the country?
Wasn’t it taught in another baraita, in Megillat
Ta anit: The twenty-fifth of Tevet is known as
the day of Mount Gerizim, which was
established as a joyful day, and therefore
eulogizing is not permitted.

What occurred on that date? It was on that day
that the Samaritans [kutim] requested the
House of our Lord from Alexander the
Macedonian in order to destroy it, and he
gave it to them, i.e., he gave them permission to
destroy it. People came and informed the High
Priest, Shimon HaTzaddik, of what had
transpired. What did he do? He donned the
priestly vestments and wrapped himself in the
priestly vestments. And the nobles of the
Jewish People were with him, with torches of
fire in their hands. And all that night, these,
the representatives of the Jewish people,
approached from this side, and those, the
armies of Alexander and the Samaritans,
approached from that side, until dawn, when
they finally saw one another.

When dawn arrived, Alexander said to the
Samaritans: Who are these people coming to
meet us? They said to him: These are the Jews
who rebelled against you. When he reached
Antipatris, the sun shone and the two camps
met each other. When Alexander saw Shimon
HaTzaddik, he descended from his chariot
and bowed before him. His escorts said to
him: Should an important king such as you
bow to this Jew? He said to them: I do so
because the image of this man’s face is
victorious before me on my battlefields, i.c.,
when I fight I see his image going before me as
a sign of victory, and therefore I know that he
has supreme sanctity.

He said to the representatives of the Jewish
people: Why have you come? They said to
him: Is it possible that the Temple, the house in
which we pray for you and for your kingdom
not to be destroyed, gentiles will try to mislead
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you into destroying it, and we would remain
silent and not tell you? He said to them: Who
are these people who want to destroy it? The
Jews said to him: They are these Samaritans
who stand before you. He said to them: If so,
they are delivered into your hands to deal with
them as you please.

Immediately, they stabbed the Samaritans in
their heels and hung them from their horses’
tails and continued to drag them over the
thorns and thistles until they reached Mount
Gerizim. When they arrived at Mount
Gerizim, where the Samaritans had their temple,
they plowed it over and seeded the arca with
leeks, a symbol of total destruction. This was
just as they had sought to do to the House of
our Lord. And they made that day a festival
to celebrate the salvation of the Temple and the
defeat of the Samaritans.

Sotah 33a

And there was another incident involving
Shimon HaTzaddik, who heard a Divine
Voice emerging from the House of the Holy of
Holies that was saying: The decree that the
enemy intended to bring against the Temple
is annulled, and Gaskalgas, Caligula, has been
killed and his decrees have been voided. And
people wrote down that time that the Divine
Voice was heard, and later found that it
matched exactly the moment that Caligula was
killed. The Gemara concludes: And this Divine
Voice was speaking in the Aramaic language.
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Nedarim 9b

As it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Shimon
HaTzaddik said: In all my days as a priest, I
never ate the guilt-offering of a ritually
impure nazirite except for one occasion. One
time, a particular man who was a nazirite
came from the South and I saw that he had
beautiful eyes and was good looking, and the
fringes of his hair were arranged in curls. I
said to him: My son, what did you see that
made you decide to destroy this beautiful hair
of yours by becoming a nazirite? A nazirite
must shave off his hair at the completion of his
term. If he becomes impure before the
completion of his term, he shaves off his hair
and starts his term of naziriteship again.

He said to me: I was a shepherd for my father
in my city, and I went to draw water from the
spring, and I looked at my reflection
[babavua] in the water and my evil inclination
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quickly overcame me and sought to expel me
from the world. I said to myself: Wicked one!
‘Why do you pride yourself in a world that is
not yours? Why are you proud of someone who
will eventually be food in the grave for worms
and maggots, i.c., your body? I swear by the
Temple service that I shall shave you for the
sake of Heaven.

Shimon HaTzaddik continues the narrative: I
immediately arose and kissed him on his
head. I said to him: My son, may there be
more who take vows of naziriteship like you
among the Jewish people. About you the
verse states: “When either a man or a woman
shall clearly utter a vow, the vow of a nazirite,
to consecrate himself to the Lord” (Numbers
6:2).

Tosefta Sotah 13:7

So long as Simeon the Just was alive the
Western Lamp remained permanently lit. When
he died, they went and found it extinguished.
From that time onward, sometimes they found it
extinguished and sometimes lit.

So long as Simeon the Just was alive the altar
fire was perpetual. When they arranged it in the
morning it would gain in intensity throughout
the day and they were able to offer the daily
burnt-offerings and additional offerings, with
their libations. And they did not add to it more
than two loads of woods with the daily burnt-
offering of twilight so as to fulfill the
commandment of adding wood, as it is said: “the
fire on the altar shall be kept burning on it, it
shall not go out; the priest shall burn wood on it
every morning” [Leviticus 6:5]. After Simeon
the Just died, the power of the altar fire
diminished. For even after they had laid it out in
the morning, they still needed to add wood to it
all day long.

So long as Simeon the Just was alive, the Two
Loaves and the Showbread were blessed. The
Two Loaves were divided on Atzeret among the
priests and the Showbread on each festival to all
the watches. Some of them ate and were sated,
while others ate and left bread over. And no one
received more than an olive’s bulk. But when
Simeon the Just died, the Two Loaves and the
Showbread were no longer blessed. The modest
priests kept their hands off the bread, and while
the gluttons divided it up among themselves,
none of them received more than the size of a
bean.

The year in which Shimon the Righteous died
[he said to them] "in this year I will die" "how
do you know this?" they responded. He (Shimon
the Righteous) responded: "all of the Yom
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Kippur days there was an old man dressed in all
white who would go with me into the holy of
holies and leave with me, on this year he went in
with me but did not come out with me." Seven
days passed after the holiday and he died. From
the time of the death of Rebbi Shimon the
Righteous they ceased blessing in the name of
Hashem.

Menachot 109a-b
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MISHNA: The priests who served in the temple of Onias may not serve in the Temple
in Jerusalem; and needless to say, if they served for something else, a euphemism for
idolatry, they are disqualified from service in the Temple. As it is stated: “Nevertheless
the priests of the private altars did not come up to the altar of the Lord in Jerusalem,
but they did eat marza among their brethren” (II Kings 23:9). The halakhic status of
these priests is like that of blemished priests in that they receive a share in the
distribution of the meat of the offerings and partake of that meat, but they do not
sacrifice offerings or perform any of the sacrificial rites.

§ The mishna teaches: And needless to say, if priests served for something else, a
euphemism for idolatry, they are disqualified from service in the Temple. The Gemara
comments: From the fact that it says: Needless to say, if they served for something else,
by inference, the temple of Onias is not a temple of idol worship, but rather a temple
devoted to the worship of God. It is taught in a baraita like the one who says that the
temple of Onias is not a temple of idol worship. As it is taught: During the year in
which Shimon HaTzaddik died, he said to his associates: This year, he will die,
euphemistically referring to himself. They said to him: From where do you know?
Shimon HaTzaddik said to them: In previous years, every Yom Kippur, upon entering
the Holy of Holies, I had a prophetic vision in which I would be met by an old man who
was dressed in white, and his head was wrapped in white, and he would enter the Holy
of Holies with me, and he would leave with me. But this year, I was met by an old man
who was dressed in black, and his head was wrapped in black, and he entered the Holy
of Holies with me, but he did not leave with me. Shimon HaTzaddik understood this to
be a sign that his death was impending. Indeed, after the pilgrimage festival of Sukkot, he
was ill for seven days and died. And his fellow priests refrained from reciting the
Priestly Benediction with the ineffable name of God. At the time of his death, he said to
the Sages: Onias, my son, will serve as High Priest in my stead. Shimi, Onias’ brother,
became jealous of him, as Shimi was two and a half years older than Onias. Shimi said
to Onias treacherously: Come and I will teach you the order of the service of the High
Priest. Shimi dressed Onias in a tunic [be’unkeli] and girded him with a ribbon
|betziltzul] as a belt, i.e., not in the vestments of the High Priest, and stood him next to the
altar. Shimi said to his fellow priests: Look what this man vowed and fulfilled for his
beloved, that he had said to her: On the day that I serve in the High Priesthood I will
wear your tunic and gird your ribbon. The fellow priests of Onias wanted to kill him
because he had disgraced the Temple service with his garments. Onias ran away from
them and they ran after him. He went to Alexandria in Egypt and built an altar there,
and sacrificed offerings upon it for the sake of idol worship. When the Sages heard of
the matter they said: If this person, Shimi, who did not enter the position of High Priest,
acted with such jealousy, all the more so will one who enters a prestigious position rebel
if that position is taken away from him. This is the statement of Rabbi Meir. According
to Rabbi Meir, the temple of Onias was built for idol worship. Rabbi Yehuda said to him:
The incident was not like this. Rather, Onias did not accept the position of High Priest
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because his brother Shimi was two and a half years older than him, so Shimi was
appointed as High Priest. And even so, even though Onias himself offered the position to
Shimi, Onias was jealous of his brother Shimi. Onias said to Shimi: Come and I will
teach you the order of the service of the High Priest. And Onias dressed Shimi in a
tunic and girded him in a ribbon and stood him next to the altar. Onias said to his
fellow priests: Look what this man, Shimi, vowed and fulfilled for his beloved, that he
had said to her: On the day that I serve in the High Priesthood I will wear your tunic
and gird your ribbon. His fellow priests wanted to kill Shimi. Shimi then told them the
entire incident, that he had been tricked by his brother Onias, so the priests wanted to kill
Onias. Onias ran away from them, and they ran after him. Onias ran to the palace of
the king, and they ran after him. Anyone who saw him would say: This is him, this is
him, and he was not able to escape unnoticed. Onias went to Alexandria in Egypt and
built an altar there, and sacrificed offerings upon it for the sake of Heaven. As it is
stated: “In that day shall there be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of
Egypt, and a pillar at its border, to the Lord” (Isaiah 19:19). According to Rabbi
Yehuda, the temple of Onias was dedicated to the worship of God. And when the Sages
heard of the matter they said: If this one, Onias, who fled from the position of High
Priest and offered it to his brother, still was overcome with such jealousy to the point
where he tried to have Shimi killed, all the more so will one who wants to enter a
prestigious position be jealous of the one who already has that position. § As a corollary to
the statement of the Sages with regard to one who is jealous and wants the position of
another, it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Perahya said: Initially, in
response to anyone who would say to me: Ascend to the position of Nasi, I would tie him
up and place him in front of a lion out of anger for his suggestion. Now that I have
become the Nasi, in response to anyone who tells me to leave the position, I would throw
a kettle [kumkum)] of boiling water at him out of anger at his suggestion. It is human
nature that after one ascends to a prestigious position he does not wish to lose it. As
evidence of this principle, Saul initially fled from the kingship, as he did not wish to be
king, as stated in the verse: “When they sought him he could not be found...Behold he has
hidden himself among the baggage” (I Samuel 10:21-22). But when he ascended to the
kingship he tried to kill David, who he thought was trying to usurp his authority (see

I Samuel, chapters 18-27).




