Inside the World of the Sages
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Hanina Ben Dosa: Pious Man to Miracle Maker to Devoted Servant

Lived in the generation following the destruction of Second Temple

Avot 3:9

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa said: anyone whose fear
of sin precedes his wisdom, his wisdom is
enduring, but anyone whose wisdom precedes
his fear of sin, his wisdom is not enduring. He
[also] used to say: anyone whose deeds exceed
his wisdom, his wisdom is enduring, but anyone
whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, his wisdom is
not enduring.
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Kohelet Raba 1

There was an incident involving Rabbi Hanina
ben Dosa, who saw the residents of his city
taking up vow offerings and gift offerings to
Jerusalem. He said: Everyone is taking up vow
offerings and gift offerings to Jerusalem; will 1
not take anything up? What did he do? He went
out to the wilderness [outside] of his city and
noticed a certain stone there. He broke it, he
chiseled it, and he polished it. He said: I take it
upon myself to bring it up to Jerusalem. He
sought to hire laborers, and five people came
before him. He said to them: ‘Will you take up
this stone to Jerusalem for me?’ They said to
him: ‘Give us five sela and we will take it up to
Jerusalem.” He sought to give it to them, but he
did not have anything in his possession at that
time. They left him and went on their way.

The Holy One blessed be He arranged for five
angels [to appear] to him in the guise of men. He
said to them: “Will you take up this stone [to
Jerusalem] for me?’ They said to him: ‘Give us
five sela and we will take your stone up to
Jerusalem for you, provided that you join us [in
carrying the stone] with your hand and finger.’
He joined them with his hand and finger, and
they found themselves standing in Jerusalem. He
sought to give them their payment but he did not
find them. He entered the Chamber of the Hewn
Stone! The seat of the Sanhedrin. and asked after
them. They said to him: ‘It appears that
ministering angels took your stone up to
Jerusalem,” and they read this verse in his
regard: “Have you seen a man diligent in his
labor? He will stand before kings [melakhim].”
Read, in his regard: “He will stand before angels
[malakhim].
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Palestinian Talmud Taanit 3:5-9
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Rabbi Yudon ben Geira said: This Honi the Roof-
Roller is the grandson of Honi the Roof-Roller
who lived close to the destruction of the First
Temple. He went out to his workers in the
fields. While he was there it rained. He went
into a cave and sat down, became drowsy and
fell asleep and slept for 70 years until the first
temple was destroyed and the second temple
was rebuilt. After 70 years he awoke from his
sleep. He went out from his cave and saw a
changed world. A place that was a vineyard had
become an olive grove. A place that was an
olive grove had become a sown field. He asked,
what is going on in the world. They said, do you
not know what is going on in the world? He
said, No.

They said to him, Who are you? He said to
them, Honi the Roof-Roller. They said to him:
We have heard that when he would go into the
courtyard of the Temple it would become light.
He went into the courtyard and it became light.
He applied to himself the verse “When the Lord
brought back those who returned to Zion, we
were like dreamers.”
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Taanit 24b-25a

The Gemara tells another story about prayer for
rain. Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa was traveling
along a road when it began to rain. He said
before God: Master of the Universe, the entire
world is comfortable, because they needed rain,
but Hanina is suffering, as he is getting wet.
The rain ceased. When he arrived at his
home, he said before God: Master of the
Universe, the entire world is suffering that the
rain stopped, and Hanina is comfortable? The
rain began to come again.

§ The Gemara continues to discuss the righteous
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa and the wonders he
performed. Rav Yehuda said that Rav said:
Each and every day a Divine Voice emerges
from Mount Horeb and says: The entire world
is sustained by the merit of My son Hanina ben
Dosa, and yet for Hanina, My son, a kav of
carobs, a very small amount of inferior food, is
sufficient to sustain him for an entire week,
from one Shabbat eve to the next Shabbat eve.
The Gemara relates: Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa’s
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wife would heat the oven every Shabbat eve
and create a great amount of smoke,

due to embarrassment, to make it appear that
she was baking, despite the fact that there was
no bread in her house. She had a certain evil
neighbor who said to herself: Now, I know
that they have nothing. What, then, is all this
smoke? She went and knocked on the door to
find out what was in the oven. Rabbi Hanina ben
Dosa’s wife was embarrassed, and she
ascended to an inner room [inderonal.

A miracle was performed for Rabbi Hanina
ben Dosa’s wife, as her neighbor saw the oven
filled with bread and the kneading basin filled
with dough. She said to Rabbi Hanina’s wife,
calling her by name: Se-and-so, so-and-so,
bring a shovel, as your bread is burning. She
said to her neighbor: I too went inside for that

very purpose.

[A tanna taught: She too had entered the inner
room to bring a shovel, because she was
accustomed to miracles and anticipated that
one would occur to spare her embarrassment. |

The Gemara further relates: Rabbi Hanina’s wife
said to him: Until when will we continue to
suffer this poverty? He said to her: What can
we do? She responded: Pray for mercy that
something will be given to you from Heaven.
He prayed for mercy and something like the
palm of a hand emerged and gave him one leg
of a golden table. That night, his wife saw in a
dream that in the future, i.c., in the World-to-
Come, the righteous will eat at a golden table
that has three legs, but she will be eating on a
table that has two legs.

When she told her husband this story, he said to
her: Are you content that everyone will eat at
a complete table and we will cat at a defective
table? She said to him: But what can we do?
Pray for mercy, that the leg of the golden table
should be taken from you. He prayed for
mercy, and it was taken from him. A fanna
taught in a baraita: The last miracle was
greater than the first, as it is learned as a
tradition that Heaven gives but does not take
back.

The Gemara relates that one Shabbat evening,
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa saw that his daughter
was sad. He said to her: My daughter, why
are you sad? She said to him: I confused a
vessel of vinegar for a vessel of oil and I lit the
Shabbat lamp with vinegar. Soon the lamp will
be extinguished and we will be left in the dark.
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He said to her: My daughter, what are you
concerned about? He Who said to the oil that it
should burn can say to the vinegar that it
should burn. A tanna taught: That lamp
burned continuously the entire day, until they
brought from it light for havdala.

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa had some goats. His
neighbors said to him: Your goats are
damaging our property by eating in our fields.
He said to them: If they are causing damage,
let them be eaten by bears. But if they are not
eating your property, let each of them, this
evening, bring a bear impaled between its
horns. That evening, each one brought in a
bear impaled between its horns.
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Honi’s Grandson: What Happens Next?

The Gemara relates another story, this time about
Honi HaMe’aggel’s descendants, who were also
renowned for their righteous deeds. Abba
Hilkiyya was the son of Honi HaMe’aggel’s son.
And when the world was in need of rain they
would send Sages to him, and he would pray for
mercy, and rain would fall. Once the world was
in need of rain, and the Sages sent a pair of
Sages to him so that he would pray for mercy
and rain would fall. They went to his house but
they did not find him there. They went to the
field and found him hoeing the ground. They
greeted him, but he did not return their
greetings. Toward evening, as he was gathering
firewood, he placed the wood and hoe on one
shoulder and his cloak on

the other shoulder. Along the entire way he did
not wear his shoes, but when he reached water
he put on his shoes. When he reached an area
filled with shrubs and thorns he lifted up his
clothes. When he reached the city, his wife
came out to greet him, adorned with

finery. When he reached his house, his wife
entered first, he entered afterward, and
afterward the two Sages entered. He sat and ate
bread, but he did not say to the Sages:

Come and eat, as was customary and polite. He
divided bread to his children; to the elder child
he gave one piece and to the younger one he
gave two.

Abba Hilkiyya said to his wife: I know that these
Sages have come due to the rain. Let us go up to
the roof and pray for mercy. Perhaps the Holy
One, Blessed be He, will be appeased, and it will
rain, and we will not receive credit ourselves for
the rainfall. They went up to the roof. He stood
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in one corner and she stood in the other corner.
Clouds began to form on that side where his
wife stood. When he descended, he said to the
Sages: Why have the Sages come? They said to
him: The other Sages have sent us to the
Master, so that you should pray for mercy for
rain. He said to them: Blessed is God, Who did
not require you to petition Abba Hilkiyya, as the
sky has filled with clouds and rain is certainly on
its way.

They said to him: We know that the rain has
come on the Master’s account. However, let the
Master please say and explain to us these
aspects of your behavior that are puzzling to us:
What is the reason that when we greeted the
Master, the Master did not return our
greeting? He said to them: I am a day

laborer, hired for the day, and I said to myself
that I may not delay my work to answer you.
They further inquired: And what is the

reason that the Master carried the firewood on
one shoulder and his cloak on the

other shoulder? He said to them: It was a
borrowed robe. I borrowed it for this purpose,
to wear it, and I did not borrow it for that
purpose, to place wood on it.

The Sages continued to ask Abba Hilkiyya about
his unusual behavior. What is the reason that the
entire way the Master did not wear his shoes,
but when he reached water he put on his shoes?
He said to them: The entire way I can see and
take care where I walk, and therefore there is no
need for me to wear out my shoes, but in the
water I cannot see. Therefore, I put on my shoes
to avoid hurting myself. They asked: What is the
reason that when the Master reached shrubs
and thorns, he lifted up his clothes? He said to
them: This flesh will heal if it is scratched by
thorns, but this garment will not heal if it is torn.
They further inquired: What is the

reason that when the Master reached the city,
the Master’s wife came out adorned in her
finery? He said to them: She dresses that way so
that when I walk through the city I will not set
my eyes upon another woman. They

asked: What is the reason that she entered first,
and afterward the Master entered,

and only afterward we entered? He said to
them: Because you have not been checked by
me. | cannot be sure how you will act, and
therefore I did not want you to be alone with my
wife.

The Sages were not done with their

questions. What is the reason that when the
Master ate bread, you did not say to us:

Come and eat? He replied: Because there is not
enough bread for guests, and I said to myself
that I should not gain credit from the Sages for
nothing, by offering you food I cannot serve you.
They asked: What is the reason that the Master
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gave the older child one piece of bread and the
younger child two? He said to them: This older
child stays at home, and if he is hungry he can eat
at any time, but this younger child sits and
studies in the synagogue, and therefore he is
hungrier.

The two Sages had one final set of queries for
Abba Hilkiyya. And what is the reason that

the clouds began to form on that side where the
Master’s wife stood before your own side? He
explained: Because my wife is frequently at
home, and she gives bread to the poor,

and therefore her provision of benefit to the
needy is immediate, i.c., soon after the rains fall
she is able to provide the needy with provisions.
Accordingly, her prayers are answered without
delay. In contrast, I give money to the

poor, and consequently, the benefit of my gift is
not immediate, i.c., it takes a lot of time before
the rainfall results in my ability to give money to
the poor. Alternatively, her prayers may have
been answered first because when certain
hooligans [biryonei] were living in our
neighborhood, I prayed that they should die,
but she prayed that they should repent.

And indeed, they repented.

The Gemara relates another story about a
descendant of Honi HaMe’aggel. Hanan
HaNehba was the son of Honi HaMe’aggel’s
daughter. When the world was in need of rain,
the Sages would send schoolchildren to him,
and they would grab him by the hem of his
cloak and say to him: Father, Father, give us
rain. He said before the Holy One, Blessed be
He: Master of the Universe, act on behalf of
these children, who cannot distinguish

between their Father in Heaven, Who can
provide rain, and the father who cannot provide
rain. The Gemara asks: And why was he called
Hanan HaNehba? Because he would hide
[mahbi] himself in the lavatory so that people
would not bestow honor upon him.
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Avot deRabbi Natan recension A, ch. 8

There is a story that Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa’s
donkey was stolen by robbers. They put it in the
courtyard and placed straw, barley, and water in
front it, but it would not eat or drink. They said:
How can we leave it here? It will just die and rot
in the courtyard. So they opened the door and
put the animal outside, and it started walking
and kept going until it reached [the home of]
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa. When it got there, his
son heard it braying. He said: Father, isn’t this
voice is like the voice of our animal? He said:
Son, open the door for it, for it is clearly dying
of hunger. He got up and opened the door, and
put straw and barley and water in front of it, and
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it ate and drank. That is why they say: Just as the
early righteous people were pious, so too were
their animals.”

Babylonian Talmud Taanit 23a

R. Johanan said: This righteous man [Honi] was
throughout the whole of his life troubled about
the meaning of the verse, A Song of Ascents,
When the Lord brought back those that
returned to Zion, we were like unto them that
dream. Is it possible for a man to dream
continuously for seventy years? One day he was
journeying on the road and he saw a man
planting a carob tree; he asked him, How long
does it take [for this tree] to bear fruit? The
man replied: Seventy years. He then further
asked him: Are you certain that you will live
another seventy years? The man replied: |
found [ready grown] carob trees in the world;
as my forefathers planted these for me so | too
plant these for my children.

Honi sat down to have a meal and sleep
overcame him. As he slept a rocky formation
enclosed upon him which hid him from sight
and he continued to sleep for seventy years.
When he awoke he saw a man gathering the
fruit of the carob tree and he asked him, Are
you the man who planted the tree? The man
replied: | am his grandson. Thereupon he
exclaimed: It is clear that | slept for seventy
years. He then caught sight of his ass who had
given birth to several generations of mules; and
he returned home. He there enquired, Is the
son of Honi the Circle-Drawer still alive? The
people answered him, His son is no more, but
his grandson is still living. Thereupon he said to
them: | am Honi the Circle-Drawer, but no one
would believe him. He then repaired to the Beth
Hamidrash and there he overheard the scholars
say, The law is as clear to us as in the days of
Honi the Circle-Drawer, for whenever he came
to the Beth Hamidrash he would settle for the
scholars any difficulty that they had.
Whereupon he called out, | am he;
but the scholars would not believe him nor did
they give him the honour due to him. This hurt
him greatly and he prayed [for death] and he
died.

Raba said: Hence the saying, Either
companionship or death.
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Tosefta Berakhot 3:20

[If a person] was standing and praying
[Shemoneh Esreh] in a main road or on a plaza
he may move [out of the way] for a donkey, or a
donkey driver [who is walking behind a
donkey], or a potter [who is selling pots], and he
does not stop [his prcayer of Shemoneh Esreh].
They said [a story] about Rebbi Chaninah Ben
Dosa that [one day] he was standing and praying
[Shemoneh Esreh]. [Suddenly] he was bitten by
an Arod (snake), but he did not stop praying.
[Later] his students went and found [the Arod]
dead on top of [the opening to] his hole. They
said, “Woe to the man who was bitten by an
Arod, woe to an Arod who has bitten Ben
Dosa.”
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Berakhot 33b

With regard to the praise for one who prays and
need not fear even a snake, the Sages taught:
There was an incident in one place where an
arvad was harming the people. They came
and told Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa and asked for
his help. He told them: Show me the hole of
the arvad. They showed him its hole. He
placed his heel over the mouth of the hole and
the arvad came out and bit him, and died.

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa placed the arvad over
his shoulder and brought it to the study hall.
He said to those assembled there: See, my sons,
it is not the arvad that kills a person, rather
transgression Kills a person. The arvad has no
power over one who is free of transgression.

At that moment the Sages said: Woe unto the
person who was attacked by an arvad and
woe unto the arvad that was attacked by
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa....

Tangentially, the Gemara cites an additional
statement by Rabbi Hanina concerning
principles of faith. And Rabbi Hanina said:
Everything is in the hands of Heaven, except
for fear of Heaven. Man has free will to serve
God or not, as it is stated: “And now Israel,
what does the Lord your God ask of you
other than to fear the Lord your God, to walk
in all of His ways, to love Him and to serve the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all
your soul” (Deuteronomy 10:12). The Lord asks
man to perform these matters because
ultimately, the choice is in his hands.

Having mentioned Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa in
our mishna, the Gemara proceeds to further
praise the efficacy of his prayer: The Sages
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taught: There was an incident where Rabban
Gamliel’s son fell ill. Rabban Gamliel
dispatched two scholars to Rabbi Hanina ben
Dosa to pray for mercy and healing on his
behalf. When Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa saw
them approaching, he went up to the attic on
the roof of his house and prayed for mercy on
his behalf. Upon his descent, he said to the
messengers: You may go and return to Rabban
Gamliel, as the fever has already left his son
and he has been healed. The messengers asked
him: How do you know? Are you a prophet?
He replied to them: I am neither a prophet
nor son of a prophet (sece Amos 7:14), but I
have received a tradition with regard to this
indication: If my prayer is fluent in my mouth
as I recite it and there are no errors, I know that
my prayer is accepted. And if not, I know that
my prayer is rejected. The Gemara relates that
these messengers sat and wrote and
approximated that precise moment when
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa told them this. When
they came before Rabban Gamliel and related
all that had happened and showed him what they
had written, Rabban Gamliel said to them: I
swear by the Temple service that in the time
you wrote you were neither earlier or later;
rather, this is how the event transpired:
Precisely at that moment his fever broke and
he asked us for water to drink.

And there was another incident involving
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who went to study
Torah before Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai,
and Rabbi Yohanan’s son fell ill. He said to
him: Hanina, my son, pray for mercy on
behalf of my son so that he will live. Rabbi
Hanina ben Dosa placed his head between his
knees in order to meditate and prayed for
mercy upon his behalf, and Rabbi Yohanan
ben Zakkai’s son lived. Rabbi Yohanan ben
Zakkai said about himself: Had ben Zakkai
stuck his head between his knees throughout
the entire day, they would have paid him no
attention. His wife said to him: And is Hanina
greater than you? He replied to her: No, but
his prayer is better received than my own
because he is like a servant before the King,
and as such he is able to enter before the King
and make various requests at all times. I, on the
other hand, am like a minister before the King,
and I can enter only when invited and can make
requests only with regard to especially
significant matters.
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Pesahim 112b

One should not go out alone at night, neither
on Tuesday nights nor on Shabbat nights, i.c.,

Q%2 0°N0D

02 K21 NPy 2902 KD AP e Y KD RNT
K127 77y 02ing K5 ,N20R N2 NKY 190 ,ninay




Friday nights, because the demon Agrat,
daughter of Mahalat, she and 180,000 angels
of destruction go out at these times. And as
each and every one of them has permission to
destroy by itself, they are all the more
dangerous when they go forth together.

The Gemara states: Initially, these demons were
present every day. Once Agrat, daughter of
Mahalat, met Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa and said
to him: Had they not announced about you in
the Heavens: Be careful of Hanina and his
Torah, I would have placed you in danger. He
said to her: If I am considered important in
Heaven, I decree upon you that you should
never travel through inhabited places. She
said to him: I beg you, leave me a little space.
He left for her Shabbat nights and Tuesday
nights.
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