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THE BAR-KAMTZA STORY: COMMENTS AND QUESTIONS

The moral of the story is self-evident. The Sages attributed the Destruction of the
2" Temple to orn NX1w, and what better illustration or personification of it than
the gratuitous hatred of the anonymous villain, the host, and the other villain, Mr.
Bar-Kamtza.

But this is more than a Rabbinic fable. A close reading raises many, and
sometimes uncomfortable, questions. Some such questions that occurred to me

follow.

Bar-Kamtza faulted the Rabbis who attended the same banquet, for not rising up
in protest against the humiliation imposed on him. Why, indeed, did they not
object to this injustice? Were they anxious not to disturb the party or Simcha? If
s0, is that an acceptable excuse? Or, were they cognizant of their host’s wealth
and criticism — in which case it is even more deplorable.

The one identifiable personality who is strongly criticized is R. Zechariah b.
Avkulas. R. Yochanan openly blames him for the Destruction. The following

questions occur:

Who was he? (I do not believe he is mentioned anywhere in then entire rabbinic

literature, except for this incident.) What or who gave him the power to veto the

majority opinions of his contemporaries? Were the Rabbis again guilty of failing
to protest an injustice or wrong-headed decision?

Or was this an early case of 7mn ny7—which makes his P02 infallible and hence
incontrovertible? If so, there is hardly a better argument to prove the invalidity of
the contemporary interpretation of 7710 nyT.

The term used by R. Yochanan in criticizing R. Zecharaiah is ynmuy of the
latter. What does that mean? The usual connotation is “humility.” Others use
“tolerance.” Neither of these is acceptable in the context of this passage. The only
translation I can offer, although I have no etymological justification for it, is
“narrowness.” R. Zechariah was incapable of going beyond his misgiving that
“people” will misunderstand his action and eventually violate one halakha or
other. His vision focused exclusively on a possible transgression (and not a
terrible one, at that!) and did not or could not foresee the consequences of his
decision. Twice he made the fatal mistake of narrowness, of ignoring long-range
consequences of his immediate legal concerns. He probably was a great 1"n who
was blind to the outside world either by theory or disposition.
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