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Chapter LVII: Kinnot (Lamentations) 
 
Essay 7: Avoiding distraction from Torah study.1 

 

בֵּי    מָטוֹן חַד   .לְצִיפּוֹרִין, וַהֲוָה רַבִּי חִיָּיא בַּר אַבָּא מִסְמַ לֵיהּ  ה סָלֵיק מִטְבֶרְיָ ,  רַבָּה פָּרָשַׁת אֱמֹר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן הֲוָה מְטַיֵּיל  מִדְרָשׁ

, אָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן מָה אַתְּ בָּכֵי,  שָׁרֵי רַבִּי חִיָּיא בָּכֵי .כוּ'וְ  לְמִזְכֵּי בְּאוֹרַיְיתָאכְּדֵי הֲוָה דִידִי וְזַבֵּינִית יָתֵיהּ חֲקַל חֲקַל אֲמַר הָדֵין בֵּי 
אֲמַר לֵיהּ קַלָּה הִיא בְּעֵינֶי מַה שֶּׁעָשִׂיתִי שֶׁמָּכַרְתִּי דָבָר שֶׁנִּבְרָא לְשִׁשָּׁה יָמִים וְקָנִיתִי    .אֲמַר לֵיהּ עַל דְּלָא שְׁבַקְתְּ לְסִיבוּתָ כְּלוּם

 .עכ"ל  תַּן לְאַרְבָּעִים יוֹםישֶׁנִּ דָּבָר 
 

Midrash Leviticus Rabbah, parshat Emor (Lev. 21:1–24:23) reads: 

Rabbi Yochanan was traveling, he left from Tiberias [to go] to 
Tsipporin [Sepphoris], and Rabbi Chiya bar Abba was helping him. They 
reached a plot of farmland. [Rabbi Yochanan] said, “This farmland was mine, 
but I sold it in order to acquire Torah.” They reached a plot that was a vineyard. 
He said, “This vineyard was mine, but I sold it in order to acquire Torah.” They 
reached a plot that was an olive grove. He said, “This olive grove was mine, but I 
sold it in order to acquire Torah.” Rabbi Chiya started to cry. Rabbi Yochanan 
said, “Why are you crying?” [Rabbi Chiya] said to him, “Because you did not 
leave anything for your old age.” [Rabbi Yochanan] said to him, “Is what I did 
inconsequential in your eyes, that I sold something created in six days and 
purchased something that was given over forty days?”2 

- Midrash Lev. Rabbah 30:1 
 

לאֹ הָיָה מוֹדֶה    הָיְתָה סְבָרָתוֹ שֶׁל רַבִּי חִיָּיא שֶׁהִתְחִיל לִבְכּוֹת לְאַחֵר שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ שֶׁמָּכַר הַכֹּל בִּשְׁבִיל הַתּוֹרָה, וְכִי  מֶהיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק  
רָא זוֹ אִם כֵּן מַה מְתָרֵץ לוֹ רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן קַלָּה הִיא בְּעֵינֶי  וְעוֹד שֶׁאִם רַבִּי חִיָּיא אֵינוֹ מוֹדֶה לוֹ בִּסְבָ   שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה הִיא יוֹתֵר חֲשׁוּבָה.

וְעוֹד   ?וְהָא אַף הוּא יוֹדֵעַ זֶה וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן הִקְשָׁה לוֹ דְּלָא שְׁבַקְתְּ לְסִיבוּתָ כְּלוּם.  וְכוּ' שֶׁמָּכַרְתִּי דָּבָר שֶׁנִּבְרָא לְשִׁשָּׁה יָמִים
  ?  עִנְיָן זֶה לְכָאן יכְפַּת אִם נִּבְרָא לְשִׁשָּׁה יָמִים אוֹ לְאַרְבָּעִים יוֹם וּמַה שַׁיָּ יאִ  מָה

  

We should scrutinize what Rabbi Chiya was thinking that he started to cry after 
[Rabbi Yochanan] said to him that he had sold everything for the sake of acquiring Torah, and 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 The translator does not understand how this essay is relevant to Kinnot.  
2 The “six days” refer to the days of Creation of the physical world; the “forty days” refer to the length of time 

that Moses spent on Mt. Sinai when he first ascended to receive the Torah.  
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why he didn’t acknowledge that Torah was more important than the farm, vineyard, and olive 
groves. Furthermore, if Rabbi Chiya didn’t acknowledge this logical argument, what sort of 
explanation is this of Rabbi Yochanan’s, “Is it inconsequential in your eyes, that I sold 
something created in six days?” But even he knows this, and nevertheless asked him, “You 
did not leave anything for your old age?” Also, what difference is there if it was created in 
six days or forty days, and what relevance is this matter here? 

  
רָא אָחֳרִינָא  בָל כְּנֶגֶד זֶה כְּתִיב קְ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁגַּם רַבִּי חִיָּיא הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה יְקָרָה הִיא מִפְּנִינִים וְכָל־חֲפָצִים לאֹ יִשְׁווּ־בָהּ, אֲ 

דְּאָמְרִינַן בַּמַּסֶּכֶת נִדָה כֵּיוָן וֹשֶׁאֵין לוֹ לְאָדָם לִסְמקָיְימָא לָן  וְ   ,אֶפֶס כִּי לאֹ יִהְיֶה־בְּ אֶבְיוֹן  עַל הַנֵּס, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן לְעֵת זִקְנָה 
 .תְּקוּ מְזוֹנוֹתָיו קָשִׁים לָבאֹ עכ"לינָּיו שֶׁל אָדָם מֵחֲמַת זִקְנָה נִ יתְּקוּ שִׁ ירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שֶׁנִּ יוּפֵ   .תְּקוּ מְזוֹנוֹתָיוינָּיו שֶׁל אָדָם נִ יתְּקוּ שִׁ ישֶׁנִּ 

  .וְאִם כֵּן לָמָּה לאֹ שְׁבַקְתְּ לְסִיבוּתֵי כְּלוּם
  

It’s worth saying that even Rabbi Chiya knew that the Torah “is more precious than 
pearls, and all of the goods cannot equal her,”3 i.e., that it is worth great sacrifice to attain Torah. 
But against this, even though Scripture writes another thing, “There will be no impoverished 
among you” (Deut. 15:4), we maintain that man should not rely upon the miracle.4 That is, 
even though G-d has promised us that if we obey His commandments we will not be impoverished, 
the rabbis tell us that we should not rely upon such a miracle. Instead, we should endeavor to earn 
a living and to save for the future. Thus, even though Rabbi Chiyah recognized the great value of 
Torah, he was still concerned that Rabbi Yochanan would become impoverished and would have 
to rely upon a miracle. Man should especially not rely upon a miracle “in old age” (Ps. 71:9), as 
it says in tractate Niddah (page 65a), “Once a person’s teeth fall out [and he has difficulty 
eating], his food is cut off.”5 Rashi explained that, “ ‘Once a person’s teeth fall out’ [means] 
‘old age,’ ” [and] “ ‘his food is cut off’ [means] ‘difficulties to come.’ ” If so, why “did you 
not leave anything for your old age?” 

  
, כְּדִכְתִיב מֶלֶ לְשָׂדֶה נֶעֱבָד, וְאִי תֵּימָא שֵׁנִתְיָירֵאת פֶּן אִם יִשָּׁאֵר לְ שָׂדֶה אַחַת הָיָה גּוֹ  רֵם לְ לִפְעָמִים מְעַט טִרְדָּה בְּמַחְשַׁבְתְּ

וּבְוַדַּאי שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁעָשִׂיתָ   ?רָא כְּתִיב כִּי־ה' יִתֵּן חָכְמָהמּוּד הַתּוֹרָה, הַלּאֹ קְ יוּמֵחֲמַת אוֹתָהּ הַטִּרְדָה הָיִיתָ מַפְסִיד לְהָבִין אֵיזֶה דָּבָר בַּלִּ 
וּמָכַרְתָּ   לַעֲשׂוֹת  שֶׁרָאוּי  מַה  הַמּוֹתָרכָּל  דָּבָר    כָּל  מְאַבֵּד שׁוּם  הָיִיתָ  וְלאֹ  בַּתּוֹרָה  עֵינֵי  מְאִירִים  הָיוּ  הַשָּׁמַיִם  מִן  חַיֶּי  מִכְּדִי 

  .מִלִּימּוּדְ
  

Rabby Chiya was saying: “If you will say we should fear that if one field remained 
yours, it would sometimes cause you a bit of trouble in your mind, as is written, ‘A king 
makes himself servant to the field’ (Eccl. 5:8), and because of this same trouble you will lose 
understanding of some matter in learning Torah, doesn’t Scripture write, ‘for the L-rd grants 
wisdom’ (Prov. 2:6)? Certainly, since you have done everything that is proper to do and you 

 
3 Derived from Prov. 3:15, “She is more precious than pearls; and all of your goods cannot equal her.” 
4 Pesachim 64b; Ritva on Yoma 36a. 
5 Rather than “his food is cut off,” our Vilna edition, as well as earlier known editions, has נתמעטו מזונותיו, that “his 

food is diminished.” 
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have sold all of the surplus from your life, Heaven has enlightened your eyes in Torah, and 
you have not lost anything from your learning.” I.e., Rabbi Chiya was suggesting that Rabbi 
Yochanan could have divested most of his holdings, in order to focus more on learning Torah, but 
that he could still have retained one field, for his old age, and that G-d would have helped him 
learn Torah despite any minimal distractions from the property. 

 
 עַל הַנֵּס שֶׁל חַסְדֵי הַמָּקוֹם שֶׁיָּאִיר עֵינִי בְּתוֹרָתוֹ, וּכְשֶׁמָּכַרְתִּי הַכֹּל וֹלּוּ לִדְבָרֶי הָיָה לִי לִסְמי הַלּאֹ אֲפִ   ,י יוֹחָנָן הֵשִׁיב לוֹוְרַבִּ 

י הַמְּזוֹנוֹת שֶׁאֵינָם כָּל כָּ חֲשׁוּבִים שֶׁהֲרֵי נִבְרְאוּ בְּשִׁשָּׁה יָמִים  וְיוֹתֵר קַל שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ לִ   נָמֵי סָמַכְתִּי עַל חַסְדֵי הַמָּקוֹם שֶׁיָּכִין מְזוֹנוֹתַי,
  .תְּנָה לְאַרְבָּעִים יוֹםיחַ עַל הַנֵּס שֶׁיָּאִיר עֵינִי בְּתוֹרָתוֹ שֶׁהִיא יְקָרָה הַרְבֵּה שֶׁנִּ וֹ בִּלְבַד, מִלִּבְט

  
Rabbi Yochanan answered him, “Even [according] to your words, I had to rely on the 

miracle of the kindness of G-d, that He would enlighten my eyes in His Torah, and when I 
sold everything, I also relied upon the kindness of G-d, that He would prepare my food.  It’s 
easier for the food to come to me, which isn’t so important, as it was created in only six days, 
than to depend upon a miracle that He would enlighten my eyes in His Torah, which is much 
dearer, being that it was given after forty days.” In other words, Rabbi Yochanan felt that if he 
had retained his property and had to cope with the distractions that came with it, then he would 
have to rely upon a miracle to acquire Torah. He preferred instead to divest his properties so that 
he could devote his energies to learning Torah, acquiring as much Torah as possible by his own 
powers, and relying upon a miracle with regard to having enough food in his old age.  

  
אִיפְּחִית    ,וְהֲווּ סָמְכֵי לֵיהּ רַבִּי אַמִי וְרַבִּי אַסִי  ,רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן הֲוָה קָא סָלִיק בְּדַרְגָּא  ,וּמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בַּפֶּרֶק ה' דִּכְתוֹבוֹת (דַּף ס"ב)

 יחַ לְעֵת זִקְנָה?הוּ, אִם כֵּן מָה אַנִּ דַּרְגָּא תּוּתֵי, סָלִיק וְאַסְקִינְהוּ, אַמְרֵי לֵיהּ רַבָּנָן, וְכִי מֵאַחַר דְּהָכִי, לָמָּה לֵיהּ לְמִסְמְכֵיהּ? אָמַר לְ 
דִּשְׁמַע מִינָהּ שֶׁאַף רַבִּי   .כֹּחַ בְּעַצְמִי לְהִשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בּוֹ לְעֵת זִקְנָה עכ"ל  ,אַנִּיחַ   מָה  ,יִסְמְכוּנִיכֹּחִי וְלאֹ  שֶׁאַתִּישׁ    ,אִם כֵּן  ,וּפֵירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י

  . יוֹחָנָן הָיָה חוֹשֵׁשׁ לְהַנִּיחַ לְעֵת זִקְנָה
 

Given our understanding of Rabbi Yochanan’s outlook so far, what is it that is said in the 
fifth chapter of tractate Ketubot (page 62a): “Rabbi Yochanan was once going up stairs, and 
Rav Ami and Rav Asi were supporting him. The stair collapsed under him, but he went up 
and pulled both of them up with him. The Sages said to him: ‘Since it is clear that you are so 
strong, why do you need people to support you?’ He said to them: ‘If so, if I were to expend all 
my strength now, what will I leave for myself in my old age?’ ” Rashi explained that, “ ‘If so’ 
[means] ‘that my power will diminish [with age] and I won’t be able to rely upon it’ [and] 
‘what will I leave’ [means] ‘[I should save]  my strength, to use it for old age.” We hear from 
this that even Rabbi Yochanan worried about leaving [something] for his old age. 
 

כִי  תּוּשִׁיָּה שֶׁמַּתֶּשֶׁת כֹּחוֹ שֶׁל אָדָם מִשּׁוּם הָ יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּרַבִּי יוֹחָנָן הֲוָה מַקְפִּיד לְהַנִּיחַ כֹּחוֹ לְעֵת זִקְנָה מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה נִקְרֵאת  
  .ק בַּתּוֹרָהוֹכְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לְהִתְחַלֵּשׁ יוֹתֵר מִדַּאי לְעֵת זִקְנָה, שֶׁאָז לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל עוֹד לַעֲס  הָיָה מִשְׁתַּדֵּל שֶׁיִּתְקַיֵּים בּוֹ כֹּחוֹ,

  
We can say that Rabbi Yochanan was strict to rest his strength for his old age, because 

the Torah is called tushiya (תּוּשִׁיָּה) (wisdom) because it weakens (מַּתֶּשֶׁת) (mateshet) the strength 
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of a person who engages in its study (Sanhedrin 26b). That is why he was striving that his 
strength would exist, in order that it shouldn’t weaken more than necessary for his old age, 
for then if his strength weakens, he won’t be able to engage in Torah. But he did not feel the 
need to save any land, the management of which he was concerned would distract him from Torah 
study. 

* * * 


