Bar Kamtza and the End of Jewish Sovereignty
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Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Gittin 56

The destruction of Jerusalem came through a Kamtza and
a Bar Kamtza. A certain man had a friend named Kamtza
and an enemy named Bar Kamtza. Once he made a party
and said to his servant, “Go and bring Kamtza.” The
servant went and brought him Bar Kamtza. When the man
who gave the party found him there he said, “See, you tell
tales about me; what are you doing here? Get out.” Said
the other, “Since I am here, let me stay, and I will pay you
for whatever I eat and drink.”

He said, “No.” “Then let me give you half the cost of the
party.” “No,” said the other. “Then let me pay for the
whole party.” He still said, “No,” and he took him by the
hand and put him out. Said the other, “Since the Rabbis
were sitting there and did not stop him, this shows that
they agreed with him. I will go and inform against them,
to the Government.” He went and said to the Emperor,
“The Jews are rebelling against you.” He said, “How can I
tell?” He said to him, “Send them an offering and see
whether they will offer it on the altar.” So he sent with
him a fine calf.

While on the way he made a blemish on its upper lip, or as
some say on the white of its eye, in a place where the Jews
count it a blemish but they do not. The Rabbis were
inclined to offer it in order not to offend the Government.
Said Rabbi Zecharia ben Abkulus to them, “People will
say that blemished animals are offered on the altar.” In
order that he should not go and inform against them, they
then proposed to kill Bar Kamtza. However, Rabbi
Zecharia ben Abkulus said to them, “Is one who makes a
blemish on consecrated animals to be put to death?”” Rabbi
Yochanan thereupon remarked, “Through the self-
effacement of Rabbi Zecharia ben Abkulus, our House has
been destroyed, our Temple burnt and we ourselves exiled
from our land...”
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The Emperor sent against them Governor Vespasian who
came and besieged Jerusalem for three years. There were
in it three men of great wealth, Nakdimion ben Gurion,
Ben Kalba Shavua and Ben Tzitzit Hakesset... One of
these said to the people of Jerusalem, “I will keep them in
wheat and barley.” A second said, “I will keep them in
wine, oil and salt.” The third said, “I will keep them in
wood...” These men were in a position to keep the city for
twenty-one years.

The zealots were then in the city. The Rabbis said to them,
“Let us go out and make peace with the Romans.” They
would not let them, but on the contrary said, “Let us go
out and fight them.” The Rabbis said, “You will not
succeed.” They then rose up and burnt the stores of wheat
and barley so that a famine ensued...

Abba Sikra, the head of the zealots in Jerusalem was the
son of the sister of Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai. The
latter sent to him saying, “Come to visit me in secret.”
When he came he said to him, “How long are you going
to carry on in this way and kill all the people with
starvation?” He replied, “What can [ do? If | say a word to
them, they will kill me.” He said, “Devise some plan for
me to escape. Perhaps I shall be able to save a little.”

He said to him, “Pretend to be ill, and let everyone come
to inquire about you. Bring something bad smelling and
put it by you so that they will say you are dead. Let then
your disciples get under your bed, but no others, so that
they shall not notice that you are still light, since they
know that a living being is lighter than a corpse.” He did
so, and Rabbi Eliezer went under the bier from one side
and Rabbi Yohushua from the other. When they reached
the door, some men wanted to put a lance through the bier.
He said to them, “Shall the Romans say, "They have
pierced their Master?"” They wanted to give it a push. He
said to them, “Shall they say that they pushed their
Master?” They opened a town gate for him and he got out.
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When he reached the Romans, he said, “Peace be unto
you, O king, peace be unto you, O king.” Vespasian said,
“Your life is forfeit on two counts, one because I am not a
king and you call me king, and again, if [ am a king, why
did you not come to me before now?”” He replied, “As for
your saying that you are not a king, in truth you are a
king, since if you were not a king Jerusalem would not be
delivered into your hand...

As for your question, why if you are a king, I did not
come to you till now, the answer is that the biryonim
among us did not let me.” He said to him, “If there is a jar
of honey round which a serpent is wound, would they not
break the jar to get rid of the serpent?”” He could give no
answer. Rabbi Yosef, or as some say Rabbi Akiva, applied
to him the verse, God turns wise men backward and
makes their knowledge foolish (Yeshayahu 44). He ought
to have said to him, “We take a pair of tongs and grip the
snake and kill it, and leave the jar intact...”

He said, “I am now going, and will send someone to take
my place. You can, however, make a request of me and |
will grant it.” He said to him, “Give me Yavne and its
Sages, and the family chain of Rabban Gamliel, and
physicians to heal Rabbi Zadok.” Rabbi Yosef, or some
say Rabbi Akiva, applied to him the verse, God turns wise
men backward and makes their knowledge foolish
(Yeshayahu 44). He ought to have said to him, “Let them
off this time.”
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