MA*ASEH R. JOSHUA BEN LEVI (1519 EDITIO PRINCEPS)

The Hebrew text is transcribed from the digital images of the volume entitled Ligqutim we-hibburim

(Constantinople: Astruc de Toulon, 1519) posted on the web by the Jewish National and University

Library, Jerusalem. My pagination reflects the incomplete state of this digital edition, for almost the whole

of the preceding edition of Sefer Ben Sira is missing from this particular copy.
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? Sic. The printer set the first letter of the next word, but then decided to let it begin the next line.
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The story of what happened to R. Joshua b. Levi of blessed memory. The Sages of blessed memory
have reported that R. Joshua b. Levi was a totally righteous individual. When it was his appointed time to

be removed from the world, the Holy One, blessed be He, said to the Angel of Death: ‘Go and do anything

' Printed text reads 213p.

' Sic. The printer set the first letter of the next word, but then decided to let it begin the next line.
' Sic. The printer set the first letter of the next word, but then decided to let it begin the next line.
'8 Sic. The printer set the first letter of the next word, but then decided to let it begin the next line.
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that R. Joshua asks of you.”'” He thereupon went to him and said to him: ‘Joshua b. Levi, your appointed
time to be removed from the world has arrived. However, anything you ask of me I will do for you.’

When R. Joshua heard this, he said to him: ‘I ask of you that you might show me my place in Gan
Eden.’® The Angel of Death said to him: ‘Come along with me and I will show it to you.” R. Joshua said
to him: ‘Give me your sword so that you do not intimidate me with it.”*' Immediately he handed over to
him his sword, and the two of them traveled together until they arrived at the walls of Gan Eden. R. Joshua
suddenly leaped from (the top of) the wall and fell within Gan Eden.”> The Angel of Death grabbed the
hem of his shawl and said to him: ‘Come out from there!” But R. Joshua swore that he would never exit,”
and the Angel of Death did not possess the authority to enter inside it.

The ministering angels spoke before the Holy One, blessed be He: ‘See what Joshua b. Levi has
done? He has taken his portion in Gan Eden by force!” The Holy One, blessed be He, said to them: ‘Go
and make an investigation of him. If he has ever sworn an oath prior to this one and then violated his oath,
then also this one he may violate, but if not, he cannot violate it!” They went forth and conducted an
investigation, (discovering) that he had never transgressed against an oath during his lifetime. The Holy
One, blessed be He, said to them: ‘If so, then he cannot come out of there!” When the Angel of Death saw
that he was unable to bring him out of Gan Eden, he said to him: ‘Give me back my sword!” But he
resisted giving it back to him until a bat gol issued forth and said to him: ‘Give him back his sword, for it is
needed for the created order.”** R. Joshua said to him: ‘Swear to me that you will not show it to any person
at the time you are taking their soul.” Before this, at every place where a particular person was leaving (this
world), he would slaughter them in full view of everyone, even if they were (an infant) asleep in the bosom
of their mother. At that time he swore to him, and so he gave him the sword.

Elijah of blessed memory traveled with R. Joshua b. Levi. He went and found R. Shimon b. Yohai
who was sitting on thirteen thrones of gold.” He said to him: ‘Are you ben Levi?” He said to him: ‘Yes.’

He said to him: ‘Has the rainbow appeared during your lifetime?’ He said to him: ‘Yes.” He said to him:

1% See b. Ketub. 77b: momy m9 Tay 9% nnn TRINY 199 1NN,

2 Tbid.: 'XN2YT %9 MINK YN,

1 Ibid.: XN 9 NNYaN NN9T THID ¥ AN YN,

22 Ibid.: XD NINNY 993 AW 1YY MNN Kp I»YT DNNY KON .

3 Ibid.: XPANR NOT NOIAWA 57N TYIT N3P 7POP).

# Ibid.: Xn125 XYART MY 30 1Y NIDKI NOP NI NPO).

S0 b. Ketub. 77b. Other Hebrew renderings of this tale state: DP>18 S¥ 1219p ¥ Yy 2w v,
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‘If so, you cannot be ben Levi!” But the matter was not so, for the rainbow had never appeared during his
lifetime. Why then did he say it had appeared? He did not wish to claim merit for himself. But why did
they ask about the rainbow? Because it was (the sign of) a covenant between the Holy One, blessed be He,
and the earth: every time that it appeared, the Holy One, blessed be He, exercised mercy with regard to the
earth and the created beings. But any time a righteous individual is among a generation, the world does not
need the rainbow because the world continues to endure on account of the one righteous person, just as
scripture affirms: “a righteous person founds a world’ (Prov 10:25).%

The Angel of Death went and found Rabban Gamaliel and said to him: ‘Thus and so has R. Joshua
b. Levi done!” Rabban Gamaliel said to him: ‘He has treated you well. However, come and I will send you
back to him. Report to him a request which I am making of him — that he should explore Gan Eden and
that he should record everything and that he should send the document back to me. Then I can see if there
are any Gentiles in Gan Eden or any Jews in Gehin[nJom.” The Angel of Death went to Gan Eden to R.
Joshua and reported to him all the words of Rabban Gamaliel. R. Joshua said: ‘“Thus will I do for you!”

R. Joshua went and explored the whole of Gan Eden.”’ He found that there were seven chambers in
Gan Eden. Each one of those chambers was twelve myriads of miles in length and ten (myriads?) of miles
in width. The first chamber was opposite the first gate in Gan Eden. Reclining there were the converts
among Israel who had converted voluntarily. Its walls were constructed from glass and its beams were
cedar. When I entered in order to measure it, all the Gentile nations arose to push me away. The righteous
Obadyahu®® spoke up — for he was the one appointed over them — and said to them: ‘It is on account of

their merit that this one has come among you!” Immediately they allowed me to measure it.*’

*°Cf. b. Yoma 38b.

*7 For related descriptions of Paradise, see Midrash Konen (apud Jellinek, BHM 2:28.8-30.3) and the
various texts assembled by J. D. Eisenstein, Otzar ha-midrashim (2 vols.; New York: [s.n.], 1915), 1:83-95.
Note also the important remarks of Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (7 vols.; Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society of America, 1909-38), 5:31 n.90; 32-34 n.97.

* Identified in Midrash Konen (apud Jellinek, BHM 2:28.14) as x>25n 121y, But it seems likely that
the infamous eleventh-century Norman convert is meant. On this figure, see S. D. Goitein, “‘Obadyah, A
Norman Proselyte,” Journal of Jewish Studies 4 (1953): 74-84; Norman Golb, “Notes on the Conversion of
European Christians to Judaism in the Eleventh Century,” Journal of Jewish Studies 16 (1965): 69-74.

¥ Compare Jellinek, BHM 2:49.14-16: Xynw p>180 1121y N3y 112y9 Wpa) 0130 9 Y0¥ NTTHY SNNIW)

NTTND 1INMN TN DINY NT AW DIMIT 1IN DK ONOY NNHNN.
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The second chamber was opposite the second gate in Gan Eden. It was constructed of silver and its
beams were cedar. Dwelling in it were the penitent ones, and Manasseh b. Hezekiah was appointed over
them.

The third chamber was opposite the third gate in Gan Eden. It was constructed of silver and gold.
Dwelling in it were Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and all the Israelites who came forth from Egypt including
those who perished in the wilderness. Moses and Aaron were appointed over them. Vessels of gold and
silver were there, and every type of pleasant and delightful thing which exists in heaven or on earth. Also
there were all the descendants of David, except for Absalom. David and Solomon were there, and Kilab b.
David was there,*® and all the kings of Judah were there, except for Manasseh who had charge of the
penitents (in the second chamber). I saw canopied couches and thrones and lamps made of gold, precious
jewels, and pearls. I said: ‘For whom are these things being prepared?’ King David responded and said to
me: ‘For the children who are asleep in the world from which you have come.” And I said to him: ‘Will
there be some there from the Gentile nations, for there are some good people even among the descendants
of Esau (i.e., Christians)?’ He said to me: ‘No, since for any good thing they might do, the Holy One,
blessed be He, provides its recompense while they are still alive in that world, and so in the end they inherit
Gehennom. But He punishes a wicked person among Israel during their lifetime in that world so that they
are worthy of the World to Come, as scripture states: ‘He recompenses His enemies in the present’’ [in
order to destroy them. He does not delay (recompense) for His enemy; He recompenses him in the
present].” (Deut 7:10).

The fourth chamber is opposite the fourth gate in Gan Eden. It was constructed very beautifully like
the domicile of Adam the Protoplast.’” Its beams were of olive wood because their days were bitter like the
olive.

The fifth chamber is opposite the fifth gate in Gan Eden. It was constructed from silver, gold,
choice gold, fine gold, glass, and crystal, and the River Gihon flows through the midst of it. Its beams were
of silver and gold. It effused aloft some of every (pleasant) fragrance of Lebanon, and couches of gold and

silver were spread with spices, blue, and purple (fabrics) woven by Eve, and scarlet and twisted byssus

' Cf. 2 Sam 3:3.

3! Literally ‘to his face’; i.e., the here and now, as opposed to the afterlife.

32 Ginzberg suggests emending the text to read TN nawsn »1a ‘constructed from jasper and carnelian’;
cf. Ezek 28:13. See idem, Legends, 5:32 n.95.



woven by the king (?). Reclining in it were the Messiah b. David and Elijah of blessed memory. A
pavilion made of woods from Lebanon (was there), and the Messiah b. David dwelt in the midst of the
pavilion, the one who is the beloved of the daughters of Jerusalem.* Elijah of blessed memory would take
the head of the Messiah and let it rest in his lap. He would say to him: ‘Be quiet! For the appointed time is
close!” The ancestors of the world and of the tribes and Moses and Aaron and David and Solomon and
each and every king of Israel and from the lineage of David would come to him every Monday, Thursday,
Sabbath, and festival day and weep with him and encourage him and say to him: ‘Be quiet and rely on your
Creator, for the appointed time is close!” And also Qorah and his congregation, and Dathan and Abiram,
and Absalom would come to him every Wednesday and ask him: ‘How long until the appointed time for
miraculous events? How long before you turn to resurrect us and you turn to bring us up from the depths of
the earth?’ He would say to them: ‘Go to your ancestors!” And when they would hear this, they would
never ask the ancestors. When I entered before the Messiah b. David, he asked me and said to me: ‘How
does Israel fare in the world from which you came?’ 1 said to him: ‘They hope for you (to come) every
day, constantly.” He at once raised his voice in weeping.

The sixth chamber: dwelling in it were those who had provided for the burial of deserted corpses.
The seventh chamber: dwelling in it were those who died of chastising diseases on account of the
transgressions of Israel.

All this I saw in Gan Eden. R. Joshua said: ‘I would like to see Gehinnom and to measure it.” At
that time they were executing R. Ishmael the high priest and the (other) ten imperial martyrs. The news
arrived (about this), and I was unable to go with that Angel of Death to Gehinnom. When it was another™*
day, I arose and I was taken with the angel <Qippdd>,*® and the light accompanied me until I arrived at the
gates of Gehinnom, which were open. The wicked ones who were there beheld the light and rejoiced and
said to one another: ‘This is the light which will bring us out from here!” I saw chambers in Gehinnom:
their dimensions were ten miles by ten miles. There were open pits and lions (?) of fire rising up and

consuming the wicked, and after they consumed them and broke them into pieces, there arose something

* Cf. Cant 3:9-10.

3 Read nx in place of TNN?

35 For this ‘chef de I’enfer,” see Midrash Konen in Jellinek, BHM 2:30; Moise Schwab, Vocabulaire de
l’angélologie d’aprés les manuscrits hébreux de la Bibliothéque Nationale (Paris: Imprimerie nationale,
1897), 240.



which looked like fire around their feet, and they collapsed into the fire and were burned up. In that
chamber were ten ethnic groups from the nations of the world, and Absalom b. David was the one who had
charge over them. One nation would say to another: ‘If our sin was to be unwilling to accept the Torah,
then what was your sin?” They would respond to them: ‘We too were like you!” They said to Absalom:
“You whose ancestors accepted the Torah — why did you not keep it?” He answered them: ‘It is because I
did not obey the instructions of my father!” Angels were standing over them on this side and that (with)
their rods and casting down the wicked, and all of them were being burned up. Afterwards they seized
Absalom and wanted to attack him and burn him in the fire, but a bat go!/ addressed them, (saying): ‘Do not
attack him and do not burn him up, for he is of Israelite descent and a son of My servant David!” Then they
left him on his throne, and they seated him in honor like a king, and none could bring him down off his
throne. After this they would bring the wicked out of the fire: it was as if they had not been burned and
there was no damage done to them, and they would cast them in as before, and they would (again) be
burned up in the fire in Gehinnom. They would do (this) to them seven times: four times during the
daylight hours, and three times during the night. Absalom escaped from all these (torments) because of the
merit of David.

R. Joshua said: “When I had seen all these things, I returned to Gan Eden and wrote descriptions and
sent them to Rabban Gamaliel and the elders of Israel. I informed them about everything I had seen in Gan

Eden and in Gehinnom.” May the Lord deliver us from the judgment of Gehinnom!



