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In times of war, personal tragedy tends to be subsumed by a collective sense of loss and grief. Borrowing 
a metaphor from a rabbinic passage about the spread of wildfire in Bava Kamma 60a-60b, Elana Stein 
Hain and Leora Batnitzky, a professor of philosophy and Jewish studies at Princeton University, explore 
human interconnectedness as it relates to evil in the world. Together they consider the question: during 
times of communal pain, when is it right, and even necessary, to close ourselves away, and when are we 
morally bound to participate in the wider community? 
 
This source sheet is part of the February 15, 2024 episode of the podcast TEXTING with Elana Stein Hain 
which delves deeply into Jewish texts to guide and inspire us as we grapple with the concerns and meaning 
of this moment. Join Elana as she addresses the issues of our day through the lens of classical Jewish texts 
in conversation with Hartman scholars. 
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I. Tragedy as Fire 

1. Babylonian Talmud Bava Kamma 60a 

 האָצְמָוּ שׁאֵ אצֵתֵ יכִּ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ;בייָּחַ – רפָעָ וֹא םינִבָאֲ וֹא םיצִעֵ הלָכְאָוְ ,הרָעֵבְּהַ תאֶ חַלֵוֹשּׁהַ ׳ינִתְמַ
   ״הרָעֵבְּהַ תאֶ רעִבְמַּהַ םלֵּשַׁיְ םלֵּשַׁ ,הדֶשָּׂהַ וֹא המָקָּהַ וֹא שׁידִגָּ לכַאֱנֶוְ ,םיצִקֹ

MISHNA: If one started a fire and it consumed wood, or stones, or earth, one is liable, as it is 
stated: “When a fire is started and spreads to thorns, so that stacked, standing, or growing grain 
is consumed, the one who started the fire must make restitution” (Exodus 22:5).  

 

II. “The evil may to be blame, but the righteous perish too, and even first…”  

2. Babylonian Talmud Bava Kamma 60a-b 

 םיעִשָׁרְהָשֶׁ ןמַזְבִּ אלָּאֶ םלָוֹעלָ האָבָּ תוּנעָרְוּפּ ןיאֵ :ןתָנָוֹי יבִּרַ רמַאָ ינִמָחְנַ רבַּ לאֵוּמשְׁ יבִּרַ רמַאָ...
 יתַמָיאֵ – ״םיצִקֹ האָצְמָוּ שׁאֵ אצֵתֵ יכִּ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,הלָּחִתְּ םיקִידִּצַּהַ ןמִ אלָּאֶ תלֶחֶתְמַ הּנָיאֵוְ ,םלָוֹעבָּ
 לכַאֱנֶוְ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,הלָּחִתְּ םיקִידִּצַּהַ ןמִ אלָּאֶ תלֶחֶתְמַ הּנָיאֵוְ .הּלָ ןייִוּצמְ םיצִוֹקּשֶׁ ןמַזְבִּ ?האָצְוֹי שׁאֵ
   .רבָכְּ שׁידִגָּ לכַאֱנֶּשֶׁ – ״שׁידִגָּ לכַאֱנֶוְ״ אלָּאֶ ,רמַאֱנֶ אֹל ״שׁידִגָּ לכַאָוְ״ ;״שׁידִגָּ

…The Gemara cites an aggadic midrash based on this verse: Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani says that 
Rabbi Yonatan says: Calamity befalls the world only when wicked people are in the world, but 
the calamity begins only with the righteous first, as it is stated in the verse: “If a fire breaks out, 
and catches in thorns, so that a stack of grain, or standing grain, or the field, is consumed” (Exodus 
22:5). When does the fire, i.e., calamity, emerge? At a time when the thorns, i.e., the wicked, are 
found with it. But calamity begins only from the righteous first, as it is stated in the continuation 
of the verse: “And a stack of grain is consumed [vene’ekhal].” It is not stated: If a fire breaks out, 
and catches in thorns, and consumes [ve’akhal] the stack of grain; rather, it states: “A stack of 
grain is consumed,” meaning that the stack, i.e., the righteous, has already been consumed 
before the thorns.   

 תוּשׁרְ ןתַּינִּשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ ?״רקֶבֹּ דעַ וֹתיבֵּ חתַפֶּמִ שׁיאִ וּאצְתֵ אֹל םתֶּאַוְ״ :ביתִכְדִּ יאמַ ,ףסֵוֹי ברַ ינֵאתָּ
 :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,הלָּחִתְּ םיקִידִּצַּהַ ןמִ ליחִתְמַּשֶׁ אלָּאֶ ,דוֹע אֹלוְ .םיעִשָׁרְלִ םיקִידִּצַ ןיבֵּ ןיחִבְמַ וֹניאֵ ,תיחִשְׁמַּלַ
   .״עשָׁרָוְ קידִּצַ ]מֵּמִ יתִּרַכְהִוְ״
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Rav Yosef taught a baraita: What is the meaning of that which is written with regard to the plague 
of the firstborn: “And none of you shall go out of the opening of his house until the morning” 
(Exodus 12:22)? If the plague was not decreed upon the Jewish people, why were they not 
permitted to leave their homes? Once permission is granted to the destroyer to kill, it does not 
distinguish between the righteous and the wicked. And not only that, but it begins with the 
righteous first, as it is stated in the verse: “And will cut off from you the righteous and the wicked” 
(Ezekiel 21:8), where mention of the righteous precedes the wicked.   

 ינֵפְּמִ יכִּ״ :ביתִכְדִּ ,וּהייְבַּגַלְ אוּה אתָוּביטֵ :ייֵבָּאַ הּילֵ רמַאֲ .ןימִוֹדּ ןיִאַלְ ימֵנָ יאהַ ילֵּוּכּ :ףסֵוֹי ברַ יכֵבָּ
   ...״קידִּצַּהַ ףסַאֱנֶ העָרָהָ

Rav Yosef cried and said: Are all these righteous people also compared to nothing when calamity 
strikes? Abaye said to him: It is goodness for the righteous that they die first, as it is written: “The 
righteous is taken away because of the evil to come” (Isaiah 57:1), so that he will not have to 
endure the suffering that will befall the people...   

 

III. Going Inside  

3. Babylonian Talmud Bava Kamma 60b 

 :רמֵוֹאוְ .״רקֶבֹּ דעַ וֹתיבֵּ חתַפֶּמִ שׁיאִ וּאצְתֵ אֹל םתֶּאַוְ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,^ילֶגְרַ סנֵּכַּ – ריעִבָּ רבֶדֶּ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ
   …״המָיאֵ םירִדָחֲמֵוּ ,ברֶחֶ לכֶּשַׁתְּ ץוּחמִ״ :רמֵוֹאוְ .״^דֶעֲבַּ ^תְלָדְּ רוֹגסְוּ ,^ירֶדָחֲבַ אֹבּ ימִּעַ ]לֵ״

The Sages taught: If there is plague in the city, gather your feet, i.e., limit the time you spend out 
of the house, as it is stated in the verse: “And none of you shall go out of the opening of his house 
until the morning.” And it says in another verse: “Come, my people, enter into your chambers, 
and shut your doors behind you; hide yourself for a little moment, until the anger has passed by” 
(Isaiah 26:20). And it says: “Outside the sword will bereave, and in the chambers terror” 
(Deuteronomy 32:25)…   

 ביתֵיָ קיפֵנָ יכִּ – יאוַּגַּמִ המָיאֵ אכָּיאִדְּ אכָיהֵ לבָאֲ ,יאוַּגַּמִ המָיאֵ אכָּילֵדְּ ]אכָיהֵ[ ילֵּימִ ינֵהָ :אמָיתֵּ יכִוְ
 לעַ ףאַ – ״המָיאֵ םירִדָחֲמֵוּ ברֶחֶ לכֶּשַׁתְּ ץוּחמִ״ :עמַשְׁ אתָּ ;ילֵּעַמְ יפֵטְ ,אמָלְעָבְּ אתָּווְצַבְּ ישֵׁנָיאִ ינֵיבֵּ
   .ברֶחֶ לכֶּשַׁתְּ ץוּחמִ ,המָיאֵ םירִדָחֲמֵדְּ בגַּ

And if you would say that this matter applies only where there is no fear inside, which explains 
why it is preferable to remain indoors, but where there is fear inside, one might think that when 
he goes out and sits among people in general company it is better, therefore, the Gemara 
introduces the third verse and says: Come and hear: “Outside the sword will bereave, and in the 
chambers terror.” This means that although there is terror in the chambers, outside the sword 
will bereave, so it is safer to remain indoors.   
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   …״וּנינֵוֹלּחַבְּ תוֶמָ הלָעָ יכִּ״ :ביתִכְדִּ ,יוֵּכַּ רכַסָ הוָהֲ אחָתְרִ ןדָּיעִבְּ ,אבָרָ

At a time when there was a plague, Rava would close the windows of his house, as it is written: 
“For death is come up into our windows” (Jeremiah 9:20)…   

 

IV. Being with Others  

4. Babylonian Talmud Bava Kamma 60b, cont. 

 ינֵהָוְ .וילָכֵּ םשָׁ דיקִפְמַ תוֶמָּהַ ]אַלְמַּשֶׁ ,תסֶנֶכְּהַ תיבֵלְ דיחִיָ םדָאָ סנֵכָּיִ לאַ – ריעִבָּ רבֶדֶּ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ
   …הרָשָׂעֲ הּיבֵּ וּלּצַמְ אלָוְ ,יקֵדְּרְדַּ הּיבֵּ וּרקָ אלָדְּ אכָיהֵ ילֵּימִ

The Sages taught: If there is a plague in the city, a person should not enter the synagogue alone, 
as the Angel of Death leaves his utensils there, and for this reason it is a dangerous place. And 
this matter, the danger in the synagogue, applies only when there are no children learning in the 
synagogue, and there are not ten men praying in it. But if there are children learning or ten men 
praying there, it is not a dangerous place…   

  
 


