The y’shivah at Yavneh
About two thousand years ago the Romans conquered the land of Israel. After a hundred years of hard and bitter conquest, a sect of Zealots arose from amongst the Hebrews, who then waged war with the Romans. Within a short time the Zealots overcame the Roman forces, after which the latter then came with a new army from the North to do battle with the nation of Israel.
A lot of blood was spilt in this war. The entire country was one big war zone. In the course of one year the Romans almost re-conquered the whole country and lay at the very gates of Jerusalem, but a total victory was not yet theirs. The mighty brave men of Israel fought like lions, and because of this the Roman siege of Jerusalem lasted two whole years. The link between Jerusalem and the rest of the land was completely severed. There was not enough food in the city and starvation began to set in. As a direct result of the latter and also because of diseases, a great number of people lost their lives.

 A great scholar in the Torah by the name of Yochanan, son of Zakai, lived in Jerusalem at the time. He understood the magnitude of the danger his people were in. He knew no rest as he thought about the situation within the city, day and night. Everything looked very bleak as it became clear that all hope of a Jewish victory was lost. At the point where he could not tolerate conditions any longer, he sent one of his friends to gather all his students together in one place, and at this gathering he told them: I am exceedingly worried about the situation within our city & am, therefore, looking for a way to get out of this place, so that I can meet with Vespasian, the commander of the Roman army.
 A short while after this Rabbi Yochanan feigned sickness. He gathered his students when it was already dark outside and commanded them to spread the news in the streets of the city that he died of heart-ache. He then told them to put him in a coffin and to carry the coffin, with his, supposedly, dead body inside it, outside the city gates, which they promptly did.
When his students arrived at the gate, a Roman guard approached them. He was already on his way to pierce the coffin through with his sword, in order to test if the body inside was indeed a corpse, when the students cried out with one accord:
Show respect, please, to the body of our deceased Rabbi! It is absolutely forbidden to pierce with your sword through the coffin of such a great scholar of the Torah.

The guard relented and allowed them to proceed on their way out of the city.

When the students were already a good distance away from the gate, Rabbi Yochanan got out of the coffin and immediately began to make his way to the Roman camp. When he came into the presence of Vespasian, he called out:

Good day to you, my master Caesar!

Vespasian answered, I am not Caesar. I am only the commander of the Roman army.

At that very moment a messenger arrived with a communicae from Rome in his hand. This message said that the Caesar in Rome had died and that the senate appointed Vespasian as the new Caesar of the Roman Empire.

On receiving this good tiding, Vespasian invited Rabbi Yochanan to his tent, which the latter promptly and joyously accepted. 

Once inside his tent, Vespasian said: I am sure that you are indeed a “holy man”. Why did you seek me out? Whatever your request, it will be granted you!
My request is that you will allow me to purchase the y’shivah in the town of Yavneh, the Rabbi answered.

This request of Rabbi Yochanan made Vespasian laugh, and he said: Is this all? I will grant this request with the greatest of pleasure. I promise you that you will surely have Yavneh!

Vespasian, however, did not understand, at all, that the Torah was much more powerful than the sword. The Roman Empire fell, but “Am Yisra-el chai” / the Nation of Israel lives! It was from this well of Torah in Yavneh that the future generations of the Nation of Israel drew power and hope so that they were indeed able to stand against all their enemies. 
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