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EGGS AND CHEESE 

Shanah tovah!   
A very, very old joke:  Many centuries ago the Pope decreed that all the Jews in 

Italy had to convert to Catholicism or leave the country.  The Jewish community 
was well-established, and they protested. The Pope, despite his decree, was 
actually a fair man, and so he made a proposal:  He would hold a religious debate 
with whomever the Jewish community chose. If the Jews won, they could stay in 
Italy. If the Pope won, they’d have to convert or leave. 

No one wanted to be responsible for the fate of Jewish community, but they 
eventually convinced old Moishe to do it.  Moishe’s Latin wasn’t very good, so the 
Jews suggested that it be a silent debate.  The Pope agreed. 

The set day arrived, and the Pope and Reb Moishe sat at a table opposite one 
another. After a few moments, the Pope raised his hand and showed three fingers. 
Moishe looked back at him, raised one finger and shook it at the Pope. 

Then the Pope waved his fingers in a circle around his head.  Moishe pointed to 
the ground where he sat. 

The Pope brought out a communion wafer and a goblet of wine.  Moishe pulled 
out an apple. 

With that, the Pope stood up and said, “He is too clever; he has won the debate.  
I am a man of my word: the Jews may stay in Italy.” 

Soon after, the cardinals gathered around the Pope asking him what happened. 
The Pope explained: “First I held up three fingers to represent the Trinity. He 
responded by holding up one finger to remind me that there was still one God 
common to both our religions. Then I waved my finger around my head to show 
him that God was all around us. He responded by pointing to the ground and 
showing that God was also right here with us. I pulled out the wine and the wafer 
to show that God absolves us from our sins. He pulled out an apple to remind me 
of original sin. He had an answer for everything. What could I do?”  

Meanwhile, the Jewish community had crowded around Moishe. “What 
happened?” “Well,” said Moishe, “First he said to me that the Jews had three days 
to get out of here. I told him that not one of us was leaving. Then he told me that 
this whole city would be cleared of Jews. I let him know that we were staying right 
here.”  “And then?” “I don’t know,” said Moishe. “He took out his lunch so I took 
out mine.” 
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That joke is a lighthearted version of something that actually occurred, but was 
no laughing matter: the medieval “dispute.”  This event, which occurred in many 
European cities in the Middle Ages, was always created by the church, and was a 
debate on the theological merits of Judaism and Christianity.  The intent was to 
show that Christianity was correct, and the Jews of the community had no choice 
but to participate.  Sometimes, in order to assure the outcome, they were forbidden 
from using certain arguments that the church found difficult to refute.  One of the 
most famous of these events was the Dispute of Barcelona in 1263.  These 
medieval disputes almost never turned out well for the Jews.  But the idea of public 
debates on the merits of one religion vs. another has a much longer history.  This 
was the milieu, for example, in 1st century Israel, a time and place filled with 
religious ferment. 

The Talmud, created at least six centuries before the Dispute of Barcelona, 
records a very bizarre religious debate between Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chanaya on 
the one hand, and the sixty wise men of Athens on the other.  Of course, since it’s a 
Jewish text - spoiler alert - the Jews come out on top.   

In this lengthy debate, (which, if you’re so inclined you can find in Tractate 
Berachot), the Athenian sages attempt to demonstrate through logic that the Jewish 
people are doomed to perish from the face of the earth. Logic is a generous word; 
the reasoning is somewhat reminiscent of that which we find in Alice in 
Wonderland in the mouth of the Queen of Hearts.  The Athenian debate it is filled 
with nonsensical questions, all of which Yehoshua ben Chananya is able to answer 
with what, on the surface, seem to be equally nonsensical questions.  Tonight, I 
want to share just one salvo from the end of the debate, and what it can teach us.  I 
am indebted to Rabbi Stephen Weiss for his insight and for bringing this particular 
Talmudic debate to my attention. 

This is a bit convoluted, but stay with me; I think it’s worth it.  The Sages of 
Athens showed Rabbi Yehoshua two eggs which appeared identical, and asked 
him, “Which of these eggs came from a white hen and which from a black hen?” 

In response Rabbi Yehoshua presented before them two pieces of cheese which 
also appeared identical, and asked, “Which of these cheeses is from the milk of a 
white goat, and which from the milk of a black goat?” 

The Athenians had no answer.  Apparently, they were defeated. But why? What 
were they asking, and what did the answer mean? They came with eggs, he 
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responded with cheese. Are they just anticipating Moishe and the Pope to see who 
had packed the best lunch? 

It is not until a thousand years later that the 16th century commentator Rabbi 
Shmuel Eidels, known as the Maharsha, gave an explanation.  He wrote that the 
Greeks knew that it takes twenty-one days – three weeks - for a chicken’s egg to 
hatch.  The two eggs of the Athenian challenge therefore represent two important 
three week periods in the Jewish calendar. 

The egg of the black hen represents the Three Weeks of mourning prior to 
Tisha B’Av.  During those three weeks we mourn the destruction of the Temples in 
Jerusalem.  It’s a time when we focus on our sins that brought about the 
destructions, a time filled with gloom and darkness.  That, says the Maharsha, 
makes the egg of a black hen the perfect symbol. 

The egg of the white hen represents another three-week period, the one we are 
beginning tonight.  It is the three weeks from Rosh Hashana to the end of Sukkot.  
These are days of purification, rejoicing and light. On Rosh Hashanah our souls are 
renewed and made fresh. On Yom Kippur we are cleansed and whitened from our 
sins. On Sukkot we dance and celebrate, and on the final day of Sukkot, on the 21st 
day, Hoshana Rabbah, we rejoice in the certainty that it will be a year of blessing. 
It is the exact opposite of the three weeks of mourning. Hence the egg of a white 
hen. 

Of course, the trick in the Athenians’ challenge was that although both eggs 
looked identical, a black hen’s egg, while white on the outside, will still produce 
another black hen.  The Maharsha says that by pointing this out, the Athenians 
were claiming that our twenty-one days of celebration and purification have been 
replaced by our twenty-one days of mourning and darkness. They are one and the 
same.  This, they said, demonstrates that there is no hope for Israel, that God’s love 
of the Jews is a thing of the past.  This is precisely what the later Medieval disputes 
claimed as well. 

Unfazed by the challenge, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya answers with a 
seemingly similar challenge of his own: two indistinguishable pieces of white 
cheese: one made from the milk of a black goat, the other from that of a white goat. 
The Maharsha says that these goats represent the two goats that were used in the 
Temple on Yom Kippur: The white goat stands for the one that was offered to God 
on the altar, expressing the deep bond between God and the Jewish people. The 
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black goat stands for the one on which all of Israel’s sins were symbolically place, 
after which it was driven into the wilderness.  But the black goat does not represent 
hopelessness. Unlike the black hen, which produces more black hens, Rabbi 
Yehoshua is pointing out that the black goat gives white milk which produces 
white cheese.  The black animal does not symbolize a loss of hope, or that God no 
longer loves the Jews.  The opposite:  chasing the black goat into the wilderness 
represents our repentance, and God’s forgiveness of and love for us, God’s 
promise to renew us year after year. 

This is a powerful message for us at the end of a year that has been particularly 
difficult on so many levels.  It is easy to see God’s love when times are good.  
Rabbi Yehoshua reminds us that, at least from God’s side, our relationship with the 
Divine remains strong in difficult times.  We may simply need to look a little 
harder to see that relationship when things look black 

The question is not, “how does God feel about us.”  The question is “how do we 
respond to what we’ve done wrong?”  Our tradition says that a person knows that 
their repentance is complete when they are faced with the same situation in which 
they sinned before, but this time resist.  Will our misdeeds, those dark moments in 
our lives be repeated in the New Year, for us, or will we respond to the inspiration 
of the Holydays and reach for the light?  That is what this season asks us to decide.   

I pray that for all of us, the New Year 5783 will be one that is filled with tikkun 
– repair – of ourselves and of our world, with love and with light. 


