Honi the Circle-Drawer: Can One Pray for a Miracle?
1. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 14.2.1 21, On Onias (April, 65 BCE)
After Hyrcanus made these promises to Aretas [the King of Arabia]…Aretas made an assault upon the
Temple with his entire army and besieged Aristobulus within. The people joined Hyrcanus and assisted him in
the siege, while none but the priests continued to support Aristobulus. So Aretas united the forces of the Arabs
and the Jews and pressed the siege vigorously. As this happened at the time when the Feast of Unleavened
Bread, which we call Passover, was celebrated, the most reputable men among the Jews left the country and
fled into Egypt.
Now there was one named Onias, a righteous man and beloved of God, who, in a certain drought, had once
prayed to God to put an end to the intense heat, and God had heard his prayer and sent rain.
Now seeing that this civil war would last a great while, he had hidden himself, but they took him to the
Jewish camp and desired that just as by his prayers he had once put an end to the drought, so he might in like
manner call curses down on Aristobulus and his supporters. And when, having refused and made excuses, he
was nonetheless compelled by the mob to supplicate, he said, "O God, king of the whole world! Since those that
stand now with me are your people, and those that are besieged are also your priests, I beseech you, that you
will neither hear the prayers of those others against these men, nor to bring about what is asked by these men
against those others."
Whereupon the wicked Jews that stood about him, as soon as he had made this prayer, stoned him to death.
But God punished them immediately for their barbarity, and took vengeance on them for the murder of
Onias…He did not delay their punishment, but sent a mighty and vehement storm of wind that destroyed the
crops of the entire country, until a modius of wheat at that time cost eleven drachmae.
2. Megilat Taanit
On the twentieth [of Adar] the people fasted for rain and it fell for them. Because there was a famine and
drought in the land of Israel, raid did not fall for three consecutive years until Honi Hame`agel went down
before the ark and he prayed and rain fell. The day the rain fell they made into a holiday.
3. Mishnah Taanit 3, 8 (MS Kaufman)
עַל כל צרה שֶׁ תבֹוא עַל הַ צִּ יּבּור מַ ְת ִּריעִּ ים עלֶׁיה
חּוץ מֵ רֹוב גְ ש ִּמים מַ עֲשֶׁ ה שֶׁ א ְמרּו לְ חּונִּ י הַ מַ עְ גל
הִּ ְת ַפלֵל שֶׁ י ְֵרדּו גְ ש ִּמים אמַ ׳ להֶׁ ם צְ אּו וְ הַ כְ נִּ יסּו
ּנּורי פְ סחִּ ים ּבִּ ְשבִּ יל שֶׁ ל ֹּא ִּימַ ּקּו וְ הִּ ְת ַפלַל וְ ל ֹּא
ֵ ַת
י ְרדּו גְ ש ִּמים׃
עג עּוגה וְ עמַ ד ּבְ תֹוכּה וְ אמַ ׳ ַרּבּונֹּ שֶׁ לעֹולם ּבַ נֶׁיָך
ּנִּשּבַ ע ֲאנִּ י
ְ שמּו פְ נֵיהֶׁ ם ע ַל ִּי שֶׁ ֲאנִּ י כְ בֶׁ ן ּבַ יִּת לִּ פנֶׁיך
בִּ ְשמְך הַ גּדֹול שֶׁ אֵ ינִּ י זז ִּמיכן עַל שֶׁ ְת ַרחֵ ם עַל
ּבנֶׁיָך׃
הִּ ְתחִּ ילּו הַ גְ ש ִּמים ְמנַטְ פִּ ים אמַ ׳ ל ֹּא כְך שַ אַ לְ ִּתי
ּומערֹות י ְרדּו בְ ַזעַף אמַ ׳
ְ אֶׁ לא גִּ ְשמֵ י בֹורֹות ִּשיחִּ ים
ל ֹּא כְך שאַ לְ ִּתי אֶׁ לא גִּ ְשמֵ י רצֹון ּבְ רכה ּונְדבה י ְרדּו
כְ ִּתיקְ נן עַד שֶׁ עלּו י ְִּשראֵ ׳ ִּמירּוש׳ לְ הַ ר הַ ּבַ יִּת ִּמפְ נֵי
הַ גְ ש ִּמים א ְמ׳ לֹו כַשֵ ם שֶׁ הִּ ְת ַפלַלְ תה ֲעלֵיהֶׁ ם שֶׁ י ֵֵרדּו
ית ַפלֵל שֶׁ יֵלְ כּו להֶׁ ם אמַ ׳ להֶׁ ם צְ אּו ְּוראּו ִּאם
ְ ִּכְך ה
נִּ ימֲחַ ת אֶׁ בֶׁ ן הַ טֹועִּ ים׃

On any calamity that befalls the community, we sound the shofar, except
for an overabundance of rain. It once happened that they said to Honi
Hama'agel: Pray that it should rain. He said to them: Go and bring in the
[portable clay] Pesah ovens, so that they do not dissolve. He then prayed
but no rain fell. What did he do? He drew a circle and stood within it and
exclaimed: Master of the Universe! Your children have turned to me
because they see that I am as a member of Your household. I swear by
Your great Name, that I will not move from here until You have mercy
upon Your children. Rain began to drip. He said: This is not that I asked
for; rather, for rain that will fill the cisterns, ditches and caves. The rain
then started to come down with great force. He said: This is not that I
asked for; rather, rain of benevolence, blessing, and bounty. Rain then
started falling in a normal fashion until the Israelites were forced to go
from Jerusalem to the Temple. They said to him: Just as you prayed for it
to rain, pray that the rain cease. He said to them: Go see if the stone of
the claimers has been covered by water.
Shimon ben Shatach sent to him: Were it not that you are Honi, I would
place you under the ban, but what can I do to you, since you make
yourself as a favorite child before the Omnipresent, and He fulfills your
requests, as a favorite child whose father fulfills his request. Regarding
you Scripture states: “May your father and mother be glad and may she
who bore you, rejoice” (Proverbs 23:25).
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שלַח לֹו ִּש ְמעֹון ּבֶׁ ן שטח אמַ ׳ לֹו צַ ִּריְך אתה לִּ נַּדֹות
אֲבַ ל מה אֶׁ עֱשֶׁ ה לְך וְ אַ תה ִּמ ְתחַ טֵ א לִּ פְ נֵי הַ מקֹום
כְ בֵ ן שֶׁ הּוא ִּמ ְתחַ טֵ א לְ אבִּ יו וְ עֹושֵ ה לֹו ְרצֹונֹו וְ עלֶׁיָך
הַ כתּוב אֹומֵ ׳ י ְִּשמַ ח אבִּ יָך וְ ִּאמֶׁ ָך וְ תגֵל יֹולַדְ תֶׁ ָך׃

4. Mishnah Makkot 2, 1
הֹורג ֶׁנפֶׁש ּבִּ ְשגגה היה מַ עְ גִּ יל ּבַ מַ עְ גֵילה נפְ לה עליו ַוה ֲַרגַתּו
ֵ ַוְ אֵ לּו הֵ ן הַ גֹולִּ ין ה
These are the people who are exiled: Anyone who kills a
person unintentionally. If one was rolling a roller to smooth
the plaster that he applied to seal his roof and the roller fell
upon a person and killed him.
5. Bavli Taanit 25a – Accusatory Prayer
Levi decreed a fast but rain did not come. He said before God:
Master of the Universe, You have ascended and sat up high,
and You do not have mercy upon Your children. Rain came,
but as a punishment for his harsh statement toward God, Levi
became lame.
6. Bavli Taanit 24a – Bothersome Prayer
One day Rabbi Yosei from Yokrat hired day laborers to work
his field. It grew late and he did not bring them food. The
workers said to the son of Rabbi Yosei from Yokrat: We are
starving. They were sitting under a fig tree, so the son said: Fig
tree, fig tree. Yield your fruits, so that my father’s workers may
eat. The fig tree yielded fruit, and they ate.
In the meantime, his father came and said to the workers: Do not be angry with me for being late, as I was
engaged in a mitzva, and until just now I was traveling. They said to him: May the Merciful One satisfy you just
as your son satisfied us. He said to them: From where? They said: Such-and-such an incident occurred. Rabbi
Yosei from Yokrat said to his son: My son, you troubled your Creator to cause the fig to yield its fruit not in its
proper time, so too, you will be gathered before your time.
7. Bavli Taanit 23b – Receiving Honor
Ḥanan HaNeḥba was the son of Ḥoni HaMe’aggel’s daughter. When the world was in need of rain, the Sages
would send schoolchildren to him, and they would grab him by the hem of his cloak and say to him: Father,
Father, give us rain. He said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, act on behalf of these
children, who cannot distinguish between their Father in Heaven, Who can provide rain, and the father who
cannot provide rain. The Gemara asks: And why was he called Ḥanan HaNeḥba? Because he would hide
[maḥbi] himself in the lavatory so that people would not bestow honor upon him.
8. Bavli Taanit 24a – Benefit from a Miracle
Whenever the charity collectors would see Elazar of the village of Birta, they would hide from him, as any
money Elazar had with him he would give them, and they did not want to take all his property. One day, Elazar
went to the market to purchase what he needed for his daughter’s dowry. The charity collectors saw him and hid
from him.
He went and ran after them, saying to them: I adjure you, tell me, in what mitzva are you engaged? They said to
him: We are collecting money for the wedding of an orphan boy and an orphan girl. He said to them: I swear by
the Temple service that they take precedence over my daughter. He took everything he had with him and gave it
to them. He was left with one single dinar, with which he bought himself wheat, and he then ascended to his
house and threw it into the granary.
Elazar’s wife came and said to her daughter: What has your father brought? She said to her mother: Whatever
he brought he threw into the granary. She went to open the door of the granary, and saw that the granary was
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full of wheat, so much so that it was coming out through the doorknob, and the door would not open due to the
wheat. Elazar’s daughter went to the study hall and said to her father: Come and see what your He Who loves
You, the Almighty, has performed for you. He said to her: I swear by the Temple service, this wheat is
consecrated property to you, and you have a share in it only as one of the poor Jews.
9. Bavli Shabbat 53b – Natural is Better
The Sages taught: There was an incident where one man’s wife died, and she left him a son to nurse, and he did
not have money to pay the wages of a wet-nurse. And a miracle was performed on his behalf, and he developed
breasts like the two breasts of a woman, and he nursed his son.
Rav Yosef said: Come and see how great this person is that a miracle of that magnitude was performed on his
behalf. Abaye said to him: On the contrary, how dishonorable is this person that the order of creation was
altered on his behalf.
10. Bavli Taanit 24b – Out of Season
Ifra Hormiz, mother of King Shapur, said to her son: Do not interfere and quarrel with the Jews, as whatever
they request from God, their Master, He gives them. He said to her: What is this? She replied: They pray for
mercy and rain comes. He said to her: That occurs merely because it is the time for rain. Rather, let them pray
for mercy now, in the summer season of Tammuz, and let rain come. Ifra Hormiz sent a message to Rava:
Direct your attention and pray for mercy that rain may come. He prayed for mercy, but rain did not come.
He said before God: Master of the Universe, it is written: “O God, we have heard with our ears, our fathers have
told us, what work You did in their days, in days of old” (Psalms 44:2), but we have not seen it with our own
eyes. As soon as he said this, rain came until the gutters of Meḥoza overflowed and poured into the Tigris
River. Rava’s father came and appeared to him in a dream and said to him: Is there anyone who troubles
Heaven so much? He said to him: Change your place of rest at night. He changed his place, and the next day he
found that his bed had been slashed by knives.
11. Mishnah Berakhot 9, 3 – Vain Prayer
 יְהִּ י רצֹון, וְ אמַ ר, היְתה ִּא ְשתֹו ְמעֻּבֶׁ ֶׁרת. כֵיצַ ד. ה ֲֵרי זֹו ְתפִּ לַת שוְ א, הַ צֹועֵק לְ שֶׁ עבַ ר. וְ עַל הַ טֹובה מֵ עֵין הרעה,ְמב ֵרְך עַל הרעה מֵ עֵין הַ טֹובה
 ה ֲֵרי זֹו ְתפִּ לַת שוְ א,יתי
ִּ ֵ וְ אמַ ר יְהִּ י רצֹון שֶׁ ל ֹּא יִּהְ יּו אֵ לּו ּבְ נֵי ב, היה בא בַ ּדֶׁ ֶׁרְך וְ שמַ ע קֹול צְ וחה ּבעִּ יר. ה ֲֵרי זֹו ְתפִּ לַת שוְ א,שֶׁ תֵ לֵד ִּא ְש ִּתי זכר
12. Bavli Taanit 3a-b – Ineffective Prayer
... לְ פִּ י שֶׁ אֵ ין ֶׁנעֱצ ִּרין: מַ אי טַ עְ מא? אמַ ר ַרּבִּ י חֲנִּ ינא. וְ ִּאם ּבא לְ הַ זְכִּ יר — מַ זְכִּ יר. ל ֹּא חִּ ְייבּו חֲכ ִּמים לְ הַ זְכִּ יר, ּבַ טַ ל ּוברּוחֹות:ְתנא
: ּבִּ ימֹות הַ גְ ש ִּמים.״מֹוריד הַ גֶׁשֶׁ ם״ — מַ ֲחז ִִּּירין אֹותֹו
ִּ
 אמַ ר. אמַ ר ״מַ ִּשיב הרּוחַ ״ — אֵ ין מַ ֲחז ִִּּירין אֹותֹו: ּבִּ ימֹות הַ חַ מה, הִּ לְ כְך:אמַ ר ַרּבִּ י חֲנִּ ינא
ַ אֶׁ לא אֲפִּ ילּו אמַ ר ״מַ עֲבִּ יר הרּוחַ ּומַ פְ ִּריח, וְ ל ֹּא עֹוד.״מֹוריד הַ גֶׁשֶׁ ם״ — מַ ֲחז ִִּּירין אֹותֹו
ִּ
 ל ֹּא אמַ ר.ל ֹּא אמַ ר ״מַ ִּשיב הרּוחַ ״ — אֵ ין מַ ֲחז ִִּּירין אֹותֹו
.הַ טַ ל״ — אֵ ין מַ ֲחז ִִּּירין אֹותֹו
13. Bavli Taanit 23b – Be Careful What You Wish For
Rabbi Mani was frequently found before Rabbi Yitzḥak ben Elyashiv. Once, Rabbi Mani said to him: The
wealthy members of my father-in-law’s house are persecuting me. Rabbi Yitzḥak said: May they become poor.
And they became poor. Some time later, Rabbi Mani said to his teacher: They are pressuring me for financial
support. Rabbi Yitzḥak said: May they become rich again. And they became rich.
Rabbi Mani said to his teacher: The members of my household, i.e., my wife, are not acceptable to me. Rabbi
Yitzḥak said: What is her name? Rabbi Mana replied: Ḥana. Rabbi Yitzḥak declared: Let Ḥana grow beautiful,
and indeed she grew beautiful. After a while, Rabbi Mani said to Rabbi Yitzḥak: She acts haughtily toward me.
He said to him: If so, let Ḥana return to her homely appearance, and she returned to her homely appearance.
14. Bavli Taanit 24a
,נִּתקַ ע
ְ  כַמה ִּאיכא ִּמ ְשמּואֵ ל הרמ ִּתי לִּ יהּודה ּבֶׁ ן ג ְַמלִּ יאֵ ל! אֹוי לֹו לַּדֹור שֶׁ ֵכן: אמַ ר. ּבְ עא ַרחֲמֵ י וְ לא אֲתא ִּמיטְ רא,נְשיאה גְ זַר תַ עֲנִּ יתא
ִּ ַרּבִּ י יְ הּודה
.אֹוי לֹו לְ ִּמי שֶׁ עלְ תה ּבְ ימיו כְך! ֲחלַש ּדַ עְ תֵ יּה ַואֲתא ִּמיטְ רא
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Rabbi Yehuda Nesia decreed a fast and prayed for mercy, but rain did not come. He said, lamenting: How great
is the difference between the prophet Samuel of Rama and myself, Yehuda ben Gamliel. Woe to the generation
that is stuck with this leadership; woe to him in whose days this has occurred. He grew depressed, and rain
came.
15. Bavli Taanit 25b
The Sages taught: An incident occurred involving Rabbi Eliezer, who decreed a complete cycle of thirteen fasts
upon the congregation, but rain did not fall. At the end of the last fast, the congregation began to exit the
synagogue. He said to them: Have you prepared graves for yourselves? All the people burst into tears, and rain
fell.
16. Bavli Taanit 12b
How do they act on a fast day? Abaye said: From the morning until the middle of the day they examine the
affairs of the town by checking if there are any deficiencies or corruptions in the city, moral or otherwise, and
attempt to fix them, as these problems may have been the cause of the Divine punishment. From this point
forward, for a quarter of the day they read a portion from the Torah and a portion from the Prophets [haftara].
From this point forward, they pray and petition for mercy.
17. Bavli Taanit 23a – The End of Honie
R. Johanan said: This righteous man [Honi] was throughout the whole of his life troubled about the meaning of
the verse, A Song of Ascents, When Hashem brought back those that returned to Zion, we were like unto them
that dream. Is it possible for a man to dream continuously for seventy years?
One day he was journeying on the road and he saw a man planting a carob tree; he asked him, How long does it
take [for this tree] to bear fruit? The man replied: Seventy years. He then further asked him: Are you certain that
you will live another seventy years? The man replied: I found [ready grown] carob trees in the world; as my
forefathers planted these for me so I too plant these for my children. Honi sat down to have a meal and sleep
overcame him. As he slept a rocky formation enclosed upon him which hid him from sight and he continued to
sleep for seventy years.
When he awoke he saw a man gathering the fruit of the carob tree and he asked him, Are you the man who
planted the tree? The man replied: I am his grandson. Thereupon he exclaimed: It is clear that I slept for seventy
years. He then caught sight of his donkey who had given birth to several generations of mules; and he returned
home. He there enquired, Is the son of Honi the Circle-Drawer still alive? The people answered him, His son is
no more, but his grandson is still living. Thereupon he said to them: I am Honi the Circle-Drawer, but no one
would believe him. He then repaired to the Beth Hamidrash and there he overheard the scholars say, The law is
as clear to us as in the days of Honi the Circle-Drawer, for whenever he came to the Beth Hamidrash he would
settle for the scholars any difficulty that they had. Whereupon he called out, I am he; but the scholars would not
believe him nor did they give him the honor due to him. This hurt him greatly and he prayed [for death] and he
died. Raba said: Hence the saying, Either companionship or death.
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