
What would you do?
A friend comes to you with a bag of bloody bones and guts. 
The friend asks you to bury the bag and ask no questions. 
Would you do it? What’s your reasoning?

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

The Test of a True 
Friend: Part 1
The starting case for this lesson is found in this story 
in the midrash.

A dying father called his son to his bedside and 
asked him how many friends he had. The son replied 
that he had one hundred friends. The father then 
told his son that he had only one half of a friend, 

and then proceeded to tell his son that perhaps if he 
were to test his friends, he would discover that he 
had fewer friends than he originally thought.

The son agreed, and his father told him to kill a calf 
and take its pieces in a bag to his friends and ask 
them to bury it without asking any questions. The 
son agreed and brought the bloodstained bag to his 
closest friend. But when his friend saw the blood he 
feared that his friend had committed a murder and 
refused to do what he asked. And so it went with 
all of his friends. Chastened, the son returned to his 
father’s bed and told him what had transpired. The 
father then instructed his son to take the bag to the 
father’s so-called half friend and ask him to bury the 
bag. The son did so, and the man buried the bag in 
his garden without asking so much as a single ques-
tion. Only then did the son reveal to him that it had 
been a test.

When the son again stood before his dying father, he 
said to him, “Now I understand how rare true friends 
are. But tell me, if this friend was only a half friend, 
have you ever had a whole friend?”
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Questions
1. Do you have a friend who would bury the bag for you? 

 ________________________________________________

2. Should a friend do anything for a friend, no questions 
asked? __________________________________________

 ________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________

3. Have you ever had a “whole friend”?  How would you define 
such a friend? Describe an incident in your life and some-
thing that a “whole friend” was willing to do for you.

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

Later in this unit we will tell you the second half of 
this story.

Friendship
In the Torah we are told:

• The ETERNAL used to speak to Moses face to face, 
just as friend speaks to friend (Exodus 33:11).

This teaches us that our friendships can be like a 
relationship with God.

Friendship is highly valued in Jewish tradition. The 
Bible depicts two great friendships, one between 
two women; the other between two men.

But Ruth replied [to Naomi], “Do not urge me 
to leave you, to turn back and not follow you. 
For wherever you go, I will go; wherever you 
lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my 
people, and your God my God (Ruth 1:16-17).

Jonathan’s soul became bound up with the 
soul of David... Jonathan and David made a 
pact, because Jonathan loved him as himself. 
Jonathan took off the cloak and tunic he was 
wearing and gave them to David. Jonathan 
said to David, “Whatever you want, I will do 
it for you” (I Samuel 20:4).

Naomi was Ruth’s mother-in-law. Ruth came from 
Moab, a nation known for having hostile relations 
with the Israelites. However, her friendship and 
devotion to Naomi led her to become a Jew. 

David and Jonathan’s friendship survived great ten-
sions. As King Saul’s son, Jonathan was expected to 
become the next king. David was the leading soldier 
in Saul’s army and the popular choice to become 
king. But Jonathan expressed no jealousy and told 
David that he expected him to become the next 
king. Jonathan risked his father Saul’s anger and 
his own life in order to protect David, whom Saul 
wished to kill.

Here are two statements by important modern 
Jewish thinkers. Each of them says that friendship is 
one of the things that give life meaning.

• What is a friend? Someone who for the first time 
makes you aware of your loneliness and his, and 
helps you to escape so in turn you can help him. 
Thanks to him you can hold your tongue without 
shame and talk freely without risk. That’s it (Elie 

Wiesel, Gates of the Forest).

• If it has any value at all, friendship must be 
understood as a tentative… step towards a 
meaningful and creative use of the space between 
birth and death that each person knows as life 

(Jacob Neusner, Fellowship in Judaism).

Questions
1. How is talking to a friend like talking to God?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________               

2. How do friends help you to understand your loneliness?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

3. How do friends help you to make meaning of the space 
between birth and death?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________



Here are a number of Jewish sources about friendship. 
Choose a friend. Study them together. Decide which of 
these texts you think gives the best advice. If there 
are any texts you disagree with, mark them, too.

 1. Always try to increase the number of your 
friends. However, even one enemy is one too 
many (Orhot Hayyim of the Rosh, no. 90).

 2. A person cannot function fully without a 
close friend with whom to discuss all that 
happens and who can offer constructive advice. 
The Talmud is explaining this when it teaches 
“Either a friend or death” (Bava Batra 16b). A wise 
man said, “A person without a friend is like a 
left hand without a right one” (Sefer Ha-Midot 

Le’ha-Meiri, p. 197).

 3. A person who only spends time alone will find 
it difficult to be in a state of joy (Chofetz Chayim; 

Ahavat Hesed, part 2, ch. 2).

 4. When you make a friend, begin by testing 
that friend and be in no hurry to trust too much. 
Some friends are loyal when it suits them but 
will desert you in time of trouble. Some friends 
turn into enemies and shame you by making 
your quarrel public. Others sit at your table but 
are nowhere to be found in time of trouble. 

When you are prosperous this kind of friend will 
be your second self and make free use of your 
servants, but if you come down in the world, 
this kind of friend will turn against you and 
disappear (Wisdom of Ben Sira, 6:7-13).

 5. If you are fortunate enough to have a friend, 
try not to make yourself burdensome by too 
many visits, even if you believe your visits are 
welcome. One can become weary of too much of 
a good thing (Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, From The 

Wisdom of Mishle, p. 187)!

 6. “Just as face answers face in a reflection 
in water, so should one person’s heart answer 
another” (Proverbs 27:19). This verse teaches a 
principle that is important in our relationships 
with others. We all want others to be friendly 
and kind to us, but we can’t directly control 
their behavior. We can only control our own 
behavior. We play a large role in creating 
the world we live in, especially how others 
will behave toward us. If you behave toward 
others in a positive manner, they are likely to 
reciprocate. When you act aggressively and with 
hostility toward others, they are likely to behave 
in a similar manner toward you. When you shout 
at people, they are likely to shout back at 
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Jewish Advice about Friendship

Who is a leader? 
Any person that 
can turn an 
enemy into a
     friend.

Avot de Rabbi Natan, chapter 23



you. On the other hand, if you are caring and 
cheerful toward others, they are will feel love 
for you. Purely for practical reasons we should 
be kind and friendly in dealing with others 

(Zelig Pliskin, Gateway to Happiness, p. 136).

 7. Constantly giving to someone will increase 
your love for that person (Rabbi Eliyahu Dressler, 

Mikhtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 1, p. 36).

 8. Every person you meet deeply desires to be 
treated with respect. If you listen carefully, 
you will hear the cry: “Please consider me an 
important person.” “Don’t embarrass or insult 
me.” “Please listen to me when I speak” (Rabbi 

Yeruchem Levovitz, Da’at Hokhmah u’Mussar, vol. 3, p. 

68).

 9. Keep yourself from insulting others and 
from talking negatively about others unless it 
is necessary for a practical and constructive 
purpose. Keep yourself from lying to others 
and from deceiving others in financial matters. 
Keep yourself from causing others pain or 
unpleasantness through your actions or words 

(Rabbi Chayim Luzzatto, Misilat Yesharim, ch. 19).

 10. Speak softly and nicely to everyone. A person 
who masters this skill will get along well with 
everyone. Speak softly even when correcting 
others (Rabbi Eliezer Papu, Pele Yoatz: Mesikut).

 11. Let the honor of your friend be as dear to you 
as your own (Pirke Avot, 2:15). Let the property 
of your friend be as precious to you as your 
own (Pirke Avot, 2:17). On the day of your friend’s 
success, participate in her joy (Kohelet Rabbah 7:

22). One who becomes elevated at the expense 
of a friend’s shame has no share in the World to 
Come (Jerusalem Talmud, Hagigah 2,1).

 12. A person who tries to keep everything personal 
hidden will not have close friends. Building 
relationships with others requires self-disclosure 
(Rabbi Yitzhak Hunter, Pahad Yitzhak: Iggerot u’K’tuvim, p. 

236).

Most of these texts were found in Gateway to Happiness, Zelig Pliskin

A Friendship that Goes Wrong
Here is a story from the Talmud about the making 
and the breaking of a friendship. It teaches a lot of 
lessons.

Narrator: One day Rabbi Yohanan was bathing 
in the Jordan when Resh Lakish 
(who was a highwayman) saw him 
and jumped into the Jordan to join 
him. Said Rabbi Yohanan to him:

Rabbi Yohanan  Your strength should be for the 
Torah.

Narrator: He replied:

Resh Lakish: Your beauty should be for women.

Narrator: He said: 

Rabbi Yohanan: If you will repent and study Torah, I 
will give you my sister in marriage. 
She is more beautiful than I am.

Narrator: He repented…Rabbi Yohanan taught 
him Bible and Mishnah and made 
him into a great man. 

Narrator: Now, one day, many years later, 
there was a disagreement in the 
schoolhouse: 

Mishnah: Q: A sword, a knife, a dagger, a 
spear, a hand-saw and a scythe—
at what stage of their manufacture 
can they become unclean? 

 A: When their manufacture is 
finished (Keilim 13.1). 

Amora 1: And when is their manufacture 
finished?

Narrator: Rabbi Yohanan ruled: 

Rabbi Yohanan: When they are tempered in a 
furnace. 

Rashi: These objects reach the proper hardness 
by being successively heated and cooled. 
When this annealing process is finished, so 
is their production.
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Narrator: Resh Lakish maintained: 

Resh Lakish: When they have been polished in 
water. 

Maharasha: Since these metal utensils are weapons, 
their frightening appearance is central to 
their purpose. Thus, their production is not 
finished until they possess the glint that will 
strike fear into the hearts of future victims.

Narrator: Said Rabbi Yohanan to Resh Lakish: 

Rabbi Yohanan: A robber knows the tools of his 
trade.

Narrator: Said Resh Lakish back to him,

Resh Lakish: And how have you benefited me. 
Back there as a robber I was called 
Rabbi (master), and here I am called 
Rabbi. 

Etz Yosef: He is saying, “Why are you talking about 
my former deeds? Do you not believe that 
my repentance was sincere? If that is the 
case, you must think that I hang around 
the Bet Midrash for the prestige of being 
called ‘Rabbi,’ but that is not so. I used to 
be called ‘Rabbi.’ I have cut all ties with my 
past—I am here because of love of Torah. 
Why did you want to embarrass me?”

 Unfortunately, Rabbi Yohanan 
misunderstood and thought he had said, 
“Nothing you have taught me has meant 
anything. I have the same status now I had 
before.” Therefore he came down hard.

Narrator: Rabbi Yohanan said,

Rabbi Yohanan: By bringing you under the wings of 
the Shekhinah (God).

Narrator: Rabbi Yohanan felt deeply hurt. 
Resh Lakish fell ill. Rabbi Yohanan’s 
sister, the wife of Resh Lakish, came 
and wept before Rabbi Yohanan.

Narrator: She cried and pleaded with him to 
pray for Resh Lakish. She said:

Wife/Sister: Forgive him for the sake of my son…

Narrator: He assured her, but Resh Lakish died 
and Rabbi Yohanan was plunged into 
deep grief. Said the rabbis, 

Rabbis: Who shall go to ease his mind? 
Let Rabbi Elazar ben Pedath go. 
Scholarship is sharp.

Narrator: So he went and sat before him; to 
everything that  Rabbi Yohanan said 
he added:

Rabbi Elazar: There is a rabbinic opinion that 
supports you.

Narrator: Rabbi Yohanan said:

Rabbi Yohanan:  Are you trying to replace Resh 
Lakish? When I stated a law, Resh 
Lakish used to raise twenty-four 
objections, to which I gave twenty-
four answers, which consequently 
led to a fuller comprehension of the 
law. You, on the other hand, say, “A 
rabbinic opinion has been taught 
that supports you.” Do you think 
that I do not know by myself that 
my rulings are right?

Narrator: He went on rending his garments 
and weeping.

Rabbi Yohanan:  Where are you, Resh Lakish? where 
are you, Resh Lakish?

Narrator: And he cried thus until his sanity 
wore away from him. Thereupon the 
rabbis prayed for mercy on him, and 
he died.

Baba Metzia 84a

Questions
1. What was the strongest part of the friendship between 

Rabbi Yohanan and Resh Lakish?

2. What destroyed the friendship and kept them from being 
able to fix it? How could this happen to good friends?

3. Based on this story, what rules or agreements should friends 
have about disagreeing?

4. Is disagreeing always part of friendships?
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Hevruta: 
A Jewish Friendship
The Hebrew word haver means “a friend.” But the 
word haver has many other connotations as well: 
comrade, associate, partner, companion and col-
league. It should come as no surprise that the same 
Hebrew word for friend, haver, is also used for mem-
bers of groups that share common responsibilities 
and goals.

Perhaps you have heard of the Hebrew word havurah. 
Centuries ago, the rabbis of Talmudic times were 
members of an association called a havurah that 

shared certain obligations and responsibilities. In 
the 1960’s a fellowship group (akin to a surrogate 
extended family) called the Havurah Movement 
began to emerge in the United States and Canada. 
These groups often banded together as alternatives 
to established synagogues in an effort to self-direct 
their study and worship. Today the Hebrew word 
havurah is generally used to refer to a group of 
people who share common goals and interests. Such 
people will often get together for a variety of things 
including study, prayer, or other activities. 

Hevruta is a Jewish kind of study that is done with 
one other person. It also comes from the word 
haver. Serious Talmud study is done in hevrurot, pairs 
that learn together. A hevruta is more than a study 
arrangement. It is also a relationship—a friendship.

Pick a partner. Study the following texts about 
Hevruta in Hevruta. See what you can learn about 
this study friendship.

 1. Form groups to study the Torah because the 
Torah can be acquired only in Hevruta (Brakhot 

63b).

 2. Joshua ben Perahyah said: “To live a good 
life one needs to do three things: (1) find a rav 
(teacher), (2) make/acquire a haver (friend), and 
(3) give everyone else the benefit of the doubt” 

(Pirke Avot 1.6).

 3. A haver is someone with whom you eat and 
drink. A haver is someone with whom you study 
Torah (God’s word) and with whom you study 
Mishnah (ethics and laws). A haver is someone 
who sleeps over or at whose house you can spend 
the night. Haverim (friends) teach each other 
secrets, the secrets of the Torah and secrets of 
the real world, too [Avot d’Rabbi Natan].

 4. The rabbis taught that having a friend is so 
important that we should be willing to pay for 
one (Pirke Avot 1:6). The Hebrew phrase “k’nei 
l’kha haver” can be understood as either “acquire 
a friend” or “buy a friend.” A close friend makes 
life better. So much better that even if you have 
to pay some money for one, it is worthwhile. 
Paying a price does not necessarily refer to 
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Your good conduct will 
make you friends, but your 
evil conduct will make you 
enemies. 

Mishnah, Eduyot 5:7
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financial payments. We might have to spend 
time and energy to keep a friend. We might 
have to tolerate some of his negative habits 
and at times our friend might quarrel with us. 
Nevertheless, the price we pay for a close friend 
is a worthwhile investment (Zelig Pliskin, Gateway to 

Happiness, p. 135).

 5. In the face of persecution and derision, 
in the midst of pogrom and holocaust, the 
Hevruta offered the Jew shelter from the storm 
outside, warmth and love instead of rejection 
and hostility, simultaneously strengthening self-
esteem (Lucy Dawidowicz. The War Against the Jews 1933-

1945, New York: Bantam, 1975. p. 252).

 6. Without the hevruta, the pages of Talmud–
regardless of their inherent worth–cannot be 
brought to life. Without a hevruta with whom 
to join to play out the dialogues, debates, 
and narratives of the text, the Talmud rests in 
silence, and Judaism and Jewish feeling remain 
unexpressed. And yet, once a group of learners 
comes into being, it has the capacity to go 
beyond the boundaries of its specific tasks. The 
relationship is a synergetic one. Without the 
Talmud as an object to study, no hevruta would 
come into being; and without the hevruta, the 
Talmud often gathers dust lying on a shelf. 
Together, they create something precious and 
meaningful for all concerned (Samuel C. Heilman, The 

People of the Book: Drama, Fellowship, and Religion, page 

235).

 7. I have learned much from my teachers but 
even more from my haverim (Taanit 7a).

 8. To study with another you must know 
something about her and have some means 
of forming a moral and social bond with her. 
Strangers become newcomers; the missing are not 
easily let go, and those present must be always 
engaged (Samuel C. Heilman. The People of the Book: 

Drama, Fellowship, and Religion, page 213).

 9. The thing that most influences a person’s 
mental development is communicating with 
friends who are working toward the same goal. 
Our thinking is shaped and corrected only 

through the exchange of thoughts with others. A 
person whose thinking depends only on his/her 
own thoughts is prone to stagnation, fantasies, 
or erroneous ideas (Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, From 

The Wisdom of Mishle, p. 183).

 10. There are those who mistakenly think that world 
peace can only come when there is a unity of 
opinions and character traits. Therefore, when 
scholars and students of Torah disagree, and 
develop multiple approaches and methods, they 
think that they are causing strife and opposing 
shalom. In truth, it is not so, because true 
shalom is impossible without appreciating 
the value of pluralism intrinsic in shalom. The 
various pieces of peace come from a variety of 
approaches and methods that make it clear how 
much each one has a place and a value that 
complements one another. Even those methods 
that appear superfluous or contradictory possess 
an element of truth that contributes to the 
mosaic of shalom. Indeed, in all the apparently 
disparate approaches lie the light of truth and 
justice, knowledge, fear and love of God, and the 
true light of Torah (Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Olat 

Re’iah. Vol. 1).

Questions
How can studying with a friend add to the Torah you 
are learning?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

How can studying Torah together add to a friend-
ship?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________
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Egyptian merchant came to greet him. While the 
Babylonian merchant was in Egypt he fell madly 
in love with a woman. The Egyptian friend 
arranged first introductions and then a marriage. 
Eventually the Babylonian merchant and his new 
bride went home.

Time passed. The Egyptian merchant lost his for-
tune. He was homeless, hungry and stranded. He 
had no one to whom he could turn. He decided 
to go to Babylon and ask help of his friend 
there. He walked the whole way on foot, beg-
ging food as he went. When the Egyptian mer-
chant arrived in Babylon he was sore, tired, and 
in rags. He was embarrassed to see his friend. 
He hid out in an abandoned house on the edge 
of the city. That night there was a fight to the 
death between two men who were also seeking 
shelter in this building. The authorities came 
and blamed the murder on the Egyptian. He was 
so depressed at the hopelessness of his situa-
tion that he confessed—just to make things go 
faster.

The authorities arranged a public execution. As 
the Egyptian merchant was led up onto the gal-
lows, the Babylonian merchant shouted out, 
“My friend is lying. He did not commit this 
murder. He is taking the blame for me.” They 
grabbed him and put the noose on his neck. 
When that happened, the real murderer was 
amazed by this show of true friendship. He 
shouted out, “Release this man. Neither he nor 
his friend committed the murder. I did. Hang me 
and do justice.” Two out of the three of them 
lived happily ever after.

(Legend in Beit Ha-Midrash, Adolf Jellinek)

Questions
1. What do these stories teach about the value of friend-

ship?

2. What is your advice for keeping a friendship and mak-
ing it grow stronger? Why do you think that some 
friendships dissolve while others are long-lasting?

The Test of a True Friend: 
Part 2
The midrash that began this lessons continues with a story 
within a story.

When the son again stood before his dying father, he said 
to him, “Now I understand how rare true friends are. But 
tell me, if this friend was only a half friend, have you 
ever had a whole friend?”

The father then told his son this story.

Two merchants had a strange friendship. They had never 
met, but they were close. One lived in Egypt while the 
other lived in Babylon. They did business with each 
other and sent each other messages and letters with the 
merchandise that went back and forth. Finally the mer-
chant from Babylon made a journey to Egypt, where the 
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A trustworthy person will be beloved by other 
people. They know they can trust that person 
not to harm them in any way and not covet 
their possessions. 

Since people know 
they can 
trust that person 

and will feel 
positively

towards
  him/her. 

Rabbi Bachya Ibn Pekudah, Duties of the Heart 4:5
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