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Rabbi Akiva: From Anti-Establishment to Establishmente >
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com ‘
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Shavuaton sessions and recordings  https://torontotorah.com/rabbiakiva

1. Talmud, Pesachim 49b
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Rabbi Akiva said: When | was an am ha‘aretz | would say, “I wish someone would give me a talmid chacham, and |

would bite him like a donkey!” His students said to him: Our master, say, “Like a dog!” He replied: This one bites and

breaks a bone, this one bites and does not break a bone.

The Angry Young Man
2. Rabbi Yehudah Leib Maimon, Chagim uMoadim pp. 214-216
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There is room to hypothesize that the account of the seder in Bnei Brak is also a historical anecdote from some work of
midrash or work of aggadah regarding the discussions and counsel of the great sages of Israel when they gathered in
the center of nationalist zeal, Bnei Brak, the residence of Rabbi Akiva, to speak of the exodus from Egypt, the time of
our freedom, and also to express ideas and arrange counsel in the matter of the movement for freedom which then
enveloped the nation... All of them responded to Rabbi Akiva's call, and each came from his place to celebrate the
holiday of freedom in Bnei Brak and to take counsel together in one secret seder, without the participation of their
students, regarding the appropriate and necessary role of the sages of Israel in the zealous movement which waved the
flag of rebellion against Rome.

3. Talmud, Ketuvot 62b-63a
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Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd for Ben Kalba Savua. His daughter saw that Rabbi Akiva was tzanua and good, and she

asked him, “If | would accept kiddushin from you, would you go to yeshiva? “He replied, “Yes.” They held kiddushin

secretly, and she sent him to yeshiva. Her father heard, evicted her from his home and vowed that she could not benefit

from his property.

4. Talmud, Shabbat 127b
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Our sages taught; One who judges another for the side of merit, they judge him for merit. Once, a man descended from
the upper Galil and was hired by a landowner in the south for three years. On the eve of Yom Kippur, [the worker] said


https://torontotorah.com/rabbiakiva

to him, “Pay me, and | will go support my wife and son.” “He said, “I don’t have any money.” “Give me produce.” He
said, “l don't have.” “Give me land.” “l don't have.” “Give me an animal.” “I don’t have.” “Give me pillows and
cushions.” “I don’t have.” [The worker] threw his property over his shoulder and went home, depressed.
After the holiday, the landowner brought his salary, along with three donkey loads — one of food, one of drink, and one
of delicacies — and went fo [the worker’s] home. After eating and drinking, he paid him. He said to him:
e When you said “Pay me,” and | said, “l don’t have money,” what did you suspect of me?
o | said: Perhaps you came across inexpensive merchandise, and you bought it with your money.
e And when you said “Give me an animal,” and | said, “I don’t have an animal,” what did you suspect of me?
o | said: Perhaps it is rented out.
e And when you said “Give me land,” and | said, “I don't have land,” what did you suspect of me?
o | said: Perhaps it is rented out to others.
e And when | said “l don’t have produce,” what did you suspect of me?
o | said: Perhaps it is untithed.
e And when | said “l don’t have pillows and cushions,” what did you suspect of me?
o | said: Perhaps he had dedicated all of his property to Heaven.
He said: By the Temple service! So it was — | had vowed all of my property because my son Hyrcanus was not studying
Torah, and when | came to my friends in the south they repealed all of my vows. Because you judged me for merit, may
Gd judge you for merit.

5. Rabbeinu Tam, cited in Tosafot to Ketuvot 62b a1t
I RDT YRwn ",A000 OWIRY DI TR0 2 1N % MR NI PR QY N awd ¥ R (202 2°10D) PIwW 19K 1R RN
750 1P 107N 2151 YONRT Y oy TRANAY 7120 AW 21w ROR 0290 27050 RIW 70 2WA IR? ONTT 10017 XK 0900
997 AR .09 DT IR QY TAA" (M AT ARAM) 1AKRTD ,0M2 YD OMK PPN 10 RO 21w 03 oMK 2RI 2NN
S0 MR MY Opn
When Pesachim 49b says, “Rabbi Akiva said: As an am ha‘aretz | would say, ‘Were someone to give me a falmid
chacham, | would bite him like a donkey,” which sounds as though he was bad, one could say that there it was not that
he hated falmidei chachamim, but rather that he thought they were arrogant to ame/ ha‘aretz because of their Torah,
and the falmidei chachamim hated them. Also, because they would not permit amei ha‘aretzto touch them, as Chagigah
18b says, “The clothes of ame/ ha’aretz are midras for those who are careful [about tumah].” But, in any case, he was
mitzvah-observant.

Arm of the Establishment
6. Talmud, Berachot 27b
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Once, a student came before Rabbi Yehoshua and asked, “Is arvit optional or obligatory2” He replied: Optional. The
student came before Rabban Gamliel... He said to him, “Wait for the ‘shield-bearers’ to enter the study hall.” When the
‘shield-bearers’ entered, the questioner stood and asked, “Is arvit optional or obligatory2” Rabban Gamliel replied:
Obligatory. Rabban Gamliel then said to the Sages, “Does anyone dispute this2” Rabbi Yehoshua said: No. He replied,
“But they told me in your name that it is optionall” He said, “Yehoshua, stand on your feet, and they will testify against
you!” Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and said, “If | were alive and he deceased, the living could contradict the
deceased. Now t hat both of us are alive, how could the living contradict the living2” Rabban Gamliel sat and taught,
and Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet, until the entire assembly complained and said to Chutzpit the Translator, “Halt!”
And he halted.
They said: How long will he continue to pain Rabbi Yehoshua? Last Rosh haShanah he pained him, in Bechorot [36a,
in the story of Rabbi Tzaddok's bechor] he pained him, now he pained him - let us remove him!...




7. Talmud, Rosh HaShanah 25a
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Rabbi Akiva went and found Rabbi Yehoshua upset. He said to him: My master, why are you upset? He replied, “Akiva,
it would be better that ‘he’ be bedridden for twelve months, and not have this decree issued against him!” He responded,
“My master, permit me to say before you something which you taught me!” He said: Speak. He responded, “The verse
states three times (Vayikra 23:2, 4, 37), ‘You shall call.” It is you - even in error. It is you - even intentionally. It is you -
even if fooled.” With this language he replied, “Akiva, you have comforted me, you have comforted me.”

8. Talmud, Bava Metzia 59b
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On that day Rabbi Eliezer gave every answer in the world, and they still did not accept his view.

He said: If the law is as | say, may this carob tree demonstrate it! The carob was uprooted 100 cubits from its site; some

say 400 cubits...

They say that on that day they brought all of the items Rabbi Eliezer had declared pure and burned them in fire, and

then they voted and excommunicated him.

They said: Who will go inform him2 Rabbi Akiva said: | will go, lest someone inappropriate go tell him, and destroy the

entire world. What did Rabbi Akiva do2 He wore black and cloaked himself in black, and sat four cubits away. Rabbi

Eliezer said to him: Akiva, why is today different from other dayse He replied, “Rebbe, it appears to me that the

colleagues are separating from you.” He also tore his clothes, removed his shoes, and sat on the ground. His eyes ran

with tears...

Simple, but important

9. Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Commentary to Talmud, Pesachim 49b
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When | was an am ha’aretz | would say, “l wish someone would give me a falmid chacham, and | would bite him like

a donkey,” which bites a great bite and breaks bones. Now, | say, “I wish someone would give me an am ha’aretz,

and | would bite him like a dog.” And some have the edition here as “like a donkey,” as well.

10. Avot d'Rabbi Natan 1:6

77121 102 97K 17 200 M9 RN 112 MR WRI2 R2OPY 027 AR 770 21717 027 HUR .MPID 2T DR 12w 121 XI1T 700
1212 77077 20 7AW 7Y TN TR 10 .7TA9) 09379 NOIN LITR9Y 1PN A9R

He and his son went and sat by the teachers of children, and he said, ‘My master, teach me Torah!” Rabbi Akiva gripped

the top of the board and his son gripped the other end of the board, and the teacher wrote 2 X and he learned it, n &

and he learned it, Torat Kohanim and he learned it. He continued to learn until he had learned the entire Torah...

11.Talmud, Yevamot 16a
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[Yonatan ben Hyrcanus] encountered Rabbi Akiva, challenged him and stumped him. He said to him, “Are you Akiva,

whose name travels from one end of the world to the other? You are fortunate, that you merited a reputation and you

have not yet reached the level of a cattle herder!” Rabbi Akiva replied: “Even a sheep herder!”



12.Talmud, Eruvin 13a
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“A student stated before Rabbi Akiva, in the name of Rabbi Yishmael”... It was taught, “Rabbi Akiva said: Rabbi
Yishmael did not state this law, but rather that student stated this law, and the law follows that student.” But this is self-
contradictory — you say Rabbi Yishmael did not state this law, implying that the law is not like this, and then you say
that the law is like this student? Rav Yehudah cited Shemuel, “Rabbi Akiva only said this to sharpen the students [inspiring

them to be bold — Rashi].”

The challenge of Rabbi Akiva’s narratives
13.Talmud, Nedarim 50a
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Rabbi Akiva had kiddushin with the daughter of Kalba Savua. Kalba Savua heard, and he vowed she would not benefit
from his property. She went and married him. In the fall they slept in the straw storage area, and she picked straw from
his beard. He told her, “If | had it, | would give you a Yerushalayim shel zahav!” Eliyahu came and appeared as a
person and called at the gate, saying, “Give me a little straw, for my wife has given birth and we have nothing on
which she could lie.” Rabbi Akiva told his wife, “See, this man even lacks straw!”
She said to him: Go learn in yeshiva. He went before Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua for twelve years. After twelve
years were complete, he came home. He heard, from behind his house, a wicked person saying to his wife, “Your father
has done well to you. First, [Rabbi Akiva] is not like you. Second, he left you a living widow all these years!” She
replied: If he would listen to me, he would learn for another twelve years! [Rabbi Akiva] said, “Since she has permitted
me, | will turn back!” He went back, and learned for another twelve years. He arrived with 24,000 pairs of students. ..

14. Talmud, Ketuvot 62b-63a
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Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd for Ben Kalba Savua. His daughter saw that Rabbi Akiva was tzanua and good, and she
asked him, “If | would accept kiddushin from you, would you go to yeshiva? “He replied, “Yes.” They held kiddushin
secretly, and she sent him to yeshiva. Her father heard, evicted her from his home and vowed that she could not benefit
from his property.
Rabbi Akiva went and sat in yeshiva for twelve years. When he returned, he brought with him twelve thousand students.
He heard an elderly man say to her, “How long will you remain in living widowhood2” To which she replied, “If he
would listen to me, he would stay another twelve years!” Rabbi Akiva said, 'l am doing this with permission!' He returned
and sat in yeshiva for another twelve years. When he returned, he brought 24,000 students with him... Her father heard
that a great man had come to the city, and he said, “I will go to him, and perhaps he will nullify my vow.” He came to
Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva asked him, “Did you intend this vow even if he would become a great man2” To which he
replied, “Even if he would learn one chapter, or one halachah!” Rabbi Akiva said, “I am he.” Ben Kalba Savua fell on
his face and kissed his foot and gave him half of his assets.



15. Avot d'Rabbi Natan | 6
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What was Rabbi Akiva's beginning? They said: He was forty years old, and he had not learned at all. Once he was
standing by a well and he asked, "Who carved this stone2" They told him, "The water which continually falls upon it,
daily." And they said to him, "Akival Have you not read (Job 14:19), 'Stones were eroded by water2'" Immediately,
Rabbi Akiva drew a logical inference for himself: If the soft can carve the hard, then how much more so could words of
Torah, which are hard as iron, carve my heart of flesh and blood! Immediately, Rabbi Akiva sought to study Torah.
He and his son went and sat by the schoolteachers, and he said, “My master, teach me Torah!” Rabbi Akiva gripped
the top of the board and his son gripped the other end of the board...
Each day Rabbi Akiva would bring a bundle of wood. Half he would sell to support himself, and the other half he would
use for his own needs. His neighbors complained, saying to him, “Akival You have destroyed us with smoke! Sell the
wood to us, and purchase oil with the money and study by the light of a lamp!”
He replied, “I meet many needs with the wood; | use part to study, part to warm myself and part on which to sleep.”
Rabbi Akiva will make paupers liable for judgment [in Heaven], for when they are asked, “Why did you not learn
Torah” and they reply, “Because we were poor,” they will be told, “Rabbi Akiva was exceptionally poor and destitute!”
And when they say, “We had children,” they will be told, “Rabbi Akiva had sons and daughters.” But they will say: It
is because of the merit of his wife Rachel. Rabbi Akiva went to study Torah when he was forty years old. After thirteen
years he taught Torah publicly.



