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Rabbi Akiva: From Pauper to Anti-Welfare Crusader?
R’ Mordechai Torczyner - torczyner@torontotorah.com ‘
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1. Midrash, Vayikra Rabbah 35:6 (and see Chagigah 9b)
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Rabbi Acha taught: When Israel needs to subsist on carobs, they repent. Rabbi Akiva said: Poverty is good for the
daughter of Yaakov, like a red lace on the head of a white horse.

2. Talmud, Pesachim 112a
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Rabbi Akiva instructed his son Rabbi Yehoshua in seven matters: My son! Do not sit and study at the peak of the city;
Do not live in a city led by Torah scholars; Do not enter your house suddenly, and certainly your friend’s house; Do not
let your feet be without shoes; Rise early and eat in the summer due to the sun, and in the winter due to the cold; Make
your Shabbat like a weekday, rather than need others; Work in partnership with someone who is succeeding now.

3. Avot d'Rabbi Natan 1 6
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They said: He did not pass away until he had tables of silver and gold, and he ascended to his bed with ladders of

gold. His wife had tunics and an ir shel zahav. His students said: Our master, you have embarrassed us with what you

have made for her! Rabbi Akiva replied: She endured great pain with me, for Torah.

The challenge of Rabbi Akiva’s narratives
4. 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...

5. 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 yeshiva2 “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 widowhood?2” 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.

6. 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.

7. Questions
e How did Rabbi Akiva come to learning?
e When did Rabbi Akiva go to learn?
e Was Rabbi Akiva with his family while learning?
e Did Rabbi Akiva have children when he went to learn?



From poverty to wealth
8. 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
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.

9. Talmud, Nedarim 50a-b
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Rabbi Akiva became wealthy from six sources: (1) Kalba Savua; (2) The ram of a boat — on every boat they made a
sort of freasure chest, and once they left it on the shore and he found it; (3) A chest — for once he gave four zuz to sailors
and told them, “Bring me something,” and they found nothing but a chest along the shore. They brought it and told him,
“Wait on it,” [but] he found that it was full of coins, for once a boat had sunk and they had put all of their merchandise
in that chest... (4) A matron; (5) The wife of Turnus Rufus; (6) Ketia bar Shalom.

How does Rabbi Akiva spend his wealth?
10. Talmud, Shabbat 59a-b
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“And not with a city of gold” — What is “with a city of gold”2 Rabbah bar bar Chanah cited Rabbi Yochanan: A
Jerusalem of gold, as Rabbi Akiva made for his wife.




11.Talmud, Shabbat 128a
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If someone owes 1000 maneh, and he is wearing fancy clothing worth 100 maneh, they should remove it from him and

clothe him in garb more suitable for him. It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva: All Israel is

worthy of such fancy clothing!

12. Mishnah Maaser Sheni 5:9
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Once, Rabban Gamliel and the elders were coming on a boat. Rabban Gamliel said: “The tithe | will measure out is

given to Yehoshua [as maaser rishon] and its place is rented to him. Another tithe | will measure out is given to Akiva

ben Yosef to acquire it for the needy, and its location is rented to him.”

13.Kallah 1:21
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They said of Rabbi Tarfon that he was very wealthy, and he did not give to the needy [appropriately]. Once, Akiva
found him, and said to him, “My master, would you like me to purchase a city or two for you2” He said: Yes. Immediately,
Rabbi Tarfon stood up and gave him four thousand gold dinar; Rabbi Akiva took them and distributed them to the
needy. After some time, Rabbi Tarfon found him and said to him, “Akiva, where are the cities you purchased for me2”
He took him by the hand and brought him to the beit midrash, and brought a Tehillim and put it before them. They read
along until they reached this verse: “He scattered funds for the needy, his righteousness stands forever, his pride will be
elevated in honour.” Rabbi Tarfon stood and kissed him on the head...

Rabbi Akiva's philosophy
14.Talmud, Chagigah 12a
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Rabbi Yishmael asked Rabbi Akiva, when they were travelling: You served Nachum Ish Gam Zu for 22 years...

15. Talmud, Berachot 60b-61a
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And so it was taught in the name of Rabbi Akiva: One should be accustomed to say, “All that Gd does, Gd does for
the good.” Like when Rabbi Akiva was travelling, and he arrived at a town. He sought a place to stay, but they did not
give him. He said, “All that Gd does is for the good.” He went and slept in the wilderness; he had a rooster, a donkey
and a lamp with him. Wind came and blew out the lamp, a cat came and ate the rooster, a lion came and ate the
donkey. He said, “All that Gd does is for the good.” That night, armed men came and looted the town. He said to them,
“Didn’t | tell you - all that Gd does is for the goode”

16. Talmud, Berachot 61b
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My whole life, | was pained by this verse, “with your entire life” — even if He takes your life. | said, “When will this
come to my hand, and | will fulfill it2” Now that it has come to my hand, shall | not fulfill it2



17.Talmud, Makkot 24a-b
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One time, Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Akiva were walking on the road,

and they heard the masses of Rome from a distant plaza, 120 mil away. They began crying, and Rabbi Akiva laughed...

18. Talmud, Nedarim 49b
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Once Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel decreed a fast; Rabbi Yehudah did not come to the site of the fast. They said to him:
He doesn’t have clothing. He sent a cloak to him — but [Rabbi Yehudah] did not accept it.

19.Talmud, Megillah 28a
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Rabbi Akiva asked Rabbi Nechunyah the Great: How did you live so long?2... He said: | never accepted gifts, and |
never stood on ceremony, and | was generous with my money.

20. Avot d'Rabbi Natan | 6
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What was the beginning for Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus?
He was 22 years old and he had not studied Torah. Once, he said, ‘I will go learn Torah before Rabban Yochanan
ben Zakkai.” His father Hyrcanus told him, “You will not taste food until you plow a full measure.” He woke early and
plowed a full measure.
They say that this day was Friday, and he went to eat at his father-inlaw; alternatively, he ate nothing from midday
Friday until midday on Sunday. When he was traveling he saw a stone, hallucinated, picked it up and put it in his
mouth. Alternatively, it was cattle dung.
He stayed at a host, and went to sit before Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai in Yerushalayim until a bad smell came from
his mouth. Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him, ‘Eliezer, my son, didn’t you eat today?’ He was silent.
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai called the host and asked, ‘Did Eliezer eat with you at all today?’ They said, “We thought
he was eating with Rebbe.” He said, ‘And | thought he ate with you! Between us, we lost R" Eliezer in the middle!’
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him: Just as a bad smell went forth from your mouth, so a good name in Torah
should go forth for you.
His father Hyrcanus heard that he was learning Torah with Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai; he said, ‘I will vow that my
son Eliezer not benefit from my property!’...
Before the time came for him to depart, his father Hyrcanus stood and declared, ‘My masters, | came only to vow that
my son Eliezer not benefit from my property; now, all of my property is given to my son Eliezer, and all of his brothers
have no share at all.

21.Talmud, Bava Batra 10a

oW T T2 IR 2371w 272 "R 2001797 KR 1 %191 RIT DIV AT DD’P%N OR :¥"7 DR YW 0ID0UNY PRY T9RY M
Rahhr i)

Wicked Turnus Rufus asked Rabbi Akiva: If your Gd loves the needy, why doesn’t he support them? He said: So that we

should be saved from Gehennom through them.



22.Talmud, Erchin 28a
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Once, someone wished to spend more than 20% [for tzedakah], and his friend didn’t let him. Who was [the friend]?2

Rabbi Yeshevav. And some say [the donor] was Rabbi Yeshevav, and his friend didn’t let him. And who was [the
friend]2 Rabbi Akiva.

23.Rambam to Mishnah Avot 3:15
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Great qualities will not be achieved via great deeds, but via a great number of deeds... For example: One who gives

1,000 dinar to a suitable recipient, once, to one person, will not achieve generosity via this one great deed, as will one

who gives 1,000 dinar over one thousand occasions, each one generously.

24.Review questions

(1) What was Rabbi Akiva’s philosophy about money when he was needy?

(2) How did Rabbi Akiva become wealthy?

(3) When he became wealthy, what was Rabbi Akiva's attitude to giving tzedakah?

(4) When he became wealthy, what was Rabbi Akiva’s advice about receiving tzedakah?

(5) How did Rabbi Akiva’s advice regarding receiving tzedakah relate to his philosophy regarding his own suffering?



