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1) Avot D’Rabi Natan — Perek 6 -Who is Rabbi Akiva?
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What was the beginning of Rabbi Akiva? They used to say that he was already forty years old
and had not learned anything. He was once standing next to the well and he exclaimed: who dug
out this stone? They responded: the waters that fall upon it every day. They said to him: Akiva,
have you not learned the verse "stones are worn down by water" (lyov 15)? Immediately, Akiva
reasoned: if the soft shaped the hard, then certainly the words of Torah that are as adamant as
iron can shape my heart of flesh and blood! He immediately went to learn Torah. He and his son
went to study with the school teacher, and he said: my master, teach me Torah! He grasped one
end of the tablet and his son grasped the other. He wrote alef-bet and learned it, alef-tav and
learned it, Torah Kohanim and learned it! He continued to learn until he had studied the entire
Torah. He then went and sat before R. EHezer and R. Yehoshua and he said to them: my masters,
introduce me to the reasoning of the Mishna! When he had told him one Halakha, he would go to
study it in solitude. He would ask: why is this alef written, why is this bet written, why was this
matter stated so? He would go back and question them and engage them in discussion. R.
Shimon b. Elazar said: | will offer a parable - it is like a quarrier who quarried in the hills. Once,
he took his pickaxe in his hand, sat upon the mountain and began to chip off small stones.
Passersby asked him: what are you doing? He responded: | intend to uproot this mountain and
cast it into the Yarden! But they said to him: You cannot uproot the entire mountain! He
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continued to quarry until he reached a large boulder. He quarried beneath it, loosened it and cast
it into the Yarden, saying: your place is not here but rather there! That is what R. Akiva did to R.
Eliezer and to R. Yehoshua! R. Tarfon said to him: Akiva, concerning you the text says: "The
river's sources he bound up and the unfathomable brought to light" (Iyov 28). Things that had
been concealed from sight, Rabbi Akiva has illuminated.

2) Menachot 29b
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Rab Judah said in the name of Rab, When Moses ascended on high he found the Holy One,
blessed be He, engaged in affixing coronets to the letters. Said Moses, ‘Lord of the Universe,
Who stays Thy hand?’1 He answered, ‘There will arise a man, at the end of many generations,
Akiva b. Joseph by name, who will expound upon each tittle heaps and heaps of laws’. ‘Lord of
the Universe’, said Moses; ‘permit me to see him’. He replied, ‘Turn thee round’. Moses went
and sat down behind eight rows [and listened to the discourses upon the law]. Not being able to
follow their arguments he was ill at ease, but when they came to a certain subject and the
disciples said to the master ‘“Whence do you know it?’ and the latter replied ‘It is a law given
unto Moses at Sinai’ he was comforted. Thereupon he returned to the Holy One, blessed be He,
and said, ‘Lord of the Universe, Thou hast such a man and Thou givest the Torah by me!” He
replied, ‘Be silent, for such is My decree’. Then said Moses, ‘Lord of the Universe, Thou hast
shown me his Torah, show me his reward’. ‘Turn thee round’, said He; and Moses turned round
and saw them weighing out his flesh at the market-stalls. ‘Lord of the Universe’, cried Moses,
‘such Torah, and such a reward!” He replied, ‘Be silent, for such is My decree.’

3) R. Abraham Joshua Heschel: Heavenly Torah

“This mashal, authored by Rabbi Akiva, encodes his whole approach to suffering: “A king had
four sons: one would be silent when beaten, one would entreat forgiveness; one would kick out
and the last one would ask for more punishment”. These four sons represent our four ways of
reacting to pain and suffering. We often suffer in isolation and silence, we often beg for
forgiveness for our sins feeling guilty and accepting the suffering as punishment, often we rebel
and “kick” feeling the universe is unjust and worse absurd. Four key historical figures are used to
explicate the parable’s four sons. Abraham represents that aspect of suffering in silence. Job
represents the sufferer who complains, Chizkiyahu the king represents the sufferer who pleads
and prays for healing, and finally David represents the sufferer who welcomes suffering. Rabbi
Akiva teaches us his path, the way of suffering as welcomed guest by quoting King David’s
psalm (51:4) whereby the fourth son/ King David says to his father/Father in heaven “hit me
(again!) “ Quoting from verse 4 in Psalm 51.”
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For the Leader. A Psalm of David; When Nathan the prophet came unto him, after he had gone
in to Bath-sheba. Be gracious unto me, O God, according to Thy mercy; according to the
multitude of Thy compassions blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from mine
iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. For | know my transgressions; and my sin is ever before
me.

4) Berachot 61b
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Our Rabbis taught: Once the wicked (Roman) Government issued a decree forbidding the Jews
to study and practice the Torah. Pappus b. Judah came and found R. Akiva publicly bringing
gatherings together and occupying himself with the Torah. He said to him: Akiva, are you not
afraid of the Government? He replied: | will explain to you with a parable. A fox was once
walking alongside of a river, and he saw fishes going in swarms from one place to another. He
said to them: From what are you fleeing? They replied: From the nets cast for us by men. He said
to them: Would you like to come up on to the dry land so that you and I can live together in the
way that my ancestors lived with your ancestors? They replied: Art thou the one that they call the
cleverest of animals? Thou art not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in the element in which we
live, how much more in the element in which we would die! So it is with us. If such is our
condition when we sit and study the Torah, of which it is written, For that is thy life and the
length of thy days, (Deut. 30:20) if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall be! It is
related that soon afterwards R. Akiva was arrested and thrown into prison, and Pappus b. Judah
was also arrested and imprisoned next to him. He said to him: Pappus, who brought you here?
He replied: Happy are you, R. Akiva, that you have been seized for busying yourself with the
Torah! Alas for Pappus who has been seized for busying himself with idle things! When R.
Akiva was taken out for execution, it was the hour for the recital of the Shema’, and while they
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combed his flesh with iron combs, he was accepting upon himself the kingship of heaven. His
disciples said to him: Our teacher, even to this point? He said to them: All my days | have been
troubled by this verse, ‘with all thy soul’, [which I interpret,] ‘even if He takes thy soul’. I said:
When shall | have the opportunity of fulfilling this? Now that | have the opportunity shall I not
fulfill it? He prolonged the word ehad until he expired while saying it. A bath kol went forth and
proclaimed: Happy art thou, Akiva, that thy soul has departed with the word ehad! The
ministering angels said before the Holy One, blessed be He: Such Torah, and such a reward? [He
should have been] from them that die by Thy hand, O Lord. (Ps. 17:14) He replied to them: Their
portion is in life. A bat kol went forth and proclaimed, Happy art thou, R. Akiva, that thou art
destined for the life of the world to come.

5) Talmud Sanhedrin 101a-101b
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Rabbah b. Bar Hana said: When R. Eliezer fell sick, his disciples entered [his house] to visit him.
He said to them, 'There is a fierce wrath in the world. They broke into tears, but R. Akiba
laughed. 'Why dost thou laugh? they enquired of him "Why do ye weep? he retorted. They
answered, 'Shall the Scroll of the Torah lie in pain, and we not weep?' — He replied, 'For that
very reason | rejoice. As long as | saw that my master's wine did not turn sour, nor was his flax
smitten, nor his oil putrefied, nor his honey become rancid, | thought, God forbid, that he may
have received all his reward in this world [leaving nothing for the next]; but now that I see him
lying in pain, I rejoice [knowing that his reward has been treasured up for him in the next].' He
[R. Eliezer] said to him, Akiba, have I neglected anything of the whole Torah? — He replied,
‘Thou, O Master, hast taught us, for there is not a just man upon earth, that doeth good and
sinneth not. Our Rabbis taught: When R. Eliezer fell sick, four elders went to visit him, viz., R.
Tarfon, R. Joshua, R. Eleazar b. Azariah, and R. Akiba. R. Tarfon observed, 'Thou art more
valuable to Israel than rain; for rain is [precious] in this world, whereas thou art [so] for this
world and the next. R. Joshua observed, "Thou art more valuable to Israel than the sun's disc: the
sun’s disc is but for this world, whilst my master is for this world and the next.' R. Eleazar b.
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Azariah observed, 'Thou art better to Israel than a father and a mother: these are for this world,
whereas my master is for this world and the next. But R. Akiba observed, 'Suffering is precious.'
Thereupon he [the sick man] said to them, 'Support me that | may hear the words of Akiba, my
disciple, who said, "Suffering is precious.” Akiba," queried he, ‘whence dost thou know this?' —
He replied, 'l interpret a verse: Mannasseh was twelve years old when he began to reign, and he
reigned fifty and five years in Jerusalem etc. and he did that which was evil in the sight of the
Lord. Now it is [elsewhere] written, These are also the proverbs of Solomon, which the men of
Hezekiah king of Judah copied out. Now, would Hezekiah king of Judah have taught the Torah
to the whole world, yet not to his own son Manasseh? But all the pains he spent upon him, and
all the labours he lavished upon him did not bring him back to the right path, save suffering
alone, as it is written, And the Lord spoke to Manasseh and to his people: but they would not
hearken unto him. Wherefore the Lord brought upon them the captains of the host of the king of
Assyria, which took Manasseh among the thorns, and bound him with fetters, and carried him to
Babylon.
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