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1. The Sages taught: Four entered the orchard [pardes], i.e., dealt with the 12N Noon 911 TINdn
loftiest secrets of Torah, and they are as follows: Ben Azzai; and ben 2Ty T a7
Zoma; Aher, the other, a name for Elisha ben Avuya; and Rabbi Akiva. ,;?;3]3: n;’?:;*;’llg_‘m‘;g
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arrival in the upper worlds, you reach pure marble stones, do not say:
Water, water, although they appear to be water, because it is stated:
“He who speaks falsehood shall not be established before My eyes”
(Psalms 101:7).

The Gemara proceeds to relate what happened to each of them: Ben
Azzai glimpsed at the Divine Presence and died. And with regard to him
the verse states: “Precious in the eyes of the Lord is the death of His
pious ones” (Psalms 116:15). Ben Zoma glimpsed at the Divine Presence
and was harmed, i.e., he lost his mind. And with regard to him the verse
states: “Have you found honey? Eat as much as is sufficient for you, lest
you become full from it and vomit it” (Proverbs 25:16). Aher chopped
down the shoots of saplings. In other words, he became a heretic. Rabbi
Akiva came out safely.

The Gemara stated earlier that A/er chopped down the saplings,
becoming a heretic. With regard to him, the verse states: “Do not let
your mouth bring your flesh into guilt” (Ecclesiastes 5:5).

The Gemara poses a question: What was it that led him to heresy? He
saw the angel Mitatron, who was granted permission to sit and write the
merits of Israel. He said: There is a tradition that in the world above
there is no sitting; no competition; no turning one’s back before Him,
i.e., all face the Divine Presence; and no lethargy. Seeing that someone
other than God was seated above, he said: Perhaps, the Gemara here
interjects, Heaven forbid, there are two authorities, and there is another
source of power in control of the world in addition to God. Such
thoughts led A/er to heresy.

The Gemara relates: They removed Mitatron from his place in heaven
and smote him with sixty rods [pu/sel of fire, so that others would not
make mistake that AAer made. They said to the angel: What is the
reason that when you saw Elisha ben Avuya you did not stand before
him? Despite this conduct, since Mitatron was personally involved, he
was granted permission to erase the merits of A/erand cause him to
stumble in any manner. A Divine Voice went forth saying: “Return,
rebellious children” (Jeremiah 3:22), apart from A#er:

Upon hearing this, Elisha ben Avuya said: Since that man, meaning
himself, has been banished from that world, let him go out and enjoy
this world. Aher went astray. He went and found a prostitute and
solicited her for intercourse. She said to him: And are you not Elisha
ben Avuya? Shall a person of your stature perform such an act? He
uprooted a radish from a patch of radishes on Shabbat and gave it to
her, to demonstrate that he no longer observed the Torah. The
prostitute said: He is other than he was. He is not the same Elisha ben
Avuya, he is Aher, other.

The Gemara relates: Aher asked Rabbi Meir a question, after he had
gone astray. He said to him: What is the meaning of that which is
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10.

written: “God has made even the one as well as the other” (Ecclesiastes
7:14)?

a. Rabbi Meir said to him: Everything that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, created, He created a similar creation corresponding to it.
He created mountains, He created hills; He created seas, He
created rivers.

b. Ahersaid to him: Rabbi Akiva, your teacher, did not say so, but
explained the verse as follows: Everything has its opposite: He
created the righteous, He created the wicked; He created the
Garden of Eden, He created Gehenna. Each and every person
has two portions, one in the Garden of Eden and one in
Gehenna. If he merits it, by becoming righteous, he takes his
portion and the portion of his wicked colleague in the Garden of
Eden; if he is found culpable by becoming wicked, he takes his
portion and the portion of his colleague in Gehenna.

Abher asked Rabbi Meir another question, again after he had gone astray.

What is the meaning of that which is written: “Gold and glass cannot
equal it; neither shall its exchange be vessels of fine gold” (Job 28:17)? If
it is referring to the praise and honor of the Torah, it should have
compared it only to gold, not to glass.

a. He said to him: This is referring to words of Torah, which are as
difficult to acquire as gilded vessels and vessels of fine gold but
are as easy to lose as glass vessels.

b. Ahersaid to him: Rabbi Akiva, your teacher, did not say so, but
taught as follows: Just as golden vessels and glass vessels have a
remedy even when they have broken, as they can be melted
down and made into new vessels, so too a Torah scholar,
although he has transgressed, has a remedy.

¢. Rabbi Meir said to him: If so, you too, return from your ways.

d. He said to him: | have already heard the following declaration
behind the dividing curtain, which conceals God from the world:
“Return, rebellious children,” (Jeremiah 3:22) apart from A/er:

The Gemara cites a related story: The Sages taught: There was once an
incident involving A/er, who was riding on a horse on Shabbat, and
Rabbi Meir was walking behind him to learn Torah from him. After a
while, Afer said to him: Meir, turn back, for I have already estimated
and measured according to the steps of my horse that the Shabbat
boundary ends here, and you may therefore venture no further. Rabbi
Meir said to him: You, too, return to the correct path. He said to him:
But have | not already told you that | have already heard behind the
dividing curtain: “Return, rebellious children,” apart from .Aher
Nevertheless, Rabbi Meir took hold of him and brought him to the
study hall. Aher said to a child, by way of divination: Recite your verse
that you studied today to me. He recited the following verse to him:
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“There is no peace, said the Lord, concerning the wicked” (Isaiah
48:22)...He brought him to another synagogue, until he had brought him
into thirteen synagogues, where all the children recited to him similar
verses that speak of the hopeless situation of the wicked. At the last one,
he said to him: Recite your verse to me. He recited to him: “And to the
wicked [velerasha) God says, what is it for you to declare My statutes”
(Psalms 50:16). The Gemara relates: That child had a stutter, so it
sounded as though he were saying to him: Vele’elisha, i.e., and to Elisha,
God says. This made Elisha think the child was deliberately insulting him.
Some say Aherhad a knife, and he tore the child apart and sent him to
the thirteen synagogues. And others say that A/er merely said: Had | a
knife, | would have torn him apart.

The Gemara relates: When Aher passed away, the Heavenly Court
declared that he should not be judged, nor brought into the World-to-
Come. He should not be judged in a manner befitting his deeds, because
he occupied himself with Torah, whose merit protects him. And he
should not be brought into the World-to-Come because he sinned.

a. Rabbi Meir said: It is better that he be judged properly and be
brought into the World-to-Come. When | die | will request this of
Heaven, and | will cause smoke to rise up from his grave, as a
sign that he is being sentenced in Gehenna. The Gemara relates:
When Rabbi Meir passed away, smoke rose up from the grave of
Abher, implying that Rabbi Meir’s wish was granted.

b. Rabbi Yohanan said: Was this a mighty deed on Rabbi Meir’s
part, to burn his teacher? Was this the only remedy available?
Can it be that there was one Sage among us who left the path
and we cannot save him? If we hold him by the hand, who will
remove him from our protection; who? Rabbi Yohanan
continued and said: When | die | will have the smoke
extinguished from his grave, as a sign that he has been released
from the sentence of Gehenna and brought to the World-to-
Come. Indeed, when Rabbi Yohanan passed away, the smoke
ceased to rise up from the grave of A/er. A certain eulogizer
began his eulogy of Rabbi Yohanan with the following: Even the
guard at the entrance could not stand before you, our rabbi. The
guard at the entrance to Gehenna could not prevent Rabbi
Yohanan from arranging the release of Afer.

12. The Gemara relates: The daughter of A/er came before Rabbi Yehuda

HaNasi and said to him: Rabbi, provide me with sustenance, as she was
in need of food. He said to her: Whose daughter are you? She said to
him: | am the daughter of A/er. He said to her, angrily: Is there still of
his seed remaining in the world? But isn’t it stated: “He shall have
neither son nor grandson among his people or any remaining in his
dwellings” (Job 18:19)? She said to him: Remember his Torah, and do
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not remember his deeds. Immediately, fire descended and licked Rabbi
Yehuda HaNasi’s bench. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi wept and said: If God
protects the honor of those who treat the Torah with contempt in such
a manner, as Afier despised the Torah and relinquished its teachings,
how much more so would He do for those who treat it with honor.

The Gemara poses a question: And Rabbi Meir, how could he learn
Torah from the mouth of AhAerz But didn’t Rabba bar bar Hna say that
Rabbi Yohanan said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “For
the priest’s lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek Torah
from his mouth; for he is an angel of the Lord of hosts” (Malachi 2:7)?
The verse teaches: If the rabbi is similar to an angel of the Lord of hosts,
perfect in his ways, they should seek Torah from his mouth; but if not,
they should not seek Torah from his mouth.

a. Reish Lakish said: Rabbi Meir found a verse and interpreted it
homiletically: “Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise,
and apply your heart to My knowledge” (Proverbs 22:17). It does
not state “to their knowledge,” but “to My knowledge.” In other
words, one must listen to the words of the Sages, despite their
flaws, provided that their opinion concurs with that of God.

b. Rav Hhnina said that one can find support for this idea from here:
“Listen, daughter and consider, and incline your ear; forget also
your own people and your father’s house” (Psalms 45:11), which
likewise indicates that one must listen to the words of a Sage
while forgetting, i.e., ignoring, the faulty aspects of his teachings.

¢. The Gemara asks: If so, the verses contradict each other, for one
source states that one may learn only from a scholar who is
perfect in his ways, while the other indicates that it is permitted
even to learn from one whose character is flawed. The Gemara
answers: This is not difficult. This case, in which it is permitted to
a flawed scholar, is referring to an adult; whereas that case, which
prohibits doing so, is referring to a minor, who should learn only
from a righteous person, so that his ways are not corrupted by a
teacher with flawed character.

d. When Rav Dimi came from Eretz Yisrael to Babylonia, he said: In
the West, Eretz Yisrael, they say: Rabbi Meir ate a half-ripe date
and threw the peel away. In other words, he was able to extract
the important content from the inedible shell. Rava taught: What
is the meaning of that which is written: “l went down into the
garden of nuts, to look at the green plants of the valley” (Song of
Songs 6:11)? Why are Torah scholars compared to nuts? To tell
you: Just as this nut, despite being soiled with mud and
excrement, its content is not made repulsive, as only its shell is
soiled; so too a Torah scholar, although he has sinned, his Torah
is not made repulsive.
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14. The Gemara relates: Rabba bar Sheila found Elijah the prophet, who had 1937 NA5R ,9IR 10N
appeared to him. He said to Elijah: What is the Holy One, Blessed be IRP ROVA 7Y INR
He, doing? Elijah said to him: He is stating Aalakhot transmitted by all JRT2 MR 212 PRN

. g . . nn N2V IPOXN DIRY
of the Sages, but in the name of Rabbi Meir He will not speak. He said ORI 19D - TR 109

to him: Why? He replied: Because he learned halakhot from the mouth WITPN 79 DR Y1 19D
of Aher. He said to him: Why should he be judged unfavorably for that? DT 9Y TYVRN RN T
Rabbi Meir found a pomegranate and ate its contents while throwing 59 MM 5P - DYV YV
away its peel. He said to him: Indeed, your defense has been heard JOVIY DIPYTN YW T
above. Now God is saying: My son, Meir, says: When a person suffers,
e.g., by receiving lashes or the death penalty at the hands of the court,
how does the Divine Presence express itself? Woe is Me from My head,
woe is Me from My arm, as God empathizes with the sufferer. If the
Holy One, Blessed be He, suffers to such an extent over the blood of
the wicked, how much more so does He suffer over the blood of the
righteous that is spilled.

Gnosticism (from Ancient Greek: yvuoT1 KOG, romanized: gnostikds Koine Greek: [g¥nos.ti'kod], "having
knowledge”) is a collection of religious ideas and systems which originated in the first century AD among
early Christian and Jewish sects.[1] These various groups emphasised personal spiritual knowledge (gnosis)
over the orthodox teachings, traditions, and authority of the church. Viewing material existence as flawed
or evil, Gnostic cosmogony generally presents a distinction between a supreme, hidden God and a
malevolent lesser divinity (sometimes associated with the Yahweh of the Old Testament)[2] who is
responsible for creating the material universe.[3] Gnostics considered the principal element of salvation to
be direct knowledge of the supreme divinity in the form of mystical or esoteric insight. Many Gnostic texts
deal not in concepts of sin and repentance, but with illusion and enlightenment.[3]
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The following is a summary of the concluding section of a Yiddish lecture by R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik,
given in November 1961 at a convention of Mizrachi-Hapoel Hamizrachi held in Atlantic City, NJ.

Do you think that Acher heard the heavenly voice well — and understood it correctly?

The Rambam (Hil. Teshuvah 7:5) states “the Torah has promised us that at the conclusion of the exile, the
Jewish people will repent, and then immediately be redeemed.” We believe that no matter how deeply a
Jew may be sunken in sin, and living a purely physical existence, there remains burning within him a ner
Elokim nishmat ha-adam (“a spirit of man that is the lamp of God”-Proverbs 20:27). Therefore, one should
never discount the possibility of his repentance. The Sages recount that when Acher rode a horse on
Shabbos, his student R. Meir pleaded with him, saying “even you should repent.” According to the Talmud
Bavli (Chagigah 15a), Acher responded, “I have heard it proclaimed from behind the partition ‘return O
backsliding children (Jeremiah 3:14), except for Acher.”” As opposed to the Bavli, the Yerushalmi

(Chagigah 2:1) quotes Acher as saying, “l once was riding a horse on Shabbos Yom Kippur past the Holy of
Holies, and | heard a heavenly voice (bas kol) coming from the Holy of Holies declare, ‘return O backsliding
children, except for Elisha ben Avuya.””

Do you think that Acher heard the heavenly voice well — and understood it correctly? God forbid! After
all, how can a heavenly voice make a determination that contradicts a foundation of the Jewish faith that
“even if one is a heretic all his life, if he repents in the end, he is forgiven, as it says, ‘tashuv enosh ad daka’
(“You return man to contrition’-Psalms 90:3) i.e., even (as the Yerushalmi puts it, at dichduchah (the
moment when life is crushed).” How is it possible that the heavenly voice could deprive the great Tanna of
this opportunity? True, he “caught a glimpse and was diminished,” but even then he obviously was still
capable of hearing the heavenly voice, as he reported to his beloved student R. Meir. Acher certainly would
not have told him a lie. What then did the heavenly voice want from Acher, who was such a profoundly
and tragically alienated scholar?

There is something else we must ask. If the heavenly voice did not want Acher to repent, it should not have
connected with him in the first place. And even then, why did it begin with the demanding words “return
O backsliding children” — and then conclude with the awful damnation of “except Acher?”

| believe that we can find the true intent of the heavenly voice by examining the differing versions of this
story as found in the Bavli and the Yerushalmi. And so we can ask: how in fact did the heavenly voice
address this sinner? Did it call out to him using his real name, Elisha ben Avuya, or did it use his pseudonym
Acher? The answer is very simple. The endearing words “return O backsliding children” were surely
addressed to Elisha ben Avuya himself; it was he whom the heavenly voice pleaded with, and sought to
draw near, like a mother who always finds something positive in her child. However the concluding phrase,
“except for Acher,” was addressed to Acher. In this, the Talmud Bavli records the correct version of the
words of the heavenly voice, by which the Shechinah sought to bring Elisha closer to herself while repulsing
Acher. Why? Because the real Tanna, who was a Sage of Israel whom Rebbe (R. Yehuda Ha-Nasi) even
quotes in Pirkei Avos (Avos 4:24), never sinned, never betrayed Knesset Yisrael, never identified with the
Romans, and never sought to tear Jewish children away from Torah and the fear of Heaven. It was another
person, Acher, who was the traitor.

Moreover, upon careful examination it becomes clear that the betrayal occurred in a remarkable way. One
morning an alien soul insinuated itself into Elisha, convincing him that he was not really a student of the
Sages of the mesorah, that Knesset Yisrael was not his mother, and that its future was not his future.
Suddenly Elisha the Tanna was displaced by Acher, and it was Acher who deserted the beis midrash,
produced heretical works, desecrated the Shabbos, and rejected everything holy and precious. All the while,
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the real Elisha remained hidden in the depths of his personality, an Elisha who never betrayed God or the
Jewish people, but was a hostage of the pseudo-personality that was Acher.

Elisha knew God’s power, but he did not know his own power

And so it came to pass that on a certain Yom Kippur that coincided with Shabbos, Acher became deranged
and publicly mounted a horse and rode it on the pathways of the villages, towns and cities of the land of
Israel, as Jews looked out the windows of their synagogues in disbelief. “Who is this boor who has the
audacity to violate the holy aura of Shabbos Shabbason?” they asked each other, stunned and confused.
Then suddenly something remarkable happened. Inside that tragically misguided personality, the long
dormant soul which had been lethargically sleeping in the depths of his being awoke, and in a moment
pushed Acher’s hand to lead the horse in the direction of the Holy of Holies.

After all, why would Acher suddenly ride by the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur, while publicly violating the
day? Acher must himself have wondered what drew him to the Holy of Holies on the very day that was so
powerfully connected to that place. Suddenly, the hidden soul, captive daughter of the King, demanded
that she be heard, saying, “Elisha, you are not Acher! The dark soul who has enthralled you is not your
friend, but your worst enemy! Elisha, identify rather with me, with your past, with your teachers and your
colleagues! Come to me, push Acher away, he is not you, he is the very devil! Do you not see that you are
drawn to the Holy of Holies like a magnet? It is Yom Kippur today, and God is waiting for all of us to come
back to him. Elisha, do you not hear the heavenly voice that calls out to you to repent? As you pass by the
Holy of Holies, do you not remember how the rebbe would speak of the avodah (Temple service) of

the Kohen Gadol on this day? Elisha, assert yourself, listen to the heavenly voice, return O backsliding
children!”

And thus did Elisha ben Avuya hear the heavenly voice that called on him to disassociate from the Acher
who was his pseudo-personality, his false identity. But tragically, fate decreed that Elisha would make a
terrible mistake. Instead of accurately hearing the words “except for Acher” (that were the actual words of
the heavenly voice, as recorded in the Bavli), he erroneously heard “except for Elisha ben Avuya,” as the
Yerushalmi records him hearing it. How did it happen? He had come to believe that he and Acher were
one, and that he could thus not separate from Acher. What he heard was shaped by what was in his mind.
And so he turned the horse away, and in that tragic moment the pure soul of the great Tanna disappeared,
never to be heard from again.

The Yerushalmi concludes the story with the words, “he knew My power, but rebelled against Me.” Do you
know why Elisha rebelled against the Creator, in spite of his greatness in Torah? Because he did not
appreciate his own strength, and thus betrayed God. It is as if to say, Elisha knew God’s power, but he did
not know his own power to overcome his outer Acher, and thus he turned away from God. His own weak
self-awareness and his failure to “know himself” were the real cause of his tragic sin.

Indeed, Rabbosai, we have for many years worked with the non-religious, with sinners, because in each one
we have recognized an Acher-like tragedy. We have believed that in every non-religious Jew there can be
found an Elisha ben Avuya, who might from time to time arise, protest, and run toward the Holy of Holies,
even if he is riding a horse on Shabbos Yom Kippur. Were it not for the hidden Elisha ben Avuya within
them, they would not sacrifice for Eretz Yisrael and its people as they do. Many times, we engage in a bitter
fight with the Achers. We struggle bitterly with their stubbornness, even as they do much damage. But even
in the thick of such battles, we have never forgotten that deep inside all the Achers, there dwell Elisha ben
Avuyas who are trying to purify them. True, many times they avoid the Holy of Holies so as not to hear or
understand a heavenly voice. They prefer to not identify with holiness and the mesorah. Sometimes they
feel that their way back to God is blocked, with no way through, so convinced are they by Acher, who is
after all a master debater and dialectician.
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But the day will yet come, when the heavenly call to return will be heard clearly, and the inner Elisha ben
Avuya will arise from within the depths of their personalities. Then the great miracle will occur when “all of
your children will be taught of Hashem, and great will be the peace of your children” (Isaiah 54:13).
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