Rabbi Yonah Gross Beth Hamedrosh
Profiles in Persecution I - Rabbi Akiva
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And thou shalt love the Lord thy God etc. It has been taught: R. Eliezer says: If it says ‘with all thy soul’, why should it also
say, ‘with all thy might’, and if it says ‘with all thy might’, why should it also say ‘with all thy soul’? Should there be a man
who values his life more than his money, for him it says; ‘with all thy soul’; and should there be a man who values his money
more than his life, for him it says, ‘with all thy might’ . R. Akiba says: With all thy soul’: even if He takes away thy soul.
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Our Rabbis taught: Once the wicked Government issued a decree forbidding the Jews to study and practise the Torah.
Pappus b. Judah came and found R. Akiba publicly bringing gatherings together and occupying himself with the Torah. He
said to him: Akiba, 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 | 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,15 if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall be!
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It is related that soon afterwards R. Akiba 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. Akiba, that you have
been seized for busying yourself with the Torah! Alas for Pappus who has been seized for busying himself with idle things!
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When R. Akiba was taken out for execution, it was the hour for the recital of the Shema’, and while they 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 | interpret,] ‘even if He takes
thy soul’. | said: When shall | have the opportunity of fulfilling this? Now that | have the opportunity shall | not fulfil it? He
prolonged the word ehad until he expired while saying it. A bath kol went forth and proclaimed: Happy art thou, Akiba, that
thy soul has departed with the word ehad!
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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. He replied to them: Their portion is in life. A bath kol went forth and proclaimed, Happy
art thou, R. Akiba, that thou art destined for the life of the world to come.

2 7Y N2 7T 1719 hadn s9aa TIbN (2
MR QY .MM Y 1°0°10%1 1n oM o 532 30w 00T VYT 20 M ,PPMORT NP2 W20 7AW X2°PY 9272 AwYA (j127 1N
27 DER XAWD 70X 12 NN LT IO 1Y ANR ORI NP2 DAY RAW L, PN T 010 19 K L T0RT NP2 MW IR
MY 17 0K 07 PR 2% °7 10 17 AR YIRDT IR 99 17 110 277902 12170 201 IR PTW YTY 0K PR LYW 17 0K ,R20pY
QY XD DMK 07020 NYT DY MAVKR K2 NI NN NINK 20,0000 1OV D200 TWIYR T2 117 MR 2PN T 007 PYn PR
- T2 POKRT N°22 7MY A1) And NNR 5y ImTa - T2 IMIPT2 71 ANKR L0272 DA WRRWD T S0 2% 17 RATw 7Y 090
1221 7113 AR 7Y 0K 0922 ROW
Our Rabbis taught: R. Akiba was once confined in a prison-house and R. Joshua the grits-maker was attending on him. Every
day, a certain quantity of water was brought in to him. On one occasion he was met by the prison keeper who said to him,
‘Your water to-day is rather much; do you perhaps require it for undermining the prison?’ He poured out a half of it and
handed to him the other half. When he came to R. Akiba the latter said to him, ‘Joshua, do you not know that | am an old




the faggots. The world has died to him, he is no longer of it. He

haShem. “Thus far?"——asked the disciples; “Thus far!”—answer !

Rabbi Akiba to his death, was the time for the recization of the
Sh'ma.” In our opinion these faconic words hide the true greatmess

man and my life depends on yours?’ When the latter told him all that had happened [R. Akiba] said to him, ‘Give me some
water to wash my hands’. ‘It will not suffice for drinking’, the other complained, ‘will it suffice for washing your hands?’
‘What can | do’, the former replied: ‘when for [neglecting] the words of the Rabbis one deserves death? It is better that |
myself should die than that | should transgress against the opinion of my colleagues’. It was related that he tasted nothing
until the other had brought him water wherewith to wash his hands. When the Sages heard of this incident they remarked:
‘If he was so [scrupulous] in his old age how much more must he have been so in his youth; and if he so [behaved] in a
prison-house how much more [must he have behaved in such a manner] when not in a prison-house’.
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begins after the choice has been made. When the martyr ascends ———
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confronts no longer man and his works. He is alone—with his God. s
And God is silent, and God is hiding his face. God has abandoned RYIR 13
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the Master. Rabbi Akiba does not complain to his God asking why FAITH AFTER THE HOLOCAUST 83
he has ?orsaken him. His radical abandonment is the great moment tion of the Sh'ma. Accepting “the yoke of the Kingdom,” Rabbi
for which he has been waiting all his life. For no one can so Akiba was doing what he had been doing every day of his life.
It was, one might say. routine. The extraordinary situation invested

There is also another aspect of Kiddush haShem that should not the routine with extraordinary meaning and dignity. But Rabbi

be overlooked as we consider the human behavior in the ghetios Ak@a was not respondmg to a situation; he‘ ignored it. The Roman
and the death camps. The Talmud introduces the story of Rabbi soldiers came to fetch him; they abused hfs body. h‘happerzed to
Akiba's martyrdom with the words: “The hour when rhey took be the time of the day when a Jew recites the Sh'ma. Let the

Romans do to him whatever they please; Rabbi Akiba could not
be concerned with it. He had more important things to which to

of Rabbi Akiba’s deed. We usually imagine an act of Kiddush turn his attention—it was time for the saying of the Sh'ma. \_Vhat
haShem as the stirring drama of the soul as it rcacts to an extia- did ‘it. matter what Rome did to him! He went about his business
ordinary situation. This is how Jewish martyrs through the ages of Jiving the daily life of a Jew. Continuing with “the routine” of
gave their lives and breathed their last with the words of the Jewish existence and iguoring the world that is bent on crushing
Sk'ma on their lips. It was an afirmation, an “acceptance of the the Jew is one of the marks of Kiddush haShem. Often it is prac-
Kingdom of Heaven,” brought about by the extraordinary nature ticed long before the hour of radical abandonment arrives. Kiddush
of the challenge; specific acceptance, meeting a specific hour. Not haShem in this sense is nct one final heroic act of affirmatoen, It
sc in the case of Rabbi Akiba: it was the hour of the daily recita- may be a form of behavior and daily conduct. Numberless are the
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