oD 10808 PanN
THE FOUR WHO ENTERED PARDES
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Our Rabbis taught: Four men entered the ‘Orchard:” Ben Azzai and Ben Zoma,
Aher, and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to them: “When you arrive at the
stones of pure marble, do not say 'water, water!" For it is said [Tehilim 101:7]:
‘He that speaks falsehood shall not be established before My eyes.”” Ben Azzai
cast a look and died. Of him Scripture says [Tehilim 116, 15]: ‘Precious in the
sight of God is the death of His pious ones.” Ben Zoma looked and was struck
(or, became demented). Of him Scripture says [Mishlei 25:16]: ‘Have you
found honey? Eat as much as is sufficient for you, lest you be filled, and vomit
it.” Aher uprooted that which had been planted. Rabbi Akiva departed in
peace. (Talmud Bavli Chagigah 14b)
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Chagigah 11b - MISHNAH The [subject of] forbidden relations may not be
expounded in the presence of three, nor the work of creation in the presence
of two, nor [the work of] the chariot in the presence of one, unless he is a sage
and understands of his own knowledge. Whosoever speculates upon four
things, a pity for him! he is as though he had not come into the world, [to wit],
what is above, what is beneath, what before, what after. And whosoever takes
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no thought for the honor of his maker, it were a mercy if he had not come into
the world.
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Tanach - Ezekiel Chapter 1 -1. And it came to pass in the thirtieth year, in the
fourth month, in the fifth day of the month, as | was among the exiles by the
Kevar river, that the heavens were opened, and | saw visions of God. 2. In the
fifth day of the month, which was the fifth year of king Jehoiachin’s exile, 3.
The word of the Lord came to Ezekiel the priest, the son of Buzi, in the land of
the Chaldeans, by the Kevar river; and the hand of the Lord was there upon
him.
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Chagigah 13b -Raba said: All that Ezekiel saw Isaiah saw. What does Ezekiel
resemble? A villager who saw the king. And what does Isaiah resemble? A
townsman who saw the king
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It is not written ' | will do ' but 'l have done them’, as much as to say: | have
already done them, namely, to R. Akiva and his colleagues. Matters that had
not been disclosed to Moshe were disclosed to R. Akiva and his colleagues.
And his eye seeth every precious thing (Job XXVIII, 10) applies to R. Akiva and
his colleagues Midrash Rabbah - Numbers XIX:6 —
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And they cried with a loud voice to the Lord God (Nehemiah 9:4). What was
said? Rav said, and some say Rabbi Yohanan: Woe, woe. It is this, e evilinclination
foridolworship “that destroyed the Temple, and burned its Sanctuary, and murdered
all the righteous ones, and caused the Jewish people to be exiled from their
land. And it still dances among us. Didn’t You give it to us for solely for the
purpose of receiving reward " ®erceming t \We do not want it, and we do not
want its reward. A note fell to them from the heavens upon which was written:
“Truth”, Rav Hanina said: Learn from this that the seal of the Holy One, Blessed
be He, is truth. They observed a fast for three days and three nights, and He
delivered e evilincination ¢ them. A form of a fiery lion cub came forth from the
chamber of the Holy of Holies. #®"" the prophet said to the Jewish people:
This is the ® inclination for idol worship, as it is stated: “And he said: This is
the evil one” (Zechariah 5:8). When they caught hold of it one of its hairs fell,
and it let out a shriek that was heard for four hundred parasangs. They said:
What should we do? Perhaps, Heaven forfend, they will have mercy upon him
from Heaven. The prophet said to them: Throw it into a container of lead and
seal the opening with lead, since lead absorbs sound. As it is stated: “And he
said: This is the evil one. And he cast it down into the midst of the measure,
and he cast a stone of lead upon its opening” (Zechariah 5:8). They said: Since
it is an auspicious time, let us pray also concerning the inclination for sin "
area of sexual relationships “ They prayed, and it was also delivered into their hands.
Zechariah the prophet ¢ai] to them: See that if you kill s evil inclination the world will be
destroyed they imprisoned it for three days. They searched for a fresh egg
throughout all of Eretz Yisrael and could not find one. They said: What should
we do? If we kill it, the world will be destroyed. If we pray for half, Heaven
does not grant half gifts, They gouged out its eyes, , and set it free. And this



was effective to the extent that a person is no longer aroused to commit incest
with his close relatives.
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Elisha ben Avuya - Acher
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Aher mutilated the shoots. Of him Scripture says: [Kohelet 5:5] “Do not allow
your mouth to cause your flesh to sin; [and do not say, before the angel, that it
was an error; why should God be angry at your voice, and destroy the work of
your hands?”] What does it refer to? — He saw that permission was granted to
Metatron to sit and write down the merits of Israel. Said he: 'lt is taught as a
tradition that on high there is no sitting and no emulation, and no back, and no
weariness. Perhaps, — God forbid! — there are two divinities!' [Thereupon] they
led Metatron forth, and punished him with sixty fiery lashes, saying to him: 'Why
did you not rise before him when you saw him?' Permission was [then] given to
him to strike out the merits of Aher. A bat kol (Heavenly Voice) went forth and
said: “"Return, my mischievous children" [Yirmiyahu 3:22] — all but Aher.'
(Talmud Bavli Chagigah 15a)
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[Thereupon] he said: Since | have been driven forth from that other world, let
me go forth and enjoy this world. So Acher pursued evil ways. He went forth,
found a harlot and demanded her (services). She said to him: Are you not Elisha
ben Avuyah? [But] when he uprooted a radish from of its bed on Shabbat and
gave it to her, she said: 'lt is another [Acher].'
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After his apostasy, Acher asked R. Meir [a question], saying to him: What is the
meaning of the verse, ‘God has made even the one as well as the other?’
[Kohelet 7:14] He replied: It means that for everything that God created He
[also] created its counterpart. He created mountains, and created hills; He
created seas, and created rivers. Said [Acher] to him: R. Akiva, your master,
did not explain it thus, but [as follows]: He created the righteous, and created
the wicked; He created the Garden of Eden, and created Gehinnom. Everyone
has two portions, one in the Garden of Eden and one in Gehinnom. The
righteous man, being meritorious, takes his own portion and his fellow's
portion in the Garden of Eden. The wicked man, being guilty, takes his own
portion and his fellow's portion in Gehinnom. R. Mesharsheya said: What is
the Biblical proof for this? In the case of the righteous, it is written: ‘Therefore
in their land they shall possess double.” [Yeshayahu 61: 7] In the case of the
wicked it is written: ‘And destroy them with double destruction.” [Yirmiyahu
17:18] After his apostasy, Acher asked R. Meir: What is the meaning of the
verse, ‘Gold and glass cannot equal it; neither shall the exchange thereof be
vessels of fine gold?’ [lyov 28:17] He answered: These are the words of the
Torah, which are hard to acquire like vessels of fine gold, but are easily
destroyed like vessels of glass. Said [Acher] to him: R. Akiva, your master, did
not explain thus, but [as follows]: Just as vessels of gold and vessels of glass,
though they be broken, have a remedy, even so a scholar, though he has
sinned, has a remedy. [Thereupon, R. Meir] said to him: Then, you, too, repent!
He replied: 'l have already heard from behind the Veil: Return you mischievous
children — all except Acher."
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Our Rabbis taught: Once Aher was riding on a horse on Shabbat, and R. Meir
was walking behind him to learn Torah from him. Said [Aher] to him: ‘Meir,
turn back, for | have already measured by the paces of my horse that thus far
extends the Shabbat limit.” He replied: ‘You, too, go back!” [Aher] answered:
Have | not already told you that | have already heard from behind the Veil:



‘Return, you mischievous children — all except Aher.” (Talmud Bavli, Hagigah
15a)
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[R. Meir] grabbed him and took him, to a schoolhouse. [Acher] said to a child:
‘Recite for me the verse you are studying!’[The child] answered: 'There is no
peace, said the Almighty, for the wicked' [Yishaiyahu 48:22]. He then took
him to another schoolhouse. [Acher] said to a child: Recite for me the verse
you are studying!” He answered: 'For though you wash yourself with nitre, and
take much soap, yet your iniquity is marked before Me, said the Almighty God
[Yirmiyah 2:22]. He took him to yet another schoolhouse, and [Acher] said to
a child: Recite for me the verse you are studying!” He answered: 'And you, that
are spoiled, what do you do, that you clothe yourself with scarlet, that you
bedeck yourself with ornaments of gold, that you enlarge your eyes with paint?
In vain do you make yourself fair...” (Yirmiyahu 4:30). He took him to yet
another schoolhouse until he took him to thirteen schools; all of them quoted
in similar vein. When he said to the last one, 'Recite for me the verse you are
studying,' he answered: ‘But unto the wicked God said: “What have you to do
to declare My statutes?’” [Tehilim 50: 16] That child was a stutterer, so it
sounded as though he answered: ‘But to Elisha God said’. Some say that
[Acher] had a knife with him, and he cut [the child] up and sent him to the
thirteen schools; and some say that he said: 'Had | a knife in my hand | would
have cut him up.' (Talmud Bavli Hagigah 15a-b)
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Aher uprooted the plantings, who is Aher? Elisha Ben Avuya who killed
teachers of Torah. It was said (he said?) any student whom he saw succeed in
his learning of Torah he would kill. Not only that but he would go to the study
house, and when he saw the young students sitting with their teachers, he
would say “what are these doing here? this one’s occupation is a builder, this
one’s occupation a hunter, this one’s occupation tailor, and when the students
heard this they would leave their learning and go. On him the verse is applied
do not allow your mouth to cause your flesh to sin...for it destroyed the acts of
that man.
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During the time of the shmad religious persecution, it was decreed that (the
Jews) must carry (publicly on Shabbat) two (people) carried together (which is
technically a loophole, and neither are breaking the Torah law). He (Aher) said
make them carry by themselves. They carried by themselves, however each
person but the object down in a carmelit, (an area which is neither public nor
private in terms of the laws of Shabbat) to avoid carrying from a private to a
public area (again they exploited a loophole in order to avoid breaking
Shabbat). He advised to force them to carry glass that they would be forced to
place down in the homes (a private area). They went and forced them to carry
glassware.
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Rabbi Meir was sitting and expounding in the beit Midrash in Tiberius on a
Shabbat when Elisha his master rode by on his horse, they came and told him
— your master is outside. He stopped his drasha and went out to him. He
(Elisha’/Aher) said what did you teach (expound) today? He (Rabbi Meir) said,
and God blessed the end... He (Elisha/Aher) said what did you say (or what
was the content?) He (Rabbi Meir) answered him, 'The verse, "So God blessed
the latter end of lyov more than his beginning (lyov 42:12).” ['How did you
explain it?' he asked,] and [R. Meir] told him, "'Blessed" means that He doubled



his wealth.” Elisha said to him, woe for when we lose but cannot find, 'Your
teacher Akiva did not explain it thus; but "So God blessed the latter end of lyov
more than his beginning" means that He blessed him for the merit of the
repentance and good deeds which were his from his beginning.” (Jerusalem
Talmud Hagigah 2:77b)
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He (Aher) said (asked) what else did you teach? He (R. Meir) answered, 'Better
is the end of a thing than its beginning’? He inquired, ‘What have you to say
on it?” He replied, “You have a man who begets children in his youth and they
die; he begets children in his old age and they survive. 'Better is the end of a
thing than its beginning’. You have, for example, the man who acquires a stock
of goods in his youth and loses money on it, but in his old age he makes a
profit out of it. 'Better is the end of a thing than its beginning’. You have the
man who learns Torah in his youth and forgets it, but in his old age he returns
to it; that is an instance of 'Better is the end of a thing than its beginning.” He
(Elisha) said to him, woe for when we lose but cannot find, 'Not so did your
teacher Akiva explain it; but his interpretation was: Good is the end of a thing
when it is good from its beginning. (Jerusalem Talmud Hagigah 2:77b)
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So it happened with me, my father, Avuyah, who was one of the great men of
Jerusalem. On the day of my circumcision, he invited all the eminent men of
Jerusalem to sit in one room, and R. Eliezer and R. Yehoshua sat separately, in
one room. After the assembled dignitaries had eaten and drunk, some sang

clapped and danced. R. Eliezer said to R. Yehoshua, 'They are occupied with



what interests them, so shall we not occupy ourselves with what interests us?"
They began with subjects connected with the Torah, then with the Prophets,
and after that with the Scriptures. The words were as joyful as when they were
given from Sinai and fire surrounded them; for were they not originally
delivered from Sinai with fire, as it is said, 'The mountain burned with fire unto
the heart of heaven (Devarim 4, 11)? My father thereupon remarked, "Since the
might of the Torah is so great, should this child survive | will dedicate him to
the Torah." Because his intention was not for the Name of Heaven, my study
of the Torah did not endure with “that man” (me). (Talmud Yerushalmi Hagigah
2:77b)
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What do you say is the meaning of the verse, 'Gold and glass cannot equal it
(lyov 28, 17)' - what have you to say on it?” R. Meir answered, ‘These are the
words of the Torah which are as difficult to acquire as vessels of gold and
glass.” As vessels of gold and glass can be repaired if broken, so can a disciple
of the Sages recover his learning if he has lost it.’
Elisha then remarked, 'Turn back.' 'Why?,' R. Meir asked. ‘Because this is the
Sabbath limit.” ‘"How do you know?' 'By the hoofs of my horse [which tell me
that he] has already gone two thousand cubits.” R. Meir exclaimed, ‘You
possess all this wisdom and yet you do not repent.” He replied, ‘l am unable.’
‘Why?" He said to him, ' | was once on my horse riding past the Temple on the
Day of Atonement which occurred on the Sabbath, and | heard a Bat Kol crying
out, " Return, my mischievous children (Yirmiyahu 3, 22), Return unto Me, and
| will return unto you (Malachi 3, 7), - with the exception of Elisha ben Avuyah,
who knows My power and yet rebelled against Me!"
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‘How did this happen to him? He was once learning (sitting and learning) in
the valley of Ginasar and he saw a man climb to the top of a palm-tree on the
Sabbath, take the mother-bird with the young, and descend in safety. At the
termination of the Sabbath he saw another man climb to the top of a palm-tree
and take the young but let the mother bird go free, and as he descended a
snake bit him and he died. Elisha exclaimed, ‘It is written, "Send away the
mother bird, but the young you may take for yourself; that it may be well with
you, and that you may prolong your days (Devarim 22, 7)." Where is the well-
being of this man, and where is the prolonging of his days!” He was unaware
how R. Akiva explained it, 'That it may be well with you in the World [to
Come] which is wholly good,' And that you may prolong your days' in the
world which is unending. Some say that it was because he saw the tongue of
R. Yehudah the baker in the mouth of a dog and exclaimed, ‘If it happened so
with a tongue which labored in the Torah all its days, how much more so will
it be with a tongue that does not know nor labor in the Torah!” He went on to
say, ‘If this is so, there is no reward for the righteous nor is there a resurrection
of the dead.” Still others say that it happened because when his mother was
pregnant with him, she passed by idolatrous temples and smelled [the
offerings]. They gave her some of that kind [of food] and she ate it, and it
burned in her stomach like the venom of a serpent [and affected him]. (Talmud
Yerushalmi 2:77b)
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Sometime later Elisha b. Avuyah became (deathly) ill, and R. Meir was told that
he was sick (dying). He (R. Meir) went to visit him and said, ‘will you repent?’
He asked, ‘and if | do repent will | be accepted?” R. Meir replied, ‘Is it not
written, You return man to dust [and say, “Return, O children of man!] [Tehilim
90: 3], up to the time that life is crushed out [the penitent is accepted]?” Then
Elisha ben Avuyah wept and died. R. Meir rejoiced in his heart, saying, ‘My

11



master seems to have departed in repentance.” (Talmud Yerushalmi Hagigah
2:77b)
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When Aher died, they said: Let him not be judged, nor let him enter the world
to come. Let him not be judged, because he engaged in the study of the Torah;
nor let him enter the world to come, because he sinned. R. Meir said: It were
better that he should be judged and that he should enter the world to come.
When | die | shall cause smoke to rise from his grave. When R. Meir died,
smoke rose up from Aher's grave. R. Johanan said: [What] a mighty deed to
burn his master! There was one amongst us, and we cannot save him; if | were
to take him by the hand, who would snatch him from me! [But] said he: When
| die, I shall extinguish the smoke from his grave. When R. Johanan died, the
smoke ceased from Aher's grave. The public mourner began [his oration]
concerning him thus: Even the janitor could not stand before thee, O master!
Aher's daughter [once] came before Rabbi and said to him: O master, support
me! He asked her: ‘Whose daughter are you?” She replied: | am Acher's
daughter. Said he: “Are any of his children left in the world? Behold it is written:
‘He shall have neither son nor son's son among his people, nor any remaining
in his dwellings.”” She answered: ‘Remember his Torah and not his deeds.’
Immediately, a fire came down and enveloped Rabbi's bench. [Thereupon]
Rabbi wept and said: ‘If it be so on account of those who dishonor [Torah],
how much more so on account of those who honor her!
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When he was buried a fire came down from heaven and burnt his grave,
people came to rabbi Meir and said “your rabbi’s grave is on fire”. He came to
visit and saw the flames. What did he do? He took his cloak and spread it out
on the grave, and said “spend the night (Ruth 3) stay in this world which is
compared to the night, and in the morning — that is the future world which is
all morning. If you are redeemed — good,...and the fire was extinguished.
They asked Rabbi Meir in that world who will you visit first — your teacher or
your father? He said first my teacher and then my father. They said to him —
will they listen to you? He said we save (in the case of a fire on Shabbat) the
cover of the Torah with the Torah, the bag of the Tefilin, with the Tefilin.
Elisha/Aher will be saved because of his Torah.
Sometime later his (Aher’s) daughters came to receive tzadka from Rebbi,
Rebbi decreed — “there shall be no kindness meted and no favor found for the
orphans” (Psalm 109), they said Rebbi — do not look at his actions, look at his
Torah. At that moment Rebbi declared that they should be supported
financially. He said, if this one toiled for torah, not for the sake of heaven, see
what he established, he who toils in Torah for the sake of heaven all the more
so!
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And Hanoch served in the truth before the Lord; and, behold, he was not with
the sojourners of the earth; for he was withdrawn, and he ascended to the
firmament by the Word before the Lord, and his name was called Metatron the
Great Saphra.
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Midrash Mishle chapter 31
Rabbi Meir sat learning Torah on a Shabbat afternoon in the House of
Study. While he was there, his two sons died. What did their mother, Beruria
do? She laid them upon the bed and spread a linen cloth over them. At the
end of Shabbat, Rabbi Meir came home and asked her, ‘Where are my
sons?” She replied, ‘They went to the House of Study.” He said, “I did not see
them there.” She gave him the havdalah cup and he said the blessing for
havdalah. Then he asked again, ‘Where are my sons?” She said, ‘They went
to another place and they are coming.” Then she gave him food to eat, and he
ate and said the blessing. Then she said, “l have a question to ask you.” He
said, “Ask it.” She said, “Early today a man came here and gave me something
to keep for him, but now he has returned to ask for it back. Shall we return it
to him or not?” He replied, “He who has received something on deposit must
surely return it to its owner.” She replied, “Without your knowledge, | would
not return it.”
Then she took him by the hand, brought him to the bed, and took away the
cloth and he saw his sons lying dead upon the bed. Then he began to weep
and said about each, “Oh my son, my son; oh my teacher, my teacher. They
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were my sons, as all would say, but they were my teachers because they gave
light to their father’s face through their knowledge of the Torah.” Then his wife
said to him, “Did you not say to me that one must return a deposit to its
owner? Does it not say, “The Lord gave, the Lord took, blessed be the name of
the Lord” (Job 1:21 )2
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Midrash Rabbah - The Song of Songs 1:27
THE KING HATH BROUGHT ME INTO HIS CHAMBERS. We have learnt
elsewhere: Four entered the Garden, Ben ‘Azzai, Ben Zoma, Elisha b. Abuya,
and R. Akiva. Ben ‘Azzai peered [into the mysteries] and became demented;
and of him it is said, Hast thou found honey? Eat so much as is sufficient for
thee (Prov. XXV, 16). Ben Zoma peered and died; and of him it says, Precious
in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints (Ps. CXVI, 15). Elisha b. Abuya
began to “lop the branches”. How did he ‘lop the branches’? When he entered
a synagogue or house of study and saw children making progress in the Torah,
he uttered incantations over them which brought them to a stop; and of him it
is said, Suffer not thy mouth to bring thy flesh into guilt (Eccl. V, 5). R Akiva
entered in peace and came out in peace.He said: It is not because | am greater
than my colleagues, but thus taught the Sages in the Mishnah: Thy deeds bring
thee near [to heaven] and thy deeds keep thee far. And of him it is said, THE
KING HATH BROUGHT ME INTO HIS CHAMBERS.
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Pirki Avot 4:20.
Elisha b. Avuyah said: he who learns [when] a child, unto what is he [to be]
compared? — unto ink written upon a new writing sheet; and he who learns
[when] an old man, unto what is he like? — unto ink written on a rubbed
writing sheet.
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Zohar, Bereshith, Section 1, Page 204b
God thus admonished Israel to sanctify themselves, in the words: “You shall
be holy, for | the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. XIX, 2). The term Ani () here
signifies the kingdom of heaven. Confronting this is the kingdom of idolatry,
which is termed “another” (aher), regarding which it is written: “For you shall
bow down to no other god, for the Lord whose name is Jealous, is a jealous
God” (Ex. XXXIV, 14). Ani (I) is sovereign over this world and of the world to
come, all being dependent on it, whereas the other one (aher), the side of
impurity, the other side, has rule only in this world and none at all in the other
world; and hence, whoever cleaves to that Ani (I) has a portion in this world
and in the world to come; but he who cleaves to that aher (the other one)
perishes from this world and has no portion in the world to come. He has,
however, a portion in the world of impurity, as that other kingdom, the
kingdom of idolatry, possesses innumerable emissaries through whom it
exercises dominion over this world. Hence Elisha, known by the name of Aher
(the other one), who went down and clung to that grade, was thrust out of the
future world, and was not permitted to repent; hence his name Aher. It
therefore behooves a man to keep himself afar from the side of impurity so as
to gain this world and the world to come.
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33. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik - The Rav Speaks 193-198

The third and final basic truth of our movement is expressed in our belief that
the sanctity of Israel can never be voided and it is a Divine promise that: "In
the end, Israel will repent"; as Maimonides states (Tesh. 7,5): "And the Torah
has promised that in the end Israel will repent, towards the end of their exile,
and they will be immediately redeemed, as it is written: 'And it shall come to
pass, when all these things are come upon thee, the blessing and the curse,
which | have set before thee, and thou shalt bethink thyself among all the
nations, whither the Lord thy God hath driven thee, and shalt return unto the
Lord thy God, and hearken to His voice according to all that | command thee
this day, thou and thy children, with all thy heart, and with all thy soul: that
then the Lord thy God will turn thy captivity, and have compassion upon thee,
and will return and gather thee from all the peoples, whither the Lord thy God
hath scattered thee' (Deut. 30, 1-3)."
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We believe that though one be sunk deeply in sin, in coarseness and in
materialism, the lamp of God, the soul of man, yet burns within the breast of
the Jew and it is forbidden to negate the power of repentance from anyone.
The Sages relate that R. Meir asked of Aher (Elisha b. Abuya) when he was
riding his horse on the Sabbath, "You also, repent"; and according to the
Talmud Babli, Aher answered: "l have heard from behind the curtain, 'Return
O backsliding children, except for Aher." According to the Talmud
Yerushalmi' he said: "I was once riding the horse on Yom Kippur which
happened to fall on the Sabbath, behind the Holy of Holies, and | heard a
heavenly voice say: 'return O backsliding children, except for Elisha b. Abuya

Do you really think that Aher actually heard what he heard and understood
the heavenly voice correctly? Can then a heavenly voice decide against one of
the fundamentals of Jewish faith, against the halachah which declares that
"even if he denied the Divine Presence throughout his life but repented at the
end, he is accepted, as it is written: 'Thou bringest man to contrition' (Ps. 90,3)
- to the crushing of his soul"? How could the heavenly voice thrust aside the
great Tanna who "glimpsed and was harmed"? But he heard the heavenly
voice, and so he told his favorite disciple R. Meir. He would not have lied to
him. If so, what did the heavenly voice want of him, of the deep torn Tanna,
straying tragically?

And there is something more that we must ask. If the heavenly voice did not
want Her to repent, why did it bother with him at all? Why did the heavenly
voice commence with words of encouragement "Return O backsliding
children", and end with the fearful decree "except for ..."? The heavenly voice
did not, far be it, seek to provoke the straying Tanna!

It seems to me that the real intent of the heavenly voice can be found in the
different readings of the Talmud Babli and Talmud Yerushalmi. How did the
heavenly voice turn to the sinner? By what name did the voice call to him? By
Elisha b. Abuya, his proper name, or by Aher, his pseudonym? The answer is
plain. The soft, lovingly spoken words "return O backsliding children" were
certainly directed to Elisha b. Abuya. The heavenly voice called him, pleaded

! See Midrash Rabbah Ruth 6,4. where the reading is: "I was riding on the horse behind the Synagogue on Yom Kippur which
happened to fall on the Sabbath. . .'
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with him, drew him to itself; the Divine Presence pampered him like a mother
who in all circumstances has only good to say of her child. The sharp "except
for" was to Aher, but not to Elisha b. Abuya. The Talmud Babli gives the exact
words of the heavenly voice. The Divine Presence roused and drew Elisha b.
Abuya to it, but pushed away Aher. Why? Because the true Tanna, the Sage of
the Sages of Israel whose Torah Rabbi quotes in the Ethics of the Fathers, never
sinned, was never traitorous to Klal Yisrael, never joined the Romans, never
sought to tear Jews from Torah and the fear of God. Someone else was the
traitor; another personality - Aher.

The treachery came about in a strange way. One fine morning Elisha b. Abuya
did not recognize himself; he made a disastrous mistake about himself. A
gilgal, a dark ugly soul, entered within him, bewitched him and persuaded him
that he is not the disciple of the Sages of tradition that he loathes all that is
holy, that Knesset Yisrael is not his mother, that its future is not his future.
Suddenly, Elisha b. Abuya was caught in the web of "another" who disguised
himself as the former Tanna This other one red from the Beth Hamidrash, From
this one's pockets the books of the freethinkers poked This other one
transgressed the Sabbath and mocked everything precious and holy. But the
real Elisha b. Abuya, hidden deep within the personality, was never
treacherous towards God or towards Knesset Yisrael He was merely captive
within the pseudo personality, in “Aher”.

Once, on Yom Kippur which happened to fall on the Sabbath, "Aher" lost his
mind, he mounted his horse publicly and pranced swiftly through areas
populated by Jews. The echoes of his prancing resounded through the empty
streets of Israel's towns and cities Jews looked with amazement through the
windows of the Beth Hamidrash. They asked one another the identity of the
arrogant disturber of the sacred peace of the Sabbath of Sabbaths.

Suddenly something miraculous happened. Within the soul of the torn, tragic
Tanna, within his bewitched personality, Elisha b. Abuya stirred. The glorious
soul, which had slumbered within the depths of being, awakened. It arose
momentarily and thrust aside the hand of Aher to guide the horse towards the
Holy of Holies.
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Why should he suddenly pass by the Holy of Holies riding his horse on Yom
Kippur which he was publicly desecrating? Aher himself was surprised to be
drawn there, just on the day which is so bound up with the sacred site. All of
a sudden the captive soul, "the daughter of the king in chains", began to
demand recognition: - "Know now, is this the coat of thy son": Elisha, you are
not Aher! The dark soul which holds you captive, and which charms you, is
not your friend but your worst enemy. Elisha, identify yourself with me, with
all the past, with your teachers, with your colleagues. Come to me, thrust that
other one far from thee, Aher is not you, it is Satan himself. Repent, "return O
back sliding children, return O Israel!" Do not your eyes see that you are drawn
as if by a magnet to the Holy of Holies: Elisha, it is Yom Kippur today, God
waits for each one to come to Him. Elisha, do you not hear the heavenly voice
pleading for you to repent? You are passing the Holy of Holies, do you recall
how the master would tell of the High Priest's service, how he would chant the
tune of the High Priest's confession? Elisha, recognize yourself, give ear to the
heavenly voice, return O backsliding children, return O Israel!" For a moment
Elisha reigned his horse and the heavenly voice reached him "return O
backsliding children, - except for Aher." The heavenly voice meant for him to
throw off the other one, the foreign personality, that he reject his false identity
- "Come to me O backsliding child, leave Aher outside!" But a tragic fate
caused Elisha to err and instead of hearing "except for Aher", he heard
according to the reading of the Yerushalmi his name clearly expressed —
"except for Elisha b. Abuya". He thought that he and Aher were one, and that
he, Elisha b. Abuya, could not leave Aher behind, alone. He whipped up his
horse and was gone, and at that moment the pure personality of the great
Tanna was lost, for he no longer recognized himself.

The Yerushalmi concludes: "For he knew My power, and rebelled against Me."
Do you know why Elisha rebelled against God despite his greatness in Torah?
Because the Tanna did not know his own strength and he deserted himself; he
did not know his strength and rebelled against himself. Not knowing himself
and a false estimation of his personality brought the tragic sin about. 2

2 Did Aher eventually hear the heavenly voice "return O backsliding children"? Did he repent in the end? According to Babli, Hag.
15b it seems that he did not and he died a sinner "When Aher died they said: We cannot judge him, nor can we bring him into the
world to come". According to the Yerushalmi, Hag. 2, 1, the story has a differ ent ending: "Later, Elisha became sick . . .Thou
bringest man to contrition ... at that moment Elisha wept and died, and R. Meir rejoiced, saying: It seems that the master died in
penance."
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Year after year we have worked together with the freethinker, we saw the
tragedy of Aher. Deep inside each one of them, we believe, there is a captive
Elisha b. Abuya who bestirs himself from time to time and demands, protests
and runs to the Holy of Holies, even when riding his horse on Yom Kippur that
falls on the Sabbath. If it were not for the Elisha b. Abuya that exists within
each one of them, pushing towards the Holy of Holies, they would not sacrifice
themselves for Eretz Yisrael and its population. We often fight against the
"Others"; we struggle with them bitterly, because these "Others" cause us a
great deal of trouble. But even though we struggle with them, we do not forget
for even a moment that within these "Others", deeply hidden in the depths,
reside shades of Elisha b. Abuya, which will finally rouse and purify
themselves. True, they will yet prance many times in front of the Holy of Holies
and not understand the heavenly voice. They will be unable to identify with
holiness and with tradition. They will think that the road to God is closed
before them and that there is no way back - Aher will so persuade them. This
"Aher" is the great logician and dialectic scholar! But the day will come, that
day" when the verse: "return O backsliding children, except for Aher", will
sound clearly, and the sleeping Elisha b. Abuya will ascend from the depths.
Then will come to pass the great miracle "That all Thy children will be blessed
of the Lord, and great will be the peace of Thy children".
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