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THREE ,PIS 

Akiba - 'eir - Rab 

Januar y 2L , 195L 

y de~r f r ienns , in our r elici.on there is an unbroken chain of tradition 

from Abraham down to the present day . There have always been teachers in Judaism 

from braham down to the year 19SL, not all equally eat , of course , but all 

e U8 ly devoted and each one serving the needs of his eneration . These teachers 

of Israel , of Judaism, throuah the a~es went by diffprent names - patriArchs , orophets , 

riests , elders , scribes , sa~es ( ebrew ... ) . There nAmes ifferent , but thPy were 

all edicated achers of our faith . /hat they tau ht is found in books . Our relition 

ex resses itsel in texts , books - books of the Fiblc, books of he Apocr ha , books 

of the Talmud , books of the, ·arash, the individual wr±t ·n~s of PTeat men : eat 

ohtlosophers , poets : ~aadi , tajmonides , Halevi, ,1o e ,.rendelssohn , ri ht to the 

pr esent day . These teacher eft us their spiri ual lecacy in books , anri there 

is an unbroken 1;ne of that liter ture - that reli ious literature - ~rom the days 

of brahBJ'll and r•oses to this ay . 

In the past fe~ months helve spoken to you of prophet9 , kin~s , oses , AbrAham, 

whose techin and whose hi tory are f oun in the book of the ible . This morning 

in soe~kin~ of rabbis we ares ePkin of teachers whose instruction is found in the 

T lmuri , nrjncjpally . Th Tairnu which ic• the collection of the instruction of the 

rabh · s coverin~ a perio of some 600 years from about the second centur. before the 

ornmon era to about the fourth cent of the con on era . That is t.he classic a of 

the great rabbis whose teachin we find in the Talmud and in supplementar TaJ.mudj c 

writin s like the , and s·milar orks . Recently the Talmu has 

been translated into nP'1ish and into some 3h rather i7able volumes . The Talmud is 

the product of the deliberAtion of the rabbis and their schools , their acqdemies 

in Palestine uring these 680 years and ~l8o in abylonia . Al l through much of that 
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eriod of 60) years the abylonia1 Jewish community was a very il"'lportant one and an 

a tonomous one. It establjshed its own schools and its own academies and it produced 

its own preat rabbis. Some of them as f;.re;:it, if not . eater, t.han the t7I'eatest of 

the rabbis produced in alestine. The Ta.mud, which js composed of AD e;:irlier SFcti.Dn -

the works of the earlier rc1bbis, called the mishnah, an1 thP l;iter sect.ion - the 1ork 

of the , rho inter-)reted the J4'ishnah , this Talmud is :ri tten, as far s 

the· ishnah is concerned, in the Hebre'Vl lan are, ;-ind as far ac:; the 

is concerned, in its Palestinian recension, it is written in what. has been cRlle 

th western Aramaic, ~ iaJ11;:ite ein the sj_ster lan uape of ebrevJ, and the ~;:,bylonian 

written ·n what has been cru led eastern P.ramajc. A Pmaic 

was looked unon as a sort of another holy lanaua ,e by thP Jewish eo le. nd b;v the 

time of the berrj__nnj ng of the fourth century before the com.,,on ell, the Je ¥S of Pa] estine 

wer spe kin , ra'11aic; that was their vernacular. They were studyin'5 Hebrew , of course, 

jn their schools, and their prayers were in Hebrev , but th }anrua~e of h street 

nd o the home was ArRinaic, a d the lan"'Ua P'e of t.he J s who live in abylonia was 

also a dialect of Ar aic. ·e have • n our rayer book as v;ell as in the ible itself 

ome reminiscences of this /irrunaic speech, v1hich was the langua e of our people from 

about the be • in of the third century on. Our Kaddush, or e arr1ple, the mourners ' 

pra rer , wr1s written not in Hebrew , but in Aramaic. 

Jovr the Talmud represen s the develoµnent of Jewish law subsequent to the Torah , 

the iv Books of ... !oses. The V ooks of loses were urett well comnl ted, nd 

in their resent form, about the ifth or the sixth centu before the coIIlI'lon era. 

hRt represented t.he law, the ctivtnely revealed Law , vhich was o cover ev ry situation 

in life, ever C' n·ceivable human relationship. ut life moves on, new si uations arise, 

ca llin for new a j 1stme1,ts, for nevi laws, nd their deve lope subsequent to the Torah, 

new laws v1hich rnre looked unon as unwr·tten lav,s. The TorAh was the written Law, (Hebrew). 

ut these subsequently evolved laws to meet new situations v,ere lookel uoon BS the 

(H brew), he un-wri t n law. t is clear that laws wriich were enacted in he TT ited 

ates 100 years ago ar not ade uate to meet life torlay. Te r,onstit ;on of the nite 
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States ha<i to be subjectP.d to a series of amendments and is continur1lly being amended 

and re-interpreted . And so the Lavrs of Judaism found in the Torah vrh; ch were adeouate 

for the day they were enacted had to be supplemented . The difficul t.y there was that 

the Torah was a divinely revealed book and in the Torah it js cl early stated that 

you shoul-i not add anything to it nor detract anything from it . And there was a 

difficult problem . There was a dRnger of the Torah becoming a dead book, not a 

living guide to the life of the neople , a vestige of the past. And so very early the 

teachers of Judaism be1?an to interoret the Torah .from the days of Fzra in the .fifth 

century before the common era after the return from Bab, rlonian captivity . They be ~an 

to interpret the Torah an<i to make it applicable to the needs of tl'E dRy . Fzra did 

th;:\t and his disciples who were k 1 0 m as the scribes , those who conied the Torah , the 

written law, and after them the men of the ereat synagogue, the preHt assembly as they 

are called, continued to interpret. the law . they were puided by the urinciple (Hebrew) 

raise many disciples anj build a fe ce around the law just as you build a mote around 

a castle when you want to defend the inner citadel - ybu have to build outworks , bul

w~rks, fortresses around it so that it , the citadel itself , could not be easily reached -

buil fences around the Torah, develop new laws, new rer,-ulations , new ordinances , to 

protect the inner life of the people from assimilation , disintepration. And after 

the days of the men of the gr, at assembly , that task was taken over by the Sanhe~rin . 

ow this practice of developing an unwritten law and derivjng it from the written 

lAw anri therefore ~ivin , to the unv,ritten law the same authority as the written law 

was not accented by all the Jews . There was P,reat resistance to it . And by the second 

century before the common era there developed two major parties in Israel, the Pharisees 

and the S cfucees . The Sadducees Maintained that the only law that was given to the 

J :wish people at l!ount :::,inai was the Five oaks o-'· roses. The laws in those books 

are bind· ng 1 non a 11 Jews . A 11 subsequent lav s may be accepted , may be rejected with 

impunity , but havP no divine sanction . The Pharisees , on the other hand , said 
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that out of this written la~ there flowed lo ·cally an<l inevita ly Pmplification , 

~ lopments , which are as vital as the v,ritten law , which will save the ritten 

Jaw from b comin senescent , o solete . There was als()the question of e8t octrines 

which the Sadducees r efused to accept because there is no trace of these doctrines 

in the Fj ve oks of oses . For example , the auestion of resurrection and irnMort8lity 

of the f'oul on which the harisees laid a nrec?t deal of stress and v,hi ch in co 1rse of 

t ,j me became an in e oral p;irt of the cree<l of the J wish p onle but which the Sadd.ucees 

refused to accept because there Wr S no authority for these ideas in the ~ive Pocks 

of "oses . 

ov, the.rabbis v1ere the champions of the unwritten law and o orove that he 

un itten la was oblirratory they found sanction for ii, by a very skillful rocess 

of exe sis j n the v-ritten law itself . The:v tievclo P. a series of la ·rn of jnter

retRtion . Th l e~t Hillel developed seven uh la~ · lRws like inf rence from 

he inor t.o the ma.ior ; in erences to be <lrawn from a sim;larity of hrases or by 
new 

ind 1c ion . hey developed a whol technique of int rpretation whereby th lm s wer 

orounded and rootei in the old lav, and therefore rece:tved the same sanction , the 

sBme sanctity as the Vlri tten 1~w o -Ios s . 

ow the Talmud of which we are talkine contains hese legal exten ionsof he 

'ror h, as it ,.,ere . How they were arrived t by the rabhis , of the discussions at 

the academies bout thes laws , laws concernjn rayer , chai y , i s , he oroper 

obs rv;mce of' the Sabbath an th . ho1ic ays , laws of marriage and divorce , laws of 

oroperty, civil Jaw , criminal law , courts , evidence , estimony , laws concerning 

sacrifj ces , cerer10niA 1 laws , law of clec=in and uncJ , laws concernin i o1a ry-

11 thee sub·ects which were very vital to the life oft.he onle were discussed eit 

the S nhe rin or in th ac demi e of he r bbis (nam e ) , herever the.., a academies 

wer es ablished hrou h thee centurie ; decisions er reache on the ba is of 
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these discussions us ally by a major · ty vote and they became the bindinr lAw of the 

peonle . The a u0 contains all t his and it contMins much more . Resides bein :, le • s-

J f'tors , the rabbis vrere Rlso rabbis , teachers, ethical ~ides , preachers . 

duty to teach heir people ~udaiffi'l , to ins ire them , to encoura e hem , to 

w s their 

i e h n ; 

Rnd so in t.W s rre11mud we find many of th ethical doctrines of these rabbi - some 

of their theolo · c and philosoph·c discussions , even fra ents 04'.' natural scienc s, 

o erlicine , the history of the time . in emazin collect.ion of Jevr5 sh reliM.ous 

Ji terature of six centuries, and for more than 2 , 000 years Jews th Y'orld over , 

ynur ancestors and mj ne, have lj ved by he laVTs of th ':"'almud . It was the . book of 

instruction ·n the J wi~h school . 1ext to the ible - some irnes nriority was v n 

to it in ins ruction over the ible . And throu h j_ts discioline and its way of life 

which i e_ ined for he v,ish peonle, the Je.ish eople and Judai m walked r served 

hrou h the a ,es . 

want o speak this morning a out three o t er bbis whose tearh"nrrs are found 

n the 'l' l! ud. ctually, mo than J, n of such ra ~is are m ntioned by name in the 

;. n.1d . I ould h ve se 1 cted others besi es the three - Aki ' 
ir , an Rab 

ElOU!:!lly ea nerha s some Pre2ter, but of som0 J have spoken in th 

hoose t.o s e k of A kiba. this mornin because .ki a was one of the eat st of the 

rah is of ,he clmud . He ·s a rab i 1ho is mentioned most in the ishnah , but he was 

n t onl eat reli ·ous teacher and an heroic fi e, he ms a t ol "tical 

1 a er . ar Kochba Jjvr a he time of the d strl t j on of the 'l' le in 70 o ,he 
the 

co·mon era and a subsequent, turbulent , r bellious yeArs d rjn which h J rish eople 

r fused o yield to their de ea at the hands of the Romans n a~aited no nor uni y 

4-o revolt as con tie , hich th id in h years 13? to 135 of the ommon era under 

the lea ersh · p of that eat r · r . och a . o thi Ra bi l\ ib• ,~s he s iri tual 

an men or of ar Yochba . e gave the inspiration o th revo ta ~int the 

omans , r v 1 far and ride throu ~h he J ri h iasoora s01 · c1tin funds to h lp 

in the revo]t , to ar ouse thenationel s ntiment amon the p onle . cAlled Pr Kochba 
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the Messiah , and Akiba finally nerished vrhen the great cause of Jewish independence 

went down to defeat at the hands of the Romans . • 

He was an amazingly interestin ~ pPrson . At the age of 24 Akiba was an illiterate . 

He couldn't read the alphabet . _e was an ./l,m Haratz , who hated the rabt is . He said 

if I could get my hands on a hah,-=im, on a rabbi , I would tear him like a fish . It. was 

a womPn who ~ • ded him into new ways of life , Rachel . ~ache1 was the dau ,hter of a 

very rich man, and she fell in love v1ith Akiba and she arried him, this ic_;noramus , 

thi '-~ illiterate , in whom she saw great promise . h11d her father disovmed her , rlrove 

her out of the house . She insisted that Aki a, her husband, lewe for some school 

;:ind be!":i_n to study , and at the a ~e of 2h Akiba teg8n to learn the aleph beth . 

She 10rked ;:is a washer woman and Akib2 while he sturlied would every day collect 

a bundle of facr~ots and sell it in order to sustain himself . When Akiba was no 
~ .. 

longer able in a certain eriod of his studies to PBY. for his tuition, Rachel cut 

o-rf her beautiful hair end sold it to enable Akiba to continue to Ptu :Jy . Vlhen Akiba 

became the vreat leader of his o onle , he bour;ht he 

to tr~s act of hers . 

~old n tiRr as a trj ute 

A . ter t., ;e ve years of stu J , Akiba returnert to his home tovm and then he 

heard in the market nlace women taunting his wife and sayin , "Where is your husband?" 

Ano she sairl., 11 Tf it takes another tvrnlve years for my husband to become rreRt in 

J rael, wish he would stfly AWAY those years and study . " ~-'hen t- 11-iba her1rd that , he 

departed without the knowled e of Rachel and spent anothc twelve years in study . hrl 

at !,8, in mid- life , Akiba, brilliant , YTith an amazinply incisive mind , a proiir;i ous 

memory, became famous throu~hout the land for his scholarship , for his skill in inter

pretinr, th law, and was looked upon as foremost among the leaders amonE; the ;:i cademy 

of scholars . 

Akiba tauP-ht , established schools , raised m ny disciples ; amon them were some 

of the eatest teachers of the subse7uent generation . Persecutions followed 
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persecutionB ~r er 70 , after th estruct.ion of the Temple , ·nan at.tempt to 

st.mnn out the rebelliousness of he ,T~ 1ish eop_ e . n the year 110 th lTe , ,ere 

nrohibi t rl rom j xin , thej r own calendar , ihich in those days was very im ort nt 

thing because they have no fixed calendar as we have today but the Sanhedrin every 

month u,)on ·he testimony of vritnesses 1 iho saw the ap. earance of the n w moon would 

set he date for the ne I month ihich helped the e ish com. unj_ties then o et rmine 

••• en they shou :l celebrate heir holidays . it.hout. he fixjn o the c lendar every 

~ront,h nd ·d t.hout the fi • n of t 1e lecin year every so often Jewi ~h reli ,.; ous life 

would have been throvm into a ch os . ~he ~o ernment rohjbjtei the anhedrjn from 

ixing h calendar , -nd so the rahb~s desipnated A iba for a tjme to leave the 

co ntry and to o to another co ntry where ,h pmer of o,e di, not r va·1 nd rom 

there to) rfor the ceremon"'es nnouncin the new moon e.n proclai ;n , he 1 ap 

Jhen another Homan em e.cor , 'drian, in 132 o co on era or erect that a 

heathen temn e be built on he s · ,e o he old e wh • ch h d e n destro·re '"'some 

61 years before , that w s the spark that set off the ne, revol~ 1a · nst Roe h ade 

~ar ►'orhba nd inspired by ·bn . 1.. ,·dsh teachers ere arrest , t.h t acr5ng o 

the orah ms nroh .bited , kiba efie the rohibition , cont ·nu i to t ach and t.o 

or ra bis . l1e as arr sterl by the ~oman al horj •ie s , ri , an sentence to 

eat , or ure , an th recorc s h ve it that his • esh ms to n ·;i ,h iron coals fr.om 

his body . he h wa, b in! 0 t he k p reci i the h ' m~ YL roP] , ~md some 

0 h:i s fait,hful s ud nts watch:in him said to Akiba , ".Aki R ' our aster , his far vou 

ti 1 •o? our cite the Sh 1ma even hen you ' re being ortu ed? his j s he Tor h 

and his is its re ,ard ? 11 Ak-ibc1 , th le gen sys , SRid , 11 .All mv life didn ' t under-.. 

th m ning of h s nt n e , nd Thou ov hP. r.ord thy fro l • h 11 thy 

heMrt , vrith 11 thy soul . 10"1 know v,hat it mean to lo e nod b c ificin one ' s 

if for nod , offerin one ' s soul . 11 nd he die wjth ,h h 1 a isroel on his lips . 
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kiba w s the s:rreatest of the interpre ers, the developers of he "drash nd 

he was he first architect of the mishnah. : ithout P.kiba there 1 ould h2ve been no 

Talmud . .tis difficult here in a short time to discuss some of Akiba's techniques 

in law-makin~ . It is vi interest to call attention to some of his ethical and theo

lo~ic ideas . Here was a man who loved od to a point-of martyr om, and yet he was 

not unaware of the great and unsolve 'i paradoxes which religion, faith, or sents to 

the aithful. Here is a problem of how to reconcile God's omniscience, ~od's all

knowle ,e of ever hing , of what is to be with man's free will . Is man's con uct 

eterrnined b"' n.o:-1' s foreknov,ledge of that conduct, or is man really free to make 

the cho·ce, because if man is not really free to determine his own conduct, then he 

cannot be held morally responsible for his onduct . And here is a naradox . Akiba 

s askeri, and /lkiba fr nkl. cicknowled "ed the eni'Jlla, resimed himself to a mystery 
. 

an said, ( .ebrew), "Everything is foreseen by ,,_ d . " ( ebrew f " evertheless, fre 

wilJ is eiven to man . " Tt is not necessary for am n of deep faith to h ve he 

answers to all the prollems which per lex the mind o the faithful one . e cannot 

olve al the roblems . The fact that Akiba was unable to solve this oro lem did 

not kee him from sacrificing his very life for his faith in ;ad. Th re was another 

ent rabbi v,ho ived some enerations after kiba , R bbi Yann~i . He ?ras also con-

fronted with one of the eat paradoxes of religion ;: do he ri hteo s suffer? 

problem, vou my recall , '!hy do ·the icke prosper if here is a just nod? fhat is 

,hat a itated the mind of Job, of eremiah , of the Psalmist . Rabbi v nnai also resolved 

himself t.o an unsolved eni .a of faith and sai it was not within our ower to under-

stAnd why the ri hteous suffer sometimes and wh he wicked rosper sometimes . Never-

theless , the srune bbi vannai built eat schools for the teachinn- of , urlaism and 

aise many iscipl s . 

Th re is an interesting legend tol by the rabbis - that four eminent rabbis 

entered into the arden , th ~ar en in the re k sense , here hilosophv was tau ht 

and f:\y, cu sed . . . en Azzai , en '7.orna and kiba . And the s · ct en zz i 
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entered the garden, pazed and died. Pen 7,oma entered the gar en, P-azed , and b came 

rlemented . Ac her entered the p-arden and trampled down t.he pJ R nts . On~y Aviba entered 

n neace and departed in peace . 

hiloso hie speculations, doubts , dirl not upset the spiritual tranquiljty , the 

stron faith of this ~re2t teacher . At the pace I ari ,oing I am afraid we're not poing 

t r ach three rabbis: T have difficulty ettinp through vri th one . ut vie can leave 

one or two of the others for some future time . They h~ve waited a long tj e for us 

o discuss them . 

I ~ant you to know somethin more about k. a; he was a wonderfu man . Akiba 

saw "atness in man . ( ebrew) tan is beloved because he was created in the ima e 

of rod . P.nd God showed an even gre ter love for man in making man realize that 

he vms crecited in the ima :>e of nod . cause a man is made in th i , age of nod , 

a r1n shoul d have the stren th to accept t e evil of life alon ~ with the ood . That's 

strength. And to say at a 11 times ( -"ebrev1) , 11 ll that iOd does is :or the rrood ." !an 

should recite a benerictio1 for m1sfor une as wel for fort ne , becaus one never 

knows hether what is momentarily isfortune is really misfortune . TherP is a le end 

tolrl bout Rabbi Akiba . He ca~e to a town one day , to an inn , an the innk eoer was 

surly and would not p rmit him to stav in the inn . ~o abb1. P.kiba went to the o t 

skirts of ton ands ent a ni ht ther , in a lonely shelter , ,ith his donke. an with 

a lam which he ha . riri~ the ntrht a lion a tacke he onkey anct a v1ind blew 

up nd e tinrruished the Jurht . And th re was /\kibc1 , j n gre t unhAppiness and eat 

misfor une . Tat ni ht , so uns th story , r obbers attack d the own , killed everyone 

in the inn , and had the donkey of Akiba been left alive to bray and to ci re Vlay 

his ocation, or the light , had it r ained , kinrlled hrou h he ni ht , i too would 

have Attracted th attent ion of these robbers , his life mi ht have been forfeited . 

Thj s i the theme of 'l'h ~ridrre of San T.uis Rey , you may recall . You never know 

whether the thin we ask for is r ally for our f:'ood o he m • s £or tunes which vie hink 

ar~isi ted uoon us are rec1 lly misfor tunes . 
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'Tove thy neinhbor as thy self, 11 Akiba said . 'I'his is the foremost principle 

in the Torah . He wrts quotin a greAt tP,.,cher , Hillel . (rrPbrew) 

H loved en . He ur~ed men to be kind , to be charitable one to another . And one 

day the Roman O"OVernor 1ineius Rufus said to kiba , n-711 to you talk so much Bbout 

charity , 11011. ordaining charity upon men . If nod loves the oor so uch , .... hy 1oe.-,n 1t 

he provide for them?" nd Akiba answered , " ear conn-an eel to P'ive charity that we 

ourselves qi ~ht be i~prove b carin for the poor and that we ourselves might be 

delivered from the hell of selfishness . " 11 0n thP cor: rary , 11 saj_d the Roman povernor . 

"7his thin of • vin , cha i y to those whom 0 od ,'fished to be poor , shouili make ou 

liable to unishment . f T were an y wjth R erson and sentenced hi to risen and 

ordered that that man should not be fed , no food or water r,j_ ven to him , and someone 

came ;n and fe r that s]ave , T would have that man nisned . " 'l'hen Ak" a ans ered , 

11 Suopose that man whom you sentenced v,ere ~,our on, your own child , .:incl som one took 

oity on hjm jn prison , lyin there famishe and dyi of hunger and thi and ave 

him foo and a t er , what. would you do? W are all chil ren of "od, 11 said Akiba . 

here ore Gori has commanded us to deal your bread to the hunITy and br4n ) 1e poor 

that are cast out tn th house . 11 

1 Pll , 1'd like to talk to you about R~bbi . ir now , u i e hBv n' the time . 

nrl o ~ ab . 1 11 ive myself th~leasure of do i n that a lit ,le latPr on in the 

sert son . Tn th meantime , j _ t roi,.7h1. be very helpful to o ck un a J 'lish history, or 

a wish en ycloo~d~a , nd rea up a out the eAt R bi eir , i~o is al o a fa cjnating 

character , esnecially in his contact with this great heretic , this /icher , thj " other 

one , " v,hose name the rabbis even r fused o mention , an·l Rab , ,ho was the oremo t 

rabbi o~ abylonia . Read about them . 'f'hey are et human fifrll!'es , eat personalities , 

apart. from being r abbis . rabbi can be a eat human fi ., e too . hen we ill di -

cuss abbi jr and Rab at some futur time . 
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