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There’s the story, then there’s the real story, then 
there’s the story of how the story came to be told. 

Then there’s what you leave out of the story. 
Which is part of the story too.

—Margaret Atwood, MaddAddam
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Introduction

 Consider for a moment the following thought experi-
ment. Let us think of the Babylonian Talmud not as we usually 
do—not as a vast compendium of laws, legends, debates, and 
interpretations, but rather as a massive, multivolume, postmod-
ern experimental novel. Wilder than Moby-Dick, beyond the 
imagination of James Joyce, more internally self-referential 
than anything dreamed up by David Foster Wallace. Hundreds 
of pages of dialogue, of discussions that start but never end; or-
ganized, it seems on the surface, by free association, and filled 
with hyperlinked cross-references across the wide expanse of 
its domain. It has no beginning and no conclusion. It just is. It 
is as if the Talmud expects that you have read it all before you’ve 
read a single page.
 In this novel, as in any novel, there are settings. Here there 
are real places with real names: Jerusalem, Bene-Berak, and 
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Tiberias—all in Eretz Yisrael, or the Land of Israel—as well as 
Egypt, Babylonia, and Rome. There are stories—some miracu-
lous, some quite mundane. And there are characters—farmers 
and merchants, priests and Romans, women and children, 
slaves and free people. And most of all there are rabbis—rabbis 
who constantly talk and debate and prod one another to greater 
feats of argumentation. It is their world, the landscape of rab-
bis, that most dominates this novel. And amid all this excess, all 
these words and characters, if we were to ask, “Who is the hero 
of this extraordinary book, who is its central figure?” I think—
despite the vastness of the work, it’s not such a difficult ques-
tion to answer—it is Rabbi Akiva,1 a “father of the world,” as 
the Jerusalem Talmud calls him.
 In many ways Akiva is the apotheosis of the deepest values 
of “rabbinic Judaism,” the essential manifestation of Jewish re-
ligion that first evolved in the first and second centuries of the 
Common Era and came to define the nature of Judaism for 
hundreds of years. And indeed, the essence of rabbinic Juda-
ism, despite its various incarnations and expressions, is what 
many people mean by “Judaism” today. This is a religion based 
on God’s Torah and the various interpretations of that Torah 
as adduced by rabbis over the course of centuries. The Torah, 
in this conception, owes its authority to God and, thanks to its 
divine origins, contains within it myriad possibilities and un-
imaginable depths.
 The Torah and the rabbis who interpreted it have laid out 
a system of commandments (called “mitzvot”) that influence 
virtually every aspect of a person’s life—prayer, festivals both 
solemn and joyous, interpersonal ethics, rules about eating, mat-
ters of civil and criminal law, and much more. The rabbi acts as 
interpreter of Torah as well as judge and scholar, preacher and 
public leader. In Akiva’s time, these functions were just begin-
ning to evolve, and some did not manifest themselves for gen-
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erations.2 Rabbis, for example, were not yet leaders of the com-
munity; they were by and large a fairly small, elite, and separate 
group. (The word “rabbi” in its etymological core simply means 
“my master” and connotes more of the teacher or mentor func-
tion of the role in its origins.)3 But the seeds of this future were 
first sown in Akiva’s lifetime, and he had much to do with what 
we have come to know as rabbinic Judaism.
 As important as these early sages were, I suspect that if 
today you asked someone with even a moderate connection to 
Judaism to name one rabbi from ancient times, it is unlikely 
that he or she would come up with any name aside from Akiva. 
(A few might suggest Maimonides, but he is a figure from me-
dieval times, not the ancient world; and others might suggest 
Hillel, but he essentially is a precursor to Akiva’s world and 
certainly was never called “rabbi.”) Perhaps Akiva’s name rec-
ognition is related to the fact that he is known from the Pass-
over Haggadah, or perhaps it is because the story of his death 
is so disturbingly brutal, or perhaps it is because he appears 
as an important figure in so many stories of the early period of 
Judaism—stories retold so often that, in the words of the Tal-
mud scholar Beth Berkowitz, they “seem to constitute a new 
Jewish core curriculum.”4 Akiva always seems to be in the mid-
dle of the action, whether he is the central player himself or a 
significant supporting actor.
 He is the interpreter of Torah so acute that every detail of 
the text holds secret meanings. If he was not the very first to 
push interpretation to such heights, he surely was one of the 
first, and he is certainly the most well-known and imaginative. 
He becomes the model for Jewish intellectual creativity, at least 
in its religious form, for almost two thousand years. More than 
that, Akiva is the teacher par excellence, the image of what it 
means to be a rabbi. And, finally, in the manner of his dying—
tortured to death by the Roman authorities for his insistence 
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on teaching Torah in public—he became the model for the rest 
of Jewish history of what it means to be a martyr.

 What does it mean to write a “biography” of a figure from 
so long ago? And what does the concept of “biography” mean 
as we see it played out in the literature of the ancient rabbis?
 To begin with let us consider the sources of material about 
Akiva. The time we are speaking of is often called the “Rab-
binic Period” or the “Talmudic Age,” and it refers, more or 
less, to the first six centuries of the Common Era (CE).5 Akiva’s 
life overlapped the first two centuries of that age. This coin-
cided with a time of Roman rule in ancient Israel (and Roman 
rule continued well after his death), and it includes two of the 
most dramatic events in all of Jewish history: the Romans’ de-
struction of the Jewish Temple and Jerusalem (70 CE), and the 
failed revolt against Rome (132–135 CE) led by a figure known 
as Bar Kokhba.
 The stories about Akiva and his pronouncements about law, 
ethics, and theology are collected in literary works that came 
into existence many years after his time. Those works (often 
called the “Oral Torah” since these teachings were transmitted 
orally long before they were written down; as opposed to the 
“Written Torah,” namely, the Bible) include, among others, the 
Mishnah, the first great work of rabbinic Judaism (ca. 220 CE), 
and the Babylonian Talmud (ca. 600 CE; the word “Talmud” 
means “study”), which incorporates almost the entire Mishnah 
and is structured as a kind of lengthy expansion of and com-
mentary on the Mishnah.6 Where the Mishnah is short, pithy, 
prescriptive, and somewhat elusive as to its intentions, the Tal-
mud is discursive and filled with argumentation and discussions 
of reasoning; yet often it is inconclusive in its determination of 
the resolution of the issue at hand.7

 In fact in the rabbinic library there are two Talmuds. Be-
sides the Babylonian Talmud (abbreviated as “b.” in references), 
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there is the one known in Hebrew as the Talmud Yerushalmi 
(abbreviated as “y.” in references), translated variously as “the 
Jerusalem Talmud,” “the Talmud of the Land of Israel,” or 
(generally in older references) “the Palestinian Talmud.” The 
Jerusalem Talmud (ca. 400 CE) is shorter and was composed in 
the Land of Israel (though not in Jerusalem). Because Akiva 
lived in Palestine, texts preserved in the Jerusalem Talmud are 
particularly relevant to our project here: we can see materials 
somewhat closer to his own lifetime and traditions emanating 
from the Land of Israel rather than from Babylonia. (Of course, 
all of these works evolved and developed over the course of 
many years before they reached the form in which we have 
them today, so giving the works a precise date is somewhat 
misleading.)
 Aside from scholars, particularly academic scholars, people 
generally have been far less interested in the Jerusalem Tal-
mud throughout Jewish history than in the Babylonian Talmud. 
When people talk about “the Talmud,” they are almost always 
referring to the Babylonian Talmud. This is the massive work 
that students and rabbis have spent generations commenting 
upon, discussing, debating, and extolling. In addition, there are 
texts about Akiva found in collections of midrashim (plural of 
“midrash,” a word meaning “search out” or “interpret”), which 
are commentaries (ca. 300 CE and onward) on the Bible. Akiva 
was truly a master of midrash, and many of his interpretative 
insights and stories about him are found in these collections. 
(Contrary to its popular usage, there is no single work called 
“the Midrash,” but rather a variety of ancient anthologies of 
these teachings.) A good portion of the Babylonian Talmud is 
devoted to debates about Jewish law (civil, criminal, and ritual), 
but alongside those materials are midrashic commentaries on 
biblical passages, discussions of magic and health, parables, and 
many stories about the rabbis themselves.
 As the study of the Talmud moved into the world of uni-
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versity scholarship beginning in the nineteenth century and 
continuing to our own times, academic scholars began to ex-
plore the questions that historians generally raise about an-
cient materials. These approaches differ enormously from the 
classic modes of Talmud study found in the religious world of 
the Beit Midrash—the “house of study,” or yeshiva (talmudic 
academy). Among the questions that history-oriented or liter-
ary-minded scholars have raised are those relating to the dating 
of various talmudic sources and the way that the Talmud was 
edited and structured. Both Talmuds are organized into large 
volumes, based on the divisions in the Mishnah, called “trac-
tates,” each of which bears a title that represents the main focus 
of each book. But discussions, stories, and themes range far and 
wide and are not well-defined by the title of the volume. In-
deed, the Hebrew word used for “tractate,” masekhet, literally 
means “web,” and a web of associations and connections is as 
good a description of the talmudic tractate as one can find. As 
I quote from talmudic sources in this book, I first give the name 
of the tractate (sometimes preceded by the abbreviation “y.” or 
“b.” to indicate the Jerusalem or Babylonian Talmud, respec-
tively), followed by a translation of the tractate’s name the first 
time it appears in a chapter, and then a page number (for ex-
ample: Nedarim “Vows” 62b).8

 Two additional terms will be helpful to know. The sages 
who were responsible for producing and promulgating the 
traditions up to and including the Mishnah are known as the 
Tannaim (plural of Tanna, “repeater” or “teacher”), and those 
responsible for producing the later materials (such as both the 
Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmuds) are known as Amoraim 
(plural of Amora, “discusser”). Hence the Rabbinic Period can 
be neatly divided into two segments: the Tannaitic and Amoraic 
periods, with the redaction of the Mishnah as the watershed 
event, though of course Tannaim aplenty appear in the Amo-
raic works.9



introduction

7

 This literature contains a wide array of materials, heavily 
emphasizing legal debates and rulings,10 but also including a 
myriad number of stories—some in the form of parables, some 
as what we might call “cases,” and many being narratives about 
the lives of the rabbis whose utterances fill the pages of these 
volumes. Thus many “biographical” fragments are scattered 
throughout these works that, pieced together, might give us the 
life story of Akiva. And for centuries that is precisely how these 
stories were viewed—as presenting a life story. In the past forty 
years or so, however, this traditional understanding has been 
challenged. Scholars have questioned whether “biography” is 
at all the right category to apply to these tales from the Rab-
binic Period.
 Three questions have been raised about viewing this litera-
ture as biography. First, the concept of “biography” that we 
have today is closely related to our notion of history. Namely, 
biography is the factually accurate representation of real events. 
Of course biographers can bring various scholarly perspectives 
to this work. One can be a Freudian biographer or a Marxist-
oriented biographer or a biographer with a strong feminist per-
spective. But these are only the frames that might be applied to 
the work. The underlying commitment to historical accuracy, 
as best as it can be achieved, drives the biographer’s task in all 
cases. But is that what the rabbis of the past meant by their ver-
sion of biographical storytelling?
 There are times when the rabbinic stories do seem very 
close to real life, but there are also miracle stories or stories that 
are hardly credible from a historical point of view. What are 
we to make of a story told in the Babylonian Talmud in which 
the sage R. Joshua ben Hananiah11 enters into a debate with 
the emperor of Rome’s daughter (b. Hullin “Ordinary Animal 
Sacrifices” 60a)? Or the story in which Rabban Yohanan ben 
Zakkai12 meets the Roman general Vespasian and predicts that 
Vespasian will soon become the emperor of Rome (b. Gittin 
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“Decrees of Divorce” 58a–b)? Joshua ben Hananiah was Akiva’s 
teacher and Yohanan ben Zakkai was one of the greatest rab-
binic teachers at the time of Akiva’s youth. Is it at all credible 
that they would have had conversations with Roman generals 
and the children of emperors?
 The concern for historical accuracy that we see today as 
essential to biography seems not to have been a matter of inter-
est to the ancient storytellers. Thus a number of contemporary 
scholars prefer to view the rabbinic tales as closer to literature 
than they are to biography. Indeed, at times the individual nar-
ratives seem like quite sophisticated and well-wrought short 
stories with thematic coherence and elements of literary sym-
bolism.
 The person who probably was most responsible for setting 
the agenda for new ways to think about rabbinic stories is the 
influential American Talmud scholar Jacob Neusner. In a lec-
ture delivered in 1980, Neusner laid out a challenge to viewing 
these narratives as matters of history. According to Neusner, 
historians have been asking the wrong questions about these 
tales. Instead of “asking what really ‘happened’ behind a story 
(the kernel of truth),” we should be looking to what these tales 
tell us about the culture that produced them. These stories are 
“not an account of one-time events, history in the old sense”; 
rather, they show us the “persistent traits of social culture and 
mind” of the rabbinic world.13 These “biographical” stories, 
then, should be seen as a window onto a world from the past, 
not a narrative of actual events. We cannot know for sure, in 
other words, whether this or that event happened in Akiva’s 
life; we can only investigate the cultural meaning of preserving 
these stories for the future.
 At around the same time as Neusner was writing in the 
United States, Yonah Fraenkel, a scholar at the Hebrew Uni-
versity in Jerusalem, was offering his own critique of the tradi-
tional approach to these stories with a slightly different slant 
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from Neusner’s. Rather than Neusner’s cultural historical ap-
proach to the biographical tales, Fraenkel takes a much more 
literary stance. Read them as stories, he says—as works of fic-
tion, not as stories trying to be reliable biography.14

 It is interesting to note that for most of the history of tal-
mudic study—certainly in the classic yeshivot—the stories in 
the pages of the Talmud were considered hardly interesting at 
all, except perhaps where they indicated the legal practice of a 
particular rabbi.15 The stories were the parts of the text that 
one moved through quickly so that one could get to what really 
mattered—the debates and arguments in all their subtle detail 
that seemed to be at the heart of the talmudic enterprise. But 
perhaps because we live in a time in which the narrative mode 
of thinking has become so compelling,16 those neglected stories 
of the rabbinic world have gained a great deal of traction among 
writers and scholars from a broad range of perspectives.
 The contemporary scholar most associated with work on 
rabbinic stories is Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, who has laid out in a 
number of influential and important works a clear-eyed and 
comprehensive approach to reading these texts.17 Rabbinic texts, 
as Rubenstein shows, are wonderfully ambiguous, open to a va-
riety of methodologies and interpretive readings. Rubenstein 
is not alone in approaching these materials in this way; other 
contemporary scholars bring a similar perspective to the stories 
about the sages. Following in the footsteps of Neusner and 
Fraenkel these writers relate to the materials not as historical 
data but as literary and cultural footprints from the rabbinic 
past.18 My reading in this book of the stories about Akiva fol-
lows in this same tradition.
 A second important element to consider is that rabbinic 
literature does not present coherent, compact, birth-to-death 
narratives of rabbis’ lives. Instead, the stories about Akiva, for 
example, are scattered throughout the pages of various rabbinic 
texts. In that way, rabbinic “biography” is quite unlike another 
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literature from a closely related time period—Greek and Roman 
biography, particularly as we see it in the works of Plutarch, 
who lived almost at the same time as Akiva.
 In his Lives, Plutarch gives us a series of short (thirty to 
fifty pages each, in English translation) mini-biographies of 
the great figures of Greek and Roman culture. Of course, I am 
not suggesting that Plutarch’s Lives hewed to the standards of 
modern biography either. Plutarch did have an agenda, and no 
one would claim that his portraits are historically reliable in 
the modern sense of the word. As one scholar has put it, “Plu-
tarch’s overriding purpose is to bring out the moral pattern in 
his hero’s career.”19 Plutarch presents only one example of a 
whole genre of biographical literature from the world of the 
distant past. As a whole, Rubenstein writes: “Ancient biogra-
phers did not intend to present the ‘true’ life of their subject—
the life as actually lived. . . . They sought ‘truth’ in a different 
sense, the eternal truths that the meaning of the life of their 
subject held for others. The biographers constructed their 
subjects such that the lives embodied the values they wished to 
impart to their audience.”20

 But what we do get with Plutarch’s Lives is a series of orga-
nized narratives, very different from the biographies of the rab-
bis in the Talmud and other sources, that the reader must piece 
together from disparate strands. Indeed, rather than using the 
term “biography” to describe rabbinic literature, we might say 
that we are presented with “anecdotes”—fragments of a life. To 
tell the story of Akiva’s life, we must stitch together stories from 
different parts of the rabbinic canon, stories that sometimes con-
tradict one another. That contrast with Plutarch helps us see in 
bold relief a critique of rabbinic tales as biography that might be 
called the problem of coherence. Let’s say there are thirty stories 
about a rabbinic figure (there are many more about Akiva), and 
on top of that we have legal opinions and teachings identified 
with the same rabbi—for instance, a story about how the rabbi 
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dealt with a difficult student in class, a story about what time of 
day the rabbi said particular prayers, an interpretation of a bib-
lical verse, a ruling about how a case of property damage should 
be adjudicated. And these stories come from various places in 
the map of rabbinic literature. How much can we really say that 
every story and every teaching attributed to this particular rabbi 
represents that rabbi’s life and views? If we cannot rely on any 
particular story being about any particular rabbi, this argument 
goes, how can we use these tales to construct a biography?
 Finally, another challenge about constructing rabbinic bi-
ography is related to the sources of information upon which we 
must rely. Essentially, everything we know about Akiva comes 
from the internal sources of Judaism—the Mishnah (abbrevi-
ated “m.” in references) and Tosefta (a text from around the 
same time as the Mishnah and similar to it; abbreviated “t.” in 
references), the two Talmuds, and the various midrashim. We 
don’t have Akiva’s letters or diaries or household records, tax 
receipts, or shopping lists. Akiva does not appear in official 
documents of the Roman authorities, nor is he mentioned in 
virtually any source outside of those within the Jewish world.21 
There is no particular reason to be surprised about this, of 
course. The Romans paid little attention to the Jewish individ-
uals in Palestine, with a very few notable exceptions. In a cer-
tain sense Akiva (like virtually all of his contemporaries) is a 
man who was not there.
 Nonetheless, Akiva is to be found throughout rabbinic lit-
erature; he’s mentioned 1,341 times in the Babylonian Talmud 
alone and hundreds of times in the Jerusalem Talmud, the 
Tosefta, and the midrashic works of rabbinic Judaism. When 
looking at Akiva, we must turn to these texts, along with the con-
textual knowledge that historians and text scholars have pro-
vided over the course of many years of careful research. How 
we look at these “internal” Jewish sources will be an important 
consideration.
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 None of the discussion thus far is meant to say that Akiva 
was an imaginary figure, like the protagonists of novels. It’s 
hard for me to believe that Akiva—and for that matter virtually 
all his contemporaries—was not a real human being. But of 
course I cannot prove that he was.22

 Still, the weight of culture and tradition is powerful: I be-
lieve that Akiva and the other rabbis in his circle and after him 
lived in this world as much as I live in it today. I cannot know 
whether every story about him and every utterance attributed 
to him reflects what he did or said, but I do know that editors 
who established the texts that have come down to us from long 
ago chose to preserve certain stories and teachings in Akiva’s 
name and that despite the complexities of transmission, it is 
possible to discern a portrait of his life. The more important 
question is not, “Did this event really happen?” but rather, “Why 
was it passed down?” and “What is it meant to communicate?”
 The question remains: With all these impediments, what 
does it mean to write “biography” when biography hardly seems 
possible? To my mind the way to think about the present book 
is to see it as a kind of imagined biography rooted in the best that 
contemporary scholarship can teach us—about rabbinic tales, 
about Akiva himself, and about the historical context of the 
world of the rabbis in the first century and a half of the Com-
mon Era. This book brings with it a self-reflective stance and 
requires a certain modesty about the nature of this biographi-
cal enterprise. My goal is to consider the stories and teachings 
in the light of inner consistency on the one hand and a literary 
sensibility on the other while recognizing that the stories as we 
have received them cannot be understood naively as definitively 
factual. I read the stories about Akiva both as aspects of biogra-
phy and as literary works expressing the culture, values, and re-
ligious teachings embedded in their texts. I will call the reader’s 
attention to some of the issues related to the shaping and re-
shaping of the various texts over time, and I will call upon the 
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work of academic scholars who concern themselves with these 
matters where they are relevant to our enterprise. But our focus 
will remain on the figure of Akiva as best we can uncover his 
life and personality.
 In order to take seriously the insights of contemporary 
scholarship, I explore Akiva’s life through an examination of a 
variety of rabbinic sources, putting these texts on the table, as 
it were, and reading them closely, in comparison and sometimes 
in contrast with other rabbinic sources. I have chosen to aim at 
a close reading of these texts because given what we know today 
about rabbinic biography as a genre, it is impossible to imagine 
writing a straightforward narrative of Akiva’s life in the manner 
of the classic biography Akiba: Scholar, Saint and Martyr written 
by Louis Finkelstein some eighty years ago.23 Finkelstein was a 
deeply learned scholar as well as a major leader in American 
Jewish life. His book exhibits his breadth of knowledge, but of 
course it is very much a work of its time. He did not have the 
benefit of perspectives on rabbinic tales that have emerged in 
the past quarter century and of the research on the world of 
ancient Near Eastern cultures that is available to us today. 
Moreover, Finkelstein’s book is palpably shadowed by the Great 
Depression and the darkening days preceding the Second World 
War. Today his book reads more like a piece of historical fic-
tion than a work of scholarship.24

 It is interesting to note in that regard that the life of Akiva 
has occasioned some fascinating works of fiction, imagining his 
life particularly in relationship to the story of the “four who 
entered the orchard” (discussed in chapter 6) and imagining his 
relationship with Bar Kokhba (chapter 7). The most well-known 
of these fictional treatments is Milton Steinberg’s As a Driven 
Leaf, in which Akiva is a central figure, though not the main 
protagonist.25 Steinberg’s book is not a great literary work, but 
it presents a cohesive portrait of the lives of the early rabbis and 
therefore has been taught with great pedagogic effect in innu-
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merable classrooms since it first appeared in 1939. The Yiddish 
writer Joseph Opatoshu wrote a novelization of Akiva’s life, 
The Last Revolt, focusing on Akiva’s supposed connection to 
Bar Kokhba.26 Unlike many fictionalized retellings of Akiva’s 
life, Opatoshu’s novel does not end with Akiva’s martyrdom but 
with his shout of support for Bar Kokhba’s messianic revolt. 
Howard Schwartz, a contemporary American poet and story-
teller, published his version of the story in The Four Who Entered 
Paradise, with an additional twist, a “thematic commentary” by 
Marc Bregman, who is a contemporary midrash scholar.27 The 
most recent fictionalization is a novel by the Israeli writer Yochi 
Brandes called Akiva’s Orchard (it has not yet been translated 
into English).28 Brandes brings inventive recastings of the Aki-
van stories and a feminist element into the traditional portrait. 
Doubtless there will be more works of fiction, as Akiva remains 
a fascinating figure.
 It is no accident, I believe, that Akiva has inspired works of 
fiction—not only because of his importance in Jewish religious 
history, but also because of the simple fact that so many of the 
details of his life are unknown and therefore grist for the mill 
of a novelist. Just take the basic fact of when he lived. Conven-
tionally, one will see the dates of his life given as between 50 and 
135 CE, but we have no firm data about these numbers. This 
dating is really only speculation that comes from a bit of extrap-
olation. Namely, since the story of Akiva’s death fits well with 
the persecutions following the failure of Bar Kokhba’s revolt 
(explored in chapter 7), that death would make sense to occur 
around 135 CE, a historically reliable point close to the Bar 
Kokhba debacle. If we assume that Akiva lived to be a very old 
man, we merely subtract an eighty-five-year life from 135 CE 
and we have a birth date of 50 CE. It’s guesswork and some 
arithmetic—not a definitive biographical fact.
 Who were his parents? We know nothing about them, 
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which is not particularly surprising about his mother, given the 
patriarchal society of ancient times (though some significant 
female figures appear in rabbinic literature). But we know noth-
ing about his father as well. Akiva is known as “Akiva the son of 
Joseph,” but his father is not described in any rabbinic sources 
(despite the fact that if one peruses some books and online 
websites today, one will be assured that Akiva was the son or 
descendant of a convert—for which there is no evidence what-
soever).29 And in fact, as Rubenstein points out, Akiva’s name 
with his patronymic, “Akiva ben Yosef  ” in Hebrew, is a term 
that appears only around twelve times in all of the many refer-
ences to Akiva in the Babylonian Talmud.30

 We don’t know where Akiva was born and even where he 
lived in later life. He is sometimes associated with the town of 
Bene-Berak, but that association derives from fewer than a hand-
ful of passing references in the literature. And finally, we do not 
know where he died or where he is buried. Most sources will 
state with assurance that he was executed and buried in the 
northern coastal city of Caesarea, but in fact the actual rabbinic 
stories about his execution—as we will see in chapter 7—do not 
mention the place where he died. The place of his death and 
burial is only a guess and not an established fact; it is not even 
attested in the talmudic sources.
 Indeed, travel some fifty miles northeast of Caesarea and 
you will come to the ancient city of Tiberias, nestled alongside 
the large freshwater lake called Kinneret in Hebrew, the Sea of 
Galilee in English. Here you can be directed to the tomb of 
Rabbi Akiva—simple stone pillars with a white painted roof. It 
is a quiet place, open to the air, well-situated with a lovely view 
of the Kinneret—even, perhaps, a place for contemplation. 
What lies beneath the earth here? The actual final resting place 
of the sage? Historians would be right to cast a skeptical eye on 
such a claim. Yet pilgrims continue to arrive there. Like much 
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about Rabbi Akiva, we remain caught between fact and legend, 
history and the shared memory of an old culture.

 So then, why Akiva? Why should we care about this figure 
who lived two thousand years ago? I think it is because the 
story of his life is both archetypical and unique. It is easy to be 
drawn into the tale of his life. Born in poverty, unschooled in 
his religious tradition, he mocked scholars and disdained them 
(at least in one telling of his early life). But then a kind of reli-
gious revelation comes to him, and he decides that despite his 
advanced age he must learn Torah, starting from the very basics 
of the alphabet. And this man, enemy of scholars and pro-
foundly ignorant, becomes the greatest rabbi of them all. As we 
will see, in another version of the story, he courts the daughter 
of a wealthy man—who opposes the relationship—and wins 
her heart and eventually the respect of her father through his 
learning. He is seen as both mystic and practical legal analyst, 
both theologian and text interpreter. He disputes with his col-
leagues in dramatic fashion, yet he is admired and beloved by 
his peers. And in the end, he becomes the exemplar of Jewish 
martyrs, executed by the Romans with the Shema, the central 
confession of Judaism, on his lips.
 Before we turn to the stories and teachings that map out 
his life, we begin in chapter 1 by looking at the world into 
which Akiva was born. What were the realities of the time in 
which he lived? What were the political and social landscapes 
that would have been familiar to him? How have historians 
today come to view the context in which he lived? We begin 
with those questions.

a note on the translations of the texts

 I explore a variety of rabbinic sources in this book, all of 
course translations from Hebrew or Aramaic. Some of these 
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translations—like the standard English translation of the Tal-
mud and certain key midrashic texts published in the middle 
of the twentieth century by Soncino Press—feel linguistically 
rather old-fashioned. Others that are aimed at an academic au-
dience trade ease of reading for the exactitude scholars require. 
Such translations will often be filled with brackets, diacritical 
marks in the transliteration of Hebrew words, and variant read-
ings from divergent manuscript sources. These characteristics, 
though admirable for their purposes, will not serve the needs of 
a nonspecialist reader.
 By and large, as is conventional practice, quotations from 
the Hebrew Bible in this book use the current standard English 
translation, The Tanakh, published by the Jewish Publication 
Society, with a few small adaptations to fit the context in which 
the Bible is being quoted.31 Except where noted, I have trans-
lated all other Hebrew texts that we consider here, taking ad-
vantage of the resources offered by various existing translations 
but trying to find the right combination of accessibility and ac-
curacy. Because I engage in a kind of literary close reading of 
many of these texts, I tried to be careful not to prejudice the 
interpretation by adding elements that don’t exist in the origi-
nal source. Thus I’ve tried to keep to a minimum phrases one 
will sometimes find in the Soncino translations such as “he ex-
claimed” where the original simply is “he said.” And I have also 
tried to translate the same word in a consistent fashion, at least 
within an individual passage, so that readers can gauge the sig-
nificance of repetitions that would be obscured by varying the 
way a single word is translated.
 I have made one concession for the sake of clarity: rabbinic 
texts tend to use pronouns (or, in the manner of the Hebrew 
language, pronouns that are embedded within verbs) rather 
than repeat the name of the speaker. In the midst of a debate 
in the Talmud it can be confusing to read “he said” followed by 
“he said” and another “he said.” In order to avoid confusion, I 
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have supplied the name of the speaker except in very rare cases 
where it seemed to me that the original text was being inten-
tionally ambiguous.
 Finally, one of the fascinating things about translating 
these texts is how quickly one notices the indeterminacy inher-
ent in the nature of the Hebrew vocabulary these sources use. 
Rabbinic Hebrew has a smaller vocabulary than modern En-
glish, and therefore it is often difficult to determine which pre-
cise English word is appropriate to express the meaning of the 
text. In English we simply have a greater variety of words from 
which to choose. In one text that we will look at in chapter 2, 
for example, a key word might be translated as “carved,” “hol-
lowed out,” or “engraved upon,” and how one views the impre-
cise word might have a profound effect on how one reads the 
text. At times we can make a decent guess based on context, but 
at other times we have to be satisfied with an ambiguity that 
holds its own fascination.
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Akiva’s World

 To understand Akiva’s life we must try to understand 
something about the world in which he lived. This is not a sim-
ple task, however. We are speaking about a time almost two 
thousand years ago, and although historians have attempted to 
reconstruct that landscape, our sources are both constrained 
and contested. The Land of Israel was ruled by the Roman Em-
pire, and Roman sources about Palestine, such as they are, view 
the world through Roman eyes.1 Especially after the revolts of 
the Jews against the Romans, we can expect the ruling con-
queror to be less than generous about the rebellious people 
who were conquered.2

 Virtually all Jewish sources date from a time long after the 
first century of the Common Era—in some cases many hun-
dreds of years later—and therefore are problematic as historical 
evidence. The most well-known contemporary information 
from that period comes from the Jewish historian Josephus, 

1
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who managed to negotiate the boundaries of the Jewish and 
Roman worlds in a savvy and successful way. His works—taken 
with a degree of open-eyed wariness with which we must con-
sider all premodern histories—remain a significant passageway 
into first-century Jewish life. Nonetheless, much remains un-
certain, and scholars have argued over the meaning of events as 
much as they have about the narratives themselves. What was 
Jewish religious life like? Who were the leaders of the Jewish 
community? What rituals actually happened in the Temple, and 
what were the practices of ordinary Jews? There is much dis-
agreement about these and many other questions. Still, enough 
evidence exists for historians to help us make sense of that time 
at least in its broad outlines.
 As I have said, no one knows Akiva’s birth date, and one can 
find a wide range of conjectures. As we have seen, most esti-
mates appear to extrapolate back from the story of his death at 
the end of the Bar Kokhba War in 135 CE and estimate his 
birth to be around 50 CE. The precise date is not of conse-
quence; far more important is the shared assumption that Akiva 
was born before the Great Revolt against Rome (66–70 CE) 
and therefore lived through what was surely the most cataclys-
mic event in Jewish history, at least until the Holocaust—the 
destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in 70 CE. Every his-
torical age might be said to be one of crisis and change, but in 
the history of the Jewish people, no time was more so than the 
first century of the Common Era.
 But what of that world before the devastating end to the 
Great Revolt?
 To understand the milieu into which Akiva was born we 
must go back to the conquests of Alexander the Great in the an-
cient Near East more than three hundred years before Akiva’s 
time. Alexander died in 323 BCE, and in the aftermath of his 
death, the territories that he had conquered, including the Land 
of Israel, became the sites for years of conflict among various 
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warring parties—descendants of his generals and their dynas-
ties and descendants of the Jews known as the Maccabees (later 
called the Hasmoneans after a supposed ancestor) who in 167 
BCE threw off the rule of one of the dynasties that emerged 
from Alexander’s followers. This is the story at the heart of the 
holiday of Hanukkah.
 The rule of the Hasmoneans was hardly a smooth one. In-
ternal dissension, struggles for leadership, and essentially a full-
scale civil war raged for some thirty years. All the while, lurking 
in the background, was the great power of the day—Rome, with 
ambitions for empire far beyond the dreams of any Hasmo-
nean ruler. In the midst of the strife and confusion in Palestine, 
the Roman general Pompey moved into the Near East and cap-
tured Jerusalem in 63 BCE. This did not end the Hasmonean 
civil war; indeed, historians have argued that the internal con-
flicts within the Roman world exacerbated the situation in Pal-
estine, with various figures in Rome supporting one side or the 
other in the civil war in Israel. Remember: on the world stage 
we are talking about the period in which Julius Caesar defeated 
this same Pompey in 48 BCE and was himself assassinated in 
44 BCE. In fact, Mark Antony, well-known to us today thanks 
to Shakespeare, makes an appearance in our drama as well. His 
support of a wily young upstart named Herod led to Herod’s 
being named king of the Jews by the Roman Senate in 40 BCE. 
By 37 BCE, Herod’s military victories in Palestine solidified his 
status. He ruled in the Land of Israel for more than forty years.
 Herod is an extraordinarily complex and fascinating char-
acter. He was a megalomaniac and paranoid despot, capable of 
great cruelty and violence. But at the same time he had a large 
vision for Israel with both the political connections in Rome 
and the iron will to realize his ambitions. Perhaps most of all 
Herod was a builder, and the products of his building projects 
are known to us even today. The city of Caesarea on the coast 
in the north of Israel and the fortresses of Herodium and Ma-
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sada were all part of his building program. But the most impor-
tant, the grandest, building project of Herod’s career was the 
magnificent expansion of the Second Temple in Jerusalem.
 The First Temple had been destroyed during the Baby-
lonian conquest of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. Some eighty years 
later when exiled Jews in Babylonia were allowed to return to 
Israel to rejoin those who had remained there, a Second Tem-
ple of much diminished size was built. But Herod undertook 
a vast expansion—of both the city and the Temple. What he 
created was one of the greatest public buildings in the entire 
Roman Empire. Josephus called it “a structure more notewor-
thy than any in the world” (Antiquities 15:412).
 During Herod’s rule, Jerusalem became what we today 
would call a “destination travel site” for world Jewry—Jews 
flocked to the city for the great festivals of the liturgical year. 
The construction project took decades; in fact, the Temple was 
not completed until well after Herod’s death. Thousands of jobs 
were created by the building enterprise, and money flowed into 
the city through the pilgrimage industry. Herod’s Second Tem-
ple changed the economic status of Jerusalem.3 All that changed 
again, as we will see, after the Great Revolt. But the Jerusalem 
that Akiva would have known (or heard about) in his youth was 
a wealthy city—a city busy with workers, filled with foreign 
visitors, and crowned by a magnificent building unlike any-
thing else he would have experienced. Indeed, it was a cosmo-
politan city, with Romans, other foreigners, and Jews from both 
Palestine and the Diaspora living in and visiting it. As one his-
torian has put it, Jerusalem “was now the metropolis of all the 
world’s Jews.”4

 In the period before the Great Revolt, then, Eretz Yisrael 
lived under Roman rule. It was an “occupied” land, with a vassal 
king (Herod) appointed and controlled by Rome, though “con-
trol” may not be the operative word when applied to Herod! 
But the nature of Roman rule throughout its empire gave a sig-
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nificant amount of autonomy to local populations, particularly 
around what we today would call “religious” matters. The Ro-
mans were not interested in taking over the Temple and impos-
ing their practices and worship on the Jews. The Jews were free 
to practice their own ways. And of all Jewish practices, none 
was more understandable to the Romans than the Temple cult 
with its animal sacrifices, incense, and cast of functionaries—
the priests and their retinue. All this “was standard religious 
behavior for almost everyone in the ancient world.”5 For us 
today, a religious practice centered around animal sacrifice, li-
bations, and agricultural offerings is so foreign, perhaps even 
bizarre, that it is hard to fathom. But the spectacle at the pil-
grimage festivals must have been an immense spiritual experi-
ence for those who attended. Even in our times, anyone who 
has ever stood in St. Peter’s Square on Christmas morning as 
the pope waves to the crowd or has seen photographs of Mecca 
at the time of the Haj can get some small sense of what a pil-
grimage to the Temple must have meant to the Jews of the first 
century both within the Land of Israel and in the Diaspora.
 And the idea of the Temple was equally powerful. This 
beautiful building that even the Romans admired was truly the 
appropriate dwelling place for God on earth. The Temple stood 
for the power and reliability of God himself. To grasp the enor-
mity of what its destruction meant to Akiva and the Jews who 
lived during his times, we must appreciate how central an insti-
tution the Temple was for all of Jewry.
 Part of that centrality had to do with the leadership class 
represented by the priests. This was leadership by lineage, not 
necessarily by merit. To be a priest a man had to be born into 
the priestly line. Given the wealth associated with the Temple, 
alongside the status of the institution, the priests represented 
a kind of aristocracy among the Jews. Akiva’s story is one of a 
person from a humble background, a kind of counterreality to 
that of the priests.
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 There were the beginnings of another institution, the syn-
agogue, while the Temple still stood—though it is not entirely 
clear what took place in this new setting. Recent scholarship has 
shown that although synagogues shared certain commonali-
ties, the ancient synagogue was not a single type of institution.6 
They varied in their roles partially depending on geographi-
cal location (and here I am speaking only about synagogues in 
Palestine; synagogues in the Diaspora had a somewhat differ-
ent function).7 Some synagogues were likely to have been places 
for prayer or public reading of the Torah; others were for study; 
others were more like public buildings used for meetings. 
Eventually, over the course of many years, synagogues came 
to embody all three of these functions—prayer, learning, and 
assembly—under one roof. But in the time of Akiva all this was 
still evolving.
 What did it mean to be a Jew in the years before the de-
struction of the Temple? Of course the Jews were a nation, ruled 
by a foreign power. In addition, they were a people and must 
have thought of themselves in that way. Hence while many 
Jews lived in Eretz Yisrael (at the time of the destruction schol-
ars today estimate the population of Palestine to have been 
around one million, with half of them Jews), a significant Jew-
ish population lived in the Diaspora as well (Egypt, Greece, 
Italy, etc.), and there was a shared cultural kinship between the 
Jews in Eretz Yisrael and those in other places in the world. 
Most Jews, within Palestine or in the Diaspora, seemed to have 
followed certain practices—for example, abstaining from work 
on the seventh day, and not eating certain foods, such as pork.
 But beyond these specific practices, Jews shared certain 
ideological commitments as well. The historian Seth Schwartz 
sums it up succinctly: “If many or most Palestinian Jews had 
been asked what it was that made them what they were . . . they 
would likely have answered that it was the worship of their one 
God, in the one Temple of Jerusalem, in accordance with the 



akiva’s  world

25

laws of Torah.”8 These three core elements of what it meant to 
be a Jew—God, Temple, and Torah—were all profoundly shaken 
in the aftermath of the destruction of 70 CE.
 I have described the flourishing life of Jerusalem during 
the early years of the first century: a booming economy, a mag-
nificent Temple, a complicated but mostly bearable occupation 
under the Romans. Then how did things turn out so badly? 
Not surprisingly, troubles began with succession issues follow-
ing the death of Herod in 4 BCE. Although Jerusalem was 
doing well, the question of leadership was unclear, as Herod’s 
heirs battled among themselves and Rome looked on uneasily. 
Eventually Rome decided to shift leadership to Romans, and 
a series of governors (prefects or procurators) were appointed 
rather than naming a new Jewish king to succeed Herod. 
Among that list of Roman rulers was, most famously, Pontius 
Pilate, who ruled from 26 to 36 CE. Pilate, of course, was the 
Roman governor at the time of the crucifixion of Jesus, but he 
also made a series of either conscious or unconscious blunders 
in dealing with the Jewish population in general.
 Pilate was not the only problem, just the most well-known 
to us today. The procurator who sparked the Great Revolt was 
Gessius Florus, who took over in 64 CE. According to Jose-
phus, Gessius Florus never omitted “any sort of violence, nor 
any unjust sort of punishment; . . . it was this Florus who neces-
sitated us [the Jews] to take up arms against the Romans, while 
we thought it better to be destroyed at once, than by little and 
little” (Antiquities 20:254–57).
 Thus, to follow Josephus, one explanation for the Great 
Revolt is that it was a product of bad leadership on the part of 
the Romans. Where some of the governors could have acted 
wisely, they instead acted either stupidly or wickedly. But other 
factors were in play as well. For example, the completion of the 
Temple meant significant unemployment for all the workers—
another fact described as fomenting unhappiness among the Jews.
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 Schwartz has argued that aside from bad leadership and 
economic instability, the very nature of the Jews’ “exclusivist” 
culture doomed the relationship of Rome and Jerusalem from 
birth. The Jewish God and Jewish religious practices could not 
ever be harmonized with those of Rome. Jews were open to a 
certain level of integration with Roman mores—knowing Greek 
or Latin, dressing like a Roman, using Roman courts for certain 
legal matters—but as Schwartz points out, the Jews were never 
going to fully conform to what the Romans, as is typical of co-
lonialists in any age, may have viewed as merely “universal.”9

 No matter what the causes, the outcome was disastrous. 
In the year 70 CE Jerusalem and its Temple were destroyed. 
Thousands of Jews—hundreds of thousands in all likelihood—
were killed, and “a huge percentage of the population was re-
moved from the country, or at the very least, displaced from 
their homes.”10 The destruction of Jerusalem undermined the 
ideals of God, Temple, and Torah that were at the heart of Jew-
ish consciousness and raised the deepest questions imaginable 
for the Jews of Akiva’s time: Where was God and what was 
God’s power in the light of the disaster? What is the meaning of 
worship in a world without the Temple? How can the Torah be 
understood in the aftermath of tragedy? These were among the 
most powerful issues that would confront Akiva during his life.
 We have looked at the realities that dominated the large-
scale picture of Akiva’s world—the nature of Roman rule in 
Palestine, the Temple in its glory followed by the trauma of the 
Great Revolt and destruction of Jerusalem. Against this back-
drop we see the first stirrings of the phenomenon that we have 
come to call “the rabbis.”11 Of course we know Akiva as Rabbi 
Akiva, but how exactly did “the rabbis” come into existence? 
About this question historians remain unclear. As Schwartz 
puts it, “It seems unlikely that the earliest history of the Rab-
binic movement can be reconstructed.”12 As with any complex 
historical phenomenon, pinpointing the origins of the history 
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of the rabbis is not a simple task, particularly given the lack of 
formal documentation from the time. So we should not be sur-
prised that historians disagree about the nature of how the rab-
bis first came to be.
 Rabbinic literature has a famous statement that describes 
its origins, the beginning of the Mishnaic tractate Avot (“Fa-
thers” or “Founders”):13 “Moses received Torah on Sinai and 
passed it on to Joshua, Joshua to the Elders, the Elders to the 
Prophets, the Prophets to the Men of the Great Assembly.” 
Who were these “Elders”? It’s not clear. Who were the “Men 
of the Great Assembly”? Indeed, what was the Great Assem-
bly? This is also not clear. And how exactly do the “Prophets” 
fit into this? We don’t know. The first two chapters of Avot are 
not so much a recounting of history as a political argument, an 
attempt to establish the legitimacy of the rabbis. We begin with 
Moses, move through Joshua, and soon enough are meeting the 
Ur-history of rabbinic Judaism—the masters Hillel and Sham-
mai, and others—then on to the early rabbi heroes, Yohanan 
ben Zakkai and his five students, two of whom were the main 
teachers of Rabbi Akiva, who himself finally appears in the 
middle of chapter 2 of Tractate Avot. In other words, the rev-
elation of Torah follows a direct line from God’s hand to Moses 
to the true inheritors of the tradition of Torah, the rabbis. But 
this is history as told from the point of view of the rabbis them-
selves. How the rabbis actually emerged is a murkier story.14

 The conventional narrative links the origins of the rabbis to 
the Pharisees, one of the so-called sects that existed within the 
Jewish community during the Second Temple period. Josephus 
—most prominently, but there are other sources as well—speaks 
about three Jewish sects: the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the 
Essenes.15 The Essenes, a kind of monastic and perhaps apoca-
lyptically oriented group, are often associated with the desert 
community of Qumran, famous for the Dead Sea Scrolls. The 
Sadducees were said to be associated with the Temple and the 
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priestly class, and the Pharisees were known for strict adher-
ence to certain religious principles and practices. Unfortu-
nately, the Pharisees have left behind so little material that it is 
hard to know exactly what they stood for. As the scholar Steven 
Fraade puts it, “Although the rabbis’ most immediate intellec-
tual and spiritual forebears were likely to have been the Phari-
sees . . . , they have left us no surviving writings of any kind.”16 
There certainly seems to be some significant connection be-
tween what the Pharisees were and what the rabbis became, 
but the direct and clear linkage scholars once assumed is now 
viewed as considerably more nuanced and complex. Indeed, it 
is interesting to note that “at no point in antiquity did the rab-
bis clearly see themselves either as Pharisees or as descendants 
of Pharisees.”17

 Who were the rabbis in their original formation? Most 
likely, Schwartz suggests, “the battered, drastically reduced 
remnant of the large pre-Destruction class of legal/religious 
functionaries, many of whom were probably priests and/or sec-
tarians. To the extent that they began to coalesce into an orga-
nization within a few decades of 70, it was more likely from a 
sense of shared need for mutual support than in the pursuit of 
some grand . . . scheme to preserve Judaism in the absence of a 
Temple—an intention often anachronistically ascribed to them 
by modern scholars.”18 This conception is directly related to 
the way that current-day scholars have been rethinking the na-
ture and importance of the sects. To us, the word “sect” seems 
to refer almost to a cult, something out of the mainstream. But 
does that represent what the early Jewish sects were? Perhaps 
the sects were more like voluntary associations that one joined. 
And, most importantly, were the various groups really so dif-
ferent from one another? The trend in scholarship nowadays 
takes a different stance from the older view of factions in con-
flict, stressing instead “the strength of the core ideology of Ju-
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daism; powerful devotion, which united the sectarians even as 
disagreement over details of interpretation divided them.”19

 In the concept of the newer historians, then, Jewish life at 
the time before the destruction of the Temple was not frag-
mented by sectarianism and was much more unified and cen-
tralized than was previously supposed. It was the disaster of 
70 CE that threw Jewish life into disarray. And that chaos was 
not calmed by the rabbis coming to the rescue—at least not for 
a very long time. Instead, the rabbis started out as a small and 
self-enclosed group, creating a culture that would eventually 
blossom into what we now call “rabbinic Judaism.” The ap-
proach of recent historians is clearly and succinctly summarized 
by the Talmud scholar Beth Berkowitz. Following the destruc-
tion wrought by the Great Revolt,

the Sages coalesced among the shards. While historians dis-
agree about a variety of issues . . . at the same time, they 
share a vision of these Sages. . . . (the earliest Rabbis dating 
to the late first century and second century), as a small, in-
formally organized group struggling for authority in a po-
litical structure in which their exercise of power depended 
solely on persuasion. The Sages were an exclusive and sepa-
ratist clan, ambivalent about their relationship to the major-
ity of more acculturated Jews, who were in turn ambivalent 
toward but most often simply ignorant of the small group of 
Rabbis living, legislating, and studying in their largely 
Greco-Roman paganized midst. . . . The power of the Rab-
bis as we know it from the medieval period . . . is no longer 
taken for granted in the Tannaitic era, which is newly con-
ceived as an intensely formative period in the development 
of the Rabbis. Rather than an institutionalized religious he-
gemony who rallied the Jewish community around their in-
terpretive authority, the Rabbis were much more likely to 
have been an embattled, almost invisible sect within second-
century Judaism.20
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 Berkowitz describes the world in which Akiva lived his life. 
He was part—indeed a crucially central part—of that “small, 
informally organized group” aiming to envision a relationship 
to Torah in the light of the tragedy that had struck the commu-
nity. Perhaps the power of “persuasion” is precisely what Akiva 
offered with his creative interpretative genius.
 Having explored in brief the complicated story of the ori-
gins of that group of individuals we call “the rabbis,” what might 
we surmise about them? Who were they, and what character-
ized their world? When we hear the term “rabbi” today it 
brings to mind a number of different and related images. These 
have been fashioned by our own experiences, our reading and 
representations of rabbis in popular culture. First and fore-
most, we associate rabbis with synagogues, although today there 
certainly are rabbis who are employed in other arenas. Still, 
although not every rabbi works in a synagogue, very few syna-
gogues don’t have a rabbi. Within the world of the synagogue 
(broadly defined) rabbis perform or lead important rituals 
(marriage, burial, naming of babies) for their congregants’ life 
events. Second, we think of rabbis—like doctors or lawyers—as 
professionals who have received a structured and formal kind 
of training. They have sat in classes and taken examinations or 
written papers to “graduate” with rabbinic ordination. They 
may have studied in a liberal seminary or an Orthodox yeshiva, 
but they have been through a course of study determined by 
standards and traditions.
 Third, we think of rabbis as spiritual and intellectual lead-
ers of the Jewish community. They have attained status through 
their role and through their achievements. Fourth, rabbis pro-
vide pastoral care—they counsel couples before or during mar-
riage, visit the sick, and look after their communities in a variety 
of ways. Finally, in some sectors of the Jewish community—
generally, the Orthodox world, but this applies to the liberal 
Jewish community as well—rabbis are judges: they help adju-
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dicate matters of religious practice or civil disputes using the 
framework of Jewish law and precedent.
 Although these elements are all very familiar to us today, 
virtually none of them obtained in Akiva’s world.21 To begin 
with, let us get a sense of numbers. By reading rabbinic litera-
ture one might feel that there were enormous numbers of rab-
bis, but in fact the count is actually rather small. The reader of 
rabbinic texts may imagine a larger number simply because 
these sources—particularly the Babylonian Talmud—will place 
side by side on the same page rabbis who lived at very different 
times (and places). The generational count is obscured by merg-
ing all the rabbis across hundreds of years into one large pool. 
But a simple exercise of looking at the specific rabbis who ap-
pear in the Mishnah reveals a grand total of fifty-four who lived 
more or less at the same time as Akiva.22 Of course this is only 
a rough method: there may well have been rabbis whose words 
were simply not recorded by the Mishnah, for example. But 
even by this unsophisticated method it is clear that we are talk-
ing about a tiny population.
 Thus the rabbis during this early period were a small and 
insulated group, found more in towns and villages than in cit-
ies.23 They were not interested in spreading their teachings to 
the masses; in fact, they looked down on the masses, as we can 
see from numerous rabbinic statements about other Jews who 
wasted their time in foolish pursuits rather than studying Torah. 
Much of that disregard may have emanated from the fact that 
by and large scholars have argued that the early rabbis came 
from the wealthy tier of Palestinian Jewish society, or at least 
those one notch down from the top.24 This perspective differs 
markedly from the older view of scholars who identified the 
earliest rabbis as “plebeians” (to use Louis Finkelstein’s term).25 
Indeed, the humble origin of Akiva is all the more remarkable 
given the rabbinic world that he entered.
 More importantly, the rabbis did not create the institu-
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tions—such as schools for Torah learning—that one would ex-
pect from a group interested in spreading its teachings. As the 
historian Shaye Cohen has put it: “They had little inclination 
and availed themselves of few opportunities to propagate their 
way of life among the masses. Their judicial authority extended 
to a few circumscribed topics only. The rabbis were but a small 
part of Jewish society, an insular group which produced an in-
sular literature.”26 One of the oddities here is that the rabbis of 
Akiva’s time believed in an ideology that required Torah study 
as obligatory on all, but they did not create an infrastructure 
to allow this to happen.
 What was the environment in which the rabbis’ own Torah 
study took place? Rabbinic literature uses a number of different 
terms for the place in which rabbinic discussions and debates 
occurred—the two most well-known being the Beit Midrash 
(literally “house of study”) and yeshiva (literally “sitting place”—
the rabbinic academy). Traditional scholarship always viewed 
the Beit Midrash or the yeshiva as a formal institution, much as 
we would view a school today. Namely, in that standard view, it 
was led by a rabbi or rabbis; it had a kind of formal curriculum; 
and the “students” more or less “enrolled” and in many cases 
were themselves “ordained” as rabbis after their course of study.
 Recent scholarship has raised significant questions about 
these assumptions. In a path-breaking book some years ago the 
historian David Goodblatt investigated the sources about the 
settings for Jewish learning in Babylonia during the Sasanian 
Empire (the Sasanid dynasty ruled Babylonia from the early 
third century CE until the mid-seventh century, essentially the 
same time period of the Babylonian Talmud). He concluded 
that large stable academies (yeshivot) came into existence only 
at a considerably later period and that the Babylonian Jewish 
community was characterized by what Goodblatt calls “disci-
ple circles.” A disciple circle was not a school. A school, Good-
blatt writes, has “a staff, a curriculum, and most important, a 
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life of its own, a corporate identity. Students come and go, 
teachers leave and are replaced, the head of the school dies 
and a new one is appointed—the institution goes on. A disciple 
circle, on the other hand, does not transcend its principals. 
Disciples meet with a master and study with him. . . . When 
the master dies, the disciple circle disbands. . . . What I have in 
mind is a relationship similar to that of a group of apprentices 
and a master craftsman.”27 Later rabbinic sources, which give 
us the image of a formal institution much like a school, are only 
projecting back into the past the world of these later sources, 
viewing the past through the lens of the present, in the manner 
of a sixteenth- or seventeenth-century Dutch painting of a bib-
lical scene that has windmills in the background. 
 In Goodblatt’s view, the “academy” is a posttalmudic phe-
nomenon. Instead he sees disciple circles that met informally; 
though there might have been a special building in which the 
disciple circle met, more often than not we should imagine 
these discussions taking place in the home of a master or of a 
wealthy individual who gave the teacher space for his classes. 
Goodblatt’s theory—with some modifications—has by and large 
stood the test of time.
 But what the research on the study hall in Babylonia leaves 
unclear is what the Beit Midrash may have looked like years 
before, in Palestine, during Akiva’s time. Were there formal in-
stitutions of learning, as suggested in some of the stories about 
Akiva, or were these also anachronistic framings by the later 
edited talmudic sources, the “fictive retrojection of institutions 
back into a formative age”?28 The historian Catherine Hezser 
comes to a conclusion about Palestine similar to Goodblatt’s 
view of Babylonia: “Study houses in Roman Palestine seem to 
have been (rooms in) private houses or apartments or public 
buildings where people customarily met to study Torah. . . . 
There is no reason to assume that study houses, houses of meet-
ing, or halls were ‘rabbinic academies.’ . . . Those study houses 
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which were associated with a particular rabbi would have ceased 
to exist with that rabbi’s death. . . . Study houses do not seem to 
have been particularly organized at all.”29

 Given the rabbis’ insularity, it should not be surprising 
to us that rabbis in the first and second centuries were not 
what today we would call communal leaders; the association of 
“rabbi” and “synagogue” that seems so obvious to us today did 
not develop until many years after Akiva’s death, perhaps be-
ginning only in the third century of the Common Era and 
evolving slowly over time. It would not have occurred to Akiva 
that his role as rabbi should have anything to do with a syna-
gogue. More surprising, as Shaye Cohen shows, rabbis did not 
seem to have a particularly important role as judges.30 Exami-
nation of the literature before 200 CE suggests that rabbinic 
judges saw only a small number of cases, and most of those 
dealt with fairly obscure issues, such as matters of ritual purity. 
They had little to do with civil cases and surprisingly little to 
do with matters about which we might have expected them to 
provide leadership—such as observing the Sabbath and eating 
kosher foods.
 The beginnings of the change in the role of rabbis in the 
direction of what seems more natural to us today are usually at-
tributed to the influence of Rabbi Judah the Patriarch (often 
translated as Judah the Prince), who lived a few generations 
after Rabbi Akiva. In fact a rabbinic tradition in the Talmud re-
ports that he was born on the day that Akiva died. If not histor-
ically accurate, this tradition certainly expresses the talmudic 
notion of a chain of great leadership—an idea that one often 
sees in rabbinic literature. Rabbi Judah expanded the reach of 
the rabbis into cities, in tune with the greater urbanization of 
Palestine. Tzipori (Sepphoris), Lod (Lydda), Tiberias, and other 
cities became centers for Jewish study. He found ways to take a 
wider range of social classes into the rabbinic group, and he had 
the full support of the Roman authorities so that rabbis actually 
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came to be seen as leaders of their communities.31 But all this 
developed years after the life of Akiva. In Akiva’s time it is fair 
to say that there was no “rabbinic movement” as we might have 
supposed. Hezser captures what is likely to have been the real-
ity of the time: “The rabbinic movement may best be described 
as an informal network of relationships which constituted a 
personal alliance system. Rabbis seem to have maintained inti-
mate friendship ties with small circles of colleagues whom they 
met on various informal occasions. They seem to have visited 
their rabbinic friends at home, shared their meals with them, 
attended their family ceremonies, and traveled with them to 
baths and markets. Discussion of Torah may have taken place at 
any of these social occasions.”32 In essence, then, for Akiva and 
his colleagues, “the rabbis” were simply a small circle of friends. 
The “movement” was to develop later and over the centuries, 
but its beginnings can be seen in the lives of Akiva and his col-
leagues. With this background in mind we now turn to the sto-
ries about Akiva’s origins.
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A Self-Created Sage

 As I have discussed, it is impossible to reconstruct the 
“true” biography of Rabbi Akiva, given the distance in time and 
the nature of the sources available to us. Instead, we are imag-
ining a biography of Akiva. But even here our task is compli-
cated by the fact that we are presented with a variety of sources 
about Akiva from a variety of places within the vast corpus of 
rabbinic literature. These sources differ from one another—
sometimes considerably and sometimes in only small details—
raising the question of how we should deal with these differ-
ences in constructing the story of his life.
 Texts from the earliest layer of the rabbinic world were 
 reshaped and adapted by later authorities, sometimes because of 
inherent complications involved in transmitting oral traditions 
and sometimes (at least we suppose) for polemical or apologetic 
reasons. In looking at the stories of the life of Rabbi Akiva—
particularly those about his beginnings and his marriage—these 
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difficulties become particularly obvious. Was Akiva an unmar-
ried shepherd who began his studies of Torah for the love of a 
good woman? Or was he already a married man with a young 
son when, through his own intuition, he discovered the im-
portance of learning? Both traditions can be found in rabbinic 
literature.
 One conventional approach has been to “harmonize” the 
various strands, ignoring as best as possible these contradic-
tions and creating a seamless narrative. We can see this tactic in 
a number of retellings of Akiva’s life. On the other side, aca-
demic scholars tend to aim at disentangling the various strands 
of tradition, trying to speculate about the historical processes 
involved in transmission. Some scholars have focused on look-
ing for the so-called historical kernel (that is, the “real events”) 
embedded within the legend. But, as I have discussed, in recent 
years the attraction and legitimacy of such an approach has 
faded for a host of good reasons.1

 In this chapter I take a different slant. My goal is not to 
harmonize the various traditions, nor is it to take the academic 
scholars’ approach, though there will be times that I present 
their insights. Rather, I aim to look at a variety of traditions and 
hold them up against one another to see what we might imag-
ine about Akiva’s early life and why the Jewish tradition has 
chosen to preserve these tales across the generations. What, in 
other words, are we meant to learn from exploring the stories 
about the origin of one of the great heroes of rabbinic culture?
 It is worth remembering that the stories and teachings of 
Akiva are those that have come down to us after and in the light 
of the work done by the ancient, anonymous editors of the Tal-
mud and other rabbinic works. We are heirs to that entire tradi-
tion, and focusing on the complex multilayered biography of 
Akiva with all its contradictions seems to be the wisest course—
that and maintaining a self-consciousness about our efforts in 
which we keep in mind the usefulness of acknowledging the 
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ways that historical processes of editing and transmission are 
valuable interpretive tools. This point of view has something 
in common with the approach of contemporary biblical schol-
ars: yes, we recognize that the Bible is composed of a set of 
complex, interwoven sources, and at times it is helpful as schol-
ars and interpreters to pull those pieces apart and look at them 
individually; but in the end, the Bible as we have it now, as it has 
been known for centuries, has its own integrity.
 These matters are particularly relevant when we turn to 
the early life of Rabbi Akiva. Here we notice that in fact there 
are two main traditions about his origins: one we might call the 
philosophical version, and the other, the romantic version. In 
this chapter I explore the philosophical version; I look at the 
romantic tale in chapter 3. The philosophical telling of the 
story is found in a rabbinic text known as Avot de Rabbi Natan 
(“The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan”). Avot de Rabbi 
Natan is a text with a complicated history: parts of it are quite 
old, dating back close to the time of Akiva himself, but scholars 
have now shown that other sections can be dated to as late as 
the early Middle Ages.2 Avot de Rabbi Natan has a good deal in 
common with Tractate Avot, which in a slightly expanded ver-
sion is more popularly known as Pirkei Avot (literally “Chap-
ters of the Fathers” though it is often translated as “Ethics of 
the Fathers”).
 Avot differs from almost anything else in the rabbinic library 
because it involves virtually none of what most characterizes 
the literature of rabbis—that is, disputation around matters of 
law and interpretation of Torah verses. Nor does it contain leg-
ends about biblical or rabbinic figures. Instead, it consists of a 
series of fairly pithy statements about life and ethical behavior. 
It is eminently quotable: very few people have sat through ser-
mons of contemporary rabbis without hearing quotations from 
Pirkei Avot.
 Avot de Rabbi Natan has much in common with the Mish-
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naic tractate Avot, but it does contain legends about the rabbis 
that we do not find in the Mishnah, most importantly a story 
about Akiva’s early life. Making things a bit more complicated 
is the fact that Avot de Rabbi Natan exists in two versions, 
called, without much originality, Version A and Version B. We 
need not go into more detail about the comparison of these 
two versions; suffice it to say that the story of the origins of 
Rabbi Akiva appears in both versions of Avot de Rabbi Natan 
with some small modifications, which I will point out. Here is 
the rendition from Version A:

What was the beginning of Rabbi Akiva? It is said: He was 
forty years old and he had not studied anything. One time he 
stood at the mouth of a well and said: ‘‘Who hollowed out 
this stone?’’ He was told: ‘‘It is the water which falls upon it 
every day, continually.’’ They said to him: ‘‘Akiva, have you 
not read the verse, ‘water wears away stone’?” (Job 14:19). 
Immediately Rabbi Akiva drew the inference that the verse 
applied to himself: “if what is soft wears down the hard, how 
much the more so shall the words of the Torah, which are as 
hard as iron, hollow out my heart, which is flesh and blood!” 
Immediately he turned to the study of Torah.
 He went together with his son and they appeared before 
a teacher of young children. Said Rabbi Akiva to him: ‘‘Mas-
ter, teach me Torah.’’ Rabbi Akiva took one end of the tablet 
and his son the other end of the tablet. The teacher wrote 
down “aleph bet” and he learned it; “aleph tav,” and he 
learned it; the book of Leviticus, and he learned it. He went 
on studying until he learned the entire Torah.

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version A, chapter 63

 The story in Version B is quite similar to this one though 
with some interesting differences. Both are based around the 
same verse from Job and the insight that Akiva gains by looking 
at a phenomenon in the physical world. In Version B we learn 
of a specific location for the story (Lod in Hebrew, Lydda in 
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English—a city about ten miles southeast of modern Tel Aviv), 
and instead of a well created by water, Akiva sees a trench next 
to a well that has been dug out by a rope being dragged through 
the dirt.
 Version B adds a nice touch in which the anonymous “they” 
of our story ask Akiva, “Why are you so surprised?” before 
quoting the verse from Job. In addition, Version B fleshes out 
the curriculum that Akiva learns. In Version B he learns not 
only the Hebrew alphabet (“aleph bet” begins the Hebrew al-
phabet; “tav” ends it—in other words he learned the entire 
 alphabet from first to last) and then the book of Leviticus, the 
traditional starting place for biblical study, but also “scripture, 
Targum, midrash, halakhah, aggadah, arcane speech, and par-
ables. He learned everything!” (Targum is the ancient trans-
lation of the Torah into the vernacular language of the times, 
Aramaic. And as we have seen, midrash is the general term for 
rabbinic interpretive understandings of the Bible; halakhah is 
Jewish law, and aggadah is, loosely speaking, Jewish legend.)4

 Let us turn back to the story as told in Version A, keeping 
in mind these small variations. It begins by asking what was the 
“beginning” of Rabbi Akiva. The answer—certainly to a mod-
ern reader—is rather surprising. We do not, as we might expect, 
hear of his birth, his parentage, his ancestry, his geographical 
location. In other words, we learn nothing in the mode of “bi-
ography” as we today might understand it. He appears as if out 
of nowhere; he is from no place, and he has no background. 
The text begins with a forty-year-old man who had not studied 
Torah. That is all we know. Perhaps we are meant to emphasize 
the word “rabbi” here: What was the beginning of Rabbi Akiva—
that is, what led him to become a rabbi?
 What we are given is the picture of a self-created individ-
ual. Akiva is someplace out in nature (near Lod, as Version B 
tells us?). He is not alone; other unnamed people are nearby, 
and for some unexplained reason Akiva begins to think about 
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the well that he sees near him. This is not, it is clear, a well built 
by humans but is something formed by nature. He asks the 
people around him, Who made this well? They respond, per-
haps somewhat oddly to us, not with a “scientific” answer but 
with a quotation from scripture. They tell him that the water 
has worn away the rock,5 but the real proof is the quotation 
from Job.
 “Why are you so surprised, Akiva?” they are saying to him, 
“haven’t you read the verse from Job that tells us that water 
wears away stone?” Who are these scripture-quoting compa-
triots of Akiva’s? The text doesn’t tell us. The assumption seems 
to be that anyone should know such verses and anyone should 
know that the way to understand the natural world is through 
the lens of scripture. But of course Akiva knows nothing. He 
doesn’t know Job; he has no knowledge of Torah at all. We the 
readers have been told this from the opening of the story: he was 
forty years old, and he had not studied anything.
 To associate knowledge of the world and how it works (the 
way the well is formed) with knowledge of Torah is to suggest 
that the key to understanding anything is through Torah. And 
perhaps that is what Version B means to tell us when it says “he 
learned everything.” Through learning Torah Akiva becomes a 
philosopher, in the old sense of the word—one who knows the 
totality of things. For Akiva this becomes a major theme of his 
life—plumbing the depths of Torah in all its intricacies and 
with all the imagination and creativity that a person can bring to 
that task.
 But the point of the story here is to communicate some-
thing more than the idea that in order to understand the natural 
world, one must study Torah. The more dominant motif of our 
story is the great personal insight Akiva acquires as he watches 
water cutting through stone. If water can cut through stone, he 
thinks, my heart can also be softened. And as we read the story, 
we are taken by surprise—because Akiva’s question, “Who hol-
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lowed out this stone?” leads us to expect a different answer. At 
first this seems more like a theological question, a question about 
God and creation that would lead to Akiva’s discovery of divine 
mastery of all of nature, and we expect an answer to go in that 
direction.6

 But Akiva seems be asking a question about himself, not a 
theological one: what will it take to hollow out my heart? Judah 
Goldin, a scholar who published the standard translation of 
Version A in 1955, chose “hollow out” to translate the Hebrew 
word in the original text (hakak), though I think that “carve 
out” or “shape” is probably closer to what the text means here—
the Hebrew word has a number of closely related meanings. It 
appears that he is saying that his hard heart needs to be soft-
ened, or shaped the way a chisel shapes stone.
 Much here is puzzling: Why does Akiva think that his heart 
needs softening or shaping? What does it mean to have one’s 
heart changed in that way? Why is Torah seen to be as hard as 
iron? It is an uncommon metaphor for Torah in rabbinic litera-
ture (unlike, say, Torah as a tree of life). In fact, it appears in 
only one source that I could find—a fairly well-known midrash 
that compares the words of Torah to well-planted iron nails—
but that source seems to be much more about Torah’s constancy 
than its power to break or shape the heart.7

 “Hardening of the heart” is a biblical motif, most familiar 
to us from the story of Pharaoh and the Exodus from Egypt. In 
the Exodus story it is pretty clear that the meaning of a hard-
ened heart is related to stubbornness or a lack of compassion 
on the part of Pharaoh. The same Hebrew word appears in a 
different way in Psalm 95:8, “Harden not your heart,” where 
the meaning of a hardened heart in the context of the psalm is 
less about stubbornness or cruelty as it was in the case of Pha-
raoh than it is a theological matter—not trusting in God.
 In our story the insight Akiva has about water wearing away 
stone is applied to his own heart. Torah, he sees, might come to 
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“hollow out” or “shape” his hardened heart. The two different 
meanings of hardening the heart from the biblical context may 
both apply here. Perhaps, we are meant to understand, Akiva is 
commenting on a lack of personal religious faith. As if reading 
the message in Psalm 95, Akiva now understands that he is dis-
tant from God. What he believes that Torah will give him is a 
chance to connect with that which is transcendent; and, at the 
same time, he sees himself like the biblical Pharaoh, locked in 
stubbornness and lacking compassion. These two dimensions 
about the purposes of learning Torah, the theological and the 
personal (or ethical), are themes that we will see throughout 
Akiva’s life. The origin story, in other words, prefigures the 
enterprise of the rest of his life as the traditional sources have 
presented it to us.
 One peculiarity that might strike the reader in this inter-
pretation is the notion that Akiva was lacking a compassionate 
heart. Where might we see this element of his character? Of 
course we know very little from these stories about his early 
life. Indeed from the point of view of the story we are looking 
at here his life begins at age forty. But Akiva makes a few re-
marks in other places in which he looks back on his youth. One 
of the strangest is a comment quoted in the Talmud:

When I was an am ha-aretz I said, “Who will give me a sage 
so that I could bite him like a donkey?” His students said to 
him: “Rabbi, you mean bite him like a dog.” He replied to 
them: “No, a donkey. Because a donkey bites and breaks 
bones; the dog bites but doesn’t break a bone!”

b. Pesahim “Passover” 49b

The context of this odd recollection is a number of statements 
in the Talmud about the relationship between the sages and 
the am ha-aretz (plural amei ha-aretz), a term for the unlearned 
masses who care little about their religious obligations.8

 This is a strikingly vicious statement by Akiva, and one 
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cannot help but feel that he is reflecting back on his early life 
with the anger and regret with which a reformed sinner will re-
call his early misdeeds. It is not a psychologically surprising 
phenomenon. But the added dimension here is that it provides 
an additional way of thinking about his quest to “unharden” his 
heart. The ethical shortcomings of Akiva’s early life, the as-
pects of himself that he feels he needs to change as he stands 
by the well, may be reflected in this story of his antipathy to-
ward the very figures in society—the rabbis—with whom he 
would eventually identify.
 Viewed from the standpoint of historical scholarship today, 
making the connection between the story at the well and Akiva’s 
comments about being an am ha-aretz is not so simple. The 
source for the donkey comment is the Babylonian Talmud, a 
work that was put together some four hundred years after Akiva’s 
time. As we saw in the last chapter, scholars have noted that the 
view of the rabbis living in the Land of Israel toward the amei 
ha-aretz is essentially one of distance or uninterest. But the 
Babylonian perspective was considerably harsher, owing per-
haps to the differences between the general culture in Palestine 
(Roman) and the dominant culture in Babylonia (Persian), an 
interpretation suggested by the Talmud scholar Richard Kal-
min more than fifteen years ago.9

 The attitude toward the amei ha-aretz went far beyond un-
interest or disdain in Babylonia, as evidenced by the statement 
of Akiva and by other similarly nasty comments that appear on 
the same page of the Talmud. As scholars have looked at the 
sources known to date from an earlier period—closer to the 
years during which Akiva lived—we don’t have as much evi-
dence for the kind of extreme antipathy between the common 
folk and scholars as reported in the talmudic passage about the 
donkey and the dog. Hence it makes sense to view the story as 
an interpolation from the later traditions in the Babylonian Tal-
mud. But it does provide an insight into how the talmudic rab-
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bis wanted us to view Akiva’s early years: he was hostile, and 
then, essentially, he “converted” to the ways of the rabbis.
 The second part of the story of Akiva at the well highlights 
another central theme of Akiva’s life: his intellectual brilliance. 
And indeed the notion of his beginning his studies at the age of 
forty serves the purpose of emphasizing his natural gifts even 
more than if he had started learning at a young age. That is, we 
are being told: he began study so late, yet look how much he 
attained! It is, of course, tempting to read this story as promul-
gating Akiva as an example of the idea that anyone can begin 
learning at any age. And so teachers and parents have used it 
throughout Jewish history, to be sure.
 Yet the more dominant theme may be the opposite: look at 
the genius of this extraordinary man. He began with nothing 
and became the greatest Torah sage of his time. Only a person 
of immense talent could have achieved so much.
 Interestingly there is a hint of Akiva’s natural-born talent 
even before we get to the second part of our story where we 
see him beginning with aleph-bet and eventually mastering 
“everything.” Akiva is standing by the well that has been cre-
ated by the action of water wearing away stone. He has heard 
the verse from Job quoted to him and then we read: “Immedi-
ately Rabbi Akiva drew the inference that the verse applied to 
himself.” There is a subtle point that the Hebrew language ex-
presses to the reader. Translated here as “drew the inference,” 
the text literally says, “Immediately Akiva applied the principle 
of kal vahomer” and saw that the water wearing away rock would 
be analogous to his own situation.
 Akiva has certainly “drawn an inference” from the water 
and the rock, but it is an inference of a particular sort. The 
phrase kal vahomer is a technical term in rabbinic rhetoric for a 
certain type of argumentation. The term is often best trans-
lated as “how much the more so.” The structure of the logic is 
as follows: if X is true in a lesser situation, then kal vahomer (how 
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much the more so) should X be true in a greater situation. If we 
are supposed to get a good night’s sleep every night, kal vahomer 
(how much the more so), should we get a good night’s sleep 
when we are taking an important exam on the next day. If a 
forty-year-old would be wise to have a flu shot, kal vahomer 
(how much the more so), should an eighty-year-old get that 
injection. Akiva’s brilliance as a student (which we see in the 
second part of the story) is hinted at in his “discovering” the 
classic rabbinic principle of kal vahomer on his own with no 
training at all in rabbinic logic. It is as if to say that Akiva al-
ready has within him the seeds of rabbinic scholarship. He is a 
sage waiting to happen.
 The story told in Avot de Rabbi Natan does not end with 
Akiva in the schoolhouse. As we saw earlier, he sat with his son 
and began with the aleph-bet and kept on studying until he had 
learned “the entire Torah,” or as Version B has it, until “he 
learned everything.” But the story continues with Akiva now 
turning to two of the greatest Torah scholars of his time:

He went and sat before Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua. “My 
masters,” he said to them, “uncover the meaning of Mishnah 
for me.”
 When they told him one law, he went and sat by him-
self. “This aleph,” he thought, “why was it written? This bet, 
why was it written? This thing, why was it said?” He came 
back and asked them—and reduced them to silence.

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version A, chapter 6

 It is interesting to note that all this happens after Akiva has 
learned “everything” virtually on his own. (An unnamed teacher 
is mentioned in the first part of the story, but the fact that the 
person is anonymous suggests that Akiva was not studying with 
one of the early and well-known rabbinic masters.) Only after 
this period of individual study does he turn to higher authori-
ties, Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and Rabbi Joshua ben Hana-
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niah. He asks them to teach him Mishnah; possibly this is an 
anachronism. Mishnah, the great compilation of Rabbi Judah 
the Patriarch that forms the cornerstone of much of later rab-
binic literature, was not edited until a hundred years after Aki-
va’s death. But perhaps the text does not mean to refer to the 
Mishnah but rather “Mishnah” in the sense of “a teaching.” 
The distinction is not terribly significant in this case—as I’ve 
said before, these texts about Akiva are put together much later 
than the period during which the action is supposed to have 
taken place, and the editors do not seem overly concerned 
about historical precision, a value much more of our time than 
of theirs.
 He is learning Jewish law, or halakhah. He has gone to 
study with these two great teachers, but the curious thing about 
the story is, what exactly are Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua 
teaching him anyway? In fact, it seems that Akiva is the one 
teaching them, or at any rate, he is the one confounding them. 
They tell him one halakhah, and he goes off by himself and re-
turns with questions that they cannot answer. Akiva is consis-
tently portrayed throughout these stories as a self-made man. 
What he possesses, it appears, is the ability to penetrate the tra-
dition by asking the most fundamental questions of “why.” He 
ponders each letter in every word with a question, and then he 
ponders the sense of the whole (“this thing, why was it said?”) 
as well. Surely, Eliezer and Joshua have thought about these 
matters before, but there must be something in the way that 
Akiva thinks about them that is beyond their grasp.
 The story continues with a kind of commentary on Akiva 
and his relationship with his teachers:

Rabbi Shimon ben Eleazar says: “I will tell you a parable to 
explain what this matter is like. It was like a stonecutter who 
was cutting away in the mountains. Once he took his axe and 
sat on the side of a mountain and began chipping away tiny 
stones. People came by and asked him: ‘What are you doing?’ 
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He said to them: ‘Look, I am uprooting this mountain and 
throwing it into the Jordan River.’
 “They said to him: ‘You can’t uproot an entire mountain!’
 “But he continued chipping away at the mountain until 
he came to a large rock. He crawled under it, broke it, up-
rooted it, and flung it into the Jordan, saying to it: ‘This is 
not your place—that is!’
 “This is what Rabbi Akiva did to Rabbi Eliezer and 
Rabbi Joshua.”
 Rabbi Tarfon said: “Akiva, about you scripture says, ‘He 
dams up the sources of the streams so that hidden things 
may be brought to light’ (Job 28:11). Things concealed from 
human beings, Rabbi Akiva brought to light.”

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version A, chapter 6

 Most rabbinic texts engage with biblical verses in some 
manner or another, so it is not unusual—as we saw with Akiva 
at the well—that the text gives a central role to the quotation 
from the Bible. It is often instructive to look at the larger bibli-
cal context when the rabbis quote a verse since the single verse 
mentioned may be intended to allude to other verses within the 
same biblical section. Indeed, if we look at the context in Job 
of the verse quoted here (28:11) we see that the previous verses 
increase the connection to the parable of the stonecutter. And 
Avot de Rabbi Natan Version B, in telling a similar version of 
this parable, brings in all three of the relevant verses:

Man sets his hand against the flinty rock
And overturns mountains by the roots.

He carves out channels through rock;
His eyes behold every precious thing.

He dams up the sources of the streams
So that hidden things may be brought to light.

Job 28:9–11
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 It’s interesting that the metaphoric core with which we 
began—hardness and softness, water and rock—returns here, 
though no longer focused on softening the hardened heart. In-
stead, the poem from the book of Job is interpreted by Rabbi 
Tarfon as a commentary on Akiva’s ability to penetrate the dif-
ficulties of the Torah. The Torah—which Akiva described as 
hard as iron at the scene by the well—is now viewed as hard as 
rock. As the parable is explained, Akiva is like the stonecutter 
who is able to carve through that rock; more than that, he can 
stop the powerful flow of water. But the purpose of those actions 
is shown as well: he uncovers secrets; he sees what others can-
not see: “every precious thing” beneath those rocks and “hid-
den things” beneath the flow of water.
 Rabbi Shimon ben Eleazar uses the parable of the stone-
cutter to describe Akiva as the student of Rabbi Eliezer and 
Rabbi Joshua, and Shimon’s description of Akiva’s effect is stark 
and cutting: “This is what Rabbi Akiva did to Rabbi Eliezer and 
Rabbi Joshua.” We are brought up short by the bluntness of 
the comment, but if we look back at the description of their in-
terchanges, perhaps it is not so surprising. Akiva asks questions 
that take them aback.
 We can view the parable of the stonecutter in two related 
ways. First, it is precisely the way Rabbi Shimon describes it: 
the rocks, the mountains of understanding that Eliezer and 
Joshua had acquired, are now smashed into pieces. They are 
overturned, thrown into the Jordan, as it were.
 And it also appears that the story is meant to tell us some-
thing else: part of what we are being shown is Akiva’s invention 
of a whole new method of rabbinic discourse. That method is 
one of the things that characterizes his entire career: the close 
and detailed interrogation of Torah, interpretation at its deep-
est and, we might say, at its most optimistic core. I say optimistic 
to mean that Akiva has a fundamental faith in the unending 
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richness of the Torah, of the ability of Torah to yield more and 
more levels of interpretation. Of course from a scholar’s per-
spective, Akiva is not the inventor of this approach to interpre-
tation. A long history precedes him, and an even longer expanse 
comes after his time. But in the eyes of this particular story, he 
is the creator of something revolutionary. He becomes the hero 
of a new way of reading Torah.
 In the story about Akiva from Avot de Rabbi Natan we 
know nothing about the reaction of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi 
Joshua to Akiva’s questions except that they are reduced to si-
lence. It is the parable of the stonecutter by Shimon ben Elea-
zar and his curt remark about Eliezer and Joshua (“This is what 
Rabbi Akiva did to Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua”) that gives 
the reader the interpretation of the story.
 Later in this book we will look in some detail at the nature 
of Akiva’s relationship with his rabbinic teachers and colleagues, 
but it is worth pausing here to consider Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyr-
canus as he appears in Avot de Rabbi Natan. Eliezer is often 
identified as one of Akiva’s teachers (along with Rabbi Joshua 
ben Hananiah and Rabban Gamaliel II), but it is hard to see 
that Akiva learns anything from him at all. As we will later see, 
Akiva and Eliezer have a long and somewhat tragic history to-
gether, and one wonders: Are the seeds of later contention sown 
here in the Version A telling of Akiva’s experience as Eliezer’s 
student? The question is particularly relevant because the story 
of the origins of Rabbi Akiva in Avot de Rabbi Natan is directly 
followed by the story of the origins of Rabbi Eliezer, as if we 
are meant to view these two rabbis as parallel figures.
 Eliezer’s story begins like this:

What was the beginning of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus? He 
was twenty-two years old and had not yet studied Torah. 
Once he decided: “I will go and study Torah with Rabban 
Yohanan ben Zakkai.” His father Hyrcanus said to him, “You 
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will not have a taste of food until you have plowed the entire 
furrow.”

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version A, chapter 6

Like Akiva, Eliezer comes late to the study of Torah, and like 
Akiva he begins to feel a burning desire to learn. It is possible 
that Akiva and Eliezer might come to feel a kinship with one 
another, given their origins, but the differences between the 
two stories of origin are as significant as their similarities. 
Akiva, as we have seen, is a man without a past. We know noth-
ing of his parents. Eliezer, on the other hand, has a father, and 
though the geographical setting is not named, his father ap-
pears to be a farmer or landowner; it makes sense to assume 
that Eliezer has grown up on that farm. Hyrcanus is a boorish 
man—a fact confirmed by events that occur later in the story—
who cannot see the value of Torah and any reason for encour-
aging his son along that path.
 Hyrcanus is certainly insensitive to his son’s needs and in-
terests, but Eliezer’s desire to learn is so great that he runs away 
from home, refusing all food until he arrives at Jerusalem to 
meet the greatest Torah teacher of his time, Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai. We continue the story from where it left off:

. . . Eliezer went and appeared before Rabban Yohanan ben 
Zakkai—until a bad breath rose from Eliezer’s mouth. Yo-
hanan ben Zakkai said to him: “Eliezer, my son, have you 
eaten at all today?”
 Silence.
 Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai asked him again.
 Again silence.
 Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai sent for the owners of the 
inn where Eliezer was staying and asked them: “Did Eliezer 
have anything to eat in your place?”
 They replied: “We thought that he was very likely eat-
ing with you, master.”
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 He said to them: “And I thought he was very likely eating 
with you. Between both of us we left Rabbi Eliezer to perish!”
 Rabban Yohanan turned to Eliezer and said to him: 
“Even as a bad breath rose from your mouth, so shall your 
fame travel because of your mastery of Torah.”

 Most readers of this story are struck and puzzled by the 
detail about Eliezer’s bad breath, but I think the point here is 
both practical and metaphoric. In the practical sense, all of us 
know that a day without eating food will result in bad breath, 
thanks to the body’s natural processes. But metaphorically 
speaking, Eliezer has chosen not to eat because he is seeking 
“real” food—namely, Torah. And he is escaping from the father 
who can’t understand his needs even when Eliezer says them 
out loud. What he discovers is his “true” father—Yohanan ben 
Zakkai, who can discern what is in Eliezer’s heart even when 
Eliezer remains silent. And the bad breath gives the story a 
chance to give the punch line to Yohanan: “Even as a bad breath 
rose from your mouth, so shall your fame travel because of your 
mastery of Torah.” It is, in other words, a story of a person’s 
transformation—from being unlearned to becoming a scholar—
as the breath turns from bad to sweet. The structure of the 
story is as beautifully honed as a well-formed literary piece.
 When we compare Eliezer’s story of origin with Akiva’s, we 
see some obvious differences. Akiva comes from nowhere; he 
is not rebelling against a father—there is no father at all in the 
tale. There is no backstory in Avot de Rabbi Natan. Akiva sim-
ply appears. In the same way, unlike Eliezer, Akiva is not seek-
ing a father substitute. Read psychologically, Akiva’s challenge 
to Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua is the unembarrassed attack 
of an unencumbered man on his elders. Eliezer, on the other 
hand, needs to respect Yohanan; he needs to turn himself into 
the son and the disciple. Akiva is a tougher character. He is un-
hesitant in his challenge to those in authority, and in challeng-
ing them, he upends mountains and forges a new path.
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 In the coda to the Eliezer story, Hyrcanus comes to Jerusa-
lem intent on disinheriting his son. When Rabban Yohanan sees 
Hyrcanus enter the room, Yohanan “turns his eyes to Eliezer 
and tells him ‘You begin and deliver the teaching.’ Eliezer re-
plies: ‘I cannot even begin.’” He is at a loss for words. Here 
once again, the motif of silence returns.
 But the story doesn’t end there. It continues: “Yohanan 
pressed him and the other students pressed him and finally 
Eliezer stood and delivered a teaching about things that no 
ear had ever heard.” As he hears Eliezer’s talk, Rabban Yohanan 
rises to his feet, kisses Eliezer on the head, and says to him, 
“Rabbi Eliezer, my teacher, from you have I learned truth.”
 It is a sensational and deeply moving ending to the Eliezer 
story. The master (Yohanan) has now become the student. 
Eliezer has become “Rabbi” Eliezer. The story ennobles 
Eliezer but also shows the clear contrast with Akiva. Akiva is 
not a man of silence. When Yohanan speaks to Eliezer, the 
youthful Eliezer remains silent. When Akiva challenges Eliezer 
and Joshua, they are silenced. Eliezer is passive. He comes to 
Yohanan to absorb learning, and only after doing that, learning 
as a disciple, is he able to create his own brand of Torah—“a 
teaching about things that no ear had ever heard,” as the text 
says. But Akiva is self-invented. He has teachers but seems 
mostly to be teaching himself. It is not surprising, in this con-
text, that there are places in rabbinic literature in which Akiva 
is compared to Moses. We see, for example, this remarkable 
statement in Pesikta Rabbati, a midrashic text organized around 
the biblical readings for the Jewish festivals and other special 
occasions:

R. Aha said: Things which had not been revealed even to 
Moses were revealed to Rabbi Akiva. To Akiva we can apply 
the verse, “His eyes behold every precious thing” (Job 28:10).

Pesikta Rabbati 14:13
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 Once again, the same verse from Job that is associated with 
Akiva in Avot de Rabbi Natan is applied here. Akiva sees what 
others cannot. Moses is the ultimate prophet in Jewish tradi-
tion. His wisdom comes directly from divine revelation. To 
Rav Aha in this text something about Akiva seems to be at the 
level of the prophet. It is the most dramatic example of a testa-
ment to Akiva’s almost otherworldly intellectual brilliance, and 
it fits well with the notion that what we see in these stories is 
Akiva’s self-creation.
 Akiva is a complex character in these stories. His intelli-
gence is extraordinary, and possibly his ego as well. Yet what 
most remains, to my mind, is his hunger to change his life, to 
go down a different path, to discover what will be revealed to 
him by his study of Torah. Perhaps the story about biting like 
a donkey is a later accretion, as scholars would certainly point 
out. But there seems to be truth in it as well. When Akiva sees 
water creating that well and understands that he needs to find 
a different way of being, we the readers cannot help but feel 
moved.
 The stories we have explored here leave many things un-
explained. Most strikingly, we remain completely ignorant of 
Akiva’s earliest life. Except for the story about the biting don-
key, the mystery of his first forty years remains unsolved. Of 
course rabbinic sources themselves were aware of this difficulty, 
and we can find within the tradition examples of attempts to 
solve this problem by filling in the gaps in the biography.10

 But there is another version of Akiva’s origins story that has 
had a profound impact on the way that he has been viewed. It is 
not about the Akiva who turned to Torah out of self-discovery, 
the Akiva at the well. It is about the Akiva who began his stud-
ies for a very different reason: he fell in love. We now turn to 
this version of the story.
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A Love Story

 Of all the tales about the origins of Akiva, the most 
 famous by far is the story of Akiva’s romance with his wife. One 
need only look at the retelling of his early life in children’s 
books, whether they be from the 1930s, the 1950s, or the last 
years of the twentieth century, to see the persistence of this 
story.1 Across time and despite the changes in perception, the 
tale of Akiva and his wife remains the version told and retold. 
And it is no wonder. The romantic narrative has many of the 
elements of a traditional fairy tale, and if Akiva’s life story were 
presented today in a Hollywood movie, the love story version 
is how it would be told. Or, as we will see, at least part it.
 The main story appears in two places within the Babylo-
nian Talmud and can be supplemented with details from other 
sources in the rabbinic canon. The two talmudic versions are 
fairly close in how they tell the story, though we will explore 
some of the significant differences as we look at the tale.

3
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 The core stories about Akiva’s romance are found in the 
tractates Ketubot (“Marriage Contracts” 62b–63a) and Ne-
darim (“Vows” 50a). The story in Ketubot begins:

Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua. Ben Kalba 
Savua’s daughter saw how modest and outstanding Akiva was 
and she said to him, “If I agreed to marry you, would you go 
to study with a rabbi?”2

 “Yes,” he replied.
 She was then secretly betrothed to him and sent him 
away to study with a rabbi. When her father heard what she 
had done, he threw her out of his house and vowed that she 
would not benefit from his wealth.

b. Ketubot 62b–63a

We are in familiar territory here—the love story, the simple 
but noble shepherd, the wealthy landowner’s daughter, and the 
daughter’s banishment3—we’ve seen this story before, in folk-
tales and films. It’s the Western with the rich cattle lord, the 
beautiful daughter, and the poor cowboy working on the ranch. 
It’s the fairy tale of the king’s daughter locked in a tower and 
the worthy but impoverished young man trying to reach her.
 In the last chapter we explored Akiva’s self-creation as a 
sage. He stood by a well and understood his need to study 
Torah. Here the story is motivated by the unnamed daughter 
of Ben Kalba Savua. It is she who chooses Akiva; it is she who 
makes the proposal. She recognizes his modesty and his out-
standing qualities, and she is the one who takes action.
 In the text above I use the word “betrothed” to describe 
their relationship. Some modern translations prefer to say that 
the couple “got engaged”; but engagement in our modern 
sense is too casual a word to describe the nature of marriage 
customs in the ancient Jewish world, and so I prefer the old-
fashioned term “betrothed.” The marriage process in rabbinic 
law involved two stages: betrothal (called kiddushin or eruvin 
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in Hebrew) and the wedding itself (called nissuin or huppah in 
Hebrew). These two events could be separated by as much as 
a year.4 But the kiddushin phase (and this is the term that is 
used in the text above) was not a small matter. From the time 
of betrothal, the man and woman were in essence legally mar-
ried; only divorce (or death) could end the marriage. The sec-
ond stage seems to represent the sexual consummation of the 
marriage.5

 What, we might wonder, was the purpose of having the be-
trothal stage at all? Couldn’t a couple have just created a civil 
contract of intent with monetary penalties? One scholarly spec-
ulation about this question is relevant to our story: once be-
trothed, a woman is no longer under the legal control of her 
father in a world in which women (especially unmarried women) 
had few economic rights or legal power.6 This idea may shed 
some light on our story of Akiva and the daughter of Ben Kalba 
Savua.
 It’s interesting that Akiva is described with the word “mod-
esty.” The Talmud uses an Aramaic word derived from the 
Hebrew tzanua, a term for modesty often connected to the ide-
alized qualities of a woman. There is a kind of gender reversal 
here: Akiva is the modest one; he is wooed by her, and she sets 
the terms for the marriage. And it is she who takes an action 
that she must have known would estrange her from her father. 
Interestingly, the root tzanua also has the meaning of “in se-
cret,” as if the text wants us to make the connection between 
Akiva’s personal quality of modesty and his secret betrothal.
 Akiva’s father-in-law is named Ben Kalba Savua, and he 
appears a few times in rabbinic literature. At times he is called 
Kalba Savua; at other times, Ben Kalba Savua, meaning the son 
of Kalba Savua. Scholars assume that these are not two dif-
ferent people, but simply different versions of the same name. 
Often, Ben Kalba Savua is mentioned alongside two other men, 
Ben Tzitzit Hakeset and Nakdimon ben Gorion. These three 
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were men of great wealth and prominence, living at the time of 
the Great Revolt against the Roman occupation. The Midrash 
on Ecclesiastes (7:19), for example, says that each of these three 
was capable of supplying enough food for Jerusalem to survive 
ten years during a siege. Hence the Babylonian Talmud (b. Git-
tin “Decrees of Divorce” 56a) tells us that the riches of these 
three men allowed the city to withstand the Roman attack (until 
a radical element among the Jews undid their work).
 In describing Kalba Savua the Talmud offers an explana-
tion for the meaning of his name: “He was called Kalba Savua 
because a person could go to his house as hungry as a dog [Ar-
amaic kalba from Hebrew kelev, meaning dog] and come out 
satiated [Hebrew savua, meaning satisfied]” (b. Gittin 56a). 
Both this etiology of his name and his support of the city in its 
time of crisis give us a picture of a man of great generosity, 
 attuned to the hungry and the needy. In that case how do we 
understand his angry opposition to his daughter’s marriage to 
Akiva?
 Perhaps this is simply the very human trait of a person 
 applying different standards when he thinks about the world at 
large than when events affect his own family: I’m happy to sup-
port the poor and the needy—I just don’t want them to marry 
my daughters! This is not a particularly noble quality, but we 
recognize its familiarity. And it raises another question: How 
are we to understand Akiva’s social class and economic stand-
ing? The stories discussed in the last chapter give no indication 
of Akiva’s coming from a disadvantaged background. In fact, 
we know nothing about his upbringing: he is simply a man who 
happens upon a well. But the notion of Akiva as coming from 
poverty is one that is part of his image down through Jewish 
history, and there is good reason for that.
 If we pick up the love story from its other telling in the Tal-
mud, in Tractate Nedarim, we learn more about Akiva’s eco-
nomic situation:
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The daughter of Kalba Savua betrothed herself to Rabbi 
Akiva. When her father heard about it, he vowed that she 
would not benefit from his wealth. She went and married 
Akiva. In the winter they slept in a hayloft, and in the morn-
ings he picked the straw from her hair. “If only I could,” he 
said to her, “I would give you a ‘Jerusalem of Gold.’”

b. Nedarim 50a

 This version of the story begins abruptly. There is no indi-
cation of why she wanted to marry him as there is in the other 
talmudic story, and, much more importantly, there is no precon-
dition of Torah learning that she demands of him. She betroths 
herself to him (as in the other version, she, not Akiva, is the one 
described as taking action), and by doing so she engenders her 
father’s anger. Her father cuts her off monetarily, and, without 
pausing for a breath, our text moves from “she would not benefit 
from his wealth” to “she went and married Akiva.” There is some-
thing wonderfully decisive about that move. She hears her father’s 
words; she defies him. For readers familiar with English litera-
ture, there is the unmistakable resonance of the famous line from 
the end of Jane Eyre: “Reader, I married him.” And so she did.
 Note that in these stories Akiva’s wife has no name—she is 
called “the daughter of [Ben] Kalba Savua.” In fact, the only 
place in early rabbinic literature that we are told her name is in 
Version A of Avot de Rabbi Natan where we read that although 
Akiva had no merit from social status or ancestry, “his wife Ra-
chel had merit.” (In time, later tradition adopted the usage of 
the name Rachel for Akiva’s wife despite this single attribution, 
and it became conventional to refer to her as Rachel, in essence 
harmonizing the various versions of the story.)
 Akiva and his new wife do not have an easy life. It is winter 
and they are sleeping in an unheated hayloft. The story in Ne-
darim gives us very little background to Akiva’s situation, but 
here it makes sense to piece it together with the parallel story 
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that we’ve seen in the Ketubot text and assume that Akiva is 
merely a worker in the employ of the wealthy Kalba Savua. 
Akiva is a simple shepherd, and we should not be surprised that 
without any family support, the couple find themselves strug-
gling, living in a shed for storing straw. Notice also that this 
version of the story, unlike what we saw in the last chapter, does 
not describe Akiva as being forty years old. Indeed, both talmu-
dic versions give us an image of a young man, at the beginning 
of life, certainly an unmarried man and obviously attractive to 
this young woman. The two Akivas—the forty-year-old with a 
son that we saw in Avot de Rabbi Natan and the young shep-
herd catching the eye of the boss’s daughter—are not easily 
compatible. These are clearly separate traditions.
 But there is some overlap nonetheless. The story in Avot 
de Rabbi Natan gives us some hints about Akiva’s possible pov-
erty as well, though not as obviously as what we see in the two 
talmudic versions:

They said of Akiva that he did not engage in a laborer’s work 
[once he began to study Torah] but rather he would gather 
two bundles of wood.7 He would take one bundle to the 
market and sell it there. The other he would take home and 
use to make a fire to keep warm. His neighbors complained 
to him: “Akiva, you are killing us with the smoke! Sell your 
bundle of wood and buy oil with the proceeds” [to light a 
lamp instead of a fire]. He replied to them: “I’m not going to 
listen to you. I get two good things from the wood. First, I 
can keep warm by it, and second, I can get light from it.”

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version B, chapter 12 (a similar 
story appears in Version A, chapter 6)

 The story appears right after Akiva’s decision to begin his 
studies, and obviously it is meant to communicate the idea that 
the time he devoted to study was so important to him that he 
gave up regular work. In essence, he took on a practice, if not a 
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vow, of poverty. Of course this story tells us little about what 
Akiva’s economic situation was before his decision to become a 
student of Torah, and it seems that the real cause of his poverty 
in the version of Avot de Rabbi Natan is due to his single-minded 
pursuit of learning. This is a story meant to teach about the sacri-
fices a great scholar is willing to make in the name of his studies.
 But there is enough ambiguity here to allow us some lati-
tude in seeing a connection between the two traditions, that of 
the Talmud and that of Avot de Rabbi Natan. Immediately fol-
lowing the story of the bundles of wood in Avot de Rabbi Natan 
Version B, we read a text that uses Akiva as an example of the 
importance of studying Torah. At the end of life when a person 
is called to judgment, the question will be asked, “Why did you 
not study Torah when you were in this world?” If the person 
answers, “Because I was poor,” the response from the heavenly 
judge will be, “But Rabbi Akiva was poor.” If the person says, 
“My ancestors laid up no merit for me,” then the person will 
be told, “Rabbi Akiva’s ancestors also did not lay up merit for 
him.” “Because of that,” the text continues, “Rabbi Akiva will 
shame many—all who did not study Torah in this world” (Avot 
de Rabbi Natan, Version B, chapter 12).8

 Akiva is a model for dedication to Torah learning, but this 
text also reveals an image of Akiva’s origins in poverty. Not only 
that, but the clause “Rabbi Akiva’s ancestors also did not lay up 
merit for him” is the rabbinic way of saying that Akiva did not 
come from a family background distinguished by either lineage 
or exemplary behavior. Although this text comes from the tra-
ditions of Avot de Rabbi Natan, perhaps there is an echo of the 
talmudic stories about why Ben Kalba Savua may have been 
outraged by his daughter’s decision to marry Akiva—he was a 
man without money, ancestry, or a good family name. As we will 
see, Akiva’s undistinguished family background appears in tra-
ditions in the Talmud as well.
 Although the version of the story told in the tractates Ke-
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tubot and Nedarim differ, two main common elements show a 
thematic unity between them: the rejecting father and the head-
strong, perhaps even powerful, daughter. Whether one looks 
at the story in the light of Akiva’s first- and second-century CE 
world or from the perspective of sixth-century Babylonia, the 
time of the composition of the Talmud, marriage practice by 
and large involved the father of the bride and not the daughter 
at all. Fathers arranged their daughters’ marriages—and might 
possibly have benefited financially from the arrangement as 
well;9 therefore, the presentation here of Ben Kalba Savua’s 
daughter’s activism in making this match is quite extraordinary. 
Indeed, no other story in rabbinic literature shows a Jewish 
woman arranging a marriage for herself. Rabbi Akiva’s wife, in 
the words of the scholar Tal Ilan, “took the initiative and pro-
posed to her husband.”10

 The story of Akiva and his wife has a number of other in-
teresting elements. First, it is a strikingly romantic picture. The 
picture of the struggling young couple, living in poverty in a 
hayloft in the winter, is like a scene from an opera by Puccini. 
In particular we are struck by the tender and intimate gesture 
of Akiva picking the straw out of his wife’s hair in the morning. 
It is almost a cinematic moment—a close-up of the young cou-
ple in love.
 He tells her he would buy her a “Jerusalem of Gold” if only 
he could. This phrase has occasioned a good deal of scholar-
ship, exploring both the textual meaning and the real-life ana-
logues of the words. It turns out that “Jerusalem of Gold” is 
referring to a piece of expensive jewelry, something that the 
impoverished couple could not imagine they would ever be able 
to afford. But Akiva’s love for his wife moves him to wish for 
the means to adorn her properly.
 In a few places the Mishnah mentions another piece of 
women’s jewelry called a “City of Gold.” The term “Jerusalem 
of Gold” does not appear in the early (Mishnaic) texts; but in 



a love story

63

later texts such as the Babylonian Talmud, “Jerusalem of Gold” 
is used, sometimes to explain the meaning of the term “City of 
Gold” used in the earlier sources. In other words, in the early 
stages of rabbinic Judaism, City of Gold was a well-known piece 
of adornment; later, Jerusalem of Gold became the common 
term, probably for the same or very similar item.
 No matter which term we use, the item is what is known as 
a “mural crown”—a tiara that uses the turreted outline of an-
cient city walls to form its shape. Such items were found on 
statues depicting goddesses (especially the patron goddess of a 
particular city) in the ancient Mediterranean world. An excel-
lent example is in the collection of the J. Paul Getty Museum, 
which has a statue of the goddess Cybele wearing a mural crown, 
dating from around the time of Akiva’s birth.
 Tiaras of gold, often shaped in the form of a city wall, were 
given as gifts to men who first climbed the walls of a conquered 
city and to women who were civic patrons of institutions in a 
particular community. The scholar Susan Marks has suggested 
that we should view Akiva’s wish to give his wife a Jerusalem of 
Gold as not only a sign of their private romance, but a symbolic 
indication of thanks for her being Akiva’s “patron,” supporting 
his efforts to study Torah—a communally valued activity.11

 Rabbinic tradition sees Akiva as a person who eventually 
attained great wealth over time. The Jerusalem Talmud reports 
the following gossipy story later in his life:

Rabbi Akiva made a “City of Gold” for his wife. Rabban Ga-
maliel’s wife saw her and was jealous. She came and told her 
husband about it. Rabban Gamaliel replied, “Have you done 
for me what she did for him!? Rabbi Akiva’s wife sold the 
braids of her hair and used the proceeds so that he could go 
study Torah.”

y. Sotah “The Suspected Adulteress” 9:15 (y. Shabbat 
“Sabbath” tells almost the exact same story)
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Rabban Gamaliel was the leader of the Jewish community in 
Palestine immediately after the destruction of Jerusalem and 
therefore was an older contemporary of Akiva. We do see an 
interesting additional detail added here. Gamaliel tells his wife 
about the great sacrifice that Akiva’s wife made for Akiva: she 
sold her braids so that the family could support Akiva’s study. 
And even though the story about selling the braids is from a 
completely different source than the story about the poor cou-

Statue of the mother goddess Cybele (detail) wearing 
a mural crown, ca. 50 CE (Courtesy of the  

J. Paul Getty Museum)
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ple in the hayloft (the Jerusalem Talmud for the first, and the 
Babylonian Talmud for the second), the literary reader today 
cannot help but connect the two stories and the hair motif—
that is, Akiva picking straw out of his wife’s hair in one, and his 
wife selling her hair in the other; the wish for a Jerusalem of 
Gold in one, and her wearing a City of Gold in the other.12

 Returning to our story in Tractate Nedarim, we need to 
explore the question of Akiva’s motivation to begin his quest 
to learn Torah. In the last chapter we saw Akiva inspired by his 
experience at the well. We saw the version of the story told in 
the Babylonian Talmud tractate Ketubot in which Ben Kalba 
Savua’s daughter sets the condition that he must go study in 
order for her to agree to marry him. In the Nedarim telling of 
the story, however, we get another, and surprising, element—a 
miraculous appearance:

Later Elijah came to them [Akiva and his wife] appearing in 
the guise of an ordinary person, and cried out at the door, 
“Give me some straw, for my wife is giving birth, and I have 
nothing for her to lie down on.”
 “See,” Rabbi Akiva said to his wife, “there is a man who 
does not even have straw.”
 She said to him, “Go—become a rabbi.” He went and 
studied with Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua for twelve years.

b. Nedarim 50a

 The prophet Elijah has held a powerful grasp on Jewish 
imagination since biblical times. His prophetic activities are 
detailed in 1 and 2 Kings, but as important as his deeds were, the 
mysterious manner of his departing the world was even more 
gripping. Standing with his disciple (and successor) Elisha by 
the banks of the Jordan, “a fiery chariot with fiery horses sud-
denly appeared and separated one from the other; and Elijah 
went up to heaven in a whirlwind” (2 Kings 2:11). Elijah does 
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not die—he is transported into the heavens. In essence, he be-
comes an immortal figure, appearing in human form in many 
legends.
 What we see in the story from Nedarim is the appearance 
of this mythic figure precisely at the time when Akiva is at his 
lowest point—locked in poverty and, we might imagine, with-
out hope. Elijah as the bearer of hope is a typical motif in 
 rabbinic literature—and indeed Elijah appears in a number of 
stories in talmudic literature, specifically to rabbis who are in 
trouble.13

 In our story, unlike some of the other tales in which the 
prophet appears to rabbis, it is not clear what precisely Elijah 
does to turn Akiva toward a life of study. We have the picture 
of his and his wife’s poverty in winter in the hayloft, the straw 
in her hair, the wish for the Jerusalem of Gold, the appearance 
of Elijah; and then without any other transition, we see Akiva’s 
wife instructing Akiva to go study. Elijah certainly never tells 
Akiva that he must go learn Torah. Elijah’s appearance only 
serves to highlight the fact that although the young couple is 
in dire straits, others are worse off.
 Once again, it is Akiva’s wife who takes action; it is she 
who directs Akiva to leave. In some way Elijah’s visit leads her 
to recognize that their circumstances, as bad as they might be, 
are not catastrophic, that some people suffer more than they 
do, and this allows her to send him away. What we don’t know 
is what happens between the lines. Has Akiva been saying that 
this is what he wanted to do and she has been holding him 
back, perhaps out of fear, given their poverty? Or does she un-
derstand that within him—perhaps unknown to himself—is a 
talent for Torah that is waiting to be released? We have no evi-
dence either way, but personally, I prefer the second reading. 
And perhaps there is enough in the text to support it, albeit in-
directly.
 Remember that in the other talmudic version of the story 
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(b. Ketubot 62b), Ben Kalba Savua’s daughter will not marry 
Akiva unless he studies Torah. Once again, she is the one push-
ing him in that direction. In both talmudic versions, I think it 
is fair to infer that she has seen something in him beyond his 
physical form—namely, that he is “modest and outstanding.” 
She recognizes his immense potential, perhaps even more than 
this modest man can see it in himself. The visit of Elijah allows 
her to take the risk and send Akiva to fulfill his destiny. And as 
the other talmudic text tells us, she sells her hair to allow it to 
happen.
 How are we to view the selling of her hair? As one scholar 
has pointed out, “Women’s hair obviously had an erotic con-
notation in antiquity and was rarely let loose in public.”14 We 
have also seen the erotic overtones in the description of Akiva 
picking the straw out of his wife’s hair. Clearly, Akiva’s wife’s 
decision to sell her braids was more than a simple monetary 
calculation; it was a deeply personal, even intimate gesture.
 Both stories from the Babylonian Talmud agree in most 
details about what comes next. Akiva goes off to learn and stays 
away for twelve years. Here is how the story continues in Trac-
tate Ketubot:

He went and spent twelve years studying. When he returned 
home, twelve thousand students came with him. He heard 
an old man saying to [Akiva’s wife], “How long will you con-
tinue to be a living widow?”
 She replied to the old man, “If he would listen to me, he 
would stay another twelve years!”
 Rabbi Akiva said, “So I am doing this with her consent!” 
He returned to his studies and stayed another twelve years. 
When he came back home he brought with him twenty-four 
thousand students.
 His wife heard and went out to meet him. The women 
in the neighborhood said to her, “Borrow some nice clothes 
and cover yourself.”
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 She quoted a verse to them: “A righteous man knows 
the life of his beast” (Proverbs 12:10).
 When she came close to Akiva, she fell on her face and 
kissed his feet. His students started to push her away, but 
Akiva said to them, “Let her go! What’s mine and yours are 
hers!”
 Her father heard that a great man had come to town and 
he said to himself, “I will go to this great man and perhaps 
he can annul the vow that I made” [that his daughter not 
benefit from his wealth]. So he went to him. Rabbi Akiva 
said to him, “If you had known that your daughter’s husband 
was a great man, would you have made that vow?”
 Ben Kalba Savua said to him, “If he had known only one 
chapter, or even only one law, I would not have made that 
vow!”
 Akiva said to him: “I am he!”
 Ben Kalba Savua fell on his face, kissed Akiva’s feet, and 
gave him half of his wealth.

b. Ketubot 62b–63a

 This section of the story is complex from a literary per-
spective in many ways. For one thing, the narrator is balancing 
a number of different characters—Akiva, his wife, the unnamed 
“old man,” the unnamed “women in the neighborhood,” Akiva’s 
students, and Ben Kalba Savua—along with two time frames: 
Akiva’s return after twelve years and his second return after an 
additional twelve years. On top of that the narrator is juggling 
the reader’s point of view: from seeing the world, back and 
forth, through the eyes of the wife, Akiva, and Ben Kalba Savua 
in a kind of cinematic “cross-cutting.”
 This part of the story revolves around the question of what 
it means to know, to really understand, another person. The 
theme gets expressed through the medium of speech—indirect 
and direct, overheard and face-to-face. The “old man” speaks 
to Akiva’s wife, perhaps even taunts her, as being abandoned by 
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her husband for all these years. Like the women in the neigh-
borhood, he represents the vox populi, the “word on the street” 
about Akiva and his wife. The parallel version told in Tractate 
Nedarim makes an even more pointed judgment about this 
anonymous voice in his wife’s ear, calling him “a wicked man” 
who tells her that Ben Kalba Savua was right to object to her 
marriage and treat her as he did. Akiva, the wicked man tells 
her, is “not like you”; that is, Akiva was her inferior in social sta-
tus, and he abandoned her to a veritable widowhood for years.
 But she is unmoved by what the man says. From her point 
of view, Akiva should spend another twelve years in study! Akiva 
overhears her and realizes that he has her consent to continue 
learning. The fact that the text reports him saying to himself, 
“So I am doing this with her consent!” leaves the impression 
that perhaps Akiva was wondering about what she was thinking 
about his extended stay away from her. But indeed, he has had 
her consent all along.
 He returns to his teachers and stays another twelve years. 
Note that the wife’s conversation with the old man happens 
directly, but it is indirectly heard by Akiva. At this point we 
the readers are perplexed about how to read this interaction. 
Doesn’t the old man (wicked or not) voice our own view of the 
situation? Hasn’t Akiva abandoned her to a kind of widowhood? 
Yet, as the story proceeds, we see that in the case of Akiva and 
his wife, mere indirect speech is enough to communicate un-
derstanding. The direct speech of the old man and of the neigh-
bors is what denotes a lack of knowledge. They don’t under-
stand that she really does want Akiva to be away studying; they 
don’t understand that wearing fine clothes for her reunion with 
her husband doesn’t matter, to her or to him. The deep connec-
tion between them was forged when they were rebels against 
her father, living in the hayloft in winter.
 In the same way, Akiva’s students don’t understand the sit-
uation either. They see this woman and start to push her away. 
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But of course, Akiva immediately knows who she is, and more 
than that he says to them, “What’s mine and yours are hers!” 
In other words, everything that he has learned and therefore 
everything that they have learned from him really belongs to 
her, because she made it possible for Akiva to become the “great 
man” (as the text emphasizes) that he has become.
 This story presents some obvious difficulties for readers 
today. First, we are uncomfortable, deeply uncomfortable I 
would say, with the image of the self-sacrificing wife giving up 
her happiness (having to be a “living widow”) and material com-
forts (having to borrow nice clothes) just to support her man in 
his vocation. Second, Akiva abandoning her for twenty-four 
years seems monstrous to us. Thus, we understand the view of 
the “old man”—we share that view today. Third, the verse from 
Proverbs that she uses to justify her behavior to the neighbors 
is unsettling—is she really comparing herself to a beast owned 
by this “righteous man”?
 These are certainly troubling issues, and we should not 
 ignore them, but we can be helped by viewing these materials 
through the lens of rabbinic culture in ancient times. That 
world, it goes without saying, was very different from the one 
in which we live today, and those differences are particularly 
striking when we look at the role and status of women in a 
male-dominated culture. Akiva is an unusual figure in rabbinic 
lore precisely because his wife is accorded such a significant 
role in his development. Tal Ilan, a feminist scholar of these 
materials, has devoted a good deal of analysis to the stories of 
Akiva’s wife, and she concludes that the “persistent element” 
of her role reflects the fact that Akiva’s “fame, unlike that of his 
colleagues, was in fact achieved with the help of his wife. Ex-
actly what she did, how she helped, what support she rendered 
him, we do not know. But whatever it was, it must have been 
substantial if it left such an imprint on the minds of storytell-
ers.”15 The story, at least as far as we know, was written and 
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shaped by men. Men originally told these tales orally, and even-
tually they were written down and edited by the unnamed men 
whom scholars today call the Stamma’im, a modern term that 
essentially means “anonymous ones.”16 So for those reasons 
alone we should not be surprised that Akiva’s wife is valorized 
for sacrificing herself to a man’s needs.
 But we should also remember that “his needs” is an inade-
quate and much more personalized way of stating what Akiva 
accomplished in the eyes of the Talmud’s later redactors. To 
their minds he is a heroic figure, a person who both preserved 
and advanced the entire enterprise of Jewish life and culture. 
He saved the future of the Jewish people and shaped Jewish re-
ligion for all time. To them, the criticism that Akiva should not 
have left his wife would be tantamount to the belief that George 
Washington should never have left his farm in Virginia to lead 
the Continental Army because in doing so he abandoned his 
family and left them to face hard times alone during the Revo-
lutionary War. Akiva saying, “What’s mine and yours are hers!” 
is enormous praise. The reader is meant to understand that he 
is not paying lip service. He means it.
 Akiva abandons his wife for twenty-four years; there is no 
way around that. As important as that might have been for Jew-
ish history, she is left alone, and the attitude of the “old man” 
and the neighbors makes it clear to us that she must have suf-
fered, even though she believed in what he was doing. How are 
we to understand the issue of Akiva abandoning his wife?
 It is important to examine the context in the Talmud in 
which this story is related. It appears among a set of stories over 
the course of a few pages in the Babylonian Talmud in which 
the rabbis are debating the question of the sexual obligations of 
husbands to their wives. What frequency of sexual intercourse 
must a man provide for his wife? Some might be surprised to 
see such a question in the pages of the Talmud, but it is a work 
that is involved with a remarkably wide range of human behav-



rabbi  akiva

72

iors, and this particular question is one that is framed in the 
earliest stages of rabbinic culture. The Mishnah (Ketubot 5:6) 
states that Torah students—with the permission of their wives—
can leave their homes to study for a maximum of thirty days. 
(Other men, depending on their occupations, are allowed either 
longer or shorter periods of abstinence.)
 The Talmud scholar Daniel Boyarin has analyzed the pages 
in Tractate Ketubot in the Babylonian Talmud in which this 
statement from the Mishnah is explored. In the course of the 
Talmud’s discussion, no fewer than six stories on a single page 
about various sages are brought to elucidate the proper behav-
ior of rabbis to their wives in regard to sexual obligations. All 
the stories deal with the conflict, as Boyarin succinctly puts 
it, between “sex and the text.”17 As he points out, the issue of 
scholars leaving home to spend time in the Beit Midrash, leav-
ing their wives behind, was a matter of complex internal con-
flict within the values of rabbinic culture. Of course by the time 
of the Babylonian Talmud, Torah study was held in higher re-
gard than virtually anything else in Jewish life; yet at the same 
time, marriage was constantly praised and valued in rabbinic 
literature.
 Part of what we are seeing in these pages of the Talmud, 
Boyarin demonstrates, is a contrast between two different mod-
els of dealing with the problem of sex and the text. In the Jew-
ish community in Eretz Yisrael, the practice was for rabbis to 
delay marriage and spend their time in study before marrying. 
But the Babylonian tradition found this approach wanting. 
In that view, sexual desire would be too distracting for young 
scholars, so early marriages were encouraged. But this solution 
had its own profound difficulties because in essence it created 
a class of individuals that Boyarin memorably calls “married 
monks.”18 How would these rabbis negotiate their obligations 
at home and their investment in learning?
 The multiple stories on pages 63a–63b of Tractate Ketubot 
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all represent various attempts to deal with this conflict of time 
and commitments. Most of the stories present examples of 
abysmal, and at times tragic, failure. One rabbi, Rav Rehumi, 
fails to come home to visit his wife (he would come home only 
once a year, and in this particular year he was so engrossed in 
study that he forgot to come home at all). The ironic conse-
quence is that the roof upon which he is sitting while studying 
collapses, and he dies. (To make sense of the scene we need to 
picture a flat roof, as is typical of Mediterranean settings.) In 
another case R. Hananiah ben Hakinai spends so much time 
away from home that when he returns for a visit, he cannot find 
his own house. R. Hama ben Bisa returns home and does not 
recognize his own son, who has grown up during his absence.
 It is at this point, after these other tales have been told, that 
our story about Akiva appears. Interestingly, and obviously with 
great intention of the editors, both Hanania ben Hakinai and 
Hama ben Bisa have spent twelve years away in study—the same 
amount of time that appears in the Akiva tale. But unlike their 
situations and unlike the tragic case of Rav Rehumi, Akiva’s re-
turn and his relationship with his wife are seen as so successful 
that she sends him away for another twelve years. The editors 
of the Talmud have cleverly called upon the prestige of Akiva, 
one of the great figures of the Jewish community in Eretz Yis-
rael, to justify the practice of the “married monks” of Babylo-
nia. Because the weight of earlier Jewish tradition had asserted 
that even scholars, whose vocation is so admired, cannot spend 
more than a month away from their wives, the authorities in the 
Babylonian Talmud needed to find an extremely powerful fig-
ure to justify the practice of married monks. For as Boyarin puts 
it, “symbols with great cultural authority were necessary, and 
there is none greater in Jewish tradition than Rabbi Akiva.”19

 Akiva, as we will see many times, is often the decisive per-
son in a debate or represents the clinching argument made 
through personal example. In the story of Akiva and his wife, 
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they are exemplifying the Babylonian idealized model: the 
husband who becomes a great man, and the wife who not only 
accepts but encourages his absence.
 The picture of deep connection between Akiva and his 
wife evidenced in these stories is disturbed, perhaps even un-
dermined, for the modern reader by her use of the verse from 
Proverbs to explain their relationship. She has no need to put 
on fancy clothes, she tells her neighbors, because “a righteous 
man knows the life of his beast” (Proverbs 12:10). Is she saying 
that she is like a mere animal? Is she saying that Akiva “owns” 
her the way a person might own an animal?
 To be sure, we are looking at an ancient culture that, like 
many others of its time, viewed women in a subservient role to 
men. There is no avoiding that fact. But there are certain com-
plicating if not mitigating factors at play here as well. Boyarin 
sees the tale as an extended metaphor in which Akiva is the 
shepherd and his wife is his “beloved ewe.” He links the name 
of Akiva’s wife that is given in Avot de Rabbi Natan—Rachel, 
in Hebrew Rahel, a word meaning sheep or ewe—to the story 
we have here in the Babylonian Talmud. As we have seen, in 
the talmudic stories that we have been considering, Akiva’s wife 
remains unnamed; it is only in Avot de Rabbi Natan that we 
learn the name Rachel. But, Boyarin argues, we are meant to 
hear an association with that name because on the next page of 
the Talmud immediately following the Akiva story, we are told 
an anecdote about Akiva’s daughter behaving in a way similar 
to her mother. To explain the connection between mother and 
daughter, the Talmud quotes a proverb that puns off of the 
name (and word) Rahel: “Ewe follows ewe; a daughter’s acts are 
like those of her mother.” Boyarin argues that the talmudic 
story is based on shepherd and ewe imagery, making it some-
what less unpleasant for modern readers. For Boyarin puts it, 
“The metaphor of male lover as shepherd and female beloved 
as ewe is, in fact, common in biblical discourse, used frequently 
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as a figure for the relationship of God and Israel and appearing 
often in the Song of Songs.”20

 None of this changes the fundamental power imbalance in 
the relationship of the man and woman, of course. The wife 
is subservient to the husband as the ewe is subservient to the 
shepherd. But seeing the connection to the biblical imagery of 
the relationship between God and Israel (“the Lord is my shep-
herd,” for example) may help mitigate some of the negativity 
that Akiva’s wife’s reference to Proverbs may elicit in us today.
 Another interesting perspective on the use of the quotation 
from Proverbs—and perhaps one that is more convincing—is 
offered by the Talmud scholar Shamma Friedman.21 His work 
is a beautiful example of the ways in which meticulous aca-
demic scholarship can enlighten the meaning of an ancient 
text. Friedman, examining manuscript versions of texts that 
quote our Akiva story in other works, shows that the quotation 
that the wife uses in the talmudic text may in fact not be the 
verse that was originally intended. Rather than Proverbs 12:10, 
these other manuscripts quote Proverbs 29:7, which has a simi-
lar structure but a completely different meaning: “A righteous 
man is concerned with the cause of the wretched.” If this is in-
deed the verse that should appear here, it makes a good deal of 
sense. Rather than Akiva’s wife saying, “Akiva will recognize me 
despite my humble clothing because the master always knows 
his own animal,” she is saying, “I don’t need to be wearing fancy 
clothing; being a righteous and compassionate man, Akiva will 
care about my wretched and downtrodden state.” This casts 
a very different light on their reunion. And in the context of 
Akiva’s rebuke of his students—everything we are, is thanks to 
her—this quotation from Proverbs is particularly apt.
 The story ends by bringing events full circle through the 
reconciliation of Akiva and his father-in-law. The fairy-tale feel 
of the story is only intensified by this ending. But the last scene 
also continues the theme of knowledge and true understanding 
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that we have been examining. Kalba Savua did not recognize 
Akiva’s abilities when Akiva was young, and now he quite liter-
ally fails to recognize Akiva when the great scholar stands be-
fore him. It seems clear that the Talmud wants us to see Kalba 
Savua in a negative light by presenting these events in such a 
symbolically resonant fashion. Moreover, a darker side to his 
character may be embodied in his very name. Earlier I quoted 
the explanation of “Kalba Savua” given in both the Babylonian 
Talmud and Avot de Rabbi Natan: “a person could go to his 
house as hungry as a dog and come out satiated.” But there is 
another and in fact more literal translation of his name—that 
is, “satisfied dog.” Is that who the man is supposed to be?—not 
the paragon of generosity who tried to save Jerusalem during 
the siege before its destruction, but rather a smug, self-satisfied 
snob who refuses to let his daughter marry the love of her life 
and goes so far as to banish her from his house.
 Judging Kalba Savua, however, is not so easy. We can sym-
pathize with his wanting to do well by his daughter, but we 
wonder whether perhaps his concern is more for his own social 
status than for his daughter’s welfare. He was, after all, quick to 
cut off her finances and send her away from his home. We don’t 
know much about her own motivations. Perhaps she was a re-
bellious teenager, out to goad her father by pushing the limits 
of respectability. Perhaps she felt constrained by a domineering 
father and wanted to break away. Her choice of Akiva was sure 
to infuriate her father, and that is precisely what she might have 
intended.
 Still, it is hard to view her as a rebellious rich girl looking 
to stir the overly bourgeois and conventional pot at home, 
given the very positive light in which she is presented in the 
stories we have examined. We don’t see any of that negativity 
in the portrait of her married life. One wonders whether the 
hard-knocks life in a cold hayloft may have tamed whatever 
 irresponsible impulses were within her. When she saw Elijah in 
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the guise of a poor man, she came face to face with the real dif-
ficulties of poverty. She was no longer living in luxury, true; but 
others were far worse off than she was. She becomes a person 
willing to sacrifice for a larger cause.
 And what of her father? No matter how we view his rela-
tionship with his daughter in her youth, his treatment in reject-
ing her is despicable. But as this story ends, we are given some 
redemptive hints about Kalba Savua. Most telling is the fact 
that he is hoping to annul the vow of rejection that he made all 
those years ago (by the calculus of this story, it has to be at least 
twenty-four years, of course). In talmudic culture a vow is not 
a casual matter. Indeed, many pages of the Talmud are devoted 
to the complexity of the issue of vows—what constitutes a vow 
and in what way a vow can be nullified. Kalba Savua hears that 
a great sage has come to town and goes to discover from this 
sage how he might rid himself of the vow he made years ago, 
“that she would not benefit from his wealth.” Of course he has 
no idea that the great sage is Akiva himself. The fact that the 
story emphasizes his regret, his desire to undo the past, casts a 
different light on Kalba Savua. He may be a “satisfied dog,” but 
in this case it appears that he is bothered by the foolish words 
that came out of his mouth when his daughter announced that 
she wanted to marry Akiva. He thus becomes a considerably 
more complex character in the reader’s eyes.
 And the fact that he values Torah learning also adds to his 
credit. Akiva asks him, “If you had known that your daughter’s 
husband was a great man, would you have made that vow?” 
By “great man” we are to understand “great in learning”—not 
great in wealth or social status, but great in Torah. That is clear 
from Kalba Savua’s answer: “If he had known only one chapter, 
or even only one law, I would not have made that vow!” Im-
mediately upon hearing those words, Akiva reveals himself. It 
seems that the acknowledgment of the importance of learning 
is precisely what persuades Akiva to tell Kalba Savua the truth. 
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So even Kalba Savua, who seems at first to be the villain of the 
piece, is transformed. He too moves from uncertainty to un-
derstanding. He too comes to know Akiva for who he is. This 
understanding is confirmed by the gesture that Kalba Savua 
makes—falling on his face and kissing Akiva’s feet, a sign of 
ultimate respect in the ancient world. More importantly, this 
act mimics what Akiva’s wife did upon greeting Akiva. She—the 
one who has always truly known Akiva—makes the gesture that 
her father imitates, indicating that he too has moved toward un-
derstanding the greatness of the man who married his daughter.
 On top of that, something else has dramatically changed: 
through his father-in-law, Akiva has now become a wealthy man 
(Kalba Savua gives him “half his wealth”). And with that the 
story of Akiva’s wife comes to an end. She essentially drops out 
of rabbinic literature—we have the stories of her meeting and 
marrying Akiva, of her welcoming him back after twelve and 
then twenty-four years, and of Rabban Gamaliel’s wife being 
jealous of her jewelry. There are some stories about the cou-
ple’s children, but virtually none about her aside from these. 
This is curious, particularly after the importance of her role in 
the formation of Akiva as a scholar. But perhaps we are meant 
to understand that the spotlight now shifts to him. His world 
is the world of his colleagues in the early period of rabbinic Ju-
daism. In the next chapter we explore those relationships. But 
before we move on, there is one strange coda to our story: the 
tale of Akiva’s other wife.
 There are two places in the Babylonian Talmud in which 
Akiva is said to have married a second time. Clearly, this must 
have taken place after the death of his wife (polygamy was not 
expressly forbidden by Jewish law in rabbinic times, but mo-
nogamy seems to have been the norm), although as I’ve said, 
there is no reference to her dying in any other stories. None-
theless, the surprising thing about Akiva’s second marriage is 
the woman whom he married. The story about this possible 
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second marriage is told obliquely, as if by hints. The first in-
stance comes in a discussion of an issue mentioned above—the 
fact that Akiva was said to have become wealthy later in his 
life, and rabbinic literature is interested in the sources of that 
wealth. The most obvious one is through Kalba Savua, as we 
have seen. But along with that answer, five other options are 
also given in the discussion, some quite fanciful, such as Akiva 
finding a trunk filled with coins that had washed up on shore 
from a shipwreck, or returning a missing hoard of treasure to 
a Roman matron who rewarded him for his honesty. But the 
most surprising of all of these is that he became wealthy by 
marrying the former wife of Turnus Rufus, the Roman gover-
nor of Judaea! This bombshell appears without any further clar-
ification in Tractate Nedarim (50a–b). In a different tractate, 
however, we learn a bit more about this bizarre tale.
 The story appears in the midst of a discussion about whether 
a Jew is allowed to praise the beauty of a pagan woman. One 
rabbi says that it is not allowed—how can we praise a person who 
worships idols? Rabbi Shimon ben Gamaliel, however, is re-
ported to have seen a “pagan woman who was particularly beau-
tiful and exclaimed: ‘How manifold are your works, O Lord,’” 
quoting from Psalm 104:24.
 The Talmud continues with another example of the con-
nection between a pagan woman and a noted rabbi:

Likewise, when Rabbi Akiva saw the wife of the wicked Tur-
nus Rufus, he spat, then laughed, and then wept. He spat 
because of her originating from a putrid drop. He laughed 
because he understood that in the future she would convert 
to Judaism and would become his wife. He wept because he 
understood that such beauty would eventually decay to dust.

b. Avodah Zarah “Idol Worship” 20a

The interpretation of Akiva’s three actions—spitting, laughing, 
and weeping—is given by the anonymous narrator of the Tal-
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mud. The reader is struck by two aspects of this story: first that 
it is told in the context of a discussion about beautiful pagan 
women, and second that Akiva laughs when thinking of his fu-
ture marriage to this particular pagan woman, the wife of his 
adversary.
 In addition, Turnus Rufus is not only an enemy of the Jew-
ish people; he has a particular antagonism toward Akiva. Tur-
nus Rufus is the Hebrew name in rabbinic sources (sometimes 
spelled as one word, “Turnusrufus”) for the real-life figure Tin-
neius Rufus who ruled briefly at the beginning of the Bar Kokhba 
War (132 CE) (see chapter 7). It appears he was not particularly 
successful in putting down the Jewish revolt and was replaced 
soon afterwards. There is not a great deal of reliable historical 
information about Tinneius Rufus, but in rabbinic literature 
Turnus Rufus is seen as an evil character responsible for Roman 
decrees that the Jews found particularly odious. In a number 
of places in the Talmud he is shown engaging in debates with 
Akiva about matters of Jewish law and theology in which Akiva 
consistently defeats him. (In chapter 7 we will see his role as the 
villain in one version of the story of Akiva’s death.)
 Aside from these two references, the Talmud gives no fur-
ther details about this surprising episode of Akiva’s marriage to 
Turnus Rufus’s wife, but hundreds of years later the fourteenth-
century commentator Rabbenu Nissim of Gerona22 in his com-
mentary on Tractate Nedarim filled in the details of the story 
from his own imagination:

Rabbi Akiva would debate Turnus Rufus in front of the Cae-
sar and would always triumph. One time Turnus Rufus came 
home in an angry foul mood. His wife asked him, “Why is 
your face so angry?”
 He replied to her “Because of Rabbi Akiva who is de-
feating me every day in these debates.”
 She said to him, “Their God hates sexual licentious-
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ness. Give me your permission and I will cause him to fall 
into sin.”
 He gave his permission and she adorned herself and 
went to Rabbi Akiva. When he saw her, Akiva spat, laughed, 
and cried.
 “What do these three things mean?” she asked.
 Akiva replied: “I will explain two of them, but the third 
I will not. I spat because I know that you originated from a 
putrid drop. I cried because I understood that your beauty 
will eventually decay to dust.”
 He laughed because he saw through prophetic vision 
that in the future she would convert to Judaism and would 
become his wife, but he did not want to let her know that.
 She asked him, “Is there any way for me to repent?”
 “Yes,” he answered her. So she went and converted to 
Judaism.
 He married her and she brought great wealth into the 
marriage.23

 Obviously, Rabbenu Nissim has taken the actions of Akiva 
from Tractate Avodah Zarah and built upon them for his com-
mentary on Tractate Nedarim. Instead of being the words of 
the anonymous narrator, at least some of the words are trans-
ferred into Akiva’s own voice. Of course, quite a bit is left un-
clear: he tells her to convert, and in the next sentence we read 
that Akiva is marrying her. And what happens to Turnus Rufus? 
Rabbenu Nissim is not interested in filling in the story; he sim-
ply wants to clarify the background to this surprising incident 
in Akiva’s life.
 We well might wonder where this story of a failed seduc-
tion came from. Once again, it is a familiar folk tradition that 
one can find in many cultures. It is even possible that there was 
such an oral tradition about the story of Akiva and Turnus Rufus 
and Nissim was simply writing it down. Or this may be the 
fruit of his own imagination, bolstered by the talmudic report 
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of Akiva spitting, laughing, and crying. No matter what its ori-
gins, the incident of Akiva, Turnus Rufus, and Rufus’s wife is 
fascinating—and clearly, Rabbenu Nissim found it so as well.
 Of course it is hard to imagine that debates between Akiva 
and Turnus Rufus actually took place, but the fact that the edi-
tors of the Babylonian Talmud chose to imagine this confron-
tation is significant in its own way, unrelated to historical facts. 
The battle between the Roman governor and the Jewish sage 
symbolizes the battle of cultures—pagan and Jewish. Not only 
does Akiva consistently outwit his enemy; he ends up marrying 
his rival’s wife, as symbolic a gesture of triumph as one can find.
 Through the story of Akiva’s wife we have seen how he went 
off to study Torah. But what happened to Akiva during those 
twenty-four years of study? How did he become a “great man” 
of Torah? And how did his colleagues relate to him? We now 
turn to Akiva’s life among his fellow rabbis.
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The Growth of a Scholar

 Twelve thousand students! Twenty-four thousand stu-
dents! What are we to make of the number of disciples that 
Akiva is said to have acquired in the days before he returned 
home to his wife? Of course twenty-four years is a long time; 
still, it is not credible that even the most energetic teacher is 
likely to accumulate so many students (at least before the in-
vention of the Internet!). In the matter of numbers, we are com-
pelled to grant ancient texts—and not only Jewish sources—an 
exemption for what we might call hyperbolic license. So in the 
case of Akiva, the number of students should not be taken liter-
ally but as a way to express in figurative language his enormous 
influence.
 The number twelve, and its multiples, is not an accidental 
choice, for it is a number of great symbolic resonance through-
out the Bible. The number 120 (Moses’s lifespan according to 
the Bible), or 12,000 or 24,000, is meant not only to say “a large 

4
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number” (of years, of students), but to connote something else, 
namely, fullness and completion. The twelve months of the 
Jewish calendar, the twelve sons of Jacob, and the twelve tribes 
of Israel are all signs of the sense of wholeness associated with 
this number. 
 What remains unclear, of course, is how Akiva moved from 
the ignorance first attributed to him to such later prominence. 
No matter which story of origin we explore—the forty-year-
old studying with his son or the young married man going off 
to learn at the urging of his wife—Akiva begins with little and 
attains greatness. Is there any way to see his growth as a scholar? 
Unfortunately, rabbinic sources do not give us an easy time on 
matters of chronology. We have no compact birth-to-death nar-
ratives of rabbinic figures, and sources often are at odds with 
one another. We have a similar difficulty in many cases with 
matters of geography; trying to place Akiva’s life on a map is not 
a simple task. It is virtually impossible, in other words, to say 
that when Akiva was such-and-such age, he lived in such-and-
such town: the paucity of information about both chronology 
and geography works against us. But we do have hints and frag-
ments that offer some insight into Akiva’s journey as a scholar—
at least the way that tradition framed that journey in the ac-
counts told in the Talmud and other sources.
 We have seen both in the Talmud and in Avot de Rabbi 
Natan that Akiva went to study with Rabbi Joshua ben Hana-
niah and Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus. These two names appear 
consistently as Akiva’s teachers. Tradition identifies Eliezer and 
Joshua as two of the five key disciples of Rabban Yohanan ben 
Zakkai, the leading figure in the beginnings of what came to be 
rabbinic Judaism. It was Yohanan, according to rabbinic texts, 
who preached against resistance to Rome during the First Re-
volt of 66–70 CE. Trapped within the walled city of Jerusalem, 
Yohanan escaped, as told in one of the greatest stories in all of 
rabbinic literature, by posing as a dead body carried out of the 



the growth of a scholar

85

city in a coffin. A number of different versions of the story are 
told in the rabbinic canon, but the main point in each is that the 
coffin was brought to Vespasian, the Roman general besieging 
the city, and Yohanan foretold that Vespasian would become 
emperor of Rome. Vespasian granted Yohanan a wish in grati-
tude for this prediction, and, in the Talmud’s version in Trac-
tate Gittin (“Decrees of Divorce” 56a–b), Yohanan asks, “Give 
me Yavneh and its sages, the lineage of Rabban Gamaliel and a 
doctor to heal Rabbi Zadok.”
 Essentially, Yohanan asks to go to a place (Yavneh, or Jam-
nia, a city near the coast not far from Jaffe and modern Tel 
Aviv) to create both a center for Jewish learning and a place 
where the Gamaliel family and its hereditary line can continue 
to lead the Jewish people. Academic scholars starting back in 
the late 1950s have cast considerable doubt on the historicity 
of this tale for a variety of reasons and have come to view it less 
as history and more as an ideological statement about the for-
mation period of rabbinic Judaism.1 As one historian has put it, 
“the story serves as a kind of foundation myth for the post-
Temple Patriarchal and Rabbinic establishment.”2

 The “Patriarch” (Nasi in Hebrew) was the term given to 
the more or less official leader of the Jews in Palestine, and the 
role was considered a matter of dynastic succession. Hillel was 
perhaps the earliest figure associated with the title (at the end 
of the first century BCE). His successors included Rabban Ga-
maliel the Elder (also known as Rabban Gamaliel I), Hillel’s 
grandson, who even gets a mention in the New Testament; and 
Gamaliel the Elder’s grandson, Rabban Gamaliel II, who plays 
a role, as we will see, in some of the important stories about 
Akiva.
 The actual historical role of the Patriarch in these early 
times is extremely hazy. Many years later (probably beginning 
around the third century CE), the position was invested with 
considerable authority, thanks to recognition by the Roman rul-
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ers, and historians tend to view the traditions about the earlier 
figures as modes of validating the realities of the later sources’ 
world by establishing a link to the distant past.3 But the notion 
of dual strands of leadership—Torah learning and dynastic 
status—that is found in the legend of Yohanan’s request to Ves-
pasian is one of the story’s important messages. In addition, the 
sheer power of the symbolism of Yohanan arising out of a coffin 
attests to the rabbis’ view that Judaism arose out of the horrible 
destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem, thanks to the efforts 
that were undertaken by the scholars at Yavneh. The message 
was this: the Jewish people would survive because of the enter-
prise of study and the linkage to the leaders of the past.
 There is also another connection of the coffin story to 
Akiva. How does the coffin get smuggled out of the besieged Je-
rusalem? Two men carry it out: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and 
Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah. Akiva’s teachers, in other words, 
are his direct link to Yohanan. Akiva’s connection through his 
own teachers to Rabban Yohanan is important in establishing 
his credentials as a sage.
 In Chapter 2 we saw the moment in which Akiva told his 
students how in his youth he was so antagonistic to the scholars 
that he wished he could bite them like a donkey. There is an-
other text in which Akiva similarly looks back on his early days 
as a student. It appears both in the Jerusalem Talmud and in 
one of the so-called minor tractates of the Babylonian Talmud. 
This is the version in the Babylonian Talmud:

Rabbi Akiva said: “This was the beginning of my service to 
the sages:
 “I got up early one morning and came upon a person 
who had been killed. I carried this body for about six thou-
sand cubits [a little less than two miles] until I brought it to 
a cemetery and buried him there. When I came before the 
sages [the version in the Jerusalem Talmud specifically states 
that he came before Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua] and 
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with great excitement told them what had happened, they 
said to me, ‘Every step you took is counted as a sin against 
you, as if you had shed blood.’ I applied the principle of kal 
vahomer and said to myself, ‘If at a time when I intended to 
do something that would count toward my merit, I have 
sinned, in a case where I intended to do less, how much the 
more would I have sinned!’”
 Whenever people reminded Rabbi Akiva of this inci-
dent, he would say, “That was how I began to gain merit!”

b. Semahot4 “Mourning” 4:19

The version in the Jerusalem Talmud (Nazir “The Nazirite” 
7:1) adds the coda: “From that moment on I always continued 
to serve the sages.”
 Let us unpack what goes on here and what lesson Akiva 
takes away from this peculiar incident. The context of the story 
in Tractate Semahot is a discussion about the obligations of 
kohanim, the hereditary category of “priests,” in connection 
with dead bodies. The priests’ main function had to do with 
the practice of Temple sacrifice, and because of the specialized 
nature of their connection to the sacred, they were forbidden 
by strictures already found in the Bible (for example, Leviticus 
21) to come in contact with dead bodies (except for those of 
their closest relatives) in order not to damage the ritual purity 
of their vocation. Even today, religious Jews who are descen-
dants of the priestly class avoid attending funerals for those 
who are not close relatives, and kohanim are buried in a sepa-
rate section of Jewish cemeteries.
 Interestingly, an exception is made for a priest coming 
upon an abandoned body. Tractate Semahot states, “If a priest 
finds an abandoned corpse, he must attend to its needs.” The 
Talmud then goes on to discuss the category of an “abandoned 
corpse”—what constitutes “abandonment” and what are the 
obligations of both priests and others in regard to such a body? 
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The main thrust of the argument is that generally speaking a 
corpse that fits the category “abandoned” must be buried im-
mediately where it is found.5 It is at this moment in the tractate 
that we read the story of Akiva’s remembering his past behavior.
 Akiva is beginning his life as a scholar, and he happens 
upon a corpse. Tractate Semahot describes the body as “killed.” 
Was it killed during war? By accident or murder? We don’t 
know, and no further backstory is given. The version in the 
Jerusalem Talmud uses instead the technical term for “aban-
doned body” (met mitzvah), and it is clear by context that Trac-
tate Semahot also intends us to understand that this slain person 
fits that category of “abandoned body.”
 Clearly Akiva knows nothing about the abandoned body 
category and the requirement about its immediate burial. He 
sees a body and does what appears on the surface to be a moral, 
perhaps even heroic, act: he carries the remains to a cemetery 
for a proper burial. And it is equally clear that he believes that 
he has done something exceptionally good. He is excited to tell 
his teachers about the act of kindness he performed for this 
anonymous person. But when he tells them, instead of receiv-
ing praise and encouragement, he hears a strong rebuke: “Every 
step you took is counted as a sin against you, as if you had shed 
blood.” Surely, this is meant hyperbolically. Not burying an 
abandoned corpse in its place is certainly not equal to murder.
 But in a pedagogic sense the teachers have found a way to 
make their point. Akiva reflects on what has happened and, in 
a moment that recalls his application of the talmudic principle 
of “how much the more so” (kal vahomer) during the story we 
discussed in chapter 2, Akiva comes to the conclusion that he 
was fortunate that he made his mistake while he was trying to 
do something good; if he had been doing something less noble 
and made such a mistake, he certainly would have sinned! From 
this time forward he vows to “serve the sages” so that he can 
avoid future misdeeds.
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 But what in fact has he learned? And why would serving 
the sages help him avoid such errors in the future? First, he has 
encountered a challenge that forces him to consider: What is 
the nature of the right way to live? Does he just ignore this 
body and not trouble himself about it, or does he try to do what 
is moral, inconvenient though it may be? Akiva’s first instinct 
when he comes upon the abandoned body was to rely on two 
principles—his innate sense of moral behavior and his under-
standing of the rules of the then-evolving Jewish tradition. At 
the most basic human level Akiva understood that taking care 
of this body (and it’s interesting that the Hebrew word used in 
the text for carrying the body [nitpalti] to the cemetery literally 
means I took care of the remains) meant that he could not leave 
it lying unburied “on the road,” as the Jerusalem Talmud ver-
sion describes the location. He understood in his deepest hu-
manity that he needed to bury the body. And he understood as 
well that Jewish tradition deeply valued honoring the dead. To 
leave the body unburied would be an affront both to his inner 
moral being and to his understanding of Jewish principles.
 But he learns from the consequences of the story that hav-
ing an innate moral sensibility and a concept of Jewish ideals is 
not sufficient to fulfill his role as rabbi and sage. Taking the 
body to a cemetery seemed like precisely the right response, 
but he had not counted upon the subtleties and complications 
of Jewish law. In this case another principle held precedence: 
burying the body where it lay. This is his first education in a 
hard concept: Jewish practice may not always conform to one’s 
understanding of “the right thing.” Jewish tradition is about a 
discipline—the hard-won, hammered-out, hotly debated prac-
tices that are the essence of halakhah, law, or in its literal mean-
ing, the Jewish “path.” For a person as intellectually able as 
Akiva, this is both a challenge and an immense opportunity. 
He cannot rely on guesswork and instinct; he needs to join the 
conversation, the give-and-take of what comes to be known as 
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“talmudic” inquiry. It is an opportunity because the channeling 
of his innate intelligence into the world of that community of 
debate will be the perfect realization of his talents. In that 
arena, in time, he will become a master.
 But there is another outcome from this experience, some-
thing that also changes his life—“This was the beginning of my 
service to the sages.” The concept of “serving the sages” (shim-
mush talmidei hakhamim, sometimes translated as “ministering 
to the sages” or “attending to the sages”) is a powerful principle 
in rabbinic culture. The basic idea is that learning Torah re-
quires becoming embedded in the life of Torah. To study books 
and ideas in the “classroom” is not sufficient. One must model 
one’s behavior after the lives of the masters. You learn from being 
near sages, by watching their ways and modeling your life after 
those behaviors.
 The Talmud points out the importance of “serving the 
sages” in a number of passages, emphasizing the idea that there 
are things that one cannot learn in books but only from living 
exemplars. Rabbi Akiva tells an extreme example of this in an-
other talmudic passage: “I once followed Rabbi Joshua,” Akiva 
relates, “into the outhouse,” and he learned from how Joshua 
conducted himself there (b. Berakhot “Blessings” 62a). Akiva’s 
student Ben Azzai is shocked and asks, “How did you dare to 
do such a thing with your master?” Akiva calmly responds, “It 
was a matter of Torah, and I needed to learn.”
 This is a far cry from learning about burying an abandoned 
corpse, but the text does not tell us that Rabbi Joshua protested 
Akiva’s behavior. It appears that he understood Akiva’s motiva-
tion and supported it. Indeed, the passage shows that this prac-
tice of learning from the deeds of one’s teachers—even in such 
matters as behavior in an outhouse—is a lesson communicated 
well by Akiva. We are told immediately afterward that Ben Azzai 
told his student that he once followed Akiva into an outhouse! 
When asked the same question—“how did you dare?”—Ben 
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Azzai repeats his rabbi’s same words, “It was a matter of Torah, 
and I needed to learn.”
 Are there no limits to learning from the rabbi’s deeds? Per-
haps there are. Our talmudic text relates a story immediately 
afterward about Rav Kahana sneaking into his master’s bed-
room and hiding under the bed while the rabbi and his wife 
were making love. When his teacher discovered him there, the 
master told him to leave, saying, “This is not how people are 
supposed to behave!” Kahana tried out the same mantra: “It 
was a matter of Torah, and I needed to learn.” We do not hear 
the master’s reply, but one imagines he was not pleased. Indeed, 
it is possible that this story is meant to be a humorous parody 
of the tales of Akiva and Ben Azzai following their teachers into 
the outhouse.6

 No matter how we view these particular tales, there is no 
doubt that “serving the sages” is a lesson Akiva learned in the 
case of the abandoned body. Couldn’t he have learned how to 
act upon finding an abandoned body simply by studying the 
relevant texts or participating in the discussions with the circle 
of sages? Yes, of course he could have. But Akiva’s response to 
being rebuked was not to say, “I should have learned that les-
son in class.” Rather, he goes in a different direction: “I need to 
watch Torah as it is embodied by these teachers.” This is not our 
modern idea of academic study where we aim to learn a subject 
from those who teach us, rather than find in them a role model 
for our lives.
 But in Akiva’s world that would not have been possible. 
This was not a mere academic endeavor that he was engaged 
in; it was mastering a way of thinking and a way of living his 
life. When he says, “From that moment on I always continued 
to serve the sages,” he is choosing a way of being that will in-
fluence his future, both as a student and as a teacher himself as 
he gains followers over the years. So the story of Akiva and the 
abandoned body marks the beginning of two dimensions of his 
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life: an immersion into the depths of Jewish law and practice, 
and a commitment to a life of lived Torah.
 Akiva looks back on his early years “serving the sages,” but 
his relationship with Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah and Rabbi 
Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, his own teachers—the ones whom pre-
sumably he was “serving”—was anything but simple. As we 
saw in chapter 2, in the version of his early life told in Avot de 
Rabbi Natan, Akiva—like the stonecutter chipping away at a 
mountain—is portrayed as uprooting and overturning their 
teachings.
 Of the two teachers, Akiva appears to have had a much 
more difficult time with Rabbi Eliezer. In chapter 2 I suggested 
that the placement of the Akiva and Eliezer origin stories side 
by side in Avot de Rabbi Natan sets up an almost structural 
tension between the two. At the same time, Joshua and Akiva 
seem more closely allied.
 Disagreements among the rabbis did not always go so 
smoothly. Rabbinic culture presents a world dominated by the 
relationships among masters and disciples, teachers and stu-
dents. But contrary to what we might expect, much as there 
is respect and reverence for the masters in that world, there is 
also a dominant theme of dispute and even confrontation— 
between teacher and student, among students themselves. The 
master has status and power, but even the lowliest student can 
challenge the master and best him by the power of the disciple’s 
argument. One reason that Akiva represents the very embodi-
ment of the rabbinic world is that he is at the center of this 
world of debate and disputation. The relationship between 
Akiva and Eliezer ben Hyrcanus highlights the complexities of 
these connections. The midrashic text Song of Songs Rabbah 
relates the following story:

One day Rabbi Akiva came late to the Beit Midrash and he 
sat outdoors. A question was asked about a particular matter: 
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“Is this the law?” They said, “The law is outside.” Again a 
question arose, and they said: “The Torah is outside.” Again 
a question arose, and they said, “Akiva is outside—make 
room for him.” He came and sat at the feet of Rabbi Eliezer.

Song of Songs Rabbah 1:20

 As I described in chapter 1, most scholars today believe that 
the institution of the Beit Midrash, which may look in this 
story like a formal “academy,” did not yet exist in Akiva’s life-
time, and it appears that Song of Songs Rabbah projects back 
in time the institution that later became the center of rabbinic 
society.7 That being said, the actual historical context does not 
affect the thrust of the story. It seems that Akiva, like a college 
student who has overslept his morning class, chose to sit outside 
because the session had already begun. But perhaps there is 
something else going on as well. Could it be that Akiva chooses 
not to interrupt specifically because it is Rabbi Eliezer who is 
teaching? Indeed, one is tempted to put this story together with 
a remarkable moment reported in the Jerusalem Talmud. There 
we read of a debate between Eliezer and Akiva about the issue 
of whether Sabbath restrictions can be overridden to allow for 
preparing the special sacrifice done on Passover. Akiva disagrees 
with Eliezer’s position and wins the debate. The text then adds 
the following details:

For thirteen years Rabbi Akiva would come before Rabbi 
Eliezer and Rabbi Eliezer did not pay any attention to him. 
And this statement [about Sabbath restrictions and the pas-
chal sacrifice] by Akiva comprised the opening of his first 
response before Rabbi Eliezer.
 Rabbi Joshua, applying a biblical verse in appreciation of 
Akiva, said to Rabbi Eliezer, “There is the army you sneered 
at; now go out and fight it” (Judges 9:38).

y. Pesahim “Passover” 6:38
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 We learn from this story that Rabbi Eliezer essentially ig-
nored Akiva for a period of years. Of course, we should take 
the “thirteen years” as a poetic hyperbole, but the point is clear: 
for whatever reason, Eliezer paid no attention to Akiva until 
the moment in which Akiva outdid him in rabbinic argument. 
Rabbi Joshua’s clever use of the verse from Judges sums it up 
well: you didn’t pay him any heed, and now he has come and 
defeated you.
 Once again, it is the relationship with Joshua that seems to 
be the close one for Akiva. If we circle back to the story of 
Akiva standing outside after coming late to class, we can un-
derstand his hesitancy at entering the room. His relationship 
with Eliezer was problematic, and interrupting that particular 
teacher in the middle of his discourse might well have seemed 
impossible to Akiva.
 While Eliezer may have ignored Akiva, Akiva’s fellow stu-
dents had come to understand the power of his intelligence and 
insight. In our story, structured in the three-part model of a 
good moral tale or a classic joke, first a question of law is asked. 
We don’t know who asks the question, but I think it’s fair to 
assume that it comes from the teacher, Rabbi Eliezer. The stu-
dents can’t answer the question but say instead, “The law is out-
side.” Second, another kind of question is asked (one assumes 
from the students’ response that in this case it is a matter of non-
legal interpretation of Torah). “The Torah is outside,” they all 
say. Finally a third question is asked and the students respond, 
“Akiva is outside—make room for him.” Of course the answer 
in each of the three parts of the story is the same: “Akiva.” The 
law is Akiva; the Torah is Akiva; the answer is Akiva. Note that 
they don’t say, “Akiva knows the answer.” They say, Akiva is the 
answer. “Why should we be worrying about these questions,” 
the students seem to be saying, “when the very embodiment of 
the answers stands outside?”
 Rabbi Eliezer cannot be pleased.
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 Yet Akiva comes in and “sat at the feet of Rabbi Eliezer.” 
This gesture reminds us of Rachel kissing Akiva’s feet upon his 
return home and Kalba Savua making the same gesture. Here 
Akiva sits at Eliezer’s feet, but we are left to wonder whether it 
is a gesture of respect or perhaps one of resigned submission.
 The tension between Eliezer and Akiva, teacher and stu-
dent, appears in a variety of places in rabbinic literature. In the 
tractate on Passover in the Babylonian Talmud the discussion 
of the rules governing the Passover sacrifice and the restric-
tions of the Sabbath are debated in a fashion similar to what we 
saw above in the passage from the Jerusalem Talmud. But in the 
midst of this debate a strange interchange happens. Akiva has 
outwitted Eliezer in the discussion, and Eliezer turns to him 
with these ominous words: “Akiva, you have refuted me in the 
discussion about the ritual slaughter of sacrifices—by slaughter 
shall be his death!” (Pesahim 69a). The switch from second-
person address (“you have refuted me”) to third person (“his 
death”) makes it seem that in the second half of his words, 
Eliezer is not so much speaking to Akiva as he is making a pub-
lic prediction about Akiva’s violent death, something of course 
that will occur. In other words, it sounds a good deal more like 
a curse than a point made by a conversant in a dialogue. This 
interpretation is supported, I believe, by the way that Akiva re-
acts to Eliezer’s words, saying in essence, “Don’t be angry with 
me—I’m only repeating a teaching I learned from you!” In typ-
ical fashion the Talmud goes on to have another rabbi try to 
show that in fact Eliezer and Akiva were really not disagreeing 
with one another in the point of law, but rather each of them 
was speaking about a different specific case and not a general 
principle. It feels like an unconvincing attempt to minimize the 
conflict between the two disputants.
 But soon after in the same discussion a more interesting 
interpretation of the differences between Eliezer and Akiva is 
raised: “Since Rabbi Eliezer himself had taught it to Rabbi Akiva, 
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what is the reason that Rabbi Eliezer took the opposite posi-
tion in this argument?” That is, why is Eliezer disagreeing with 
his own view, which was simply repeated back to him by Akiva? 
The Talmud then answers its own question: “Rabbi Eliezer had 
forgotten his own tradition and Rabbi Akiva came to remind 
him of that tradition.” “In that case,” the anonymous editorial 
voice of the Talmud asks, “why didn’t Akiva tell Eliezer directly 
that he was only quoting Eliezer’s own tradition?” The answer? 
“Rabbi Akiva thought that it would not be proper behavior” to 
point that out to Rabbi Eliezer.
 A good deal of ambiguity resides in this short passage. Is it 
really possible that Eliezer had forgotten his own previous po-
sition on the matter being debated? And if so—as Akiva himself 
seems to be arguing—perhaps this passage is meant to empha-
size Eliezer’s weakness, his faltering memory, in contrast to his 
brilliant and combative student Akiva. As we have seen, one 
theme that repeats itself in the stories about Akiva and Eliezer 
is the changing tide of intellectual and moral authority within 
the burgeoning rabbinic world. Akiva is becoming the dominant 
voice. Immediately before the passage in the Jerusalem Talmud 
quoted above, Eliezer uses a classic rabbinic style of argumenta-
tion to try to win a point in his dispute over the law with Akiva. 
But Akiva takes the very same argument and says back to Eliezer: 
one could take your words and use them to make exactly the 
opposite point. Eliezer is incensed; “Akiva,” he says, “you are 
uprooting the Torah!” And yet, as the Mishnah tells us, the law 
follows Akiva’s ruling. The student does uproot the teacher.
 When our story says that Akiva keeps quiet out of polite-
ness or a sense of what is “good behavior,” I am not convinced. 
More plausible is a reading of the story as it appears on the 
page: Akiva is perfectly happy to take on his teacher and repay 
thirteen years of being ignored with a winning attack that actu-
ally quotes Eliezer back at himself. The world of the rabbis has 
its cruelties.
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 One further story about the tension between Eliezer and 
Akiva may offer us a different angle. In the Babylonian Talmud 
tractate Ta’anit (“Fast Days”) we read a tale in which the issue 
is a matter of life and death: What can be done to overcome a 
drought? In the ancient world, particularly in the Middle East, 
rainfall was a crucial factor in the day-to-day lives of the com-
munity. Fasts were proclaimed to try to influence divine favor, 
and special prayers were offered:

Once it happened during a drought that Rabbi Eliezer stood 
before the congregation and recited the twenty-four special 
prayers for a fast day. His prayer was not answered.
 Rabbi Akiva stood before the congregation after him and 
prayed: “Our Father, our King, we have no King but You; 
our Father, our King, for Your sake have mercy upon us.”9 
And rains fell.
 The rabbis murmured about Rabbi Eliezer, at which 
point a heavenly voice was heard saying: “It is not because 
this man is greater than that man that caused one prayer to 
be answered and the other not. Rather it is because this man 
[Rabbi Akiva] is a forgiving person and the other is not.”

b. Ta’anit 25b

 The rabbis “murmured”: this is a way of saying that they 
gossiped about the lack of divine favor shown to Rabbi Eliezer. 
His star is fading. But a voice from heaven offers an alternative 
view, telling them that the different results from the two prayers 
reflect the different personal qualities of the two rabbis. Akiva is 
“forgiving”; Eliezer is not. What does the text mean by a “for-
giving person”? Perhaps the intention here is to mean being 
forgiving of other people’s foibles, not retaliating for wrongs 
that have been done to you. In one case in the Talmud the same 
Hebrew phrase is used in the context of not holding a grudge. 
In several other places one rabbi is quoted as saying that a per-
son who has the quality of “forgiving” alone is in turn forgiven 
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for all of his sins on Yom Kippur. To be forgiving, to forget past 
insults and hurts—is that what Rabbi Eliezer is lacking? Is that 
the quality that Akiva has?
 Akiva can be tough-minded; he can hold unbendingly to 
opinions, but the quality of letting go, of forgiving the past, may 
be what separates him from Rabbi Eliezer. At least that is the 
heavenly judgment in the text from Tractate Ta’anit when it ex-
plains why Akiva’s prayer is answered while Eliezer’s is not. And 
it is this quality of not forgiving old insults that we will see in the 
sad, indeed tragic, conclusion to Eliezer’s story (see chapter 5).
 Perhaps also Akiva’s forgiving nature is one reason that his 
colleagues hold him in such high regard. Yes, he is star of the 
classroom; he is the “Torah” itself, sitting outside the room wait-
ing to be invited in. But he is also sensitive to the needs of his 
community. Alongside his brilliance, he has an extraordinarily 
spiritual nature as well. We will see this in more detail when we 
look at the mystical side of Akiva (chapter 6), but as one small 
example, consider the following story of the way that Akiva 
bridges his exceptionalism with the demands of community:

Our rabbis taught: when a person prays, he should direct his 
heart toward heaven. . . . It has been taught: such was the 
custom of Rabbi Akiva—when he prayed with the congrega-
tion, he used to shorten his prayers in order not to be a bur-
den on the congregation. But when he prayed by himself, a 
person would leave Akiva standing in one corner and find him 
later in another corner, because of how much he bowed and 
moved during prayer.

b. Berakhot 31a

This text comes in the midst of an extended talmudic discussion 
about the meaning and importance of intentionality and focus 
during prayer and the performance of the commandments, a 
concept known as kavannah in Hebrew, literally, “direction.” 
Akiva is an example of a person who has attained an extraordi-
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nary degree of kavannah in his devotional life. He is so focused 
that he does not even realize how he has moved from one side 
of the room to the other while he has been “directing his heart 
toward heaven.” But this story serves another purpose as well: 
Akiva is a man who has an equally deep concern for his com-
munity. Despite the fact that he outstrips them in the concen-
tration he brings to prayer, he nonetheless cuts his own prayers 
short when he is praying with others so as not to inconve-
nience them and, I think, not embarrass them by outdoing them 
in prayer. In other words, despite the brilliance that he shows 
in intellectual debate, there is a deep modesty in Akiva that ac-
companies his special gifts.
 But Akiva’s modesty and connection to his fellows are not 
limited to the realm of the spiritual, as we see in the following 
text from the early midrashic text Sifre Deuteronomy (chap-
ter 1):

Rabbi Tarfon said: I swear by the Temple service, I wonder if 
there is anyone in this generation who is able to give rebuke 
to another. Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah said: I swear by the 
Temple service I wonder if there is anyone in this generation 
who is able to receive rebuke from another. Rabbi Akiva said: 
I swear by the Temple service I wonder if there is anyone in 
this generation who knows how one should give rebuke to 
another.
 Rabbi Yohanan ben Nuri said: I call heaven and earth to 
witness for me that Rabbi Akiva was rebuked because of me 
more than five times before Rabban Gamaliel in Yavneh. I 
used to complain about Akiva, and Rabban Gamaliel would 
rebuke him. But I truly know that each time Akiva was re-
buked, he loved me more and more. For it says in scripture: 
“Do not rebuke a scoffer, for he will hate you. Rebuke a wise 
man and he will love you” (Proverbs 9:8).

 One of the most interesting ethical questions that rabbinic 
literature deals with is the importance of rebuking your neigh-
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bor when you believe a wrong has been done—either to you 
personally or to the community as a whole. This concept of 
rebuke has its origins in the Bible itself; in fact, the principle is 
announced preceding one of the most recognizable lines in the 
entire Bible, indeed in all of Western culture:

You shall not hate your brother in your heart. You shall 
surely rebuke your neighbor but bear no sin because of him. 
You shall not take vengeance nor bear a grudge against your 
countrymen. Love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.

Leviticus 19:17–18

These few sentences, appearing in two verses in the Hebrew 
Bible, have occasioned centuries of debate and discussion. What 
is the relationship between the “love your neighbor” part and 
that which goes before it? What does rebuking without “bear-
ing sin” mean?
 In the story from Sifre Deuteronomy we have four charac-
ters. First, Rabbi Tarfon argues that, as important as rebuke is, 
we live in a time when it is highly unlikely for anyone to actu-
ally rebuke another. The text here is somewhat opaque about 
why that might be the case, but a parallel version of this dis-
cussion in the Babylonian Talmud makes it clear. If you rebuke 
someone else, the other person is very likely to reply with an 
even greater rebuke to you (b. Arakhin “Temple Vows” 16b).
 Second, Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah suggests that the real 
problem is that no one knows how to receive rebuke. Rather 
than lashing out, as the Talmud describes it, or getting defen-
sive and argumentative, no one knows how to listen to rebuke, 
accept it, and learn from it. Third, Akiva adds a different per-
spective. The real problem, he suggests, is that no one under-
stands the best way to rebuke another person. If the person 
doing the rebuking understood how to rebuke, rebuke would be 
more easily accepted by the other.
 Here is another example of the pattern in a discussion in 
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which three opinions are voiced, with Akiva’s being the final 
one in the group; this seems to suggest that his idea is the an-
swer we should embrace. Of course, it’s perfectly reasonable 
in this case to argue that the debate articulates three equally 
viable responses to the problematics of rebuke. Each has its 
own validity. But the notion that the answer rests with Akiva is 
strengthened here by the coda to our story, the rather striking 
remarks of the fourth character in our drama, Rabbi Yohanan 
ben Nuri.
 Yohanan gives us another glimpse into the world of rab-
binic debate. It appears, according to this story, that Yohanan 
used to complain to Rabban Gamaliel about Akiva, and this led 
to Akiva’s being rebuked by his teacher. But Rabbi Yohanan 
adds, “Each time Akiva was rebuked, he loved me more and 
more.” Why was that so? Yohanan brings a proof text from 
Proverbs in which we learn that the wise person who is criti-
cized learns from that criticism and sees it as an occasion for 
self-improvement.
 The story of Rabbi Yohanan ben Nuri leaves out some 
 important details. What was it about Akiva that led Yohanan 
to complain to Rabban Gamaliel when the two of them were 
Gamaliel’s students? We are given no clue, but it is not hard to 
imagine that the intellectual star quality of Akiva may have 
made him a difficult colleague in class. But clearly what Akiva 
did have was the quality of wisdom extolled by Proverbs; Akiva 
was able to learn from his mistakes, and in this story once again 
we see those two attractive aspects of his character. It is Akiva 
who worries about the right way to critique another with sen-
sitivity, and it is Akiva who knows how to accept rebuke. He 
doesn’t lash out at Yohanan; instead, his love for Yohanan grows 
—not despite the complaints and criticism, but because of them. 
Akiva understood what it meant to grow through difficult ex-
periences. Indeed, Yohanan ben Nuri’s comment encourages 
us to recall the rebuke Akiva received from Rabbi Eliezer and 
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Rabbi Joshua about carrying the dead body for burial. There 
we saw Akiva’s reaction to rebuke: he didn’t sulk, he didn’t react 
in anger; instead, he took upon himself the best path to his own 
development, namely, “serving the sages.” And through that, 
he became a sage himself.
 One final word about Akiva and his teachers. A midrashic 
text reports the following reflections of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi 
Joshua, and Rabbi Akiva about the nature of learning Torah:

Rabbi Eliezer said: If all the seas were ink and all the reeds 
were pens and the heaven and earth were scrolls, and all 
human beings were scribes, they would not suffice to write 
all the Torah that I have learned, and yet I took no more 
from it than a man would take by dipping the point of a 
paintbrush into the sea.
 Rabbi Joshua said: If all the seas were ink and all the 
reeds were pens and the heaven and earth were writing sheets, 
and all human beings were scribes, they would not suffice to 
write all the words of Torah that I have learned, and yet I 
took no more from it than a man would take by dipping the 
point of a paintbrush into the sea.
 Rabbi Akiva said: I am not able to say what my two mas-
ters have said for in fact my masters did take something from 
their study of Torah—while I have taken no more than one 
who smells a citron: he who smells enjoys it, while nothing 
is taken away from the citron. Or I am like one who fills a 
pitcher from flowing water, or one who lights one lamp from 
another.

Song of Songs Rabbah 1:20

 In virtually the same words Akiva’s two main teachers speak 
about what they have learned from Torah and how much of 
Torah still remains untapped. One could not possibly write down 
all that one learned, both of them say; and yet in the great 
scheme of things, they are like one who dips the very tip of a 
paintbrush into the sea, extracting hardly a drop of its water. 
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Eliezer and Joshua are not boasting about how much they have 
learned; rather, they are overwhelmed by how much of Torah 
is still left to be explored.
 Akiva’s words are at once an expression of his modesty and 
his admiration for his two teachers. As much as we have seen 
his complicated and often contested relationship with Rabbi 
Eliezer (less so with Rabbi Joshua), the text here shows his ap-
preciation for how much he has learned from both men. Is this 
only a show of modesty? Does Akiva really believe that while 
they have managed to extract something from Torah, he has 
not even touched its surface? Akiva uses three metaphors to 
express this idea: he is like a person who has smelled a fragrant 
fruit, the citron (etrog in Hebrew—the fruit that is part of the 
ritual associated with the fall harvest festival of Sukkot); he is 
like a person who fills a pitcher from a powerful stream of water; 
and he is like one who lights a lamp from another lamp. In each 
case the actions of the person involved do not in any way di-
minish the object—the citron, the stream, the lamp all remain 
as they were. Do Eliezer and Joshua believe that they have less-
ened Torah? I don’t think that is their intention, but they have 
taken something from it. The bigger question for our purposes 
is, What does Akiva really think about his accomplishments in 
relation to his two masters? Certainly throughout the stories 
about his life, we see both sides of him: he is a man with enor-
mous self-confidence, and yet at the same time a person of great 
humility. From these words alone we cannot really know what 
he is thinking.
 And yet perhaps beneath the surface something is being 
communicated to us here—not so much by Akiva’s words as 
by the ancient editors of Song of Songs Rabbah. Those editors 
placed the text quoted above immediately before the story we 
looked at earlier about Akiva sitting outside the classroom and 
eventually being called into the room to address the questions 
the other students could not answer. Why would the editors 
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have made this choice? It is, I believe, the editors’ response to 
Akiva’s statement of modesty: yes, he may have seen himself 
as merely smelling the fragrance of the etrog, but we—say the 
editors—know better. Akiva is the representative of Torah learn-
ing at its highest. So his fellow students understand it, and so 
eventually will the rest of the Jewish world.
 The rise of Akiva may be the story that we are seeing here, 
but it certainly does not mean that he wins every argument. In 
fact, such an outcome would fly in the face of rabbinic culture. 
In that culture, some were teachers and some were students—
there were masters and disciples—but this was a society in which 
all the rabbis were constantly being both students and teachers 
at the same time.
 It was an intellectual meritocracy, despite some obvious and 
complicating differences in social and financial status. There 
was no course of study, no “curriculum” in the modern sense of 
the word, that one followed to become a rabbi. There was no 
graduation ceremony with caps and gowns. Because of that and 
because, as I have said, we do not have clear chronological bi-
ographies within rabbinic literature, we can only surmise that at 
some point Akiva stopped “serving the sages” and became one 
himself. Nonetheless, the rest of his life was bound up with those 
same figures who were his teachers, colleagues, and students.
 It appears that the rabbis traveled a good deal from place 
to place, but at least some of them became associated with one 
particular locality above others—for example, Rabban Gama-
liel with Yavneh and Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus with Lod. 
Akiva is connected to the city Bene-Berak (not far from Jaffa), 
although the evidence for his settling there is not as robust 
as one might have thought. The Babylonian Talmud tractate 
Sanhedrin (“Law Court” 32b) includes a short list of the places 
where various rabbis settled, and Akiva is said to have gone to 
Bene-Berak.
 And, most famously, there is the story that appears early in 
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the annual Passover Seder that tells about the all-night discus-
sion of the Exodus from Egypt—a conversation that took place 
in Bene-Berak among Akiva, Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Joshua, Rabbi 
Eleazar ben Azariah, and Rabbi Tarfon. These rabbis were so 
involved in their discussion that it continued until sunrise and 
they had to be interrupted by their students so they could pro-
ceed to the morning prayers before it got too late.
 Yet despite the association of Akiva with Bene-Berak, it is 
clear from our sources that there was an almost constant inter-
change and geographic movement among the small group of 
sages. How accurate this is historically, of course, we have no 
way of knowing. But in the way the stories are told, we see all 
these rabbis engaged in ongoing debate, disagreement, and in-
tellectual conflict. Indeed, this was a culture in which conflict 
was likely to be a constant companion. Some of the most mon-
umental crises and struggles in the early stages of Judaism in-
volved Akiva and his peers. And at the same time it was a tightly 
knit society of enormous support, vision, and spiritual power. 
We now turn to stories about this community of scholars.



106

Among the Rabbis

 As I have said, we do not know—and cannot know—the 
year-by-year history of Akiva’s life, but it is clear that the classic 
sources present him as a person whom his fellow students ad-
mired, both as a scholar and as a human being, and his reputa-
tion continued to grow as he left his years of preparation and 
became a rabbinic figure in his own right. The Babylonian Tal-
mud tells a story about a number of rabbis wishing to consult 
with Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas, one of the last sages alive from 
the first generation of rabbinic scholars. The rabbis believe that 
they are about to overturn one of Dosa’s rulings, and before 
doing so, they want to tell him about their decision and gauge 
his reaction. Three rabbis are appointed to meet with him: 
Rabbi Joshua, Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah, and Rabbi Akiva.
 Dosa ben Harkinas greets each of them as they enter his 
room. Akiva is the last to enter, and when he comes into the 
room, Rabbi Dosa exclaims:

5
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“Are you Akiva son of Joseph whose name is known from 
one end of the world to the other? Sit down, my son, sit 
down. May those like you multiply in Israel.”

b. Yevamot “Levirate Marriage” 16b

To this elderly figure, a contemporary of Rabban Yohanan ben 
Zakkai, Akiva’s presence is an extraordinary event. And Dosa 
gives Akiva his blessing, viewing him as a model for all Jews.
 Interestingly, a few lines later the story describes Akiva’s 
encounter in the next room with Rabbi Dosa’s contentious and 
trouble-making younger brother, Jonathan. When Jonathan 
greets Akiva, Jonathan insults him, mimicking his older broth-
er’s words but in a disparaging way:

“Are you Akiva whose name is known from one end of the 
world to the other? You are blessed indeed to have won fame 
even though you have not yet attained the rank of ox herd-
ers.” “Not even,” replied Rabbi Akiva, “that of shepherds.”

Jonathan mocks Akiva—essentially saying, “Amazing that you 
have attained such fame, since you are hardly at the level of the 
lowliest of farmworkers!” Akiva’s response to Jonathan is typi-
cal of what we have seen in Akiva before. He is quick to forgive, 
and even an egregious insult elicits only an expression of Akiva’s 
humility. We can wonder, of course, whether Akiva really views 
himself as so unexceptional, but at the very least he responds to 
belligerence with modesty.
 The story of Akiva and the visit to Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas 
is only one example of the status Akiva has attained among the 
other sages, and that status is embedded in the structure of the 
story. We have seen this pattern before, and it is repeated in nu-
merous examples in the rabbinic corpus: there is a discussion (or, 
as in this case, an event—the visit to Dosa) that involves three 
rabbis. Two opinions are voiced; then Akiva’s view is stated last, 
capping the argument. Akiva often has, as it were, the last word.
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 In the Passover Haggadah, for example, there is a discus-
sion of the ten plagues brought upon the Egyptians before the 
Exodus.1 Three rabbis—Yose the Galilean, Eliezer, and Akiva—
use their skills of midrashic interpretation to deduce that as ter-
rible as the plagues might have been, the Egyptians were visited 
by many more plagues as they pursued the Israelites crossing 
through the Sea of Reeds (the “Red Sea” in earlier transla-
tions). Rabbi Yose claims that he can interpret the biblical verse 
“and the magicians [of Egypt] said to Pharaoh, ‘It is the finger 
of God’” (Exodus 8:15) by reading it in relationship to the later 
verse describing the scene at the sea: “And Israel saw the great 
hand which the Lord laid upon the Egyptians” (Exodus 14:31). 
Yose’s inventive, perhaps even playful, interpretation calculates 
by midrashic “mathematics” that if ten plagues were caused by 
the finger of God, then the hand of God at the sea would ac-
count for fifty plagues (five fingers times ten plagues for each 
finger equals fifty plagues).
 Not to be outdone, Rabbi Eliezer takes the discussion even 
further. He offers a verse from Psalms to show that each plague 
in Egypt could be multiplied by four in terms of its force and 
horror. Using Rabbi Yose’s mathematical method in a more 
complex way, Eliezer concludes that at the sea the hand of God 
would mean that the Egyptians’ suffering was equal to two 
hundred plagues (four times fifty).
 The discussion concludes with Rabbi Akiva. He follows 
Eliezer’s logic but takes it another step: there really were five, 
not four, dimensions of power in each plague: five plagues for 
each finger and five fingers on the hand of God at the sea—
hence the Egyptians experienced 250 plagues at the sea (five 
times fifty).
 The “logic” of the midrash is anything but clear to a mod-
ern sensibility. Indeed, it is hard to know why this midrash is 
presented here, aside from its obvious connection to the story 
of the Exodus. But for our purposes, this text is yet another—
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and quite obvious—example of the familiar trope we could call 
(in the spirit of the text we looked at in the last chapter) “Akiva 
is the Torah.” Even in a kind of mathematical competition Akiva 
wins; his 250 plagues outdoes the numbers of his two colleagues. 
This text, in possibly a humorous fashion, once again confirms 
Akiva’s status and importance, but underneath it is something 
else as well. As we will see, one of the defining characteristics 
of Akiva, one of his monumental contributions to Jewish reli-
gious history, is his dedication to the principle that interpreta-
tion of Torah requires paying careful attention to every detail 
in the text. That kind of close reading in all its subtlety and all 
its elements becomes the hallmark of Jewish interpretation for 
millennia to come. And even here in a comical (perhaps even a 
parodic) way, we see Akiva’s interpretive creativity.
 We find Akiva appearing in some of the most famous and 
important stories about the sages recounted in rabbinic litera-
ture. At times he is an onlooker, not the central figure in the 
events described; but even in those cases, he invariably appears 
in a significant moment or role.
 We now turn to two of the most well-known stories in the 
rabbinic canon to see Akiva amidst the world of the sages. Once 
again, we must remember that these stories appear in sources 
composed many years after the setting of the tales. We should 
not be looking at them as historically accurate accounts of 
events but rather as literary representations of crucial issues 
in the life of rabbinic culture. And for that culture perhaps no 
issue is more compelling or troubling than that of the nature of 
authority. Akiva and his colleagues were deeply concerned with 
questions such as, Who is a leader? Who has power? How dif-
fused is authority? In whose hands does tradition lie? Questions 
of this sort haunt many of these cornerstone tales in the emerg-
ing years of Judaism as it was coming to be defined. Akiva is 
part of virtually all of them.
 One of the most elaborate of these tales—about the revolt 
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against the leadership of the Patriarch Rabban Gamaliel II—is 
recounted in the Mishnah and expanded upon in both the Jeru-
salem Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud. According to rab-
binic lore Rabban Gamaliel, as we have seen, was a descendent 
of an illustrious line of leaders dating back to Hillel the Elder. 
Rabbinic sources present Gamaliel II as ruling with an iron 
hand. On three occasions we see him wielding his power over 
Akiva’s teacher Rabbi Joshua in disputes in which Joshua took 
a different position from Gamaliel’s. One case—a somewhat 
obscure matter for us today—dealt with judging whether a 
blemished animal was fit for use as a sacrifice. Another case fo-
cused on the important matter of determining the calendar. In 
the lunar calendar of Jewish tradition the new month began 
with the appearance of the new moon; at a time before the 
mathematical calculation of the calendar, witnesses were needed 
to testify that they had actually seen the new moon so that the 
date could be officially fixed and announced. Since Jewish fes-
tivals are located according to their date within a particular 
month, figuring out the start of any given month had crucial 
consequences for the festivals and fast days of the ritual year.
 The Mishnah recounts an episode in which Rabbi Joshua 
and Rabban Gamaliel disagreed about the reliability of certain 
witnesses who reported seeing the new moon marking the start 
of the Hebrew month of Tishrei. Tishrei is a particularly im-
portant month in the Jewish calendar since it includes Rosh 
Hashanah (the new year), Yom Kippur (the “day of atone-
ment”), and the harvest festival of Sukkot. Gamaliel declared 
that Joshua was wrong and, driving his point home, insisted: “I 
order you to appear before me with your staff and your money 
on the day which according to your calculation should be Yom 
Kippur,” the holiest day of the Jewish year (m. Rosh Hashanah 
2:9). In other words, Gamaliel was making Joshua violate a core 
stricture forbidding carrying objects and using money on Yom 
Kippur. Joshua was being made to publicly accept Gamaliel’s 
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determination that that day was not Yom Kippur even though 
according to Joshua’s reckoning it was the sacred day. Gamaliel 
did more than disagree or overrule Joshua; he aimed to humil-
iate him in public and make him violate his personal principles 
by disgracing Yom Kippur.
 At this point Akiva comes into the story in a small but sig-
nificant way:

Rabbi Akiva went and found him [Joshua] in distress. Akiva 
said to him, “I can teach you that whatever Rabban Gamaliel 
has done is correct: it says in the Torah ‘These are the fixed 
times [that is, the festivals] of the Lord, holy times. You shall 
proclaim them as sacred times’ (Leviticus 23:4). Whether they 
are proclaimed at their proper time or not at their proper 
time, I have no other festivals except for these.”

m. Rosh Hashanah 2:9

After Joshua’s humiliation by Gamaliel, Akiva seeks out his 
teacher to offer comfort. The dispute with Gamaliel revolved 
around the calculation of the calendar, and Akiva’s method shows 
Joshua that it would be possible for Joshua to accept Gamaliel’s 
ruling about the date and to appear on the day that Joshua be-
lieved to be Yom Kippur carrying his staff and his money.
 Akiva begins by quoting a fairly straightforward verse from 
Leviticus about the proclamation of festivals. Is there, Akiva 
asks, an eternal, ideal calendar? Or is the calendar essentially a 
human construct? The verse in Akiva’s reading would emphasize 
the clause “you shall proclaim them” from the quoted verse—
with emphasis on the word “you.” In other words, human be-
ings make the calendar, and human beings proclaim the festi-
vals, even though the calendar is based on events in nature (the 
appearance of the new moon) over which humans have no 
control. The date of Yom Kippur? Even if the authorities get it 
“wrong” in an absolute, astronomical way (misreading the new 
moon’s appearance), it doesn’t matter. The case is determined 
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by human agency. Akiva is saying that by bowing to the will of 
authority as represented by the Patriarch, Joshua would not 
be compromising his principles and violating Yom Kippur; he 
would be acknowledging the fact that human courts decide the 
calendar and Joshua has simply been outvoted.
 It is typical of Akiva that he comforts Joshua through the 
use of text interpretation. Rabbi Joshua is, after all, Akiva’s main 
teacher, and it is perhaps an appropriate insight to try to help 
Joshua by becoming his teacher at this moment. Akiva thinks 
that it is precisely this kind of answer that will please Joshua 
and bring him comfort.
 Joshua then seeks other advice, turning to the elderly Rabbi 
Dosa ben Harkinas. Dosa also urges Joshua to bow to Gama-
liel’s ruling. Dosa says to Joshua: if you question this decision, 
you are undermining all authority of every court in Jewish his-
tory. In essence he asks, “Do you wish to bring down the entire 
system?”
 Finally, Joshua relents—perhaps because of the combina-
tion of Akiva’s and Dosa’s words. Perhaps he has just grown 
weary of fighting. But at any rate the next lines of our Mishnah 
give us the dénouement: “He took his staff and his money and 
went to Yavneh, to Rabban Gamaliel on the day that according 
to Joshua’s count should have been Yom Kippur.” Clearly, Ga-
maliel has won; he has established the authority of the court, 
and for the sake of unity and communal polity the decision may 
have been the right one. But in doing so he has hurt and hu-
miliated Joshua, and as we will see, the rest of the sages long 
remember these events.
 These are the events as reported in the Mishnah, a text that 
was composed around one hundred years after the death of Ga-
maliel. Interestingly, the Babylonian Talmud—a text composed 
almost five hundred years after the Mishnah2—expands on the 
story of Akiva’s comforting, deepening our understanding of his 
empathy. The passage begins with a quotation from the Mish-
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nah we have been reading, “Rabbi Akiva went and found Rabbi 
Joshua in distress” and then continues:

Rabbi Akiva said to him, “Master, why are you in distress?”
 Rabbi Joshua replied: “Akiva, it would be better for me 
to be on a sickbed for twelve months than that such an in-
junction should be put upon me.”
 Rabbi Akiva said to him, “Will you allow me to tell you 
something that you yourself have taught me?”
 Rabbi Joshua said to him, “Speak.”
 Rabbi Akiva then said to him: “The text says, ‘you,’ three 
times [in three separate verses], to indicate that ‘you’ may fix 
the date of the festivals even if you err inadvertently; ‘you,’ 
even if you err deliberately; ‘you,’ even if you are misled.”
 Rabbi Joshua replied to him in these words: “Akiva, you 
have comforted me, you have comforted me.”

b. Rosh Hashanah 25a

 Retellings of stories about Akiva in the Babylonian Talmud 
tend to deepen or expand his role and status, as we see here in 
the way the Talmud presents the Mishnah’s original story. In 
this narrative the text adds an interesting detail. Akiva says to 
Joshua, “Will you allow me to tell you something that you 
yourself have taught me?” We have seen this move before—
students telling their teachers or former teachers that they are 
only repeating something they had previously learned from 
those very teachers. In the case that I recounted in chapter 4, 
Akiva used this phrase to defeat Rabbi Eliezer in a dispute 
about the Passover sacrifice and the rules of the Sabbath. In 
that story Akiva’s words were either defensive and apologetic 
or aggressively triumphant, depending on how we read the en-
counter. But here the words are clearly meant to be of comfort 
to the rabbi in distress. By quoting Joshua’s teaching back to 
Joshua, Akiva means to say: “You should not feel upset because 
you yourself have taught us that the determination of the dates 
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is truly in human hands. If Gamaliel’s court has determined the 
date of Yom Kippur differently from your calculation, you can 
accept his ruling.”
 In the Mishnah’s version of the story, as we’ve seen, Akiva 
uses a verse from Leviticus to help comfort Joshua. Here in the 
Babylonian Talmud’s telling he uses a different interpretative 
strategy. Instead of honing in on a single verse from Leviticus, 
he alludes to that verse (Leviticus 23:4) along with two others, 
Leviticus 22:31 (“You shall observe my commandments and do 
them”) and Leviticus 23:2 (“These are my fixed times, the fixed 
times of the Lord. You shall proclaim them as sacred times”).
 The Hebrew word for “them” (otam), which appears in all 
three verses, almost precisely resembles the Hebrew word for 
“you” in the plural (atem). Akiva plays on that resemblance to 
emphasize the fact that a group of human beings (here he 
 alludes to Gamaliel’s court) has the right to declare when the 
festivals (“the fixed times,” in biblical language) can be cele-
brated. By hearing his own words quoted back to him, Rabbi 
Joshua is assuaged: “You have comforted me, Akiva, you have 
comforted me.”
 Both Akiva’s interpretive creativity and his human com-
passion are emphasized in this telling of the story. Indeed, the 
Babylonian Talmud has magnified his role—perhaps because 
his importance in the rabbinic imagination had grown so sig-
nificantly by the time of the Talmud’s composition. But the ex-
tended story of Rabbi Joshua and Rabban Gamaliel does not 
end here. There is one more humiliation for Joshua and finally 
a reaction by the rabbinic community as a whole.
 This case, once again told in the Mishnah, centers on a 
question about whether the evening prayer service was manda-
tory or optional. For traditional Jews today, the evening service 
(called Arvit or Ma’ariv) is obligatory, but in ancient times this 
was still a matter of some debate. Rabbinic tradition linked the 
daily mandatory prayer services to the sacrifices that had been 
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offered in the Temple before its destruction. Sacrifices were of-
fered daily in the morning and the afternoon, but there was no 
separate evening sacrifice. With the destruction of the Temple, 
Jews came to view prayer as a substitute for the sacrificial cult,3 
hence the question of the evening service as a requirement was 
an open one in the early Rabbinic Period: since there had been 
no evening sacrifice in the Temple, was an evening prayer ser-
vice obligatory or merely a matter of choice? The Babylonian 
Talmud relates the following incident in connection to this 
question:

A certain student came before Rabbi Joshua and asked him, 
“Is the evening prayer compulsory or optional?”
 Rabbi Joshua replied: “It is optional.”
 The same student then came before Rabban Gamaliel and 
asked him: “Is the evening prayer compulsory or optional?”
 Rabban Gamaliel replied: “It is compulsory.”
 “But,” the student said, “didn’t Rabbi Joshua tell me 
that it is optional?”
 Rabban Gamaliel said: “Wait till the ‘shield-bearers’ 
enter the Beit Midrash.” When the ‘shield-bearers’ came in, 
the same questioner stood up and asked, “Is the evening 
prayer compulsory or optional?” Rabban Gamaliel replied: 
“It is compulsory.”
 Rabban Gamaliel said to the sages: “Is there anyone 
who disagrees with me about this matter?” R. Joshua replied 
to him: “No.”
 Rabban Gamaliel said to him: “But wasn’t I told in your 
name that you said it was optional?” He then went on: 
“Joshua, get up on your feet and let them testify against you!”
 Rabbi Joshua stood up and said: “If I were alive and he 
[the student who asked the question] were dead, the living 
could contradict the dead. But now since he is alive and I am 
alive, how can the living contradict the living?”
 Rabban Gamaliel remained sitting and teaching while 
Rabbi Joshua remained standing, until all the people began 
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to complain and said to Hutzpit the turgeman:4 “Stop!” And 
Hutzpit stopped.
 They then said: “How long is Rabban Gamaliel to go on 
causing pain to Rabbi Joshua? On Rosh Hashanah last year 
he caused him pain. He did the same in the matter of the 
blemished animal being fit for sacrifice. And now he causes 
pain to him again! Come, let us depose him!”

b. Berakhot “Blessings” 27b

 Note Rabban Gamaliel’s use of the term “shield-bearers” 
as an epithet for “the sages.” The idea that the Beit Midrash is 
a place of conflict and intellectual violence is well-expressed 
by this military metaphor. And it becomes more apt than Ga-
maliel realizes when his behavior leads to a full-scale revolt by 
the rest of the rabbis. The pain being caused to Rabbi Joshua 
through a series of public humiliations orchestrated by Rabban 
Gamaliel reaches a breaking point here. The sages remember 
the two prior incidents, and now that a third has occurred, they 
have reached the limit of their tolerance for their leader’s au-
thoritarian manner of control.
 We can wonder, as well, about Rabbi Joshua’s behavior in 
this story. When Gamaliel asks whether anyone disagrees with 
his ruling, Joshua lacks the courage of his convictions and will 
not disagree with Gamaliel. It’s interesting that Joshua is the 
only voice recorded in our story. At least in the way that this 
tale has come down to us, none of the other rabbis speaks up, 
even in support of Gamaliel.
 We clearly see the artistry of the storyteller at play here. 
We might speculate how this might be portrayed in a play or 
film: Does Rabban Gamaliel look directly at Rabbi Joshua when 
he asks, “Is there anyone who disagrees with me about this 
matter”? Or perhaps Joshua, worried that his previous opinion 
on the question will become known to Gamaliel, guiltily blurts 
out his response “No” before any of the other rabbis has a 
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chance to speak. As a subtle literary piece the text is morally 
ambiguous: Gamaliel, knowing quite well how Joshua answered 
the student’s original question about the evening prayer, seems 
to be cruelly baiting Joshua by asking whether anyone dis-
agrees with him. Joshua seems less than admirable in his saying 
that if there were not a living witness to testify to what he pre-
viously said in answer to the student’s question, essentially he 
could have lied about it. And even the student who asked the 
original question is an ambiguous figure: Why did he make a 
point of “informing” on Rabbi Joshua to Rabban Gamaliel? 
Was he merely an innocent seeking clarification, or is he some-
how stirring up trouble for purposes of his own?
 The story is painted in shades of gray, not in clear strokes 
of black and white; nonetheless, the moral weight of the narra-
tive leans heavily against Rabban Gamaliel. The sages’ outrage 
about his conduct in regard to Rabbi Joshua gains the sympa-
thy of the reader, and in the way that the narrator tells the tale, 
we are on the side of the revolt.
 The story is working hard at balancing two tensions em-
bedded deeply in rabbinic culture—tensions that will endure 
throughout later Jewish history. On the one hand, there is a 
need for a reliable, ongoing continuity of decision-making and 
tradition. On the other hand, there is a deeply held desire to 
acknowledge and valorize challenges to that tradition—what 
some scholars have called the “multivocality” or “legal plural-
ism” of Jewish tradition, meaning many voices can be heard.
 The deposing of Rabban Gamaliel is not, indeed cannot be, 
the end of this story. What leadership will come in his place? 
The Talmud continues:

Whom shall we raise up instead? We cannot raise up Rabbi 
Joshua because he is one of the parties involved. We cannot 
raise up Rabbi Akiva—perhaps Rabban Gamaliel will harm 
him because Akiva has no ancestral merit. Rather let us raise 
up Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah, who is wise and rich and the 
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tenth in descent from Ezra. He is wise, so if anyone puts a 
difficult question to him, he will be able to answer it. He is 
rich; in case he has to pay honor to Caesar, he will be able to 
do so. He is tenth in descent from Ezra, so he has ancestral 
merit and Rabban Gamaliel cannot harm him.

b. Berakhot 27b

Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah, who, the text reports, is only eigh-
teen years old (sixteen in the Jerusalem Talmud’s version) at the 
time of his appointment, is chosen to be Gamaliel’s successor, 
but it is interesting to note that Akiva’s name is mentioned first 
and then rejected because he lacks “ancestral merit.” The fact 
that Akiva even appears here as an option suggests that on the 
basis of a combination of intellectual skill and character, he is 
the obvious choice to take Rabban Gamaliel’s place. But status 
in the rabbinic world is based on a number of factors; as we see 
in the description of Eleazar, wealth and family background 
are two that are not available to Akiva. Akiva represents a new 
model of rabbinic hero that was just being born—a meritoc-
racy based on the person’s innate abilities and demonstrated 
accomplishments.5 Of course, the world never works quite 
along those lines, neither in the past nor today. The two pillars 
of riches and the status of distinguished ancestry never go out 
of fashion, but this story helps promote an alternative model, a 
third way that differs from the other two, and Akiva is the finest 
example in the early formation of Judaism.
 The story as told in the Babylonian Talmud merely states 
that Akiva is not chosen because he lacks the proper family 
background and hence is vulnerable to harm in retribution from 
the well-connected Rabban Gamaliel. But the version recorded 
in the Jerusalem Talmud adds a moving element:

They appointed Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah to head the acad-
emy. . . . And Rabbi Akiva was sitting, hurt that he had not 
been chosen. And he said, “It is not that Eleazar knows more 
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Torah than I do but that he is descended from greater men 
than I am. Happy is the person whose ancestors have gained 
merit for him. Happy is the person who has a ‘peg’ on which 
to hang.”
 And what was Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah’s “peg”? That 
he was the tenth generation in descent from Ezra.

y. Berakhot 4:1

From a literary point of view this version of the story gives us a 
remarkable moment of insight into Akiva’s inner life. He is not 
a man without ego, as much as we have seen his modesty in 
other instances. He knows his worth and abilities. But he is bit-
terly aware of what fate has handed him: he has neither wealth 
nor worthy parentage. For modern readers, of course, there is 
some recompense here. We know that even without becoming 
the Patriarch, the name of Akiva will later far outstrip even the 
worthy Eleazar. But in the poetic imagination of the Jerusalem 
Talmud, Akiva has a bitter pill to swallow.
 And as if to put an exclamation point on the question of 
family merit versus talent, as the story continues, Rabbi Elea-
zar goes on to open up the doors of the Beit Midrash to the 
many students whom Gamaliel had left outside:

That day they removed the guard from the gate and gave 
permission for students to enter. For Rabban Gamaliel had 
issued a proclamation saying: “No student whose inside is 
not like his outside may enter the Beit Midrash.” On that 
day many benches were added [to accommodate all the new 
students].

b. Berakhot 28a

Even though Eleazar himself came from a wealthy and socially 
significant family, he began a process—to use a somewhat 
anachronistic word—to democratize the academy. One talmu-
dic source claims that four hundred new benches were added—
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another says seven hundred. No matter what the precise num-
ber, the Talmud emphasizes a change in the composition of the 
rabbinic community.
 The clause “whose inside is not like his outside” is used 
elsewhere in the Talmud (b. Yoma “The Day” 72b) to indicate 
a person who puts on a nice show for others that does not 
 conform to his inner, true self—a morally deceptive person in 
other words. But here I think it is meant to indicate that the 
study hall is now open to those without finery, those who lack 
status. Akiva is already one of those and so is his teacher Rabbi 
Joshua. Indeed, Akiva’s strong personal connection to Joshua 
may in part emanate from the fact that neither of them has 
great wealth or family reputation. (In contrast, Rabbi Eliezer 
ben Hyrcanus, Akiva’s sometime teacher, sometime nemesis, 
comes from a landowning family.)
 As our story continues, we see Rabban Gamaliel himself 
begin to change. He worries that he has been “withholding 
Torah from Israel” by restricting membership in the Beit Mid-
rash. And, in a sign of true character, Gamaliel continues to 
participate in the deliberations of the academy even though he 
has been deposed from its leadership. As he watches what is 
going on, he comes to realize his errors and seeks out Rabbi 
Joshua at Joshua’s home to apologize:

When Rabban Gamaliel reached Rabbi Joshua’s house, he saw 
that the walls were black. He said to him: “From the walls of 
your house it is apparent that you are a smith” [the Jerusalem 
Talmud version has Joshua making needles for his livelihood 
—an even lowlier job].
 Rabbi Joshua replied: “Alas for the generation of which 
you are the leader, for you do not know the pain of the 
scholars, how they have to support themselves and sustain 
themselves!”
 Rabban Gamaliel said to him: “I apologize. Forgive me.” 
Rabbi Joshua paid no attention to him. “Do it,” Rabban Ga-
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maliel said, “out of respect for my father.” Joshua then for-
gave him.

b. Berakhot 28a

Then word is sent to the rabbis by a messenger that Rabban 
Gamaliel and Rabbi Joshua have become reconciled, but Akiva 
is suspicious of this news. He doesn’t trust the messenger and 
believes that this may be a ruse perpetrated by a servant of Rab-
ban Gamaliel’s: “Rabbi Akiva said, ‘Lock the doors so that the 
servants of Rabban Gamaliel cannot come in and upset the 
sages.’” Obviously, emotions are running high—fear and suspi-
cion. Finally Rabbi Joshua himself comes, knocks on the door 
of the Beit Midrash, and says that indeed he and Gamaliel have 
been reconciled. The next day Joshua and Akiva go together to 
Gamaliel to announce his reinstatement to leadership.
 These stories about Rabbi Joshua and Rabban Gamaliel 
are concerned both with bowing to the might of leadership and 
with, in the case of the dispute about the calendar, the power of 
the rabbis to be the final arbitrators of God’s law. Of all the nar-
ratives in the rabbinic canon that focus on these issues, none 
has been more extensively explored in recent years than “The 
Oven of Akhnai,” a short tale in the Babylonian Talmud that 
has profoundly fascinated readers in our time. This story has 
occasioned exploration by historical and literary scholars, fem-
inist scholars, legal theorists, Jewish theologians from a wide 
variety of perspectives, and writers oriented toward the general 
reader. Here I draw upon the particularly thoroughgoing and 
careful analysis done by Jeffrey Rubenstein. Rubenstein sees 
the story as a whole, within its talmudic context, and in doing 
so, he emphasizes both its literary elements and its truly tragic 
dimensions.6

 My own interest here is with the place of the story within 
the imagined biography of Rabbi Akiva, and therefore I present 
a somewhat shortened version of the events. The story begins 



rabbi  akiva

122

with a debate among the sages about a question related to a 
topic of great importance in biblical and rabbinic culture and 
one that is rather remote to us today: the matter of ritual pu-
rity. According to the Bible and rabbinic law, people and even 
objects can acquire “impurity,” mainly through contact with 
death or disease. People or objects that have become impure 
cannot have any contact with the Temple or other holy places, 
and in order to dispose of this impurity, a set of rituals was laid 
out, such as we see described in the books of Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy in the Bible and expanded upon by the rabbis.
 But some objects are constructed in such a way that they 
cannot be purified. There is some similarity here to the rules of 
keeping kosher followed by observant Jews today: some dishes 
or pots and pans can become “unkosher” by contact with a 
nonkosher product or by mixing milk and meat products in 
the same implement. Depending on the materials used and the 
way the object has been made, it might be possible to make it 
kosher again through boiling it or subjecting it to high tem-
peratures, for example; but other objects cannot be made ko-
sher again no matter what.
 In the matter of ritual purity, in most cases it is fairly clear 
in rabbinic literature which objects can be purified and which 
cannot, but certain items fall into an ambiguous category. The 
talmudic debate in our story begins with one of those confus-
ing objects—a particular oven, known as the oven of Akhnai. 
Akhnai is a proper name, but the story never tells us who Akh-
nai might be. The rabbis may be talking about the way that this 
unknown Akhnai has constructed his oven. Or perhaps this is a 
brand name; that is, an “Akhnai oven” is like a “General Elec-
tric stove.” At any rate what characterizes the Akhnai oven, ac-
cording to the Mishnah, is that it is cut into sections, with sand 
placed between each section. For the rabbis this raises a ques-
tion: according to rabbinic law, if a clay oven becomes ritually 
impure, such as through contact with a dead creature, it cannot 
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be purified. But is the Akhnai oven truly a clay oven? The seg-
mented nature of its construction complicates the question. 
The Mishnah tells us that Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus ruled 
that the oven can be purified and the sages ruled that it cannot. 
With that background the Talmud expands upon the Mishnah’s 
terse statement of the debate and fills in the story with consid-
erable detail:

On that day Rabbi Eliezer responded with all the responses 
in the world, but they [the rabbis] did not accept them from 
him.
 Eliezer said to them: “If the law is as I say, let the carob 
tree prove it.” The carob tree uprooted itself from its place 
and moved one hundred cubits—and some say four hundred 
cubits.7 They said to him: “We don’t bring proof from a 
carob tree.”
 Eliezer said to them, “If the law is as I say, let the stream 
of water prove it.” The water flowed backwards. They said 
to him: “We don’t bring proof from water.”
 Eliezer said to them: “If the law is as I say, let the walls 
of the Beit Midrash prove it.” The walls of the Beit Midrash 
inclined to fall. Rabbi Joshua rebuked the walls, saying, 
“When sages defeat each other in law, what business is it of 
yours?”
 It was taught: They did not fall because of the honor of 
Rabbi Joshua and they did not stand because of the honor 
of Rabbi Eliezer and they are still inclining and standing.
 Rabbi Eliezer said to them, “If the law is as I say, let it be 
proved from heaven.” A heavenly voice went forth and said: 
“What is it for you with Rabbi Eliezer since the law is ac-
cording to him in every place?”
 Rabbi Joshua stood on his feet and quoted scripture, “It 
is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12).
 What did he mean?
 Rabbi Jeremiah said, “The Torah was already given on 
Mount Sinai, so we do not listen to a heavenly voice. It is 
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written in the Torah, ‘After the majority one must incline’” 
(Exodus 23:2).
 [Later] Rabbi Nathan came upon Elijah and asked him, 
“What was the Holy One doing at that time?” Elijah said to 
him, “He laughed and smiled and said ‘My sons have de-
feated me, My sons have defeated me.’”

b. Bava Metzia “The Middle Gate” 59b8

 Writers interested in the theological or legal aspects of the 
story usually end the retelling here. It makes a good deal of 
sense: we have seen a debate about the nature of law and author-
ity, and, as Rubenstein puts it: “In dramatic fashion the rabbis 
assert not only that the majority has authority over the minor-
ity but that the sages have authority over God! The sages reject 
both miracles supporting the minority opinion of R. Eliezer 
and a heavenly voice stating explicitly that the law follows his 
opinion with the famous words, ‘It is not in Heaven.’ . . . That 
is, the Torah is no longer in God’s control in Heaven but has 
been entrusted to the rabbis on earth to interpret and adminis-
ter.”9 The story ends with a nice coda: one of the sages bumps 
into the mysterious Elijah the prophet, still visiting the mun-
dane world after his miraculous ascension to heaven in the Bible. 
And Elijah informs him that God was laughing, pleased that the 
rabbis had defeated him!
 But the story as told in the Talmud does not end at this 
point. It takes a surprising and disturbing turn:

At that time they brought all the objects that Rabbi Eliezer 
had ruled were pure and burned them and voted and banned 
him.
 They said, “Who will go and inform him?”
 Rabbi Akiva said to them: “I will go lest a person who is 
not right for this task informs him and in doing so destroys 
the entire world.” What did he do? He dressed in black and 
wrapped himself in black and took off his shoes and sat be-
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fore him at a distance of four cubits and his eyes streamed 
with tears.
 Rabbi Eliezer said to him, “Akiva, why is this day differ-
ent from other days?”
 Akiva said to him: “It seems to me that your colleagues 
are keeping separate from you.” Eliezer’s eyes too streamed 
with tears, and he took off his shoes and sat on the ground.

b. Bava Metzia 59b

Eliezer has been excommunicated—the other sages will now 
be “keeping separate” from him. For Eliezer, indeed for any of 
the rabbis, what could be a worse punishment? The life of the 
rabbis, as we see it described in the Talmud and other classical 
texts, is a world of community, of conversation and the shared 
enterprise of Torah study. Elsewhere the Talmud discusses these 
bans and likens them to restrictions on lepers and on those in 
mourning.10 Indeed, that is what Eliezer will now become—as 
if struck with a dread disease, he will be a man outside the com-
munity and one who is in constant mourning.
 The theme of death and mourning is obvious here in Akiva’s 
behavior—he comes dressed in black and his eyes are filled with 
tears. Sitting at a distance from Eliezer he symbolizes the sepa-
ration that Eliezer will now experience from the world of which 
he has been part.
 As Rubenstein points out, the act of burning all the items 
that Rabbi Eliezer has declared to be pure is shocking: “What 
provoked them to adopt such harsh measures is not completely 
clear. . . . The sages apparently wish to take revenge at his hav-
ing defied them in the first place or attempt to teach him a les-
son. In any case the punishment far outstrips the crime, a non-
conformist opinion concerning an unusual type of oven.”11 But 
when the time comes to inform Eliezer of his excommunica-
tion, they are in a quandary. Who will take him the bad news? 
Interestingly, given Akiva’s difficult history with Eliezer, it is 
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Akiva who volunteers for the job. His explanation—“I will go 
lest a person who is not right for this task informs him and 
in doing so destroys the entire world”—indicates two things. 
First, Akiva (and the other sages, one assumes) is worried about 
the consequences of what they have done. What will ensue 
from Eliezer’s wrath? Indeed, in the continuation of the story 
after the section quoted above, terrible things do happen: “The 
world was smitten in one-third of the wheat, one-third of the 
olives, and one-half of the barley. . . . The destruction was so 
great on that day that every place where Rabbi Eliezer cast his 
eyes immediately was burned.” Later on, at the conclusion of 
this tragic tale, the anger of Eliezer leads directly to the death 
of Rabban Gamaliel, who is struck down by God in response 
to Eliezer’s prayers.
 But it is clear that Akiva is worried about something else as 
well—how to tell such bad news while mitigating the pain that 
Eliezer will surely feel. In my translation “a person who is not 
right for this task,” I have tried to capture the twofold sense of 
the Hebrew word (hagun) used in the text. On the one hand it 
implies someone who is “worthy,” a person of the proper stand-
ing. But it also connotes a person who would know how to 
conduct himself in the best way possible. Yes, Akiva recognizes 
his own status among the rabbis; he is not without ego. Yet at 
the same time, despite their stormy history, he remains Rabbi 
Eliezer’s student and wishes to show compassion to his teacher 
at this terrible hour. More than that, Akiva trusts his own hu-
mane qualities, his empathy and, as we saw in chapter 4, his 
ability to give rebuke.
 We see that sensitivity in the very way that Akiva approaches 
Eliezer here. Akiva is dressed in mourning clothes and removes 
his shoes, as is the practice of a mourner. As Rubenstein points 
out, Akiva “responds equivocally (‘it seems to me’) and tact-
fully, not mentioning the ban but employing the neutral and 
somewhat ambiguous terminology of ‘separation.’”12 And Akiva 
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cannot contain his tears, even for Eliezer, who has at times 
treated him badly.
 In both the story about Rabbi Joshua’s conflict with Rab-
ban Gamaliel and the story of Rabbi Eliezer’s banishment, we 
see Akiva in the role of comforter. In both cases Akiva goes out 
of his way to try to assuage the pain that others are feeling. We 
see this aspect of Akiva’s character in other places as well, often 
offering comfort through inventive interpretations of biblical 
verses.13 But with Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, no textual insight can 
offer comfort, for no comfort can be had. With Eliezer, Akiva’s 
empathy leads him only to shared mourning and tears.
 The story of the oven of Akhnai highlights Akiva’s empa-
thy, and that dimension is appropriate to a reading that fits the 
larger context of the tale. While it is tempting to focus, as many 
writers have, on the nature of the legal process and the role of 
human authority that we see in the middle section of the story, 
the deeply emotional second part of the story may truly be its 
main theme. As Rubenstein shows, the story is presented in the 
Talmud in the midst of an extended discussion not about the 
nature of law, but rather about the ethical sin of “wronging 
through words.” The oven of Akhnai story seems to be in-
tended as a detailed examination of this moral offense.
 Rubenstein brings his discussion to a close with the sudden 
death of Rabban Gamaliel—struck down, it appears, by Eliezer’s 
prayer. But in fact we can see a final conclusion to the story else-
where, bringing with it an end to the long and difficult drama of 
Akiva’s relationship to his teacher, a sequence of stories that is 
almost a novella in its length and complexity.
 Eliezer has been “banned”; according to the Talmud’s re-
strictions he is not permitted to even say “shalom” to his friends. 
He is a pariah in the community. He can take on only menial 
labor, and, most importantly for Rabbi Eliezer, he cannot teach 
Torah. He can only study by himself.14

 The finale of the story is told in the Babylonian Talmud 
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tractate Sanhedrin (“Law Court” 68a). Eliezer is lying on his 
deathbed, and Akiva and the other sages come to see him. We 
have no inkling of why they have chosen this moment to visit 
after what appears to be a long time following his excommuni-
cation. Perhaps word has come to them that he is approaching 
the end of his life. Perhaps they feel guilty about what they 
have done.
 He looks at them and asks them why they have finally 
come. “To learn Torah,” they reply. And quite reasonably he 
asks them, “Why have you waited until now?” Their answer is 
both realistic and shocking in its clarity: “We didn’t have time.” 
His comment back to them shows the anger and the hurt that 
he has been feeling since they rejected him. He utters a bitter 
response, indeed a curse. As if speaking to himself, he remarks, 
“I would be surprised if these die a natural death.” At that 
 moment Akiva turns to him and asks, “And what about my 
death?” Eliezer replies, “Your death will be more difficult than 
theirs.” In fact, he is telling the truth about Akiva’s future, and 
his comment recalls the same prediction about Akiva’s end that 
he uttered back when Akiva was his student, as we discussed in 
the last chapter.
 Why this special antagonism toward Akiva? After all, it was 
Akiva who tried so hard to tell him the news about the ban with 
kindness and sympathy. But perhaps it has become impossible 
for Eliezer to disassociate Akiva from the events that led to his 
unhappy fate; perhaps Akiva’s status among the other sages has 
only magnified him in Eliezer’s eyes as the representative or 
symbol of the community of rabbis that has rejected him.
 Or perhaps a much older story is at play here, going back 
to the very beginning of the relationship between these two 
rabbis. On his deathbed Eliezer recalls the student who has 
overturned the mountain that Eliezer helped create, the up-
start who has outshone him. Eliezer recalls old jealousies and 
embarrassments, as the young student overtook the teacher and 
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became the hero among his colleagues—all this is too much for 
Eliezer to bear and he lashes out with a prophecy that will 
eventually come to pass. Akiva’s death will be particularly cruel.
 When the Sabbath concludes, Akiva goes out to meet the 
funeral procession as it moves from Caesarea to Lod where 
Eliezer will be buried. Despite all the years of conflict and de-
spite the angry last words that Eliezer has spoken to him, Akiva 
is distraught. In grief, the Talmud reports, “he beat his flesh 
until the blood flowed down upon the earth” and he quotes the 
words of shocked despair spoken by the prophet Elisha as his 
master, Elijah, is carried up to heaven, “My father, my father, the 
chariot of Israel and its horsemen!” (2 Kings 2:12). And with that 
scene ends the long and complex story of their relationship.
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In the Orchard

 Of all the stories about Akiva, it is probably fair to say 
that none has occasioned as much discussion and as much de-
bate as this one:

Four entered the orchard. One looked and died. One looked 
and was stricken. One looked and cut down the shoots. One 
went up in peace and came down in peace. Ben Azzai looked 
and died. . . . Ben Zoma looked and was stricken. . . . Aher 
looked and cut down the shoots. . . . Rabbi Akiva went up in 
peace and came down in peace. . . .
 A parable was offered: To what might this matter be 
compared? It is like a king’s orchard with an upper chamber 
built above it. What should a person do? Look, but let him 
not feast his eyes upon it.

t. Hagigah “Festival Offering” 2:3–51

 The story appears in four different versions within the clas-
sic literature of rabbinic Judaism: in the Tosefta (quoted above), 
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in the Jerusalem Talmud, in the Babylonian Talmud, and in the 
midrashic commentary Song of Songs Rabbah. Despite some 
significant differences the main elements remain the same across 
the four texts.2 Scholars have carefully compared the accounts, 
exploring their similarities and differences, parsing their lan-
guage and details of plot, discussing the dating and origins of 
the texts, and, most of all, using these explorations to ponder 
how we might understand this perplexing tale.
 The story is often called “The Pardes Story” after the He-
brew word for orchard, pardes (sometimes translated as “gar-
den”), that is its setting. Pardes is a loanword, probably from 
Persian (it is still used in modern Hebrew), and significantly, it 
is related to the Greek word from which we derive “paradise” 
in English. Such a word usage virtually calls out for metaphoric 
interpretation! But what exactly is the story trying to tell us? Is 
it meant to be read as a historical account of an event? Is it a 
parable? A piece of literary fiction?
 For us, concerned as we are with an exploration of an imag-
ined life of Akiva, looking at the tale may give us another kind 
of perspective on the way that the texts of the tradition under-
stand the nature of this man. But parsing its meaning and its 
significance in Akiva’s biography is no small task. Academic 
scholars have tended to view the Tosefta version of the story as 
the earliest of the various retellings in the tradition.3 As time 
passed, this argument asserts, more details were added and the 
story became more complicated and elaborate. But, as is the 
case with all the tales within the rabbinic canon, the history of 
transmission—essentially hidden from our eyes—takes a long 
and mysterious path. And even if the “purest” (that is, the earli-
est) version of the story is the one found in the Tosefta, as heirs 
to the entire literary tradition of Judaism now more than fifteen 
hundred years later, we inherit all the tellings in all their per-
mutations.
 Our task, at any rate, differs from that of the historical 
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scholar; our question is, “Who is the Akiva who emerges from 
the various traditions of the pardes story?” That is the issue 
with which a biography of Akiva must grapple.
 More than seventy years ago Gershom Scholem, the great-
est scholar of Jewish mysticism in the twentieth century, deliv-
ered an influential lecture that touched upon the pardes story 
in describing the origins of the mystical element in Judaism.4 
Within the early Jewish tradition there is a significant esoteric 
literature—dating more or less to the same time as the more 
familiar talmudic materials—known by scholars as the Hekha-
lot (the word in Hebrew for palaces) texts or Merkavah (the 
word in Hebrew for chariot) mysticism. Though some mystical 
elements are found in parts of the Bible and in some of the early 
prerabbinic literature such as that around the Qumran com-
munity, Merkavah mysticism is generally considered the first 
developed expression of a fully realized Jewish mystical per-
spective. The question of the relationship between this mysti-
cal literature and the better known works of rabbinic literature 
such as the Babylonian Talmud is one that has been debated in 
scholarly circles for decades.5 But it is clear that even in some 
of the more “conventional” talmudic texts we can see what the 
scholar Peter Schäfer has called “the infiltration into the Rab-
binic literature . . . of material that is part and parcel of Merka-
vah mysticism.”6

 In Scholem’s lecture and in his subsequent writing he sug-
gested that the pardes story represents a report of an actual 
mystical experience and the consequences of that experience 
for the four individuals who appear in the tale. As time passed 
Scholem’s interpretation was disputed by scholars who held dif-
ferent views about the pardes story—perhaps the story should 
be read as a parable; perhaps it is an allegory about four differ-
ent types of Torah scholars and not about mysticism at all—
while still others came to the defense of Scholem’s position or 
adapted it slightly. Whether or not the story is a mystical “tes-
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timony,” Scholem’s comment from years ago still seems rele-
vant: at the very least the pardes narrative is warning about the 
potential dangers of encountering the mystical realm, and to my 
mind it is hard to dissociate the story from some kind of actual 
experience.7

 Mysticism in its Jewish expression, to simplify a very com-
plex subject, can be seen to encompass two different domains: 
one is mystical experience; the other is contemplative or inter-
pretive speculation.8 The former involves the powerful, perhaps 
even overwhelming sense that one has stepped outside one’s 
normal day-to-day life to encounter in some fashion the divine 
itself. The other is the intellectual exploration of complex and 
profound texts about the nature of God and of reality itself. 
These two domains can be related, but they need not be. One 
can be involved in mystical practices (such as meditation tech-
niques) without being an interpreter of mystical texts, and one 
can interpret mystical texts and concepts without having had 
actual ecstatic experiences. Of course both sides mesh together 
well; mystical experience can lead one to reflect upon the big 
questions about the meaning of existence and to delve into lit-
erature that is relevant to those issues. And certainly a person 
who is studying these powerful texts may be led to mystical ex-
periences. Indeed, there may be particular meditative or con-
templative exercises learned through such study that can lead 
one to have such extraordinary experiences.
 These mystical moments are usually described as being 
“beyond words,” almost indescribable. Mystical reports there-
fore tend to rely on metaphors, parables, and images to com-
municate what has happened to an individual. Often this is de-
scribed as a “vision,” which may be accompanied by sound or 
music or physical sensations (heat or cold or the feeling of rush-
ing wind on the body). One of the most common metaphors 
for mystical experience in a variety of religions is that of “as-
cent.” A person feels that he or she has been elevated into God’s 
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dwelling place. A particularly Jewish image, dating back to the 
Bible (in particular, chapters 1 and 10 in the book of Ezekiel) and 
especially powerful in early Jewish mystical writings, is that of 
entering the many rooms of God’s palace or seeing the throne 
in God’s palace as mounted on a chariot. The idea of ascending 
to an esoteric realm connects directly to the pardes tale: Akiva, 
after all, “went up in peace and came down in peace.”9

 The pardes story touches upon both the experiential and 
the interpretive sides of Jewish mysticism, and perhaps that is 
why it has inspired so much discussion. The occasion for the 
story in virtually all the rabbinic sources is a discussion about a 
statement in the Mishnah that places restrictions on specula-
tion both about the Merkavah, the mystical chariot-throne of 
God, and about the origins of creation. The Mishnah states 
that these types of exploration should be done only in the com-
pany of others or are forbidden unless one has attained a level 
of wisdom that one can clearly demonstrate beforehand. Hence 
the Mishnah states that a student should not be taught about 
the Merkavah unless that student is “one who was wise and 
understood it on his own” (m. Hagigah 2:1). The comment is 
clearly paradoxical: you can learn about the Merkavah from a 
teacher only if you’ve already discovered the knowledge on 
your own. But perhaps this is simply the Mishnah’s way of say-
ing that only certain very talented individuals can engage in 
mystical speculation. The Mishnah goes on to state that think-
ing too much about the origins of the universe is a dangerous 
activity, though it does not clarify why:

Anyone who looks into four matters, it would be better for 
him had he not come into the world: what is above and what 
below; what is before and what after. Whoever has no con-
cern for the honor of his creator—it would be better for him 
had he not come into the world.

m. Hagigah 2:1
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 In these examples we are warned about the danger but not 
told what the nature of that danger might be. But from the 
Mishnah’s point of view both matters are to be avoided: en-
gaging in speculation about what the texts call “the work of 
the chariot” of God (namely, exploring the nature of the di-
vine) and “looking into” matters related to creation and its 
 antecedents.
 The Mishnah’s prohibitions are the starting point for a se-
ries of stories told in the literature that comes after the Mish-
nah meant quite obviously to elucidate these prohibitions. First 
a tale is told about two of the earliest sages, Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai and Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh. Eleazar wants Yo-
hanan to teach him about the Merkavah, but Yohanan first needs 
to be persuaded that Eleazar has the right level of already- 
acquired wisdom to study this restricted subject matter. The 
story shows how Eleazar is able to prove his competence to 
Yohanan.
 In a particularly beautiful passage, the version of the story 
in the Babylonian Talmud tells what happens when Eleazar ben 
Arakh proves himself to Rabban Yohanan:

When Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh began his teaching about 
the work of the chariot, fire came down from heaven and en-
circled all the trees in the field. They [the trees] all began to 
burst forth in song. What was the song they uttered? “Praise 
the Lord from the earth you sea monsters and all ocean 
depths . . . fruit trees and all cedars . . . Hallelujah” (Psalm 
148:7–14). An angel answered from the fire and said: “This! 
This is the work of the chariot!”
 Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai stood up and kissed Rabbi 
Eleazar on his head saying, “Blessed be the Lord, God of 
Israel who has given a descendent to our father Abraham, 
Eleazar ben Arakh, who knows how to understand, uncover, 
and explain the work of the divine chariot!”

b. Hagigah 14b
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 The Talmud is describing a full-blown mystical experience 
brought about through the explication of the chariot given by 
Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh. Here the connection between mysti-
cal understanding and mystical experience, interpretation, and 
practice is made very clear. It is the knowledge that Eleazar has 
to “understand, uncover, and explain” that has brought down 
fire from heaven, caused nature to turn to song, and called forth 
an angelic confirmation of his powers.
 The story of Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh and Rabban Yo-
hanan ben Zakkai is followed by a description of the chain of 
tradition handing down this secret wisdom within a small set 
of teachers and students. We learn that Yohanan ben Zakkai 
taught the mysteries of the “chariot” to Rabbi Joshua, and 
Rabbi Joshua taught this esoteric knowledge to Rabbi Akiva. 
Given what we’ve seen about Joshua and Akiva, it is not sur-
prising both that Akiva had the necessary prerequisite qualities 
to learn these secrets from his teacher and that Joshua would be 
willing to teach his prize student what he knew.
 It is immediately following the description of the chain of 
mystical tradition that we find the famous story of the four who 
entered the orchard. Despite some interesting differences in 
the telling of the story, the essential structure in the various 
textual traditions consists of four elements in this order: a state-
ment of the Mishnah’s prohibitions on mystical practice and 
speculation, followed by the story of Rabban Yohanan and 
Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh, followed by the description of the 
chain of teachers and students that culminates in Rabbi Akiva, 
and followed finally by the pardes story and its aftermath.
 It seems clear that the study of the chariot is restricted to 
small numbers of students precisely because it may lead to the 
kind of mystical experience that we have seen in the example 
of Eleazar ben Arakh. The pardes story takes this one step far-
ther, showing that such experiences may be dangerous: those 
who engage in mystical experiences must be wary because they 
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might meet a terrible fate—after all, only Akiva survived intact. 
The other issue, raised in the Mishnah—the prohibition about 
speculation on what came before creation and its attendant 
mysteries—is not part of the equation at this point, though it 
will emerge a bit later.
 Those who are able to “ascend” into the realm of the di-
vine, the rabbinic sources show us, are tapping into a source 
of energy that carries with it great benefits but also supreme 
dangers. To do what the tradition calls the “work” of the Mer-
kavah, one is approaching the inner core of reality itself. It is, 
as mystical texts will sometimes say, like staring at the sun—
great light, but also the danger of being blinded. To use a met-
aphor more familiar to us: the way these texts present coming 
near to the chariot is analogous to the way we might think 
about a nuclear reactor—it offers the potential for benefit and 
for harm, warmth and destruction. The pardes story explores 
the two-edged sword of the mystical encounter.
 Four enter the orchard, but only Akiva escapes unharmed. 
Ben Azzai is so overwhelmed (or as some rabbinic interpreters 
understand it, he is so beloved by God) that he dies. Ben Zoma 
“looked and was stricken.” As the text continues in the Tosefta 
a few pages later it is clear that this means that Ben Zoma went 
mad from the experience.
 The fourth member of the group that entered the orchard 
is called Aher. This is a pejorative nickname—“Aher” means 
“the other”—for Elisha ben Abuya. In the story we are told 
that Aher “cut down the shoots,” a strange metaphor meant 
to indicate that he has become a heretic. This Elisha is one of 
the most fascinating and perplexing characters in rabbinic lit-
erature. He has come to symbolize the ultimate figure of one 
who has left the fold, but as scholars have noted, when Elisha 
appears in the earliest strata of rabbinic writings, he is treated 
as a quotable scholar without any taint of his later negative 
reputation.10
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 Considerable literature is devoted to discussing the history 
of Elisha—how he became a sinner, what the nature of his sin 
was, and how he got the nickname Aher. But the complicated 
interweaving of traditions and the inconsistency in the por-
trayal of Elisha from the earliest texts to the later versions make 
it nearly impossible to disentangle a straightforward narrative 
from these various pieces, never mind finding whatever core of 
a “historical” Elisha may be embedded here.
 Linking the stories of Elisha to the pardes story raises a re-
lated set of issues: Was Elisha already an apostate by the time 
he joined the others in the journey to the orchard? And if so, 
what was he doing with the other three saintly men? He is, of 
course, already called Aher in the pardes story, but perhaps that 
is only because the tale is told retrospectively when Aher’s sin-
fulness is already known. From a literary point of view there is 
a good deal to be said for the interpretation offered by the ver-
sion of the story in the Babylonian Talmud: namely, it is the 
experience that Elisha has in the orchard that leads to his apos-
tasy.11 Of course, we do not know what precisely occurred that 
led him in that direction, but that is not surprising. Neither 
do we know what caused Ben Azzai to die and Ben Zoma to go 
mad. Nonetheless, knowing the terrible consequences for three 
of the participants leads us to the conclusion that something 
extraordinarily powerful happened that day.
 And thus we are led back to the original question that has 
been debated about this narrative for so long: Is the pardes 
story a report of an experience? Scholem used the more elabo-
rate version in the Babylonian Talmud for his discussion of the 
story. That version adds an interesting element that makes the 
event seem quite palpable in its recounting of detail. Right after 
we read that four entered the orchard, the text quotes Rabbi 
Akiva speaking to the other three: “When you draw near the 
stones of pure marble, do not say ‘Water! Water!’ for it is writ-
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ten ‘The speaker of lies shall not be established in my sight’ 
(Psalm 101:7)” (b. Hagigah 14b). In other words, as they are 
about to “enter” the orchard of a mystical vision, Akiva warns 
the others about the tricks that their eyes and mind may play 
on them. And the orchard he describes does not resemble a 
place of trees and flowers, but rather the story references the 
way that the rooms of God’s palace are described in the early 
mystical literature. Be careful, he tells them, do not be fooled 
into thinking that you are looking at water when in reality you 
are seeing the pure marble in God’s own palace. It seems obvi-
ous that the peculiar detail of the stones that look like water is 
part of a test. As Schäfer puts it, Akiva is telling them, “If you 
cannot refrain from exclaiming ‘water, water’—presumably be-
cause you are so frightened by the view of the radiant stones—
you are a ‘liar,’ that is, you do not belong where you are and 
you will be forbidden from seeing God.”12

 The notion that the orchard was the heavenly palace of 
God and was visited by these four eminent figures is one that 
has held a good deal of weight within later Jewish tradition. For 
example, the eleventh-century sage Hai Gaon understood the 
pardes story as “an ecstatic celestial journey.”13 Rashi (eleventh- 
century France), the most influential commentator on the Tal-
mud, states quite baldly that the four who entered the orchard 
“went up to the heavens through use of the divine name.”14 In-
deed, for the later tradition the only debate seems to have been 
about whether the four actually went up to the divine palace or 
only thought they had ascended.15

 Here, we clearly can see the pardes story as yet another 
“hero tale” about Rabbi Akiva, though in this story we see him 
as a different kind of hero from what we’ve seen in the earlier 
stories. Akiva in this tale is a spiritual master, a person capable 
of attaining an insight into God and God’s hidden realm that 
other worthy figures were unable to attain. But why did Akiva 
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succeed while the other three who entered the orchard suffered 
such terrible fates? How did he differ from the rest of them?
 The scholar C. R. A. Morray-Jones may have been the first 
to highlight a detail from the story that is so obvious it is easy 
to overlook: of the four who entered the orchard, only Akiva is 
called by the title “rabbi.” When the Mishnah states that explo-
ration of the Merkavah should be done only by “one who was 
wise and understood it on his own,” the word for “wise” used 
there is hakham, the same word translated as “sage” (equivalent 
to “rabbi”) when used as a noun. Morray-Jones suggests that 
the text is saying that only a rabbi should be exploring these 
mysteries, and of the four who entered the orchard, wise as 
they all may have been, only Akiva was a rabbi.16

 But “ordination” as a rabbi is a murky area in the early 
stages of Judaism, as I’ve already mentioned. More important 
in gaining access to the mystical side of the tradition, it seems 
to me, was having a teacher who properly initiated the student 
into the esoteric domain of the “work of the chariot.” And of 
course we know from these texts that Akiva did have a teacher 
in these matters, Rabbi Joshua, the same teacher who, as we’ve 
seen, was with him from the beginning of his studies, the 
teacher who recognized his brilliance (in a way that Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus did not), and the teacher who had learned the mysti-
cal secrets directly from Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai himself.
 But having the status of rabbi and having a teacher who in-
structed him may not be the only reason for Akiva’s success. In 
a subtle reading, the scholar Alon Goshen-Gottstein points out 
another difference between Akiva and the other three who en-
tered the orchard.17 Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, and Aher all “looked” 
at the garden—but the word “look” does not appear when Akiva 
is described. The text simply says he “went up in peace and 
came down in peace.” Goshen-Gottstein sees the parable that 
immediately follows in our text as explaining the significance of 
the difference around the word “look”:
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To what might this matter be compared? It is like a king’s 
orchard with an upper chamber built above it. What should 
a person do? Look, but let him not feast his eyes upon it.

t. Hagigah 2:5

Goshen-Gottstein suggests that this parable, by its place on the 
page, is intended to explicate the meaning of the “four who 
entered” story. There is an orchard certainly, but there is also 
another structure present, “an upper chamber” that sits above 
the orchard. In other parables in rabbinic literature that use 
this phraseology, Goshen-Gottstein points out, the “upper 
chamber” is often the dwelling place of the king. In meta-
phoric language, in other words, the parable may be alluding to 
a heavenly palace “above” wherein God (the king) resides. The 
problem with the three scholars who failed, according to this 
reading, is that they were distracted by the orchard’s beauty; 
only Akiva aimed at going “above” the orchard to the king’s 
palace.18

 Most readings of the pardes story focus on the experience 
of what happened to the four within the orchard itself. This 
interpretation adds a different possible dimension to how we 
might understand the events. But even if Goshen-Gottstein 
has it right, what we really learn from this interpretation is 
what went wrong for Akiva’s comrades. Whether we view the 
orchard as a distraction, with the upper chamber being the real 
goal (as Goshen-Gottstein would have it), or whether the real 
story is about the orchard itself (as most of the classic Jewish 
commentators saw it), there is no doubt about the success of 
Akiva in attaining some special insight into the divine. And we 
learn an additional element of Akiva’s success a few pages later 
in the Babylonian Talmud’s telling of these events:

Rabbi Akiva went up in peace and came down in peace; and 
of him scripture says: “Draw me after you, let us run! The 
king has brought me into his chambers” (Song of Songs 1:4). 
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And even Rabbi Akiva the ministering angels sought to push 
away; but the Holy One, blessed be He, said to them: “Leave 
this elder alone—for he is worthy to make use of my glory.”

b. Hagigah 15b

 The phrase “to make use of my glory” is confusing to be 
sure. The great contemporary scholar of Jewish mysticism, 
Moshe Idel, explains this as meaning that God announces that 
Akiva “was worthy of the magical use of the divine glory.”19 Idel 
contrasts this with a text from the mystical Hekhalot litera-
ture that has Akiva telling in the first person how the angels 
wished to “destroy” him and how God prevented the angels 
from doing so, saying, “Leave this elder alone—for he is worthy 
to look at my glory.”20 But no matter which version we consider, 
the praise for Akiva in these sources is yet another extraordi-
nary testament to his status within the canon of rabbinic Juda-
ism. “The king has brought me into his chambers,” that is, God 
himself has invited Akiva into the inner reaches of the divine 
mystery.
 The midrashic commentary on the Song of Songs also ex-
plores the question of why Akiva survived the visit to the orchard 
intact while the others did not. Like the Hekhalot texts, it has 
the charming element of Akiva speaking in his own first-person 
voice about the answer:

It is not because I am greater than my colleagues but because 
of the teaching in the Mishnah, “Your deeds will bring you 
near and your deeds will keep you far.” The Talmud con-
cludes, “Of him it is said, ‘The king has brought me into his 
chambers’” (Song of Songs 1:4).

Song of Songs Rabbah 1:27

What does it mean for Akiva to say that he is not “greater” than 
his colleagues when in fact the latter part of the quotation seems 
to indicate that he is greater—that is, his “deeds” (the term usu-
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ally refers to fulfilling God’s commandments) are what brought 
him near to God?
 The most reasonable explanation is probably found in the 
text from the Mishnah that Akiva quotes. There the text is de-
scribing a deathbed scene between two rabbinic figures, a father 
and son. As the father is dying, the son asks him to seek out the 
holy individuals who have passed on to their eternal reward and 
request that they put in a good word for the son in the heavenly 
realm. The father refuses. “Have I done something to displease 
you?” asks the son. No, replies the father, and then says the 
words Akiva quotes: “Your deeds will bring you near and your 
deeds will keep you far” (m. Eduyot “Testimonies” 5:7).
 In other words, it is not on the merit of your father’s status 
but on the merit of your own deeds that you will establish your 
ultimate rewards in the cosmic realm. As we have seen before, 
the issue of Akiva’s lowly origins continues to play a role in his 
ongoing self-understanding. When he talks about not being 
“greater” than his fellows, he means that his ancestry is not 
more distinguished than theirs. But he has attained exemplary 
status through his own meritorious deeds.
 In other early mystical texts we can see a similarly high sta-
tus accorded to Akiva. In the text known as Hekhalot Zutarti, 
Akiva follows Moses’s example and ascends to the divine throne 
room.21 That text presents the pardes story, introducing it as a 
first-person telling in Akiva’s own voice. As Peter Schäfer puts 
it: “It becomes immediately clear why our editors are so keen 
at quoting it here: Rabbi Akiva is their hero, and he was the 
only one who ascended and descended in peace. . . . Whatever 
the original purpose of the four rabbis’ entrance into the pardes 
might have been, for our editors it is obvious that the rabbis 
ascended to the Merkavah, that only Akiva survived this adven-
ture unharmed, and he received there a revelation of the divine 
name.”22

 But Akiva in the eyes of this mystical literature attains 
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something beyond the remarkable accomplishment of learning 
the secret and efficacious name of God. Hekhalot Zutarti shows 
that, as Schäfer puts it, “Akiva goes much farther than any of 
his predecessors. He is the only one who knows that God looks 
like us, like human beings.” This is knowledge gained, Schäfer 
continues, “from the experience of his ascent.”23

 Akiva, in other words, becomes the ultimate model of the 
Jewish mystic—gaining mystical knowledge and power and see-
ing the face of the divine. And one of the powerful holds that 
Akiva comes to have for future generations (and particularly for 
mystics within the Jewish tradition) is the sense that he knew 
God in the deepest and most intimate way. “Within a genera-
tion or two” after Akiva’s death, Goshen-Gottstein writes, “dif-
ferent groups seem to be appropriating him as a hero of mysti-
cal activity.” The general consensus within the early traditions 
of Judaism “on the mystical dimension of Rabbi Akiva’s ac-
tivities is important and early testimony regarding a probable 
spiritual activity of Rabbi Akiva. Thus this document not only 
teaches concerning R. Akiva’s spiritual activities, but also com-
municates how his figure is associated with such activities not 
long after his own time.”24 And even more than that, long after 
the Talmudic Age, Akiva becomes the role model for all those 
down through Jewish history who wish to attain that kind of 
intimate and direct connection to the divine.
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The Last Years

 Rabbinic literature is filled with stories about Akiva. 
There are stories of his travels—in one he survives a shipwreck; 
in others he travels to distant lands, even to Rome. But these 
tales—dealing with the years after he first starts learning Torah 
—do not fit into a coherent and organized narrative of his life. 
What do we know about his family? The love story that I re-
counted in chapter 3, for example, does not yield to an ongoing 
picture of his married life. We did see there that he “made a 
‘City of Gold’ [diadem] for his wife,” perhaps to fulfill his early 
tender desire in the hayloft to give her a “Jerusalem of Gold,” 
but we have no picture of the couple’s ongoing relationship 
during Akiva’s years as a teacher and leader.
 Similarly we know virtually nothing about his children. 
Rabbinic literature recounts a few stories about the death of his 
sons, but these are told only in passing, in the midst of a discus-
sion about other matters.1 Unfortunately, few details are given 
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about their lives. One son known as Rabbi Joshua is identified 
in a passage in the Babylonian Talmud (b. Pesahim “Passover” 
112a) in which Akiva is giving advice to his son, and in a passage 
in the Tosefta (t. Ketubot “Marriage Contracts” 4:7) a case is 
brought concerning the wedding of “Rabbi Joshua the son of 
Rabbi Akiva.” Some traditions assert that Akiva’s student Joshua 
Ben Karha is actually Akiva’s son since in one talmudic source 
Ben Azzai may refer to Akiva as “that bald one” and the name 
“ben Karha” means “son of the bald-headed one.”2 Is R. Joshua 
the same as one of the sons who died? Did only one of his sons 
die? We have no evidence about any of this.
 We are told that he had a daughter who behaved the same 
way as her mother—persuading her future husband, reputed to 
be Ben Azzai, to study Torah before she would marry him. Yet 
Ben Azzai is one of the few rabbinic figures who is said never to 
have married.3 Once again, as we have often seen, it is difficult, 
if not impossible, to find consistency among the many stories 
in rabbinic literature.
 With all these details about Akiva’s “middle years” missing, 
it is fortunate that we find a good deal of literature about the last 
years of his life. Akiva’s death is usually placed within the con-
text of historical events in the early second century CE. To ex-
plore the end of his life we need first turn to the circumstances 
of that time as historical scholarship has uncovered them.
 As I recounted in chapter 1, the disastrous consequences of 
the Great Revolt—the destruction of the Temple and the death, 
enslavement, or exile of large numbers of the Jewish population 
—brought about a traumatic upending of Jewish life and of the 
Temple-oriented religious practices of Judaism in the years fol-
lowing 70 CE.4 What was the response of the Jews going to be? 
Knowing as we do now that 70 CE marked the end of the Tem-
ple for the rest of Jewish history, it is not hard to imagine that 
the Jews of the first and second centuries had the rebuilding of 
the Temple most on their minds. As Martin Goodman puts it, 
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“The Temple had been destroyed, so the task of Jews must be to 
ensure that, as rapidly as possible, it be rebuilt.”5

 Having the hindsight of history, of course, we know a dif-
ferent narrative: with the end of Temple sacrifices, the essence of 
the Judaism that is familiar to us today—obviously transmuted 
and changed over the centuries—came into being. Prayer came 
to be a substitute for the Temple service; although the Torah 
had certainly been the essential document of Judaism before the 
destruction, eventually the study of Torah moved to the center 
of Jewish religious consciousness; atonement was to be gained 
not through animal sacrifices but through acts of kindness and 
charity or through an individual’s personal suffering.6 Perhaps 
the most obvious example is the rabbis’ invention of the now 
familiar ritual of the Passover Seder as a home-based practice 
that takes the place of the Temple-based paschal sacrifice. When 
the Mishnah describes the core components of the Seder, writes 
Baruch Bokser in his classic work on the subject, it is outlining 
a “process which aims at continuity and cannot acknowledge 
the existence of change, but which at the same time is moti-
vated by a desire to express a new meaning.”7

 To Jews today such new structures are very familiar, but it 
took centuries for them to evolve. The Mishnah’s description 
of the Seder, for example, is formulated 150 years after the de-
struction of the Temple, and the Seder evolved considerably 
over time after the Mishnah’s short chapter outlining the rite. 
In the years following 70 CE, however, what seemed most fa-
miliar was that which had been lost: the world of sacrifices and 
the function of the priests who managed these rituals. These 
matters went back to the Bible itself. Following the destruction 
it was only natural that the Jews expected a new Temple would 
be built and that they would return to the practices they knew 
best. After all, it had happened after the destruction of the First 
Temple in 586 BCE with the return from the Babylonian exile, 
beginning around 538 BCE; some twenty years later a Second 
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Temple, modest in scope, was constructed. And during Herod’s 
rule, as we have seen, that Second Temple had been expanded 
and made magnificent.
 Thus even in the ashes of Jerusalem’s destruction Jews 
could imagine that “once the site was sufficiently cleared of 
rubble (a laborious task), the erection of a modest sanctuary 
and altar would be a simple matter. Plenty of priests survived to 
officiate, and presumably some still knew what to do.”8 In other 
places of Roman rule local populations were allowed to rebuild 
their temples when they had been destroyed, so wouldn’t the 
Jews have expected this to take place in Jerusalem as well?
 But it never happened. Not because the Jews stopped 
wanting it, but because of “the refusal of the Roman state to 
permit the Jews to behave like all other religious groups within 
the empire.”9 It seems likely that the Romans were not terribly 
eager to have a rebuilt Temple as the focal point for more Jew-
ish revolutionary activities. From the Romans’ point of view, it 
was just as well to leave the Temple in ashes as a reminder of 
the consequences of revolt.
 Internal politics of the Roman world also played a signifi-
cant role here. The elderly Roman emperor Nerva, who gov-
erned from 96 to 98 CE, might well have permitted the Tem-
ple to be rebuilt. But his was a short-lived reign, and at his 
death, he was succeeded by Trajan, whose father had been one 
of the generals who had fought the Jewish rebels during the 
Great Revolt. Trajan was not about to throw an olive branch to 
the Jews of Palestine.
 With Trajan’s death in 117, Hadrian ascended to the Roman 
Empire’s throne. About a decade after he came to power, 
Hadrian began rebuilding Jerusalem as a city to be called Aelia 
Capitolina10 and constructing a temple for Jupiter on the site of 
the ruined Jewish Temple. This was an act, as the historian Seth 
Schwartz puts it, tantamount to “dancing on the Jews’ collec-
tive grave. He cannot have been unaware of the history of the 
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site.”11 Hence it seems fairly clear that Hadrian’s actions were 
intentional: he wanted to stomp out any hope for future Jewish 
rebellions or even for a modicum of independence from Rome. 
Building Aelia Capitolina was a solution to the problem going 
back to the time of the Great Revolt some sixty years before: 
“Hadrian’s solution was to ensure that Jews could never again 
expect to have a temple on their sacred site in Jerusalem, by 
founding a miniature Rome on the site of the Jews’ holy city.”12

 But such actions did not result in quelling future rebellion. 
Eventually, Hadrian got a full-scale uprising in Judaea (by and 
large the war did not spread beyond the boundaries of Judaea 
into the rest of Eretz Yisrael) that we now call the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt or Bar Kokhba War (132–135 CE). Historians have sug-
gested several causes for the revolt, the most well-known being 
Hadrian’s ban on circumcision. Here once again the evidence 
is unclear. That Hadrian forbade circumcision is not disputed; 
but whether the ban took place before the revolt and indeed 
helped spark the uprising or whether it was put into effect after 
the end of the war as a punishment for the Jews is hard to de-
termine from the historical record.13

 One of the many obscurities about the years following 130 
CE in Judaea is what Hadrian may have had in mind when he 
initiated the idea for Aelia Capitolina and the Temple of Jupi-
ter. It is the mystery of how, as Peter Schäfer writes, “Hadrian, 
the Emperor of peace and renewal, stumbled into such a war so 
devastating that he needed his full military force to crush it.”14 
Perhaps today we should not be so surprised: in the aftermath 
of the wars in Vietnam and Iraq, we know too well the unin-
tended consequences of military plans. Of course there is a ver-
itable list of things that remain unclear about the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt.15 And, most importantly for our purposes here, we can 
add that we do not know with certainty what role, if any, Rabbi 
Akiva played in the episode.
 The name of the leader of the revolt has come down to us 
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as Bar Kokhba, “son of a star.”16 In rabbinic sources he is usu-
ally called Bar Kozba or Bar Koziba, literally meaning “son of 
deception,” indicating that the rabbis viewed the revolt as a ca-
tastrophe, as indeed it was. By contrast, the association with 
“star” speaks of a much loftier view of Bar Kokhba, and this 
view is directly associated with Rabbi Akiva. The Jerusalem 
Talmud reports:

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai taught: “My teacher Akiva, would 
interpret the verse ‘A star [kokhav] rises from Jacob’ (Num-
bers 24:17) to mean Kozba rises from Jacob.”
 When Rabbi Akiva beheld Bar Kozba, he exclaimed: 
“This one is King Messiah!”
 Rabbi Yohanan ben Torta said to him: “Akiva, grass will 
grow between your jaws and the son of David [the Messiah] 
still will not have come!”

y. Ta’anit “Fast Days” 4:8

 Akiva plays off the word kokhav (star) in the biblical verse 
and associates it with the similar-sounding name Kozba. Not 
only that, but Akiva proclaims that Bar Kokhba is the Messiah, 
the extraordinary redemptive figure, descendant of the Davidic 
line, who will restore glory to Israel, or in some views, bring 
about the end of time. But Yohanan ben Torta is not convinced. 
“This man is not the Messiah,” ben Torta tells him. “The Mes-
siah will not be here so quickly. You will long be dead and we 
will still be waiting for the Messiah to arrive.”
 The real name of the leader of the revolt—Shimon ben (or 
bar) Kosibah—was not unearthed until remarkable archeologi-
cal discoveries made in the Judaean desert in the twentieth cen-
tury. This work, first begun in the early 1950s, culminated in 
the discovery of letters from Shimon himself, found in 1960. 
Coins from the period stamped with Shimon’s name proclaim 
him to be “nasi Yisrael,” a term usually translated as the “prince 
of Israel” (perhaps more accurately, “leader of Israel”), an hon-
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orific title dating back to biblical times. Schäfer points out that 
the term nasi is “much less ideologically loaded” than the title 
“king,” a word that Bar Kokhba seems to have intentionally 
avoided. (I will follow convention and continue to use the name 
“Bar Kokhba” that longstanding tradition has willed to us.) 
 Indeed, the only reference to Bar Kokhba as king in rabbinic 
sources is in Akiva’s “King Messiah” exclamation.17

 But what exactly did this leader Bar Kokhba accomplish? 
In fact there is an enormous amount that we do not know about 
him or the revolt. How we read the “Bar Kokhba letters” is also 
a matter of debate and personal preference. One scholar finds 
him to be a “demanding leader and a stickler for detail who 
constantly rebuked his subordinates for failing to fulfill their 
assignments scrupulously.”18 Another observes that “most of the 
orders in Bar Kokhba’s letters are connected with a threat of 
punishment, and this coarse tone can be attributed just as much 
to his character as to his increasingly desperate situation to-
wards the end of the revolt.”19 “Stickler for detail” or “coarse”? 
Much is left to the eye of the beholder. For Akiva, at least in 
that one source from the Jerusalem Talmud, Bar Kokhba is the 
very image of the Messiah. While the general record in rab-
binic sources tends strongly toward the negative regarding Bar 
Kokhba, as I have said, these texts “still recorded tales of his 
heroic feats. Presumably some Jews remembered him as a great 
man but a failure, or an attractive fraud. The same sources 
 recount his blood-soaked last stand near the Judaean village 
Beitar.”20

 Bar Kokhba waged a war against the far superior Roman 
forces for some three years, beginning in the summer of 132 and 
ending by and large with the destruction of Beitar in the sum-
mer of 135. From the Roman side, this was no small military 
campaign. It “apparently numbered over 50,000 Roman sol-
diers. The size of Bar Kokhba’s force remains entirely conjec-
tural. Although certainly smaller than the Roman forces, given 
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the antagonists’ response it must have numbered in the tens of 
thousands.”21

 Thus the revolt was no fringe enterprise of a small group 
of fanatics; Bar Kokhba clearly attracted enough popular sup-
port to engage the world’s greatest army in a lengthy struggle. 
Akiva’s support of Bar Kokhba may have mirrored the popu-
larity that Bar Kokhba seems to have enjoyed among at least a 
significant part of the population. But ultimately the Bar Kokhba 
War was a failure, and rabbinic sources portraying Bar Kokhba 
as a false Messiah certainly reflect the grim facts. As one histo-
rian, commenting on the twentieth-century archeological work, 
sums up the aftermath: “all Judaean villages, without excep-
tion, excavated thus far were razed following the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt. This evidence supports the impression of total regional 
destruction following the war.”22 It is no wonder that rab-
binic texts viewed Bar Kokhba with such disdain. They might 
reasonably have felt that his zeal brought all this destruction 
upon them.
 To gauge Akiva’s possible connection to Bar Kokhba we 
should consider the desire for Jewish independence that Akiva 
may have felt. According to the traditional chronology, Akiva 
lived through the Great Revolt and the destruction of the Tem-
ple in 70 CE. If we take this at its face value for a moment (for 
of course we have no real evidence about the actual dates of 
Akiva’s life), assuming that Akiva was born around the year 50 
CE, we can imagine those early experiences leading to one of 
two polar reactions to the Bar Kokhba Revolt. Akiva might, on 
the one hand, have been so traumatized by the events of 66–70 
CE that he would have wanted to eschew any future uprising 
at any cost. But on the other hand, those recollections of his 
youth may have intensified his desire for independence from 
Rome. The statement attributed to him in which he views Bar 
Kokhba as the Messiah seems to lean in the latter direction.
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 We should also consider carefully what Akiva would have 
meant by the phrase “King Messiah.” Within Jewish tradition 
there are two competing notions of the meaning of the “mes-
sianic age”; both go back at least as far as the Second Temple 
period, and perhaps earlier. Gershom Scholem describes these 
two tendencies about messianism as being a “restorative” vi-
sion on the one hand and a “utopian” vision on the other. The 
restorative view sees the messianic age as “directed to the re-
turn and recreation of a past condition which comes to be felt 
as ideal”; the utopian impulse aims “at a state of things which 
has never yet existed.” The restorative hopes for the “reinstitu-
tion of an ideally conceived Davidic kingdom”; the utopian 
 vision is apocalyptic—nature itself is turned upside down. In 
the utopian view we do not reenter history and create an ideal 
society as in the restorative approach; instead, history itself 
ends: the wicked are punished, the dead are resurrected, Eden 
returns, the “catastrophic” “Day of the Lord” arrives, in which 
“previous history ends and on which the world is shaken to its 
foundations.”23

 Nowadays, when we hear the words “messiah” or “messi-
anic,” we are much more likely to think of the almost magical, 
“beyond history” vision of the term. But for Akiva the notion 
of “the Messiah” as a military and political leader aiming to re-
store an idealized Davidic kingdom was probably just as likely 
to have been in his mind.24

 Perhaps in addition Akiva would have been impressed by 
Bar Kokhba’s connection to what we might call Jewish “reli-
gious” matters—things that may have appealed to Akiva as a 
rabbi. Bar Kokhba’s “religiosity” (and here I am using a mod-
ern term that would not have made much sense to Akiva) is 
also a matter of considerable debate among scholars. Certainly 
we know from the letters found in the desert that Bar Kokhba 
cared that his followers observe the Sabbath. In addition we 
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know from the letters that he ordered the delivery of the “four 
species”—the palm branch (lulav), citron (etrog), myrtle, and 
willows—required to fulfill the observance of the harvest festi-
val of Sukkot. He may have been concerned with proper tith-
ing of agricultural produce—that is, setting aside a part of the 
harvest for priests—though there is some debate about how to 
interpret those letters. But did this make him a follower of “the 
rabbis,” and is that why he may have been attractive to Akiva? 
Peter Schäfer convincingly argues that such a question may 
have it backwards: we should not be “forcibly and anachronisti-
cally imposing on Bar Kokhba and his revolt our pre-conceived 
image of the Rabbis of the first half of the second century CE.”25 
Instead, we should recognize that during this period rabbinic 
Judaism was in its very earliest stages.
 Thus it is hard to gauge how Akiva would have viewed Bar 
Kokhba’s religious inclinations, or even whether he knew about 
them at all. In fact, all of this discussion about Akiva’s connec-
tion to Bar Kokhba assumes that there was a connection be-
tween them—that Akiva either saw or actually met Bar Kokhba, 
that the rabbi supported the revolt or that the tragic end of 
Akiva’s life was related to his support of the war. But nothing in 
the formal historical record confirms these assumptions.
 And so we are left to explore the legends surrounding his 
association with Bar Kokhba and the fate that overtook Akiva 
in his final days. One story about Akiva often viewed as con-
nected to the Bar Kokhba Revolt tells the following tragic tale:

Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of students . . . and 
they all died at the same period of time because they did not 
treat each other with respect. The world remained desolate 
until R. Akiva came to our Masters in the South and taught 
the Torah to them. These were R. Meir, R. Yehudah, R. Yose, 
R. Shimon, and R. Eleazar b. Shammua; and it was they who 
raised up the Torah at that time. A Tanna taught: All [of the 
twelve thousand pairs] died between Passover and Shavuot. 
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R. Hama b. Abba . . . said: “All of them died a terrible death. 
What was it?” R. Nahman said, “Diphtheria.”26

b. Yevamot “Levirate Marriage” 62b

 When in the imagined life of Akiva is this story supposed 
to have taken place, and what is the point that the story is mak-
ing? This tale is often associated with the final years of Akiva’s 
life; indeed, the death of the disciples has often been viewed as 
an encoded description of the possible connection between the 
death of the students and the Bar Kokhba War. Was this an in-
direct way, some have argued, of telling us that Akiva’s students 
fought in the war and died in battle?
 In fact, there is a good deal of internal evidence in the story 
itself—and in other literary texts in rabbinic literature that touch 
upon the same events—to argue against such an interpretation. 
To make sense of this tale let us first consider its structure. It 
has four parts: first we read of the deaths of the disciples and 
the reason for their deaths; second we see the “desolate” state 
of the world following these events and Akiva’s mission to cul-
tivate a group of five students who would bring Torah into the 
world again; third, an unnamed rabbi (a Tanna, that is, an un-
named sage from the early period of rabbinic Judaism) tells us 
when precisely the students died; and fourth, a question is raised 
about the specific cause of death, and R. Nahman answers it.
 The tale, in its details and divorced from any historical 
speculation, seems to have little to do with the Bar Kokhba Re-
volt. Aside from the deaths of such a large—and certainly exag-
gerated—number of people as might occur during war, there is 
no other evidence for drawing any connection with Bar Kokhba. 
In fact it makes more sense to place the story much earlier in 
Akiva’s life, as I will show.
 If the story is not about the Bar Kokhba War, what does 
it mean? Before we explore that question, I should mention one 
point that may explain why this story of the deaths of Akiva’s 
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students may be familiar to some readers. In the third part of 
the story, the unnamed Tanna tells us that the twenty-four 
thousand students died between the festivals of Passover and 
Shavuot. But given the way that the story is constructed, this 
detail appears to be an addition, unrelated to the core of the 
tale; indeed, an earlier text upon which this story is built—a 
midrash from Genesis Rabbah—lacks this piece of information. 
Nonetheless, the story of the deaths of Akiva’s students came to 
have an important association in Jewish religious life. The pe-
riod of time between Passover and Shavuot is known as the 
“Counting of the Omer” in Jewish tradition. (“Omer” refers to 
a measure of grain offered as a sacrifice.) Each day during this 
seven-week period, Jews are enjoined to count down the days 
from the first holiday (Passover) to the next (Shavuot) by recit-
ing a blessing and a liturgical formula for announcing the day 
in the count (as in, “Today is day five of the Omer,” etc.).
 Why the counting? The Torah does not give an explana-
tion, but one that seems reasonable is that Passover commemo-
rates the Israelites being freed from Egyptian bondage; Sha-
vuot is the holiday that marks the giving of the Torah at Mount 
Sinai (Exodus 19–20). In the mythic history of the Jewish peo-
ple, in other words, that period between the two festivals is a 
time of liberation without the safety and control of the Torah’s 
laws. Hence it is a time of anticipation, but also anxiety. Jewish 
tradition, in the spirit of this liminal perhaps even dangerous 
time period, forbids marriages and other celebrations to take 
place during those seven weeks of the Omer count.
 But a different explanation, connected to Akiva, came to be 
associated with this ban on frivolity as well: dating from around 
the ninth century CE, one of the leaders of the Babylonian 
Jewish community, Rav Natronai Gaon, attributed the custom 
of refraining from joy to memorializing the deaths of Akiva’s 
twenty-four thousand students; and ever since, this story and 
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the customs of the “Omer” period have been linked in Jewish 
consciousness.
 How the narrative of the deaths of the disciples evolved in 
rabbinic literature is a complex process, and it has been care-
fully analyzed by the scholar Aaron Amit.27 Amit shows how 
the familiar story from the Babylonian Talmud is based on an 
earlier version of the same events found in the midrashic text 
Genesis Rabbah (a text rooted in Jewish traditions of Palestine 
rather than those of Babylonia):

Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of disciples, and all of 
them died at the same period of time. Why? Because their 
eyes were narrow with one another. Eventually Rabbi Akiva 
raised seven disciples: R. Meir, R. Yehudah, R. Yose, R. Shi-
mon, R. Eleazar b. Shammua, R. Yohanan the Cobbler, and 
R. Eliezer b. Jacob. . . . Rabbi Akiva said: My first sons died 
only because their eyes were narrow with each other in 
Torah. See to it that you do not do as they did. They arose 
and filled all the land of Israel with Torah.

Genesis Rabbah 61:3

 Amit demonstrates how the talmudic passage previously 
cited is a reshaping of this earlier midrashic text in a variety of 
ways. We can see immediately certain additions in the Talmud’s 
version: for example, the Genesis Rabbah text does not specify 
the time to the Omer period, nor does it include a medical rea-
son for the deaths, as in the Talmud’s version. Amit notes that 
neither text refers to Bar Kokhba; indeed, in both versions of 
the tale we see that the story is presented (in one version by 
Akiva himself ) to settle an interpretative debate that immedi-
ately precedes the passages I have quoted. In that debate the 
rabbis are trying to understand the meaning of a biblical verse 
from Ecclesiastes: “Sow your seed in the morning, and do not 
hold back your hand in the evening, since you do not know 
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which is going to succeed, the one or the other, or if both are 
equally good” (11:6). For Akiva the verse is a lesson tinged with 
sadness. If you have made disciples in your youth, he says, be 
sure to continue doing so in your old age, for who is to know 
what will happen to them in the long run? Immediately follow-
ing this is the tale of Akiva’s unfortunate twenty-four thousand 
disciples as an example to prove his case.
 The number of students—twenty-four thousand—may 
have a familiar ring, as we encountered it back in chapter 3 in 
the story of Akiva and his wife and the disciples he raised while 
he was away for twenty-four years. It cannot be an accident 
that the number in our passages from the Babylonian Talmud 
and Genesis Rabbah is “twelve thousand pairs” of students. It 
is in the early stage of Akiva’s career that he amassed his ill-
fated twenty-four thousand students, not at the time of the Bar 
Kokhba Revolt. The connection of the students’ deaths to any 
role Akiva might have had in the revolt once again makes little 
sense. The disciples of his later years are the five (or seven) spe-
cifically named in our passages.
 But the story has a deeper meaning beyond its connection 
to the details of Akiva’s life. The plague that kills the students 
is only the immediate cause of death; the real reason behind the 
cause is that their deaths are a divine punishment for some egre-
gious sin. The early Genesis Rabbah version explains the sin 
as “their eyes were narrow with one another.” Amit shows that 
this is a rabbinic euphemism for stinginess and suggests that 
“stinginess is not a quality that usually describes scholars.”28

 But I am not so convinced: there is a kind of stinginess 
that one may find around scholars—perhaps the text is say-
ing that the students lacked intellectual generosity with one an-
other, that they failed to share their insights and were stingy 
in that sense. At any rate, years after the time of the Genesis 
Rabbah text, the Babylonian Talmud “changed the Palestinian 
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tradition and claimed that the disciples showed disrespect for 
one another, a quality appropriate in this context.”29

 Thus the story before us is another example of what Jeffrey 
Rubenstein calls a “didactic tale”—a story meant to convey a 
lesson.30 If we take this tale not as a piece of supposed historical 
reportage but as a moral parable, we can see it as warning about 
the heavy consequences of a lack of generosity or a lack of re-
spect among scholars. Of course this “punishment” is shock-
ing to modern ears—twenty-four thousand deaths to teach that 
lesson!—but it makes more sense not to take the narrative lit-
erally. The more profound reading is that the “world” suffered 
the consequences—it was left “desolate” until Rabbi Akiva was 
able to reconstitute his disciples and build upon this founda-
tion. The Genesis Rabbah version provides a beautiful detail 
missing from the Talmud’s telling, that is, Akiva’s warning to 
his students—a warning that we must assume he meant for all 
the generations of scholars that came after him: “See to it that 
you do not do as they did.” In other words, he is telling them, 
the way you treat your colleagues in this work has deep conse-
quences. It appears that they were successful, because “they 
arose and filled all the land of Israel with Torah.”
 The story of the deaths of the disciples may not be well-
placed in the context of Akiva’s last years, but there is no short-
age of stories about his final days. Not surprisingly, the story 
of his death has occasioned a considerable amount of scholarly 
research using a variety of methodologies over many years.31

 A recent close and detailed analysis of the textual traditions 
around the story by the scholar Paul Mandel reviews many of 
the complex issues involved in tracing the textual development 
of the story. Just to hint at the complications: the story appears 
in one version in the Jerusalem Talmud (an early text from the 
Land of Israel), another in the standard printed edition of the 
Babylonian Talmud (a later text, obviously from Babylonia), and 
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in still other versions in various manuscripts of the Babylonian 
Talmud that differ from the printed text. I concentrate on the 
most well-known and oft-repeated version of the story—the 
one that appears in the traditional printed edition of the Baby-
lonian Talmud. I then touch briefly on another tradition about 
the narrative.
 The Babylonian Talmud, of course, is structured as a kind 
of vast (and unruly) commentary on the Mishnah, and the fa-
mous tale of the death of Akiva appears there in the context of 
a discussion of an important passage from the Mishnah:

A person is required to bless God for evil just as one blesses 
God for good, as it is written, “And you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all 
your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5).
 “With all your heart”—with both of your impulses, the 
good impulse and the bad impulse.
 “With all your soul”—even if He takes away your soul 
[your life].
 “With all your might”—with all your wealth.

m. Berakhot “Blessings” 9:5

Here the Mishnah is glossing the opening verses of what came 
to be known as the central credo of Judaism, the Shema. The 
words “And you shall love the Lord your God” immediately 
follow the cry in Deuteronomy 6:4 of Shema Yisrael, “Hear O 
Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.” Observant Jews 
recite the Shema liturgically twice a day, in the morning and 
evening prayer services; upon going to sleep; and at a variety of 
other occasions, including, if one is granted the opportunity, at 
the time of one’s death.32

 “With all your heart” is understood to encompass what the 
rabbis viewed as both sides of human beings’ dual nature. The 
“evil impulse” probably misconstrues what they had in mind 



the last years

161

because “evil” not only refers to acting in a malevolent way, but 
also includes competitiveness and sexuality—things that the 
rabbis do not view as essentially “bad”; indeed the rabbis assert 
that without the evil impulse the world could not be sustained 
or developed. A better way of understanding the concepts would 
be to view the “evil impulse” as the id and the “good impulse” 
as the superego of Sigmund Freud. A world of id without super-
ego would be destructive; one with superego but no id would 
be bland and stagnant. One needs to love God, the rabbis are 
saying, with both sides of one’s nature.
 The interpretation in the text of the word “might” is self-
explanatory: one loves God through all one’s financial resources 
—using one’s wealth to do good in the world. It is the passage 
about “all your soul” that is most crucial to our investigation. 
Nefesh, the Hebrew word usually translated as “soul,” is under-
stood to stand for one’s very life. Even if God takes away one’s 
life, one still must love God.
 It is a puzzling passage to be sure. What would it mean to 
proclaim one’s love of God if God took away one’s life? And in 
what way would God be responsible for one’s death? The most 
obvious answer would be that since the rabbis viewed God as 
the source of all experience, any event could be seen as emanat-
ing from God. This is not to say that the rabbis saw no place 
for human agency; indeed, famously in a statement attributed 
to Rabbi Akiva we read the paradoxical lines, “Everything is 
foreseen, but free will is given” (m. Avot “Fathers” 3:18).
 But the story of God’s hand in Akiva’s death, as I will argue, 
may have another side to it as well, beyond a generalized sense 
that God watches over all events.
 First let us look at the story. In the Babylonian Talmud the 
tale begins by laying out the circumstances that led up to his 
tragic end. It begins with Akiva echoing the Mishnah’s com-
mentary on the Shema:33
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Rabbi Akiva said: “With all your soul”—even if He takes 
away your soul.
 Our rabbis taught: Once the evil kingdom issued a de-
cree forbidding the Jews to occupy themselves with Torah. 
Pappus ben Yehudah came and found Rabbi Akiva gather-
ing crowds together in public and occupying himself with 
the Torah. He said to him: “Akiva, aren’t you afraid of the 
 kingdom?”
 Akiva replied: “I will tell you a parable. To what can this 
situation be compared: A fox was once walking alongside of 
a river and saw swarms of fish going from place to place. He 
said to them: ‘From what are you fleeing?’
 “The fish replied: ‘From the nets that people throw to 
catch us.’
 “The fox said to them: ‘Would you like to come up on 
the dry land so that you and I can live together in the same 
way that my ancestors lived with your ancestors?’
 “They replied: ‘Are you really the one that they call the 
cleverest of animals? You’re not clever—you’re a fool! If we 
are afraid in the place in which we live, how much more would 
we be afraid in the place in which we would die!’”
 Akiva continued: “So it is with us. Now we sit and oc-
cupy ourselves with Torah. If this is our situation when we sit 
and occupy ourselves with Torah—of which it is written, 
‘For it is your life and the length of your days’ (Deuteron-
omy 30:20)—how much worse off will we be if we go and 
treat Torah as worthless!”
 It is said: In just a few days afterward, Rabbi Akiva was 
taken and put into prison, and Pappus ben Yehudah was also 
taken and imprisoned next to him.
 Akiva said to him: “Pappus, what brought you here?”
 He replied: “Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, that you have 
been taken for occupying yourself with Torah! Woe to Pap-
pus who has been taken for busying himself with worthless 
things!”

b. Berakhot 61b
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 The “evil kingdom” in this story obviously refers to the 
Roman rule in Eretz Yisrael. The Roman government has is-
sued a ban on Jews “occupying themselves” with Torah, a rab-
binic phrase that generally connotes the teaching and learning 
of Torah and may also include performing the practices of Jew-
ish religious life—the mitzvot. When are these events supposed 
to have occurred? Rabbinic sources, of course, do not con-
form to the niceties of modern historical scholarship, so it is 
not easy to determine the precise time frame intended by this 
story. Did a ban on Torah study precede the Bar Kokhba War, 
or did such a ban come into play only as part of Hadrian’s de-
crees after the war had ended? Most scholars today would agree 
with the statement that the main cause of the Bar Kokhba Re-
volt “was the rebuilding of Jerusalem as a pagan city called 
Aelia Capitolina, with a pagan temple within the city,” and not 
a ban on Jewish religious practices.34 Thus it would seem that 
the story of Akiva’s death, at least within the mythic calendar of 
rabbinic literature, is meant to follow the end of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt, and his execution has nothing to do with his supporting 
the revolt but rather his defying the ban against “occupying one-
self” with Torah.
 Was there an actual historical ban on teaching and study-
ing Torah? Seth Schwartz points out that we see the embellish-
ment of stories about these persecutions in later rabbinic tradi-
tions, including “the prohibition of practicing or even teaching 
Jewish law on pain of death.”35 The ban on circumcision is the 
only one that is confirmed in nonrabbinic—that is, Roman—
sources. But the idea of a ban on Torah has come down to us 
through tradition, and even if the real historical reckoning is 
murky, these stories operate in a context that accepts such a 
proscription.
 Akiva’s decision to teach Torah in public—which clearly 
is meant by his “gathering crowds together”—is perplexing. 
Doesn’t he realize that he thus makes himself vulnerable to 
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punishment? It flies in the face of rabbinic tradition, which 
generally privileges protecting oneself over placing one’s life in 
danger. The Mishnah, for example, states that during a “time of 
danger” (understood to be during these Hadrianic bans) a man 
walking to perform the mitzvah of circumcision should keep 
the circumcision knife hidden from view (m. Shabbat “Sab-
bath” 19:1) so that he does not endanger himself by violating 
the prohibition of circumcision by the Roman government. And 
even more relevant to our case is the recollection of Rabbi Ye-
hudah using the same “time of danger” phrase:

Once during a time of danger we carried a Torah scroll from 
a courtyard onto a roof, from the roof into a courtyard, and 
from the courtyard into an enclosed space in order to read 
from it.

b. Eruvin “Blendings” 91a

 So why does Akiva, in light of these cautions about placing 
oneself in danger, decide to bring down the wrath of the gov-
ernment upon himself by teaching Torah in public? Akiva’s an-
swer to this question is told in the form of a parable—a type of 
literature that is well-represented in rabbinic sources.
 The parable of the fox and fish is one of the most well-
known in rabbinic literature. It is quoted often and retold in 
children’s books and textbooks; nonetheless, its meaning is a 
bit less clear than what appears at first. What does the water 
stand for, who is the fox, who are the fish, and who are the peo-
ple who are casting the nets to catch the fish? The latter “char-
acters”—the fishermen—are rarely discussed, in fact. Daniel 
Boyarin tries to take account of them and in doing so gives us 
an inventive, though perhaps not entirely convincing, reading. 
Viewing the parable in the light of what happens to Akiva and 
Pappus later in the story, Boyarin suggests: “Both the Jewish 
‘fish’ and the Roman ‘fox’ end up being hunted and caught by 
the ‘men.’ The fox, however, now confesses to the fish that he 
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is in worse shape than they, for his death is meaningless, while 
theirs is momentous.”36 But Boyarin’s interpretation doesn’t en-
tirely fit: in the parable the men do not capture the fox; they 
seem interested only in the fish.
 Boyarin seems to understand the fish as the Jews, the fox as 
Pappus, and the fishermen as the Romans. In his view this is 
“a story of contention over martyrdom between Rabbinic and 
Christian Jews. . . . Jews who have abandoned their traditional 
practice by becoming Christians end up in greater danger than 
they were in to start with.”37

 A more conventional interpretation makes a good deal more 
sense to me. The fish are the Jews, the fox stands for the Ro-
mans, and the fishermen? Well, they are just characters in the 
parable with no analogy to the parable’s “solution.” These tales 
are not precise allegories; they are less formal than that. The 
fox is tempting the fish to give up their habitat and join him on 
the land where once their ancestors lived comfortably together. 
The Jews by analogy must resist the temptation of the offer 
made by the Romans: perhaps there was a time that the Jews and 
the Romans lived peacefully together—before the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt; is that what is being alluded to? But the fish are doubly 
in danger: first because the fox may be very pleased to eat the 
fish once they come out of the water (is a parallel to Jewish as-
similation to Roman ways being suggested here?); and second 
because fish cannot live without being in their natural element, 
namely, for Jews, the environment of learning Torah, even if 
there is no Roman fox waiting to gobble them up.
 In “times of danger,” some may choose to go underground; 
but, Akiva’s parable asserts, others need to stand up for an idea, 
indeed for the core idea of rabbinic Judaism: without Torah, 
the Jews might as well not survive. To die for doing something 
meaningful, something important, is considerably different from 
dying for busying oneself, as Pappus did, with “worthless things.” 
It is not accidental that the unnamed author of this story uses the 
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exact same Hebrew root (batal) when Akiva warns that we must 
not treat the Torah as “worthless” and when Pappus confesses 
that his life has been misspent with that which is “worthless.”
 The legend of Pappus and Akiva serves as the introduction 
and backdrop to the story of Akiva’s death. Akiva has been ar-
rested and imprisoned. The classic accounts give us very little 
background to these events. Where was he teaching? Where 
was the prison? Where was the execution? Interestingly, a wide 
variety of writings about the death of Akiva all state without 
hesitation that he was executed in the city of Caesarea. But 
none of the classical sources mentions that location. Louis Fink-
elstein tells us that Akiva was captured and later “transferred to 
a prison in distant Caesarea,” but he gives us no source for this 
information.38 No rabbinic tale gives the location of the prison, 
nor where he was when he was “captured.”
 Caesarea is certainly not a bad guess for the site of his ex-
ecution. From around 6 CE and onward that city was the seat 
of the Roman government in Palestine, and it had an outdoor 
amphitheater of the sort the Romans used for games, gladiato-
rial battles, and executions.39 (Today it is an excavated tourist 
site.) But in fact, the only rabbinic source that connects Akiva’s 
death to Caesarea is a rather late (ca. ninth century CE) text, 
the midrash on Proverbs, where we read almost the opposite 
narrative. In this text Akiva’s loyal aide-de-camp Rabbi Joshua 
HaGarsi is visited by the prophet Elijah, who tells him that 
Akiva has died. Joshua and Elijah go to the prison where Akiva 
had been kept, and there they find the jailor asleep and Akiva 
lying lifeless on his bed. The two men then transport Akiva’s 
body to Caesarea for burial.
 But no matter where the story’s events are set geographi-
cally, the tragic endgame plays itself out. The opening lines 
(“Rabbi Akiva said: ‘With all your soul’—even if He takes 
away your soul”) are exemplified in the second part of the story. 
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Immediately following Pappus’s exclamation about “worthless 
things” the story continues:

At the hour when Rabbi Akiva was taken out for execution, 
it was the time for the recital of the Shema. Thus while they 
were combing his flesh with iron combs, he was accepting 
upon himself the yoke of the kingdom of heaven.
 His students said to him: “Our master, even at this 
point?”
 He said to them: “All my days I have been troubled by 
this verse [and its proper interpretation], ‘with all your 
soul’—even if He takes away your soul. I said: When will I 
have the opportunity of fulfilling this? Now that I have the 
opportunity shall I not fulfill it?”
 [In reciting the Shema] he prolonged saying the final 
word “One” of “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the 
Lord is One” until his soul departed while saying “One.”
 A heavenly voice went forth and proclaimed: “Happy 
are you, Rabbi Akiva, that your soul has departed with the 
word ‘One’!”

b. Berakhot 61b

The judgment of the heavenly voice40 does not end the story, 
however. Akiva may be blessed that his life ended with the 
Oneness of God on his lips, but the ministering angels, watch-
ing this scene from above, cry out to God in consternation, 
“This is Torah and this is its reward!?” How can the great and 
learned Akiva suffer such a terrible end at the hands of these 
wicked men? God answers them by saying that Akiva will have 
eternal life—an answer that is meant to assuage the angels’ dis-
tress. Then for a second time a heavenly voice is heard, pro-
claiming, “Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, that you are invited to 
the life of the world to come” (b. Berakhot 61b).
 Since, as we have seen, classical Jewish tradition establishes 
two times during the day in which the Shema is to be said—
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during the morning and the evening prayers—it appears that 
Akiva’s execution takes place during one of those times, most 
likely early in the morning. His end is a particularly gruesome 
one, as his body is raked by iron combs. The story tells us that 
“he was accepting upon himself the yoke of the kingdom of 
heaven.” This phrase has a specific meaning in classic rabbinic 
literature: in reciting the first section of the Shema, one takes 
upon oneself this “yoke”—meaning that the recitation of the 
Shema is a personal assertion that the only true king is God and 
God alone.41 Akiva is in essence doing two things: he is express-
ing his religious commitment and at the same time rejecting 
the legitimacy of the Roman kingdom for the kingdom of God. 
The political statement goes hand in hand with Akiva’s spiri-
tual vision, and our story subtly reinforces this by using the 
same Hebrew word, malkhut, for the “kingdom” of heaven as it 
does when it describes the “evil kingdom” at the beginning of 
our story. One kingdom stands for all that is right in the world, 
and the other for all that is wicked.
 The most perplexing line in the story is the expression of 
surprise from Akiva’s students: “Our master, even at this point?” 
What are they asking him? The most obvious sense of their 
comment is that they hear him reciting the Shema and cannot 
believe that in the midst of all his suffering he can bring himself 
to say those words. Are they surprised because of the enormous 
act of willpower that the recitation would take given those ter-
rible circumstances? The story as I have translated it comes 
from the standard printed edition of the Talmud, but another, 
related understanding of the students’ question can be seen in 
Paul Mandel’s careful analysis of the manuscript versions of the 
Talmud.42

 In one manuscript tradition the text does not read, as the 
printed edition does, “he was accepting upon himself the yoke 
of the kingdom of heaven,” but rather, “he was concentrating 
his mind in preparation to accept upon himself the kingdom of 
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heaven.” In other words, the students were amazed that under 
these circumstances Akiva was doing more than a rote recitation 
of the words of the Shema; he was in fact applying full inten-
tionality to the act. At that they are astonished.
 One advantage of this version is that it solves a question 
that has often perplexed commentators: How is it possible that 
Akiva interrupts his recitation of the Shema to speak with his 
students when such a break is a clear violation of traditional 
Jewish law that one must say this prayer without interrup-
tion? But no matter which version one subscribes to—the tra-
ditional printed text or the manuscript tradition that Mandel 
calls “Version A”—the main explanation of the students’ ques-
tion remains the same: they are amazed by Akiva’s ability to 
speak those words.
 There is, however, another way that we might read this 
interaction. It is possible that the students are amazed at the 
nature of the religious statement that Akiva is making. Perhaps 
what they are saying is something along these lines: “Rabbi, 
even at this point when you are being tortured to death, how 
is it possible that you can still be proclaiming God’s greatness?” 
In other words, the students may be asking their own version 
of what the angels cry out in the coda to the story: “This is 
Torah and this is its reward!?”
 But if this is indeed the students’ question, Akiva does not 
answer it. Instead, in the moment of death he does what he has 
done his entire career—he gives them an interpretation of Torah. 
Akiva dies, in Michael Fishbane’s lovely phrase, in “exegetical 
ecstasy . . . fulfilling a verse of Scripture.”43

 The Jerusalem Talmud has a different version of these 
events, in all likelihood an earlier one:

Rabbi Akiva was being prosecuted by the evil Turnus Rufus 
when the time came for the recitation of the Shema. Rabbi 
Akiva began to recite the Shema and laughed.
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 Turnus Rufus said to him: “Old man, old man! Are you 
a sorcerer or someone who scoffs at sufferings?”
 Akiva replied: “May you perish! I am neither a sorcerer 
nor one who scoffs at sufferings. But my whole life I have 
recited the verse ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your might’ 
(Deuteronomy 6:5). I have loved Him with all my heart; I 
have loved Him with all my wealth; but I have never been 
tested with fulfilling ‘all my soul.’ And now that ‘all my soul’ 
has arrived for me—as the time for the reciting of the Shema 
has now come—I will not miss the opportunity to do it. For 
this reason do I recite it and laugh.” Akiva did not get to fin-
ish the Shema when his soul departed.44

y. Berakhot 9:5 (also y. Sotah  
“The Suspected Adulteress” 5:7)

 Turnus Rufus, as we saw in chapter 3, is the Hebrew appel-
lation for the historical figure Tinneius Rufus, Roman governor 
of Palestine for a short period around the time of Akiva’s death. 
We see certain elements of the later and more familiar story 
from the Babylonian Talmud in this earlier recounting. But, as 
Mandel emphasizes, as much as this story presents a similar 
reading of the interpretation of the “all my soul” line from 
Deuteronomy, it has a very different focus. Akiva here, accord-
ing to Mandel, turns the “simple act of reciting the Shema into 
political drama: Akiva’s amusement and joy at being able to per-
form this act at the very moment that he is being tried becomes 
a weapon against the ruthless governor.”45 But what is missing 
from this version and what the Babylonian Talmud adds to the 
tale is the interaction with Akiva’s students. In adding this, the 
Babylonian Talmud creates the enduring image for all time of 
Akiva as “the teacher par excellence, practicing now, at the cul-
mination of his life, what he has preached to his students ‘all his 
days.’”46

 What is Akiva teaching them? First, he exemplifies by his 
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actions that the requirement to say the Shema at its proper 
time is incumbent on everyone, no matter the circumstances; 
second, he teaches that the interpretation of the Shema’s phrase 
“with all your soul” does mean you are required to bless God 
even if your very life is taken; and finally he shows that to love 
God means “to bless God for evil just as one blesses God for 
good,” as we saw in the original discussion in the Mishnah with 
which we began this story.
 I have said that the issue of God’s role in the death of Akiva 
goes beyond the simple theological position that God is re-
sponsible for all the events of the world. It also means that 
Akiva dies because he is intent on teaching God’s Torah to Is-
rael and in breaking the Romans’ ban. Thus it is his intense 
connection to God that is at least partially responsible for the 
terrible end that he meets. This is perhaps what lies behind the 
angels’ lament—where is the justice when a man suffers and 
dies precisely because he is fulfilling what God has asked of 
him? It is the problem of “theodicy”—where is God’s justice in 
an unjust and evil world? In this case, the angels get an answer: 
“Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, that you are invited to the life of 
the world to come.”
 To modern ears this may not seem like a satisfactory an-
swer, but it is the classic religious response to the theodicy 
problem, and for the rabbis it must have offered some comfort. 
Their assurance about an afterlife, “a world to come” in some 
form or another, was part of their worldview.
 But Akiva’s afterlife was guaranteed in more tangible ways 
in “this world.” The death of Akiva became the prime model 
for later Jewish martyrs: to die with the Shema on their lips, to 
fulfill the deeper meaning of the Shema’s phrase “with all your 
soul”—these became the markers, in Michael Fishbane’s words, 
“held before the masses in this exhortation to die for the sanc-
tification of God.”47 Nowhere is this more pronounced or influ-
ential than in the late Byzantine “Midrash of the Ten Martyrs” 
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(probably dating from the sixth or seventh century CE), which 
is more commonly known in a poetic version from its place in 
the traditional Yom Kippur liturgy. This text, usually called by 
its opening words “Eleh Ezkerah” (These I remember), tells the 
legend of ten sages who are slaughtered during the Hadrianic 
persecutions.48 As Fishbane continues, “Although Akiva is but 
one saint among many, his heroic death decisively influenced 
the portrayal of others,” even down to the “promise of an eternal 
reward in heaven.”49 Akiva was the ultimate example of Jewish 
self-sacrifice, and his “afterlife” lived on throughout the mil-
lennia in the memory of his people.
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The Afterlife of Akiva

 To die saying the Shema, to fight against attempts to abro-
gate the study of Torah, to fulfill your mission as teacher even 
at the point of death—these are legacies handed down through 
the powerful narrative of Akiva’s last moments. But Akiva’s 
 afterlife—that is, his place in the consciousness of the Jewish 
people—goes beyond his tragic death. He has lived on as the 
hero figure of rabbinic Judaism in many ways.
 To begin with, we have his teachings, or, to be more pre-
cise, we have the teachings attributed to him in our classic texts. 
Akiva’s name appears more than a thousand times in the Baby-
lonian Talmud alone. Of course we cannot with confidence say 
that every statement made in Rabbi Akiva’s name was really 
spoken by him. The teachings of rabbis from the Tannaitic 
 period (that is, early traditions) are often quoted in later sources 
such as the Babylonian Talmud, which was edited some three 
hundred to four hundred years after the Mishnah. Richard Kal-

epilogue
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min has put it well: “During the course of transmission many 
of these statements were altered, emended, and completed in 
subtle or not so subtle ways, such that a statement’s attribution 
to a Tannaitic Rabbi cannot be accepted at face value. How 
much, if anything, of the statement is Tannaitic? Has it been 
doctored by later generations? Is it an invention by later gen-
erations based on false assumptions about attitudes in a much 
earlier time?”1 And I suspect that as Akiva’s fame grew in the 
generations after his death, his name became associated with 
comments simply because of his great prestige. But later Jewish 
history has offered a judgment on the Akivan legacy no mat-
ter what the “real” Akiva may or may not have said: these are 
teachings that endure across the ages as being his.
 Probably no statement attributed to Akiva is more well-
known and more associated with him than this one: of the 
verse “love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18), Rabbi 
Akiva said, “This is the great principle of the Torah.” It has 
even made it into a popular Hebrew song, “Rabbi Akiva Said.” 
The utterance is usually quoted as a stand-alone statement, 
but as it appears in rabbinic literature, it is actually part of a de-
bate between Akiva and Ben Azzai. The full discussion appears 
like this:

“Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18)
 Rabbi Akiva said: This is the great principle of the Torah.
 Ben Azzai said: “This is the record of Adam’s line” 
(Genesis 5:1)—This principle is even greater than that.

y. Nedarim “Vows” 9:4 (also in Sifra on Leviticus 19:18)

This discussion, appearing in parallel versions in two early texts 
—the Jerusalem Talmud and the midrash on Leviticus called 
Sifra—is a debate about defining the most important tenet in 
the Torah.
 Akiva’s statement is clear: the most important thing that 
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the Torah teaches is to “love your neighbor as yourself.” But 
what is Ben Azzai trying to say with his odd quotation from 
Genesis? As is often the case in these texts, it is worthwhile to 
look at the whole biblical context of the quoted verses. What 
Ben Azzai is really after is the way that the verse continues: 
“This is the record of Adam’s line—When God created man, 
He made him in the likeness of God; male and female He 
 created them” (Genesis 5:1–2).
 For Ben Azzai the important point is that all human beings 
are created in God’s image, and therefore no one person is 
 superior to another; for Akiva the key principle in the Torah is 
the requirement to love one’s fellow human beings. Both sides 
of the argument have merit. There is something appealing 
about Akiva’s elevation of the emotion of love, and at the same 
time there is something comforting in Ben Azzai’s concept of 
a just society. What is interesting and somewhat surprising is 
that this is one of the rare rabbinic debates in which Akiva 
 appears to be bested, or at least Ben Azzai has the last word. 
One suspects that this troubled some authorities because of 
the strength of Akiva’s reputation. When the same debate is 
reported in another midrash, it comes out differently:

Ben Azzai said: “This is the record of Adam’s line” (Genesis 
5:1)—This is the great principle of the Torah.
 Rabbi Akiva said: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Le-
viticus 19:18)—This is the great principle of the Torah!

Genesis Rabbah 24:7

The midrash here seems to be working on making sure that 
Akiva gets the winning comment, but it is hardly necessary. Even 
though Ben Azzai might be seen as the winner of the debate in 
the Jerusalem Talmud and the Sifra, it is the Akivan ideal of 
loving one’s fellow human beings that has come down to us as 
the remembered essential principle of the rabbis.
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 The debate about the “great principle” of Torah—meaning 
in the rabbis’ terms a dispute about the core commitment of 
Judaism—might be said to have a companion piece in another 
discussion about a fundamental element in the rabbinic world-
view. The rabbis were taken up by the two deepest matters of 
Jewish religious life: study of Torah on the one hand and the 
“practice” of Judaism—performing the various commandments 
outlined in the Torah (and in the rabbinic interpretation of 
Torah)—on the other. Here too Akiva has a major role:

It once happened that Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were 
gathered together in the upper story of Nitza’s house in Lod, 
when this question was raised before them: Which is greater, 
study or practice?
 Rabbi Tarfon answered: Practice is greater.
 Rabbi Akiva answered: Study is greater.
 Then they all answered: Study is greater for it leads to 
practice.

b. Kiddushin “Betrothal” 40b2

 We don’t have any information about who Nitza was, though 
his “upper story” meeting room is mentioned in another tal-
mudic tractate.3 Nitza, we can assume, was wealthy enough to 
have a house with an upper story and devout enough to let his 
house be used for rabbinic meetings and discussions.
 The Hebrew word translated as “gathered together” 
(m’subin) also has the meaning of “reclining.” It is in this sense 
that it appears in the famous “Four Questions” of the Passover 
Haggadah to explain that the meal should be eaten while “re-
clining,” not “sitting.” Indeed m’subin is the term also used 
when the Haggadah describes the story of Akiva and his four 
colleagues recounting the story of the Exodus throughout the 
night, which is understood to be a model of the intense conver-
sation appropriate to the Seder. Early rabbinic literature often 
uses the word m’subin to describe people gathered for a formal 
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meal—a “reclining meal” we might say—so perhaps that is what 
is going on in Nitza’s attic room: a dinner conversation that 
turns into a debate.4

 The stakes are high in this dispute because it asks whether 
Judaism is to be a religion fundamentally about the life of the 
mind or the life of action. Theory or practice? Thinking or 
deeds? For the rabbis these were matters of great moment.
 In the debate reported in the Talmud, neither Rabbi Tar-
fon nor Rabbi Akiva gives an explanation for his position. The 
views are stated starkly. The debate ends with “they all an-
swered,” whereby the text seems to be saying that it was not 
just the “elders” who were adjudicating the debate but that 
Rabbi Tarfon and Rabbi Akiva also joined in with the conclu-
sion. So is this a debate that Akiva has “won”? On the surface it 
does appear so—between study and deeds, study is said to be 
more important, which was Akiva’s position. But the answer is 
more complicated because a new element has been introduced 
into the conclusion. A reason is given for the concluding view: 
“Study is greater for it leads to practice.” The conclusion there-
fore is paradoxical. Study is greater, true; but it is greater be-
cause it leads to practice. In other words, Rabbi Tarfon’s posi-
tion is confirmed after all. If study is important because it leads 
to practice, then must we not say that practice is greater than 
study?
 I think the real point here is that “all” of them found a way 
to agree. Akiva could hold the “study” point of view since it 
is given precedence, but Tarfon can feel that he is vindicated 
because “practice” is seen to be the purpose of study. What 
endures from this meeting at Nitza’s home is a fundamental 
tension within Judaism that has played itself out throughout 
the generations in a variety of ways. Is study meant to be in-
strumental—aimed at teaching people the proper way to act—
as is suggested by the conclusion of our text? Or is study fulfill-
ing some other purpose, even beyond intellectual engagement? 
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This debate, begun in Akiva’s time, has endured throughout 
the ages.5

 Investigating voluminous teachings on various topics at-
tributed to Akiva presents significant methodological issues re-
lated to attribution and the transmission of traditions. I have 
highlighted only two rather central matters deeply associated 
with him in the texts we have just considered. But I would be 
remiss if I left the impression that Akiva was solely concerned 
with questions like those we have explored in the texts above, 
as important as those matters may be. There is another side to 
Akiva, one that we saw in the story of his ascent in the orchard 
(chapter 6). This is the Akiva who has been a hero for Jewish 
mystics throughout history,6 the Akiva who was intoxicated by 
the divine, who loved God so much that he went to his death 
proclaiming that love through saying the Shema—“even if He 
takes your life.”
 Akiva’s passion, the eros of his connection to God, is re-
flected in a famous comment attributed to him about the ca-
nonical status of the Song of Songs (called in the Christian 
Bible the Song of Solomon). Was this book of sufficient piety 
to be included in the Bible? The Song of Songs presented a se-
rious challenge, as it reads like a collection of starkly erotic love 
poems with no spiritual content at all. What place would such 
an obviously secular book have in the Bible?
 In the Mishnah a number of rabbis are disputing the status 
of Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs—Rabbi Judah the Patri-
arch, Rabbi Yose the Galilean, and Rabbi Shimon ben Azzai are 
all weighing in. Do these two books, they ask, have sacred sta-
tus?7 Regarding the Song of Songs Akiva makes an impassioned 
argument, bringing the discussion to a close:

Heaven forbid. No person in Israel ever disputed the holi-
ness of the Song of Songs! For all the ages are not equal to 
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the day when Song of Songs was given to Israel.8 For all the 
Writings are sacred but the Song of Songs is the holy of 
holies—and if there was any dispute, it was only about Ec-
clesiastes.

m. Yadaim “Hands” 3:5

 How the Bible came to be “the Bible” as we know it today—
the process known as the canonization of the Bible—is not a 
simple question. Scholarship today no longer accepts the image 
of a group of early rabbis gathered together for a few weeks at 
Rabban Gamaliel’s academy in Yavneh and voting up or down 
on the various books for inclusion or exclusion. Unfortunately 
for all of us wishing for such a neat, clean story, it appears that 
the process was a good deal more complex than that, and many 
of the details are simply unknown.9

 The report of the debate in rabbinic sources—even though 
it may not reflect the exact particularities of the canonization 
process—gives us an insight into Akiva’s thinking about this 
biblical work. For Akiva, the Song of Songs is nothing less than 
an extended metaphor—not of the love between two human be-
ings, as it seems on the surface, but of the eternal love of God 
and Israel. Michael Fishbane points out that for Akiva, the Song 
of Songs “not only bespoke the covenant relationship between 
Israel and God, it also depicted God in terms even bolder than 
those reported by the prophet Ezekiel in his vision of the divine 
chariot. If some of R. Akiva’s colleagues had doubts as to the 
Song’s sacred nature, he himself had none. In his view it truly 
was the holy of holies.”10 An even bolder statement of the im-
portance of the Song of Songs is attributed to Akiva in a late 
(tenth-century) midrash called Aggadat Shir Ha-Shirim: “Had 
the Torah not been given, it would have been possible to con-
duct the world on the basis of the Song of Songs alone.”11 Akiva’s 
association with the Song of Songs, then, is deeply embedded 
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within Jewish tradition, highlighting the emphasis that he placed 
on love as a central value.

 The legacy of Akiva encompasses not only his specific 
teachings; perhaps even more influential was his vision of the 
nature of interpretation, a view that helped define the center of 
Judaism in general and Jewish learning in particular from his 
time forward. In other words, it was not only the message (or 
messages) that he communicated through his teachings but the 
method he brought to the enterprise that defined how future 
generations viewed him.
 In Avot de Rabbi Natan there is a passage in which Rabbi 
Judah the Patriarch reflects on the qualities of some of the rab-
bis who preceded him by one or two generations. Of Akiva he 
said, “He was like a well-stocked storehouse.” He continued:

What was Rabbi Akiva like? A worker who took his basket 
and went outside. When he found wheat, he put it in the 
basket. When he found barley, he put it in. Spelt—he put it 
in. Beans—he put them in. Lentils—he put them in. When 
he came home he sorted out the wheat by itself, the barley 
by itself, the spelt by itself, the beans by themselves, and the 
lentils by themselves. This is what Rabbi Akiva did; he made 
the entire Torah into rings upon rings.

Avot de Rabbi Natan, Version A, chapter 18

It is important to remember that tradition understands Rabbi 
Judah to be the person who put together the Mishnah, the fun-
damental text of rabbinic Judaism. In doing so he organized the 
teachings of the first 150 to 200 years of the culture of the sages. 
Yet in this text Judah pays tribute to what Akiva did almost a 
century before the Mishnah. Akiva, like the worker in the par-
able, came across disorganized, scattered materials—the “food,” 
we might say, that was Torah. He gathered these materials to-
gether, but he did more than that: he also sorted them; he took 
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them out of the basket in which they were all jumbled together 
and figured out a scheme of organization, making “the entire 
Torah into rings upon rings.”
 In Rabbi Judah’s mind, it appears that there already was a 
kind of “proto-Mishnah” before the Mishnah came into exis-
tence. Judah is paying an enormous compliment to Akiva here. 
He is close to saying, “What I did, you had already done”—
or at least you had already begun. Is this perception true his-
torically? No one has ever discovered the “Mishnah of Rabbi 
Akiva,” but as one scholar has put it, Akiva’s “importance for 
the development of the Mishnah tradition is undoubted.”12 
Akiva may be “the father” of our Mishnah, but the particular 
literary form of the Mishnah, as it has come down to us today, 
cannot be directly attributed to him. Of one thing there is no 
dispute: in the eyes of tradition, Akiva was the essential figure 
that allowed the Mishnah we know to come into existence in 
Rabbi Judah’s time.
 But I think this text is actually saying something more as 
well. The Hebrew word m’varar that I translated as “sorted” 
has another, more primary, meaning as well, and in that mean-
ing we have an additional clue to the interpretation of this 
 passage. M’varer, from the Hebrew root b-r-r, fundamentally 
means “to make things clear,” usually in the intellectual sense 
of proving or interpreting something. The physical act of sort-
ing a basket of items mixed together is one way of making 
things clear, but what this text means to suggest, I believe, is 
that Akiva did more than place various laws and practices into 
neat categories—as might be assumed from the metaphor of the 
worker with the produce. Akiva clarified the Judaism that had 
come down to him. He interpreted it, made sense of it, and 
perhaps most importantly from Rabbi Judah’s perspective, he 
passed that on to Judah and to future generations.
 More than an organizer of traditions, Akiva was an inter-
preter of traditions, and his mode of interpretation set the tone 
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for the approach to reading Jewish texts that influenced all of 
later Jewish religious history. His view was wide-ranging and 
expansive. It was sometimes outlandish (as in his midrash from 
the Passover Haggadah about the number of plagues that af-
fected the Egyptians at the time of the Exodus) but filled with 
imagination.
 It was not the only way that the story could have gone; 
there were other approaches to the study of Torah, but it was 
Akiva’s that ended up enduring. Looking at the differences in 
the interpretive practices of the early rabbis led the nineteenth-
century German Jewish scholar Rabbi David Zvi Hoffmann 
to suggest that this literature emanated from two different 
“schools”: the school of Rabbi Yishmael and the school of Rabbi 
Akiva. According to this view, Yishmael and Akiva, who are 
often described as taking opposing points of view in rabbinic 
debates, passed on to their students two contrasting modes of 
thought, terminology, and interpretive strategies. Certain mid-
rashic texts were seen as products of the school of Akiva, others 
of the school of Yishmael.13

 Since Hoffmann first suggested the theory of two schools, 
scholars have debated a series of questions: Are there in fact 
two schools? If so, how do they differ? Are the interpretative 
styles as distinctive as one might think by their being catego-
ried as two “schools”? Or are the two approaches more alike 
than different? And were these two schools truly related to the 
actual historical figures of Akiva and Yishmael? Some scholars, 
for example, have accepted the notion of there being two schools 
but have suggested dropping the nomenclature of “Akivan” or 
“Yishmaelan” to describe them since it is hard to claim on his-
torical evidence that the two rabbis really initiated two distinc-
tive schools—although it is clear that there are two different 
interpretative approaches at play in the rabbinic sources. Still, 
the terminology associating these traditions with these two early 
rabbis has pretty much stuck,14 which is to say, most scholars 



epilogue

183

continue to use the terms that Hoffmann first introduced de-
spite whether Akiva and Yishmael were in fact responsible for 
these ongoing traditions.
 Most of the writing about the “two schools” is of a highly 
technical nature focused in particular on two matters: the his-
torical editing and evolution of the works in question, and the 
interpretative techniques used within the midrashic texts (the 
“hermeneutics,” to use the scholars’ favored term).15 But for 
our purposes here, how might we look at the ways that these 
traditions shed light on our portrait of Akiva?
 This was a question of great interest, I suspect, when Abra-
ham Joshua Heschel, one of the key Jewish theologians of the 
twentieth century, wrote a massive work laying out what he 
saw as the two competing traditions of Akiva and Yishmael.16 
Some academic scholars criticized Heschel’s work for failing to 
distinguish between early and later sources and for taking at 
face value some of the historical claims emanating from tradi-
tional texts. But these criticisms seem to miss the main point of 
Heschel’s work. As Gordon Tucker puts it, Heschel may have 
“set out here to establish his bona fides as an aficionado of Rab-
binic literature, but he certainly does not set out to do meticu-
lous history.” Rather, Heschel was interested in seeing Akiva 
and Yishmael as “eternal paradigms of religious thought that 
sometimes war with one another, sometimes complement one 
another, and always challenge and refine one another.”17 The 
Akiva that Heschel describes is one version of the “legacy Akiva” 
that comes down to us.
 For Heschel, the contrast between Akiva and Yishmael is a 
contrast of theologies and a consequent divergence of methods 
in interpreting the Torah. Akiva, as Heschel portrays him, is al-
ways looking for the hidden meanings in Torah; Yishmael seeks 
to focus on the less dramatic, “plainer” sense of the biblical text 
being discussed.18

 In many ways Heschel’s book is an attempt to rehabilitate 
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the image of Rabbi Yishmael, to argue that—as he was devoted 
to “cool analysis” with “no concern for hidden things”—he had 
lost out to Akiva’s pursuit of the mysteries of Torah. Akiva is the 
glamorous and exciting figure in Heschel’s view. “In the end,” 
writes Heschel, “it was the approach of Rabbi Akiva that con-
quered the hearts of Israel and was absorbed into its heritage. 
It is so woven and intermeshed in the lexicon of Jewish thought 
that one hardly perceives it as a distinct force.”19

 There is no doubt that Heschel’s binary categorization of 
the two rabbinic figures overstates the case to make the con-
trast. But in the arena of understanding the interpretative meth-
ods of the two schools, Heschel is not so far from views that we 
can find in contemporary scholarship. In his meticulous analy-
sis of the two schools, Menahem Kahana concludes that indeed, 
“Yishmael’s midrash is generally more moderate than R. Akiva’s, 
and his expositions are also less distant from the simple mean-
ing of the verse.” He objects to Heschel’s characterization of 
Yishmael as “a rationalist who vigorously opposed esoteric ex-
positions of the Torah and matters that cannot be attained by 
the intellect.” But Kahana goes on to talk about Akiva’s “far-
reaching way of expounding” while Yishmael “opposed the 
minute exposition of biblical verses practiced by R. Akiva.”20 
Contemporary scholarship, then, would chart these differ-
ences as significant though considerably less pronounced than 
 Heschel’s presentation.
 The single most dramatic example of the rabbis’ own un-
derstanding of Rabbi Akiva’s interpretative radicalism can be 
found in one of the greatest of all Akiva stories:

Rav Judah said in the name of Rav, When Moses ascended 
on high to receive the Torah, he found the Holy One, blessed 
be He, sitting and attaching little crowns to the letters. Moses 
said to him: “Master of the Universe, what is holding you 
back [from giving the Torah]?”
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 God answered, “There will be a man in the future, at 
the end of a number of generations, and Akiva ben Joseph is 
his name. He will interpret heaps and heaps of laws from just 
the tips of these crowns.”
 Moses said, “Master of the Universe, show him to me!”
 God replied, “Turn around!”
 Moses went and sat down in the back, behind eight rows 
[of students]. But he did not understand what they were say-
ing and he was distressed. When they came upon a certain 
matter, the students asked Rabbi Akiva: “Master, from where 
do you know this?” and he said to them, “It is a law given to 
Moses at Sinai,” and Moses was comforted.
 Moses returned and came before the Holy One, blessed 
be He, and said, “Master of the Universe, you have a man like 
that and you’re giving the Torah through me!” God replied, 
“Quiet! This is what I have decided.”

b. Menahot “Meal Offerings” 29b

 Moses has gone up onto Mount Sinai to receive the Torah 
and finds God working, as it were, on the finishing touches of 
the document. In the traditional calligraphy of a Torah scroll, 
eight different letters in the Hebrew alphabet have special or-
namentations, here called “crowns.” Instead of moving forward 
with giving the Torah, God is waiting until he finishes this cal-
ligraphic work. Moses is astonished. The entire revelation of 
Torah is being delayed because of this small matter!
 But God has a response. This, God says, is not a mere af-
fectation or aesthetic nicety. In the future a man named Akiva 
ben Joseph (one of the rare times in rabbinic literature that 
Akiva’s full name is used) will come along who will be able to 
use these little crowns to interpret “heaps and heaps” of laws. 
Moses is amazed and longs to see this extraordinary person. 
God accommodates his request by putting Moses into a kind of 
time machine to the future. All of a sudden Moses is sitting in 
the back of Akiva’s classroom. It is a stunning narrative move, 
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surprising to find in a talmudic text. But the time travel ele-
ment is clearly intentional; the Talmud scholar Jeffrey Ruben-
stein points out that the phrase “Turn around” could also be 
translated “Turn to the future.”21

 Sitting in that class, Moses is distressed. He understands 
nothing that is being said. This is a remarkable story in many 
ways—the time travel, the pairing of Moses and Akiva, the role 
of God—but nothing is quite as extraordinary as the moment 
when Moses becomes depressed by his inability to understand 
the discussion. It is only when Akiva cites Moses’s authority 
that Moses is able to revive himself. Not only is Akiva assert-
ing the importance of Moses, but it is no accident that the text 
has him use the traditional phrase “a law given to Moses at 
Sinai”—at the exact moment in the midrash when Moses is 
standing on Sinai about to receive the Torah.
 What does it mean that Moses cannot understand the fu-
ture debates surrounding the very Torah that he is about to 
receive from God? Moses is so distressed that he wants God 
to give the Torah through Akiva, not through him. But God 
will not relent, nor will God explain the reasoning behind that 
 decision: “Shut up,” God essentially tells him, “I’ve made my 
decision.”
 One of the most extraordinary things about this story is 
that the rabbis who composed it show how well aware they 
were of the necessary evolution of Torah interpretation over 
time. Even Moses—the greatest of all the prophets, the person 
closest to God’s revelation—even Moses will not be able to 
understand the way that Torah interpretation grows over time. 
Rubenstein, in his close reading of the story, puts it well. The 
storytellers here are trying to deal with “the gap between the 
original revelation on Mount Sinai and the contemporary Torah 
of the rabbis of the Talmudic period. The storytellers are keenly 
aware that Torah has expanded and developed as each Rabbinic 
generation has added interpretations, legal pronouncements 
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and explanations to the corpus of tradition. . . . How can a tra-
dition be part of Torat Moshe, the ‘Torah of Moses,’ and at the 
same time be attributed to later sages?” According to Ruben-
stein, the storytellers’ solution, the concept that comforts Moses 
in his depression, is “that the expanded and developed Torah 
of the Rabbinic era somehow inheres in the original Torah re-
vealed to Moses.”22

 The true heroic figure in the story is Akiva. It is Akiva 
whose imagination sets the tone for the future development of 
Torah. Perhaps the reason that God does not answer Moses’s 
question is to protect Moses from the knowledge that the 
Torah that Moses delivered to Israel, the Torah that was at the 
heart of his life’s work, will eventually change, will become un-
recognizable even to Moses.
 Interestingly there is no text in the rabbinic corpus in which 
Akiva (or anyone else) uses the crowns on the letters to inter-
pret “heaps and heaps” of anything. It is a literary flourish, a 
hyperbole aimed at making the larger point about Akiva’s sta-
tus. The story, in the words of Azzan Yadin-Israel, brings to-
gether two themes:

the inherently mysterious Torah; and the gifted interpreter 
capable of uncovering its secrets. The mysteries of the Torah 
are, the narrative informs us, located in the crowns of the 
letters. These graphic flourishes are not part of the language 
of the Torah, and their interpretation indicates that Rabbi 
Akiva is able to derive meaning even from non-semantic as-
pects of the text. They are in other words, oracular markers 
that are . . . meaningless to all but “an interpreter gifted with 
divine insight.” Clearly, Rabbi Akiva is this interpreter, the 
reader for whom the Torah is intended; he is—ontologically 
—the reader of Torah, since God composed the work with 
Rabbi Akiva in mind.23

 As remarkable as this story is up to this point, its conclu-
sion is almost as extraordinary:
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Moses said to God: “Master of the Universe, you have shown 
me his Torah, now show me his reward.”
 God said: “Turn around,” and Moses turned around and 
saw them weighing out Akiva’s flesh in the marketplace.
 “Master of the Universe,” Moses said, “this is Torah and 
this is the reward!?”
 God replied: “Quiet! This is what I have decided.”

b. Menahot 29b

Moses asks God a question once again, and once again God 
does not answer. But here the question is a good deal darker. 
Moses has received another glimpse into the future and has 
been brought to the execution of Akiva. We are given a grue-
some detail that did not appear in the other stories of Akiva’s 
death: the flesh that the iron combs had ripped from Akiva’s 
body is now being sold in the market. The question that Moses 
asks is precisely the same question the angels asked in the Bab-
ylonian Talmud’s version of Akiva’s death: “This is Torah and 
this is its reward!?”
 There, God gave a different answer: Akiva is invited into 
the “world to come.” He is promised an afterlife as compensa-
tion. But here, there is no recompense. It is a stark “Quiet!” 
from God—a response that feels particularly resonant for us 
today: there is no answer to the suffering of the righteous, and 
the promise of the world to come offers small comfort. This 
text seems to be saying that even for the greatest of rabbinic 
heroes the mystery of death and suffering is somehow beyond 
human comprehension, locked in the mind of God and inac-
cessible to any of us.

 What, in the end, can we say about Rabbi Akiva? Through-
out this book I have tried to keep in mind the words of the 
novelist Margaret Atwood in the epigraph: “There’s the story, 
then there’s the real story, then there’s the story of how the 
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story came to be told. Then there’s what you leave out of the 
story. Which is part of the story too.”24 Akiva’s story is told in 
rabbinic literature through a variety of sources and in a variety 
of ways. Yet the fact that the traditions handed down to us have 
been shaped by the anonymous editors who lived after Akiva’s 
time—well after his time in most cases—does not diminish the 
story. It only means that we can never know the “real” story, 
just as surely as we can never know where Akiva is buried.
 I have tried to tell Akiva’s story along with at least some of 
what we know about “how the story came to be told.” What we 
have received from our sources surely is only part, perhaps even 
a small part, of all the stories that once upon a time were told 
about this hero. What was left out, we cannot know, but that 
too is part of the biography and part of the mystery of his life.
 As in any story of a remarkable individual, we find in Akiva’s 
life complexities and even some contradictions. Yet some things 
stand out clearly. First, his sheer intellectual brilliance. This 
is a theme in both of the origin stories—whether Akiva is the 
father beginning to learn the aleph-bet alongside his son and 
going on to master the entire corpus of texts and “uproot” his 
masters; or whether he is the young impoverished shepherd 
following his wife’s advice to go learn Torah. We see his peers 
astonished by his abilities, and perhaps a bit envious as well. Yet 
with all his talent, he still learns at the feet of his own teachers 
—he “serves the sages” and is humbled by what he has yet to 
learn. There is Akiva’s remarkable mixture of pride and humil-
ity, as he dismantles the “mountain” that came before him on 
the one hand yet tells the brother of Dosa ben Harkinas that he 
has not even attained the rank of shepherds on the other. And 
perhaps there is an old injury that stays with him; lacking an 
ancestry of either learning or wealth, he is conscious, at least in 
his early years, of the social status that he does not have.
 In some of the sources we see a profound connection to his 
wife, as he honors her and recognizes what she has sacrificed 
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for him. In later years he finally gives her the life of comfort that 
he feels she deserves, but much of their life together remains 
unknown to us. It appears that he has known tragedy in his 
life—the hazy references to the deaths of children, the strange 
plague that kills his students—and his life ends with terrifying 
torture. But he becomes the great figure of a heroic death, an 
exemplar for the ages; he is the model for Jewish mystics, as-
cending to God’s hidden chamber and returning to life un-
scathed; and in his defense of the Song of Songs and in his 
 argument with Ben Azzai over the fundamental teaching of the 
Torah, he becomes the great advocate for love in the rabbinic 
tradition.
 This is, at least in part, the outline of the “story” of Akiva; 
its relationship to what Atwood calls “the real story” will never 
be known. Nor, to my mind, does it much matter. For me this 
idea is best summed up in the essay on Moses by the great early 
Zionist thinker Ahad Ha’am (the penname of Asher Ginzberg, 
1856–1927). Ahad Ha’am’s “Moses,” in the words of his biogra-
pher, “represented his most coherent attempt to sketch out 
the meaning of authentic leadership in Jewish culture,” and it 
captures quite beautifully an idea that applies well to the story 
of Akiva, that “what ultimately mattered was not necessarily 
what was historically accurate but what entered the historical 
consciousness”;25 that is, what ends up being truly important is 
the shared memory of people down through the ages, no mat-
ter what the historical facts may have been. Ahad Ha’am put 
this idea, regarding Moses, in lyrical prose: There are times, he 
wrote, when

I see learned men digging around in the dust of ancient 
books and manuscripts to raise from their graves the heroes 
of history in their true form. . . . but it seems to me that they 
are liable to overrate the value of their discoveries. They 
don’t want to see the simple fact that not every archeological 
truth is a historical truth. . . .
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 Did Moses really exist? Did his life and actions really 
correspond to what has been handed down to us? . . . There 
are many questions like these but in my heart I wipe them 
away in an instant with a short and simple answer: This 
Moses, this man of the ancient past . . . is of no concern 
to anybody but the antiquarians. . . . For we have another 
Moses, our Moses, whose image is fixed in the hearts of our 
people from generation to generation and whose influence 
on our national life has never ceased, from days of old to the 
present.26

So too with Akiva who, interestingly, is often associated with 
Moses in rabbinic literature. The Akiva who has come down 
to us through stories and teachings is the image “fixed in the 
hearts of our people from generation to generation,” and as 
much as we have important things to learn from scholars, ideas 
that will help clarify his context and make sense of the sources 
that we have inherited, the Akiva of the imagination, of “his-
torical consciousness,” will continue to live on. His afterlife is 
assured.

 Early on in my work on this book a wise friend asked me an 
interesting question: “I know Finkelstein’s Akiva,” he said to 
me, “and I know Heschel’s Akiva, and others as well. What 
I’m wondering about is what is your Akiva?” It was a question 
that I wasn’t ready to answer when he asked it. But it was not 
far from my mind during the next few years as I worked on this 
project.
 Of course, there are many Akivas. For some people, I’m 
sure, the first image that comes to mind is the story of his death. 
It is enshrined in Jewish liturgy and is the model for martyr-
dom that sadly has been enacted many times throughout Jew-
ish history. I too have that terrifying picture of Akiva in mind. 
Second is Akiva the scholar and interpreter—the fertile and in-
novative reader whose mind, as Heschel put it, “conquered the 
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hearts of Israel.” And though one cannot claim that Akiva cre-
ated this interpretative mode, it has been so deeply associated 
with his life and teachings across time that he might as well 
have. And of course I think of him like that as well.
 But neither of these two Akivas is the one that stands out 
for me. When I picture Akiva, mostly I think of him among the 
sages, part of that small community, that havurah, that circle 
of friends, of teachers and disciples, arguing, conversing, agree-
ing, and disagreeing, sitting at meals, at prayer, or teaching and 
learning in small rooms in the homes of the sages or of wealthy 
friends. That multivocal assembly of voices recognizes Akiva’s 
genius, but he is not the only teacher, and at times he is in fact 
a student. Disagreement is allowed; indeed it is encouraged.27 
This is where Akiva shines, where his heart sings—in the give-
and-take of learning and debate. He may be discussing the 
Exodus from Egypt with his colleagues until dawn. He may be 
walking on a hillside overlooking Jerusalem, or comforting 
Rabbi Joshua after he has been humiliated by Rabban Gama-
liel. Or he may be teaching his students while he is in the grasp 
of the Roman torturers. But he is always part of a community 
of companions, even the ones with whom he disagrees. Or even 
when he is being criticized. The Talmud quotes a folk saying 
that sums it up well. In Aramaic it is “o hevruta, o mituta,” and 
a fair English translation would be, “Give me friendship or give 
me death” (b. Ta’anit “Fast Days” 23a). That is the Akiva who 
stays with me most of all: a man in the community of the sages, 
talking about Torah, setting the stage for the future.
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Introduction

 1. In English the name is variously written “Akiva,” “Akiba,” 
or even “Aqiba.” In recent years the consensus, at least in most 
scholarly works, seems to have landed on Akiva, and that is the 
form I use here. Throughout this book, except in citing English-
language book titles, I have regularized the spelling to Akiva, even 
in quotations from sources that use one of the other variants.
 2. See the informative description by the historian Shaye 
Cohen, “The Place of the Rabbi in Jewish Society of the Second 
Century,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary Press, 1992), 157–74.
 3. In her important and exhaustive study, The Social Structure 
of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 1997), Catherine Hezser writes, “It seems from the first cen-
tury onwards, the designation ‘Rabbi’ was used for a Torah teacher 
who had a circle of disciples” (p. 61). 
 4. Beth A. Berkowitz, “Reclaiming Halakhah: On the recent 
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works of Aharon Shemesh,” Association for Jewish Studies (AJS) Re-
view 35:1, 125–26.
 5. The abbreviation CE has generally replaced the Christo-
logically oriented abbreviation AD (“anno Domini,” Latin mean-
ing “in the year of our Lord,” referring to Jesus). Likewise, BCE, 
or “before the Common Era,” has replaced BC (“before Christ”).
 6. The word “Mishnah” means “repetition,” “recitation,” or 
in sum, “teaching.”
 7. The Mishnah is written in Hebrew, while much of the 
Babylonian Talmud is written in Aramaic, a language closely re-
lated to Hebrew. Various dialects of Aramaic were used as the lin-
gua franca of the ancient Jewish world, in Palestine and Babylonia.
 8. References to pages in the Babylonian Talmud are always 
given by the number of the “leaf.” Each leaf consists of what we 
could call two pages. The recto side is indicated in English by the 
letter “a” and the verso by the letter “b,” as in “62b.”
 9. Not surprisingly, there are other terms and other com-
plexities that scholars have adduced, but they are not as relevant to 
our concerns here. For a useful and clearly written introduction 
to all of these matters, see Robert Goldenberg, “Talmud,” in Back 
to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts, ed. Barry W. Holtz 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984), 129–75.
 10. Expansively including what we today might distinguish as 
civil law, criminal law, and religious practices. The legal literature 
is halakhah (adjective in English: halakhic); the nonlegal parts of 
rabbinic literature (stories, theological speculation, a good deal 
of biblical narrative interpretation) is called aggadah (aggadic).
 11. The abbreviation “R.” before a person’s name convention-
ally stands for “Rabbi” or “Rav” (the term for ordination used in 
Jewish Babylonia). Here, as elsewhere, “ben” is the term for “son 
of” and is used in the patronymic for Hebrew names. Family names 
(last names) did not appear until much later in Jewish history.
 12. The term “rabban” is synonymous with “rabbi,” and most 
scholars believe that the titles are not meant to indicate any differ-
ence in status between the two.
 13. Jacob Neusner, “Story and Tradition in Judaism,” in Juda-
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ism: The Evidence of the Mishnah (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981), 310–11.
 14. For a description of Fraenkel’s method see, Hillel New-
man, “Closing the Circle: Yonah Fraenkel, The Talmudic Story, 
and Rabbinic History,” in How Should Rabbinic Literature Be Read 
in the Modern World?, ed. Matthew A. Kraus (Piscataway, NJ: Gor-
gias, 2006).
 15. Newman points out that Fraenkel makes a clear distinction 
between what he calls “artistic” stories—the stories that Fraenkel 
focuses on—and “realistic” halakhic stories, stories whose sole pur-
pose was to indicate a practice of a particular rabbi in regard to a 
point of Jewish law. Ibid., 108.
 16. An idea associated with great educational psychologist 
 Jerome Bruner, such as in his classic article “Two Modes of 
Thought,” in Actual Minds, Possible Worlds (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), 11–43.
 17. See Rubenstein’s Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composi-
tion, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999); 
The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2003); Stories of the Babylonian Talmud (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010); and a collection of 
the stories, with short commentaries, aimed at general readers, 
Rabbinic Stories (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2002).
 18. These include works by scholars writing for other scholars 
and from a variety of authors aiming at a general reader. These 
writers include Jacob Neusner and Yonah Fraenkel, as already men-
tioned, and more recent writers such as Richard Kalmin, Jeffrey 
Rubenstein, Burton Visotzky, and Daniel Boyarin in the United 
States; and Admiel Kosmin, Ruth Calderon, Benjamin Lau, and 
Shulamit Valler in Israel.
 19. Ian Scott-Kilvert, Makers of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch 
(London: Penguin, 1965), 12.
 20. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 6.
 21. One surprising mention is by St. Jerome (d. 420 CE), who 
mentions “Akibas” in a list of rabbis in one of his biblical com-
mentaries.
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 22. The rabbinics scholar Steven Fraade, for example, in his 
book From Tradition to Commentary (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1991), writes: “From shortly after the destruction 
of the Second Temple (70 CE) until our earliest Rabbinic texts in 
the third century—precisely that period during which the Rab-
binic movement took root and presumably underwent significant 
development—we do not have a single datable Rabbinic text. Nor 
do we have much in the way of pertinent archeological or extra-
Rabbinic literary evidence. . . . Therefore, we have little way to 
measure the historical reliability of Rabbinic accounts of the lives 
and teachings of the sages of that time (the Tannaim)” (p. 72).
 23. Louis Finkelstein, Akiba: Scholar, Saint and Martyr (Phila-
delphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1936).
 24. Finkelstein, for example, tells us what Akiva’s childhood 
house looked like and how he played games with the other children 
in the neighborhood; he tells us what Akiva’s father was thinking 
and what his father’s occupation was. There are no stories in the 
rabbinic literature about any of these matters as they specifically 
relate to Akiva.
 25. Milton Steinberg, As a Driven Leaf (Springfield, NJ: Behr-
man House, 1939).
 26. Joseph Opatoshu, The Last Revolt: The Story of Rabbi Akiba, 
trans. Moshe Spiegel (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
1952).
 27. Howard Schwartz and Marc Bregman, The Four Who En-
tered Paradise (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1995).
 28. Yochi Brandes, Akiva’s Orchard (Kinneret, Israel: Zmora-
Bitan, 2012).
 29. The notion that Akiva was a convert, the son of a convert, 
or the descendant of a convert was rejected as far back as the 1906 
article on Akiva by the great talmudist Louis Ginzberg in the Jew-
ish Encyclopedia.
 30. Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud, 185.
 31. The Tanakh, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication So-
ciety, 2000).
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Chapter One. Akiva’s World

 1. There are a number of terms for the geographical area in 
which Akiva lived. The “Land of Israel” (Eretz Yisrael in Hebrew) 
has biblical origins. “Palestine” is the term that the Romans used. 
It is usually understood as being derived from the Roman term for 
Philistine. I will follow common practice and use the various terms 
interchangeably.
 2. The revolts of the Jews included the “Great Revolt”—
sometimes called the “First Revolt” or the “First Jewish War”—of 
66–70 CE; the “Diaspora Revolt” of 116–117 CE; and the “Bar 
Kokhba Revolt” of 132–135 CE.
 3. See Martin Goodman, “The Pilgrimage Economy of Je-
rusalem in the Second Temple Period,” in Goodman, Judaism in 
the Roman World: Selected Essays (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 59.
 4. Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society: 200 BCE to 
640 CE (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 47.
 5. Martin Goodman, “The Temple in First-Century CE Ju-
daism,” in Goodman, Judaism in the Roman World, 47.
 6. Lee I. Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand 
Years (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 138.
 7. Shaye Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah (Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1987), 114–15.
 8. Schwartz, Imperialism, 49–50.
 9. Seth Schwartz, The Ancient Jews from Alexander to Mu-
hammad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 80.
 10. Ibid., 86.
 11. In Hebrew rabbanim; a synonym often used is hahamim, 
literally “the wise ones,” conventionally translated into English as 
“the sages.”
 12. Seth Schwartz, “The Political Geography of Rabbinic 
Texts,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Lit-
erature, ed. Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert and Martin S. Jaffee 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 77.
 13. Tractate Avot also is known as Pirkei Avot (“Chapters” or 
“Teachings of the Fathers”) and in a slightly altered form appears 
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in traditional Jewish prayer books. It is one of the most well-
known of rabbinic sources, filled with pithy moral statements.
 14. Interestingly, a recent article takes a different view about 
the role of the Avot passage in defining rabbinic historical self-
consciousness, but it deals with issues beyond the scope of our 
concerns here: Adiel Schremer, “Avot Reconsidered: Rethinking 
Rabbinic Judaism,” Jewish Quarterly Review 105:3 (Summer 2015), 
287–311.
 15. Josephus mentions a fourth sect as well, but these three 
are the most prominent. There are likely to have been a number 
of other sects as well, unmentioned by Josephus.
 16. Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Midrash and Ancient Bibli-
cal Interpretation,” in The Cambridge Companion, 100.
 17. Shaye Cohen, “The Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, 
Rabbis, and the End of Jewish Sectarianism,” Hebrew Union Col-
lege Annual (HUCA) 55, 40.
 18. Schwartz, “Political Geography of Rabbinic Texts,” 77.
 19. Schwartz, Imperialism, 97–98.
 20. Beth A. Berkowitz, Execution and Invention: Death Penalty 
Discourse in Early Rabbinic and Christian Cultures (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 6.
 21. For example, the role of rabbis in synagogues developed 
slowly and did not really begin to take shape until around the mid-
third to fourth centuries CE. See Lee I. Levine, “The Sages and 
the Synagogue in Late Antiquity,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, 
ed. Lee I. Levine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary Press, 
1992), 206, 220.
 22. Shaye Cohen, “The Place of the Rabbi in Jewish Society 
of the Second Century,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, 157. The 
numbers are inexact. Haim Lapin in Rabbis as Romans (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 66–67, has slightly different fig-
ures. But the main point remains the same: the number of rabbis 
at any given time was a good deal smaller than we might have 
guessed.
 23. “The ‘urbanization’ of rabbis seems to have been a gradual 
process, just like the urbanization of Palestine,” writes Catherine 
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Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Pal-
estine (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 492.
 24. The precise social status of the earliest rabbis is a matter 
of some debate among scholars, and given the paucity of evidence, 
it is unlikely that an easy conclusion can ever be determined. 
Shaye Cohen has argued that they were mostly “well-to-do land-
owners.” See Cohen, “Place of the Rabbi,” 169–70. Seth Schwartz 
views them more as from the “sub-elite” class, “administrators, 
judges, scribes”; Ancient Jews, 108.
 25. Finkelstein saw the plebeian scholars’ views as being “un-
heard in the counsels of the great.” These views, Finkelstein be-
lieved, became what we know as the “oral law”—unrecognized and 
rejected by the rulers of the people but “accepted as authoritative 
by large masses.” Louis Finkelstein, Akiba: Scholar, Saint and Mar-
tyr (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1936), 31.
 26. Cohen, “Place of the Rabbi,” 173.
 27. David Goodblatt, Rabbinic Instruction in Sasanian Babylonia 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 267.
 28. Lapin, Rabbis as Romans, 79.
 29. Hezser, Social Structure, 213–14. See also Jeffrey L. Ruben-
stein, “Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic Literature,” in 
The Cambridge Companion, 169.
 30. Cohen, “Place of the Rabbi,” 160–64.
 31. Ibid.
 32. Hezser, Social Structure, 493.

Chapter Two. A Self-Created Sage

 1. Scholars no longer consider rabbinic stories as “reliable 
historical sources,” as Jeffrey L. Rubenstein puts it. See his dis-
cussion in Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 3.
 2. For example, Jonathan Wyn Schofer, The Making of a 
Sage: A Study in Rabbinic Ethics (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2005).
 3. The translation here is adapted from the standard English 
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translation by Judah Goldin, The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan 
(New York: Schocken, 1955), 41–42.
 4. My use of “arcane speech” follows the suggestion of 
 Anthony J. Saldarini, in his translation of Avot de Rabbi Natan 
Version B, The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan (Abot de Rabbi 
Nathan) Version B: A Translation and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 
1975), 95 n8.
 5. Interestingly, this explanatory line appears in some manu-
scripts of the text and not in others. Before modernity, Jewish texts 
were preserved in a variety of manuscripts written by copyists and 
editors over the course of many years. Often these manuscripts 
differ in both small and large ways.
 6. It recalls a famous midrash (Genesis Rabbah 39:1) in which 
Abraham discovers the existence of God by asking himself, “Is it 
conceivable that there is none to look after the world?”
 7. That midrash, which mostly deals with the nature of rab-
binic authority, is found in the Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah 3a–b.
 8. The term am ha-aretz was the subject of close examination 
in a classic scholarly monograph by Aharon Oppenheimer almost 
forty years ago. Oppenheimer views the term as having two senses 
in the early Rabbinic Period: a person who does not scrupulously 
observe certain specific commandments, or a person who is an ig-
noramus in Torah learning. It is, as he puts it, a “derogatory des-
ignation” in either sense of the term. Aharon Oppenheimer, The 
Am Ha-Aretz: A Study in the Social History of the Jewish People in the 
Hellenistic-Roman Period (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 12.
 9. Richard Kalmin, The Sage in Jewish Society in Late Antiq-
uity (London: Routledge, 1999), 7–13.
 10. In a recent article the scholar Azzan Yadin has done a 
careful study of the various origin texts and their relationship to 
one another. See Azzan Yadin, “Rabbi Akiva’s Youth,” Jewish Quar-
terly Review 100:4 (2010), 573–97.

Chapter Three. A Love Story

 1. For example, Rose G. Lurie, The Great March, Book I (New 
York: Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 1931); Morde-
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cai H. Lewittes, Highlights of Jewish History, Vol. 3 (New York: He-
brew Publishing Co., 1955); Ellen Frankel, The Classic Tales (North-
vale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1989).
 2. Conventionally the phrase I translate as “to study with a 
rabbi” has been rendered as “to the Beit Midrash,” but following 
recent scholarship (as I discussed in chapter 1), I think it is likely 
that Akiva was studying not in a formal institution as suggested by 
“Beit Midrash” but rather at the home or designated room of a 
rabbi as part of a “disciple circle.”
 3. Sometimes the term “disinherit” is used to describe what 
her father did, but according to Jewish law of that period, unless 
she was an only child, a daughter would not inherit property from 
her father. Rather, Ben Kalba Savua has cut off all economic con-
nection to her.
 4. By the Middle Ages the two parts of the marriage process 
had been merged into one event: kiddushin and nissuin became part 
of the same wedding ceremony, as they are today. Note that the 
other word for wedding is huppah, the term for the wedding can-
opy under which the couple stands, up to our own time.
 5. For marriage customs and laws, see Michael L. Satlow, 
“Marriage and Divorce,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily 
Life in Roman Palestine, ed. Catherine Hezser (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2010), 346–52. See also Haim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 133–35.
 6. Satlow, “Marriage and Divorce,” 350.
 7. Some versions say “straw”—perhaps to keep this story 
connected to the talmudic version of living in the hayloft?—but 
wood seems to be the preferable reading.
 8. Translation here is adapted from Anthony J. Saldarini, The 
Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan: Abot De Rabbi Nathan Version B 
(Leiden: Brill, 1975), 97.
 9. See Satlow, “Marriage and Divorce.”
 10. Tal Ilan, Mine and Yours Are Hers: Retrieving Women’s His-
tory from Rabbinic Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 182–83.
 11. Susan Marks, “Follow That Crown: Or, Rhetoric, Rabbis, 
and Women Patrons,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 24:2 
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(Fall 2008), 77–96. There has been a good deal of scholarship 
around the “Jerusalem of Gold” term. In addition to the Marks 
article I have benefited from Shalom Paul, “Jerusalem of Gold—
Revisited,” in “I Will Speak the Riddles of Ancient Times”: Archeo-
logical and Historical Studies in Honor of Amihai Mazar, ed. Aren M. 
Maier and Pierre De Miroschedji, Vol. 1 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisen-
brauns, 2006), 787–94; and Tziona Grossmark, “A City of Gold: 
In Quest of Talmudic Reality,” Journal of Jewish Studies 60:1 (2009), 
48–59.
 12. Avot de Rabbi Natan (Version A, chapter 6) adds the detail 
that later in life, in addition to the golden headpiece, Akiva had 
“golden slippers made for his wife” and that they slept on “beds of 
gold.”
 13. For example, b. Sanhedrin 109a and b. Avodah Zarah 17b 
and 18b.
 14. Dafna Shlezinger-Katzman, “Clothing,” in Heszer, ed., 
Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Life, 372.
 15. Ilan, Mine and Yours Are Hers, 296.
 16. This is a highly abbreviated summation of a complicated 
academic discussion that has taken place during the past thirty or 
forty years. Tradition ascribes the editing of the Talmud to two Bab-
ylonian rabbis, Rav Ashi and Ravina. The anonymous Stamma’im 
are understood by scholars today as shaping the Talmud in sig-
nificant and active ways and are assumed to have flourished at a 
somewhat later date than the conventional assumptions about the 
two Babylonian sages. For more on this, see David Weiss Halivni, 
The Formation of the Babylonian Talmud, trans. Jeffrey L. Ruben-
stein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
 17. Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Cul-
ture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 136.
 18. Ibid., 142.
 19. Ibid., 151.
 20. Ibid.
 21. Shamma Friedman, “A Good Story Deserves Retelling—
The Unfolding of the Akiva Legend,” Jewish Studies: An Internet 
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Journal 3 (2004), 55–93. This superb article has been very helpful 
to me in thinking about the Akiva “love story.”
 22. He is usually known as Rabbenu Nissim, “our rabbi Nis-
sim,” or commonly by the acronym of his name, “the RaN,” a 
practice with names typical of many of the great rabbis of the Mid-
dle Ages.
 23. Nissim of Gerona, Commentary on b. Nedarim, 50b.

Chapter Four. The Growth of a Scholar

 1. The historicity is questioned, for example, by the fact that 
at the time of the siege of Jerusalem, Vespasian was no longer in 
Palestine and had already returned to Rome with hopes of becom-
ing the new Caesar. His son Titus was in command of the Roman 
forces at the time of the siege.
 2. Haim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 44.
 3. Seth Schwartz, The Ancient Jews from Alexander to Muham-
mad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 118–23.
 4. Readers who know Hebrew might be surprised to see the 
tractate’s Hebrew name, Semahot, translated as “Mourning” since 
the word literally means “Happy Occasions.” In fact the volume 
deals almost exclusively with death and mourning rituals, but as if 
to stave off bad fortune, a euphemism is used and the text about 
death is called by a happier name.
 5. There are certain exceptions to this rule, not relevant to 
our case here.
 6. A darker take on the story is offered by Daniel Boyarin, 
“Women’s Bodies and the Rise of the Rabbis: The Case of Sotah,” 
in Jews and Gender: The Challenge to Hierarchy, ed. Jonathan Fran-
kel (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 94–95.
 7. Scholars view Song of Songs Rabbah as a mid-sixth- 
century CE text, but it certainly includes older traditions as well.
 8. The translation here is adapted from Baruch M. Bokser 
and Lawrence H. Schiffman, The Talmud of the Land of Israel, Vol. 
13, Yerushalmi Pesahim (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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1994), 273–78. Thanks also to their useful commentary on the 
 interaction.
 9. The language in Akiva’s prayer—avinu malkenu, “our 
 Father, our King”—comes down through the ages as one of the 
central motifs of the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur liturgy (and 
the liturgy for other fast days as well).

Chapter Five. Among the Rabbis

 1. The Haggadah gets this midrash from the early midrashic 
text Mekhilta.
 2. Though we should also remember that even though the 
Talmud was compiled some time around the sixth century CE, it 
drew upon much earlier traditions that in all likelihood had been 
handed down orally.
 3. This is not to say that verbal prayer did not exist before 
the destruction of the Temple. The singing or recitation of Psalms 
and other prayers were part of the Temple service, and Jews offered 
prayers separately from the Temple service as well, though we do 
not know a great deal about what that liturgy looked like.
 4. The turgeman, sometimes written meturgeman, was a per-
son in the rabbinic academy who has sometimes been called the 
“living loudspeaker” for the rabbi teaching. It was considered be-
neath the rabbi’s dignity to stand or to shout (in a world without 
microphones) while he was delivering his discourse. So the turge-
man stood next to the rabbi and repeated the rabbi’s teachings in 
a loud voice for all to hear. When the sages force Hutzpit to be 
quiet, it essentially pulled the plug on Rabban Gamaliel’s sound 
system.
 5. Shaye Cohen, “The Place of the Rabbi in Jewish Society 
of the Second Century,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. 
Levine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary Press, 1992), 173. 
Akiva presaged the changes that came in the wake of changes put 
into place many years after his death by Rabbi Judah the Patriarch.
 6. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Com-
position, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), 34–63.



205

notes to pages 123–133

 7. Four hundred is in the traditional printed text. Some man-
uscripts say four rather than four hundred.
 8. Translation adapted from Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Rabbinic 
Stories (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2002), 82–83.
 9. Ibid., 80.
 10. See b. Mo’ed Kattan “Minor Festival” 15a.
 11. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 44.
 12. Ibid., 43.
 13. Such as in a famous story in the Babylonian Talmud (Mak-
kot “Punishments” 24b) in which he comforts three other rabbis 
after they have witnessed a fox running through the ruined Tem-
ple’s most sacred spot, the Holy of Holies.
 14. See b. Mo’ed Kattan 15a.

Chapter Six. In the Orchard

 1. In my translation of this story I have left out the typical 
biblical “proof texts” found in rabbinic literature (hence the el-
lipses in the quotation), just keeping to the details of the tale. Im-
portant elements can be discovered by a careful analysis of the 
choice of those biblical quotations, but they are of less concern to 
our enterprise here.
 2. The most significant difference is that in the Jerusalem 
Talmud, unlike the other three versions, it is Ben Zoma who dies 
and Ben Azzai who “was stricken.”
 3. For example, Peter Schäfer, The Origins of Jewish Mysticism 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009).
 4. See Gershom G. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah 
Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition, 2nd ed. (New York: Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary of America, 1965), 14–19, and Gershom G. Scho-
lem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken, 1946, 
1954), 52–53.
 5. A recent exploration of these issues can be found in Ra’anan 
Boustan, “Rabbinization and the Making of Early Jewish Mysti-
cism,” Jewish Quarterly Review 101:4 (Fall 2011), 482–501.
 6. Schäfer, Origins, 203.
 7. Scholars who have debated the meaning of the story in-
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clude E. E. Urbach, David Halperin, and C. R. A. Morray-Jones, 
among others. Those wishing to further explore this tale can turn 
to the notes in the opening pages of the fine and lengthy article by 
Alon Goshen-Gottstein, “Four Entered Paradise Revisited,” Har-
vard Theological Review 88:1 (1995), 69–133, in which the scholarship 
up to 1995 is well-summarized. More recent explorations include 
Schäfer, Origins; Moshe Idel, Ascensions on High in Jewish Mysti-
cism: Pillars, Lines, Ladders (Budapest: Central European University 
Press, 2005); Rachel Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of 
Jewish Mysticism (Portland, OR: Littman Library of Jewish Civili-
zation, 2005); and Martha Himmelfarb, Between Temple and Torah: 
Essays on Priests, Scribes, and Visionaries in the Second Temple Period 
and Beyond (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013).
 8. Many different religions, both Eastern and Western, have 
mystical traditions embedded within them, and although these var-
ious mysticisms share certain common features—most significantly 
a direct encounter with something beyond life as we ordinarily 
experience it—both the language with which these experiences 
are described and the nature of the mystical experiences differ 
profoundly from one religion to the next.
 9. One oddity about the early Jewish mystical texts is that 
even though it is clear that the dominant metaphor is a heavenly 
ascent, the term used about these mystics is yordei Merkavah, those 
who go down to the chariot.
 10. The most extensive treatment of the traditions about Eli-
sha ben Abuya is the fine book by Alon Goshen-Gottstein, The 
Sinner and the Amnesiac: The Rabbinic Invention of Elisha ben Abuya 
and Eleazar ben Arach (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2000).
 11. See ibid., 69, for example.
 12. Schäfer, Origins, 203.
 13. David J. Halperin, The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature 
(New Haven, CT: American Oriental Society, 1980), 88.
 14. Jewish tradition asserts that through knowing the secret 
names of God, one can attain mystical or even magical results. We 
see this much later in Jewish tradition with the famous story of the 



207

notes to pages 139–147

golem of Prague. In the Hekhalot literature Rabbi Akiva “is de-
scribed as receiving the revelation of a name while contemplating 
the vision of the divine chariot”—Idel, Ascensions on High, 31.
 15. Halperin, Merkabah, 88; Idel, Ascensions on High, 32.
 16. C. R. A. Morray-Jones, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 12:1–12): 
The Jewish Mystical Background of Paul’s Apostolate, Part 1: The 
Jewish Sources,” Harvard Theological Review 86 (1993), 177–217.
 17. Goshen-Gottstein, “Four Entered Paradise,” 104.
 18. Ibid.
 19. Idel, Ascensions on High, 30–31.
 20. The whole text is translated in Morray-Jones, “Paradise 
Revisited,” 196–98.
 21. Schäfer, Origins, 285.
 22. Ibid., 287.
 23. Ibid., 290.
 24. Goshen-Gottstein, “Four Entered Paradise,” 129.

Chapter Seven. The Last Years

 1. See b. Semahot 8:13 and b. Mo’ed Kattan 21b.
 2. In b. Bekhorot “First Things” 58a, Ben Azzai in a moment 
of disdain about his colleagues says, “All the sages of Israel com-
pared to me are like the shell of a garlic, except for that bald one.” 
(Of course later commentators dispute that he is really referring 
to Akiva with such a disrespectful appellation.)
 3. See b. Yevamot “Levirate Marriage” 63b. The Babylonian 
Talmud in Tractate Shabbat 156b tells a story about how his daugh-
ter is saved from being bitten by a snake on her wedding day, 
thanks to an act of charity that she performed the evening before.
 4. For more on this time, see, for example, Martin Good-
man, Judaism in the Roman World: Selected Essays (Leiden: Brill, 
2007), 52.
 5. Ibid., 53.
 6. Moshe Halbertal, in his insightful book On Sacrifice 
(Prince ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 37–62, discusses 
the “substitution” of charity or suffering for sacrifices in some 
 detail.
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 7. Baruch Bokser, The Origins of the Seder (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1984), 92.
 8. Goodman, Judaism, 53.
 9. Ibid.
 10. The name combines a version of Hadrian’s family name, 
Aelius, with a reference to the three Roman gods (Jupiter, Juna, 
and Minerva) worshipped in the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Max-
imus (literally, “Jupiter, the best and greatest”) on the Capitoline 
Hill in Rome.
 11. Seth Schwartz, The Ancient Jews from Alexander to Muham-
mad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 93.
 12. Martin Goodman, “Trajan and the Origins of the Bar 
Kokhba War,” in Peter Schäfer, ed., The Bar Kokhba War Reconsid-
ered (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 28.
 13. And in fact the ban may have had nothing to do with the 
Jews specifically. Schwartz points out that “Egyptian priests and 
various Arab groups also practiced circumcision, and the prohibi-
tion applied to all. The law against circumcision may have been a 
coincidence” (Ancient Jews, 97).
 14. Peter Schäfer, “Preface,” in Schäfer, ed., Bar Kokhba War 
Reconsidered, viii.
 15. Schäfer gives a good summary of everything we don’t know 
in Schäfer, ed., Bar Kokhba War Reconsidered, vii–viii.
 16. The word “bar” in Aramaic is equivalent to “ben” (son) in 
Hebrew. It is familiar to us today from the term Bar Mitzvah.
 17. Peter Schäfer, “Bar Kokhba and the Rabbis,” in Schäfer, 
ed., Bar Kokhba War Reconsidered, 15.
 18. Hanan Eshel, “The Bar Kokhba Revolt, 132–135,” in The 
Cambridge History of Judaism, Vol. 4, ed. Steven T. Katz (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 110.
 19. Schäfer, “Bar Kokhba and the Rabbis,” 9.
 20. Schwartz, Ancient Jews, 94.
 21. Eshel, “Bar Kokhba Revolt,” 123.
 22. Ibid., 126–27.
 23. Gershom Scholem, “Toward an Understanding of the Mes-
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sianic Idea in Judaism,” in The Messianic Idea in Judaism and other 
Essays on Jewish Spirituality (Schocken Books, 1971), 3–7, passim.
 24. Schäfer, “Bar Kokhba and the Rabbis,” 18.
 25. Ibid., 21.
 26. “Diphtheria” is the scholarly view of the meaning of the 
Hebrew word askharah; older translations often use “croup.”
 27. Aaron Amit, “The Death of Rabbi Akiva’s Disciples: A 
Literary History,” Journal of Jewish Studies 56:2 (Autumn 2005), 
265–84. I draw upon Amit’s excellent work about the history of the 
story in some of my comments here. Amit cites the connection to 
the ruling of R. Natronai forbidding celebrations.
 28. Ibid., 270.
 29. Ibid.
 30. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Com-
position, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), 3.
 31. See, for example, the very different readings by Daniel 
Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity 
and Judaism (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), who 
sees the tale as “a story of contention over martyrdom between 
Rabbinic and Christian Jews” (p. 103); and Paul Mandel, “Was 
Rabbi Aqiva a Martyr?,” in Rabbinic Traditions between Palestine and 
Babylonia, ed. Ronit Nikolsky and Tal Ilan (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 
306–53, who reads the story as not being about martyrdom at all. 
See also the reading by Michael Fishbane, The Kiss of God: Spiritual 
and Mystical Death in Judaism (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1994), 66–81. Mandel has a footnote early on in his article 
listing some of the major scholarship on these tales (p. 308 n4).
 32. The Shema as it appears in a prayer book is composed of 
three sections, each a biblical passage: Deuteronomy 6:4–9, Deu-
teronomy 11:13–21, and Numbers 15:37–41, in that order. Our focus 
here is on only the first section.
 33. Of course Akiva lived about a century before the com-
pletion of the Mishnah. The Talmud here seems to attribute the 
Mishnah’s understanding of the Shema to Akiva, though in the 
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Mishnah itself the interpretation is unattributed to any particular 
teacher.
 34. Aaron Oppenheimer, “The Ban on Circumcision as a 
Cause of the Revolt: A Reconsideration,” in Schäfer, ed., Bar 
Kokhba War Reconsidered, 68. Oppenheimer’s article shows that the 
ban on circumcision did not precede the revolt but came after-
wards and therefore was not a cause for the uprising.
 35. Schwartz, Ancient Jews, 96–97.
 36. Boyarin, Dying for God, 103.
 37. Ibid. At the same time Boyarin says that “there is not a lot 
of evidence” that Pappus “is a figure for a Christian.”
 38. Louis Finkelstein, Akiba: Scholar, Saint and Martyr (Phila-
delphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1936), 274.
 39. Beth A. Berkowitz, Execution and Invention: Death Penalty 
Discourse in Early Rabbinic and Christian Cultures (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 154–55.
 40. The “heavenly voice” (in Hebrew bat kol) is a device that 
is typically used in rabbinic literature to indicate, more or less, 
God’s own point of view. It is one step removed from hearing the 
actual voice of God—such as at the revelation at Sinai—but it is 
very close.
 41. This is first explored in m. Berakhot, chapter 2, and then 
discussed at length in b. Berakhot 13a and forward.
 42. Mandel, “Was Rabbi Aqiva a Martyr?,” 320–32.
 43. Fishbane, Kiss of God, 67.
 44. Translation adapted from Mandel, “Was Rabbi Aqiva a 
Martyr?,” 313.
 45. Ibid., 318.
 46. Ibid., 334. This same image of Akiva the teacher is mir-
rored by various stories about his time in jail. Various students—
Rabbi Joshua Habarsi, Rabbi Yohanan the Cobbler, Rabbi Shimon 
bar Yohai—come to learn from him as he awaits his trial.
 47. Fishbane, Kiss of God, 73.
 48. Scholars are not sure whether the poem is based on the 
Midrash of the Ten Martyrs itself or on some other source. Noth-
ing is known about the author of the poem, though it is sometimes 
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assumed that his name was Yehudah Hazak, taking the first letters 
of the opening verses as an authorial acrostic. This may or may 
not be historically accurate.
 49. Fishbane, Kiss of God, 71.

Epilogue. The Afterlife of Akiva

 1. Richard Kalmin, “Patterns and Developments in Rab-
binic Midrash of Late Antiquity,” in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: 
The History of Its Interpretation, Vol. 1, ed. Magne Saebo (Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996), 290.
 2. Almost the exact same story is told in the early midrash 
Sifre on Deuteronomy (Piska 41). There the discussion also takes 
place in the town of Lod but in the “upper story” of the house of 
a different person (named Aris), and a third rabbi is also part of the 
conversation. Otherwise, the conclusion remains the same. In the 
classic Soncino English translation of the Talmud, the line attrib-
uted to Rabbi Akiva is “study is greater because it leads to practice.” But 
in the Hebrew the sentence reads only “study is greater,” without 
any reason given. Why Soncino chose to add the explanatory phrase 
is unclear to me. At any rate the version in midrash Sifre Deuteron-
omy quotes Akiva as saying study is greater without any “because.”
 3. That story is found in Sanhedrin 74a where the rabbis are 
reported to have gathered to vote on a fascinating question: Is a 
person permitted to violate the commandments of the Torah if he 
or she is presented with the threat “transgress this law of the Torah 
or you will be killed.”
 4. For more information on “reclining” at the Seder and its 
place in the Greco-Roman world of the rabbis, see the detailed 
commentary by Joshua Kulp, The Schechter Haggadah: Art, History 
and Commentary (Jerusalem: Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies, 
2009), 174–79.
 5. For more on this tension, see Norman Lamm, Torah Lish-
mah: Study of Torah for Torah’s Sake in the Work of Rabbi Hayyim 
Volozhin and His Contemporaries (New York: Ktav, 1989), 138–90. 
See also the interesting discussion in Michael Rosenak, Roads to the 
Palace (Providence: Berghahn, 1995) 231–34.
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 6. We have already seen in chapter 6 Akiva’s importance for 
early Merkavah mysticism, but that influence continued. For ex-
ample, see Lawrence Fine’s major biography of Rabbi Isaac Luria, 
the great mystic of sixteenth-century Safed, Physician of the Soul, 
Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 330–35.
 7. Surprisingly to our ears, the typical expression in rab-
binic literature for having holy status is that the books “defile the 
hands.” The expression seems to be associated with the idea that 
physically touching these books connects one directly to the sacred, 
a dangerous and special order of reality. Akiva uses this expression 
in his argument in favor of the Song of Songs. The expression is 
discussed in Sid Z. Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture: 
The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1976), 
and more recently in Shamma Friedman, “The Holy Scriptures 
Defile the Hands—The Transformation of a Biblical Concept 
in Rabbinic Theology,” in Minhah Le-Nahum: Biblical and Other 
Studies Presented to Nahum M. Sarna in Honour of His 70th Birthday, 
ed. Marc Zvi Brettler and Michael Fishbane (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993), 117–32. Friedman’s convincing (though 
highly technical for the general reader) argument explores the 
transformation of the concept from its biblical context to its use 
in rabbinic sources.
 8. This phrase (“are not equal to the day”) can be translated 
in several ways. The classic Soncino translation of the Mishnah 
renders it, “For the whole world is not as worthy as the day on 
which the Song of Songs was given to Israel.” Or one could trans-
late it as “not worth the day.” I am following the version of Mi-
chael Fishbane, JPS Commentary to the Song of Songs (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 2015), xxii.
 9. The biblical scholar Marc Brettler has written a clear and 
concise essay summarizing what scholars currently believe about 
the process: “The Canonization of the Bible,” in The Jewish Study 
Bible, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2004).
 10. Fishbane, JPS Commentary, xxii.



213

notes to pages 179–183

 11. This statement, among others about the Song of Songs, 
is discussed in Arthur Green, “The Song of Songs in Early Jew-
ish Mysticism,” in The Heart of the Matter: Studies in Jewish Mysti-
cism and Theology (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2015), 
101–15.
 12. See Günter Stemberger’s discussion of the origins of the 
Mishnah in H. L. Strack and Günter Stemberger, Introduction to 
the Talmud and Midrash (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 124–38, 
quotation from p. 131.
 13. The midrashic texts usually associated with the “school of 
Akiva” include the Mekhilta de Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, the Sifra 
on Leviticus, and the Sifre on Deuteronomy; texts usually associ-
ated with the “school of Yishmael” include the Mekhilta de Rabbi 
Yishmael and the Sifre on Numbers.
 14. Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 250, point out that 
the reader “would need to be aware of the purely pragmatic (not 
historical) nature of this nomenclature.”
 15. My own view is that the best analysis of the core questions 
can be found in Menahem I. Kahana, “The Halakhic Midrashim,” 
in The Literature of the Sages, Part Two, ed. Shmuel Safrai, Zeev 
Safrai, Joshua Schwartz, and Peter J. Tomson (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2006), particularly 3–40. But this book is difficult to find and 
assumes an advanced knowledge of rabbinic terminology. Other 
works that address the questions similarly are aimed at scholars: 
Jay Harris, How Do We Know This? (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), 
25–72; Kalmin, “Patterns and Developments”; and most recently 
Azzan Yadin-Israel, Scripture and Tradition: Rabbi Akiva and the Tri-
umph of Midrash (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2015). For the general reader the best summary can be found in 
Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 247–51. This is Stemberger’s 
updating of a classic work by Strack that first appeared in English 
in 1931. Older editions of the book without Stemberger’s updating 
can still be found but should be avoided.
 16. Heschel wrote the book in Hebrew, and it appeared in the 
early 1960s in three volumes (the third published after Heschel’s 
death). The book remained untranslated for decades. Finally, a 
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monumental English translation appeared a decade ago, including 
both Heschel’s footnotes and explanatory notes and commentary 
by the translators: Heavenly Torah: As Refracted through the Gen-
erations, ed. and trans. with commentary by Gordon Tucker with 
Leonard Levin (New York: Continuum, 2005).
 17. Ibid., xxviii, xxix.
 18. See, for example, the discussion in Shai Held, Abraham 
Joshua Heschel: The Call of Transcendence (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2013), 161.
 19. Heschel, Heavenly Torah, 40, 45.
 20. Kahana, “Halakhic Midrashim,” 18, 21, 26, 21.
 21. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories (New York: Paulist, 
2002), 217.
 22. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 186–87.
 23. Azzan Yadin-Israel, Scripture and Tradition, 178.
 24. Margaret Atwood, MaddAddam (New York: Anchor, 2014), 
56.
 25. Steven I. Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet: Ahad Ha’am and the 
Origins of Zionism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 
213, 214.
 26. My translation here tries to be closer to the original than 
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