4.

5.

CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?
What was Acher'sreal name?
What caused him to become an apostate?
Who was his disciple?
Did he finaly repent? Why?

What happened to him after his death?

7703

This and much more will be addressed in the fourth lecture of this
series. "The Apostate”.

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these questions
in mind as you listen to the tape and read through the outline. Go

back to these questions once again at the end of the lecture and see
how well you answer them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book was designed as a
powerful tool to help you appreciate and understand the basis of
Jewish History. Although the lectures can be listened to without
the use of the outline, we advise you to read the outline to enhance
your comprehension. Use it aswell as a handy reference guide and
for quick review.
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Series |l Lecture #4
THE APOSTATE
l. Teacher and Scholar
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Elisha ben Avuyah said: One who studies Torah as a child, to what can he be likened? -
to ink written on fresh paper. And one who studies Torah as an old man, to what can he
be likened? - to ink written on smudged paper. Avos4:20
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Elisha ben Avuyasaid: A person that has good deeds and learned much Torah islike a
person that built [a structure] with stones on the bottom and bricks on the top. Evenif it
would be inundated with water it wouldn't stir from its place. A person, however, who
doesn't possess many good deeds and yet learned much Torah islikened to a person who
built [a structure] with bricks on the bottom and stones on the top. Even alittle water can
overturn [the whole structure]. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 24:1,2
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He would often say: A person that has good deeds and learned much Torah is like plaster
that is spread over stones. Evenif it would be inundated with rain it wouldn't move from
its place. A person, however, who doesn't possess many good deeds and yet learned much
Torahislikened to alayer of plaster that is spread over bricks. As soon as even alittle
water fallson it, it beginsto dissolve. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 24:3



Series|l|I 2 Lecture #4

D.

DBOD 17 Wow 0137 7MIT 7377 7N DY 0230 DUrYn 12 WOW OIR IR 77 XN

12 PRY OIRY .92 WO m DD Wl PR ITOX DY DAY 7YX 1T INIR IR 1100

T 1791 INIR AW (3°5W 0DOD 172 PRW 0I9Y 1MIT 71377 7790 TP %230 Doyn
7:73 701 %297 NIAR 92 WO Im 5D oW 1% DY o

He would often say: A person that has good deeds and learned much Torah islike acup
with a protective covering. If he putsit down even if it would be turned on its side, its
contents will not spill out. A person, however, who doesn't possess many good deeds and
yet learned much Torah islikened to a cup without a protective covering. As soon as he
putsit down, it isliableto turn over and spill out the contents. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan
24:4

E.
ORI D95 99 WO 0102 177 11297 770 TR 00270 Doryn 2 WO DIXR IR T X7

%97 0IRY 7970 @192% 1071 97 PRW 030% 737 71377 770 TP 07YN 12 PRY DIRY
7:73 701 °277 MAXR AR N2 P77 139717

He would often say: A person that has good deeds and learned much Torah islike ahorse
that is properly outfitted. A person, however, who doesn't possess many good deeds and
yet learned much Torah islikened to a horse that doesn't have a bridle to control [its
movements]. As soon as he wantsto ride it, it throws him completely off. Avos D'Rabbi
Nasan 24:4
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He used to say: If aperson learns Torah in his youth, the words of Torah become
absorbed in his blood and come out of his mouth with clarity. If, however, he learns
Torah in his old age, the words of Torah do not become absorbed in his blood and do not
come out of his mouth with clarity. Thereis aproverb that states: If you didn't desire
them in your youth how can you achievethem inyour oldage. =~ Avos D'Rabbi Nasan
24:4
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He used to say: the words of Torah are difficult to acquire just like golden vessels. They
are easily lost just like glass [or crystal] vessels. For it is stated in Scripture, "Neither
gold nor crystal are equal to Torah" (Job 28:17) The verse compares [on a certain level]
the Torah to gold and crystal. Just as gold and crystal that are broken can be fixed [or
remade], so too a student of Torah that becomes corrupted can be rehabilitated. How do |
understand the verse: And the exchange of it shall not be for jewels or fine gold? The
verseistelling us that the face of anyone who toilsin Torah and fulfillsit will shinelike
gold jewelry. But the face of he who toilsin Torah and does not fulfill it will become
blackened like glass. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 24:5
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He used to say: A person can study Torah for twenty years and forget in two. How so? If
he sits for six months without reviewing his studies, it will cause him to declare that
which isimpure to be pure and that which is pure to be impure. If twelve months go by
and he hasn't reviewed his material the result will be that he will mix up the names of the
Sages. If eighteen months go by without his reviewing his studies, the result will be that
he will forget the outline and synopsis of the various tractates. After twenty four months
of not reviewing, he will forget the outline and synopsis of even the individual chapters.
And since [by thistime] he will have declared that which isimpure to be pure and that
which is pure to be impure and he will have mixed up the names of the Sages and he will
have forgotten the outline and synopsis of the various tractates, the outline and synopsis
of eventhe individual chapters, the end will be that he will just sit and be silent.
Regarding him did Solomon (Shlomo) comment: | went by the field of the slothful, and
by the vineyard of the man void of understanding. And lo, it was all grown over with
thorns, and nettles had covered the face thereof, and the stone wall thereof was broken
down. (Proverbs 25:23,24) As soon asthewall falls down, the whole vineyard is doomed
to destruction. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 24:6
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He used to say: Whoever causes his friend to do a mitzvah, Scripture considersit asif he
had done a kindness to his body. Ancther version: Anyone who forgets even one thing of
his learning, Scripture considersit asif he bears guilt for his soul, for it is said: But
beware and guard your soul exceedingly lest you forget the things your eyes have seen.
(Deuteronomy 4:9) It can be compared to an earthly king who trapped a bird and gave it
to one of his servants and said to him: Be careful with this bird. For if you are careful it
will be good [for you] but if you aren't careful, | will take your soul in its place. So too
does the Holy One blessed be He say to Isradl: If you guard the words of Torah that |

have given you, it will be good. But if not | will take your soulsin its place. Avos
D'Rabbi Nasan 24:7

. The Enemy of Torah
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Who was Acher? Elisha ben Avuyah. He would kill the great scholars of Torah. They say
that he would kill any student of Torah with great promise that he saw. Not only that, but
when he would walk into the Study Hall (Bais Medrash) and see the boys sitting in front
of their Rebbe, he would say: What are they doing here and sitting? He should rather
become a builder and he a carpenter and he a trapper and he atailor. When the boys
heard this they would [often listen to his advice and] abandon the Study Hall and go on
their way. Regarding him isit written: Suffer not thy mouth to bring thy flesh into guilt;
neither say thou before the angel, that it was an error: wherefore should G-d be angry at
thy voice, and destroy the work of thine hands? (Koheles 5:5). He actually destroyed the
handiwork of that man (his own children).
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Also at the time of forced assimilation when the Romans forced the Jews to carry loads
on Shabbos and they would [try to circumvent the decree and] have two people carry one
load based on the principle that two people that work together [in a situation where one
would suffice] are not violating Torah law [but rather Rabbinical law], he told [the
Romansg]: Make them carry the loads individually. They (the Jews) would also try to
unload in the side area (and then pick it up again and finally unload it in the house) and
not directly from the main thoroughfare into the house. He directed them to have them
carry [delicate glass] dishes so that they would be forced to unload them in the house.
Yerushalmi Chagigah 2:1

1. TheMystic Turned Heretic
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Our Rabbis taught: Four men entered the 'Garden’ [or Paradise], namely, Ben Azza and
Ben Zoma, Acher, and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akivasaid to them: When ye arrive a the
stones of pure marble, say not, Water, water! For it is said: He that speaketh falsehood
shall not be established before mine eyes (Psalms 101:7). Ben Azzai cast alook and
died. Of him Scripture says: Preciousin the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints
(Psalms 116:15). Ben Zoma looked and became demented. Of him Scripture says. Hast
thou found honey? Eat so much asis sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith, and
throw it up (Proverbs 25:16). Acher mutilated the shoots (became an apostate). Rabbi
Akiva departed unhurt. Chagigah 14b
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Acher mutilated the shoots. Of him Scripture says. Suffer not thy mouth to bring thy
fleshiinto guilt (Koheles5:5). What doesiit refer to? - He saw that permission was
granted to Metatron to sit and write down the merits of Israel. Said he: It istaught asa
tradition that on high there is no sitting and no emulation, and no back, and no weariness.
Perhaps,-G-d forfend!-there are two divinities! (Thereupon) they led Metatron forth, and
punished him with sixty fiery lashes, saying to him: Why didn't you rise before him when
you saw him? Permission was (then) given to him to strike out the merits of Acher.
Chagigah 15a
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Rav Y oseph said: Had Acher interpreted this verse as Rabbi Y aakov, his daughter's son,
he would not have sinned. Now, what happened to Acher? Some say he saw something of
this nature [a person falling of f arickety ladder as he was doing the "mitzvah" of
honoring of hisfather by bringing him young birds to eat while sending away their
mother]. Others say, he saw the tongue of Rabbi Chutzpis the Interpreter dragged along
by a swine. "The mouth that uttered pearls licks the dust!" he exclaimed. Thereupon he
went forth and sinned. Kiddushin 39b

IV.  From Sageto "Acher" - The Other One
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A Bath Kol went forth and said: Return, ye backsliding children - except Acher.
(Thereupon) he said: Since | have been driven forth from yonder world, let me go forth
and enjoy thisworld. So Acher went forth into evil courses. He went forth, found a
harlot and demanded her. She said to him: Art thou not Elishab. Abuyah? (But) when
he tore a radish out of its bed on the Sabbath and gave it to her, she said: It is another
(Acher). Chagigah 15a
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Shmuel found Rav Y ehudah |eaning on the door-bolt weeping. So he said to him: O,
keen scholar, wherefore dost thou weep? Hereplied: Isit asmall thing that iswritten
concerning the Rabbis? "Where is he that counted, where is he that weighed? Whereis
he that counted the towers?' (Isaiah 33:13) "Whereis he that counted?' - for they
counted all the lettersin the Torah. "Where is he that weighed?' - for they weighed the
light and the heavy (kal v'chomer) in the Torah. "Where is he that counted the towers?' -
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for they taught three hundred halachoth concerning a "tower which fliesin the air". And
R. Ammi said: Three hundred questions did Doeg and Ahitophel raise concerning a
"tower which fliesin the air". Yet we have learnt: Three kings and four commoners have
not share in the world to come. What then shall become of us? Said (Shmuel) to him.

O, keen scholar, there was impurity in their hearts. - But what of Acher? - Greek song did
not cease from his mouth. It istold of Acher that when he used to rise (to go) from the
schoolhouse, many heretical books used to fall from hislap. Nimos the weaver asked R.
Meir: Does all wool that goes down into the (dyeing) kettle come up (properly dyed)?
Hereplied: All that was clean on its mother comes up (properly dyed), al that was not
clean on its mother does not come up (properly dyed). Chagigah 15b
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When his mother was pregnant with him, she would pass my the pagan Temples (or
homes of the pagans) and smell from that kind (min). That smell would spread through
her body like the venom of asnake. Talmud Y erushalmi Chagigah 2:1
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"The goodness of the end of a thing comes from its beginning" (Koheles 7:8). [It is good
at the end only] when it was good from itsinception. And with me (Elisha ben Avuya)
was such an incident. Avuya, my father, was one of the principal men of Jerusalem. On
the day of my circumcision he called all the principal men of Jerusalem and sat them in
one room. Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Y ehoshua were placed in another room. After they
finished eating and drinking they started to clap and dance. Rabbi Eliezer said to Rabbi
Y ehoshua: while they are busy in their affairslet us be busy in ours.
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So they sat and were engaged in the discussion of the Torah. They proceeded from the
Torah to the Prophets and from the Prophets to the Holy Writings. [ Soon] afire from
Heaven came down and enveloped them. Avuya said to them: My masters! Have you
come to burn down my house? They said to him: G-d forbid! We were just sitting and
reviewing the words of the Torah. [We proceeded] from the Torah to the Prophets and
from the Prophets to the Holy Writings. The discussion was as joyful as when the Torah
was originally given on Mount Sinai. Thefirelicked at them asit licked Mount Sinai.
The original giving of the Torah was only given through fire [asit iswritten], "And the
mountain burned with fire unto the midst of Heaven" (Deuteronomy 4:11). Avuyah my
father said to them: My masters: If that is the power of Torah, if my son remainsalivel
shall dedicate him to alife of Torah study. Since hisintention was not for the sake of
Heaven, it was therefore not fulfilled with that man (meaning himself). Talmud
Yerushalmi Chagigah 2:1

V. The Apostate's Disciple

A.
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After his apostasy, Acher asked Rabbi Meir (a question), saying to him: What is the
meaning of the verse: G-d hath made even the one as well as the other? Hereplied: It
means that for everything that G-d created He created (also) its counterpart. He created
mountains, and created hills; He created seas, and created rivers. Said (Acher) to him:
Rabbi Akiva, thy master, did not explain it thus, but (as follows): He created righteous,
and created wicked; He created the Garden of Eden, and created Gehinnom. Everyone
has two portions, one in the Garden of Eden and one in Gehinnom. The righteous man,
being meritorious, takes his own portions and his fellow's portion in the Garden of Eden.
The wicked man, being guilty, takes his own portion and his fellow's portion in
Gehinnom. Rabbi Mesharsheya said: What is the Biblical proof for this? In the case of
the righteous, it is written: Therefore in their land they shall possess double (Isaiah 56:7).
In the case of the wicked it iswritten: And destroy them with double destruction
(Jeremiah 17:18). Chagigah 15a
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After his apostasy, Acher asked Rabbi Meir: What is the meaning of the verse: Gold and
glass cannot equal it; neither shall the exchange thereof be vessels of fine gold (Job
28:17)? He answered: These are the words of the Torah, which are hard to acquire like
vessels of fine gold, but are easily destroyed like vessels of glass. Said (Acher) to him:
Rabbi Akiva, thy master, did not explain thus, but (as follows): Just as vessels of gold
and vessels of glass, though they be broken, have a remedy, even so a scholar, though he
has sinned, has aremedy. (Thereupon, Rabbi Meir) said to him: Then, thou, too, repent!
Hereplied: | have aready heard from behind the Veil: Return ye backsliding
children-except Acher. Chagigah 15a
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Our Rabbis taught: Once Acher wasriding on a horse on the Sabbath, and Rabbi Meir
was walking behind him to learn Torah at his mouth. Said (Acher) to him: Meir, turn
back, for | have already measured by the paces of my horse that thus far extends the
Sabbath limit. Hereplied: Thou, too, go back! (Acher) answered: Have | not already
told thee that | have already heard from behind the Veil: 'Return ye backsliding
children’-except Acher. Rabbi Mer prevailed upon him and took him to a schoolhouse.
Acher said to achild: Recite for me thy verse! (The child) answered: Thereis no peace,
said the L-rd, unto the wicked (Isaiah 48:22). He then took him to another schoolhouse.
Acher said to achild: Recite for methy verse! He answered: For though thou wash thee
with nitre, and take thee much soap yet thine iniquity is marked before Me, said the L-rd
G-d (Jeremiah 2:22). Hetook him to yet another schoolhouse, and Acher said to a child:
Recite for me thy verse! He answered: And thou, that art spoiled, what doest thou, that
thou clothest thyself with scarlet, that thou deckest thee with ornaments of gold, that thou
enlargest thine eyes with paint? In vain dost thou make thysdf fair etc. (Jeremiah 4:30).
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He took him to yet another schoolhouse until he took him to thirteen schools: all of them
quoted in similar vein. When he said to the last one, Recite for methy verse, he
answered: But unto the wicked G-d saith "What hast thou to do to declare My statutes
etc. (Psams 50:16)? That child was a stutterer, so it sounded as though he answered:
'But to Elisha G-d saith'. Some say that (Acher) had a knife with him, and he cut him up
and sent him to the thirteen schools: and some say that he said: Had | aknife in my hand |
would have cut him up. Chagigah 15a-b
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Rabbi Meir was sitting and expounding in the Bais HaMedrash (Study Hall) in Tiberias.
Elisha, his Master, was passing by, riding on his horse on Shabbos. They told Rabbi
Meir: Your Master is outside! He stopped his lecture and went out to him. Elisha ben
Avuya asked Rabbi Meir: What subject did you expound on today? He replied: [On the
verse], "So the Lord blessed the latter end of Job more than (or from) his beginning." (Job
42:12) He asked him (further): How did you explain it? Hereplied: The Lord gave Job
twice as much as he had before. He replied: Woe to that which is lost and cannot be
found! Akivayour Master explained it differently. Rather, he explained the verse that
"So the Lord blessed the latter end of Job because of his beginning” to mean: [He was
blessed] because of the merit of the mitzvos and good deeds that he had performed
(literally that were in his hand) from his early days.
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He asked him: What else do you expound upon? He replied: "The goodness of the end of
athing is better than that which comes from its beginning" (Koheles 7:8). And how did
you explain it? He answered: Thisrefersto aperson who had children who died when
he was young and subsequently had children in his old age. This aso refersto a person
who failed in business in his youth who subsequently became successful in his old age.
He (Elisha) replied: Woeto that which islost and cannot be found! Akivayour Master
explained it differently. Rather, he explained the verse "The goodness of the end of a
thing is good when it comes from its beginning” - only if the beginning isgood. . . .

Hesaid to him: Meir it's enough! Thisisthe boundary of Shabbos. He asked him: How
do you know? He replied: From the steps of my horse | counted that he had walked two
thousand cubits. He said to him: Y ou have so much wisdom and yet you don't repent! He
replied: | cannot. He asked: Why? He replied: Once | was passing by the place of the
Holy of Holies while riding on my horse on Y om Kippur that happened to fall out on
Shabbos and | heard a'Bas Kol' coming from the Holy of Holies saying: Return
[wayward] sonswith the exception of Elisha ben Avuyah who knows my power and yet
rebels against me! Yerushalmi Chagigah 2:1
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But how did Rabbi Meir learn Torah at the mouth of Acher? Behold Rabbah bar Bar
Chanasaid that Rabbi Y ochanan said: What is the meaning of the verse, "For the priest's
lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the Law at his mouth; for he isthe
messenger of the L-rd of hosts?' (This meansthat) if the teacher islike an angel of the
L-rd of hosts, they should seek the Law at his mouth! - Resh Lakish answered: Rabbi
Meir found a verse and expounded it (as follows): Incline thine ear, and hear the words of
the wise, and apply thy heart unto My knowledge. It does not say, 'unto their knowledge',
but 'unto My knowledge'.
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Rabbi Chanina said, (he deduced it) from here: Hearken, O daughter, and consider, and
incline thine ear; forget also thine own people, and thy father's house etc. The verses
contradict one another! - There is no contradiction: in the one case Scripture refersto an
adult (or a great man), in the other to a child (or a small man). When R. Dimi came (to
Babylon) he said: In the West, they say: R. Meir ate the date and threw the kernel away.

Raba expounded: What is the meaning of the verse: | went down to the garden of nuts, to
look at the green plants of the valley etc.? Why are the scholars likened to the nut? To
tell you that just as (in the case of) a scholar, although he may have sinned, yet is his
Torah not contemned.

Rabbah bar Shila (once) met Eliyohu. He said to him: What is the Holy One, blessed be
He, doing? He answered: He utters traditions in the name of all the Rabbis, but in the
name of Rabbi Meir he does not utter. Rabbah asked him. Why? - Because he learnt
traditions from Acher. Said (Rabbah) to him: But why? Rabbi Meir found a
pomegranate; he ate (the fruit) withinit, and the peel he threw away! He answered: Now
He says: Meir my son says. When a man suffers, to what expression does the Shechinah
give utterance? 'My head is heavy, my armis heavy'. If the Holy One, blessed be He, is
thus grieved over the blood of the wicked, how much more so over the blood of the
righteous that is shed. Chagigah 15b

VI.  The Death of the Apostate
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When Acher died, they said: Let him not be judged, nor let him enter the World to Come.
Let him not be judged, because he engaged in the study of the Torah; nor let him enter
the world to come, because he sinned. Rabbi Meir said: It were better that he should be
judged and that he should enter the world to come. When | die | shall cause smoke to
rise from his grave. When Rabbi Meir died, smoke rose up from Acher's grave. Rabbi

Y ochanan said: What a mighty deed to burn his master! There was one amongst us, and
we cannot save him; if | were to take him by the hand, who would snatch him from me!
(But) said he: When | die, | shall extinguish the smoke from his grave. When R.

Y ochanan died, the smoke ceased from Acher's grave. The public mourner began (his
oration) concerning him thus. Even the guardian of the gate (of Gehinom) could not stand
before thee, O master! Chagigah 15b
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After atime, Elishabecameill. They went and told Rabbi Meir: Your Master isill. He
went to visit him and found him [truly] sick. He said to him: Won't you repent? He
replied: The repentance will not be accepted. Rabbi Meir replied: Isit not written: Thou
turnest man to destruction ( X57) and sayest, Return, ye children of men (Psalms 90:3).

(%57) Until the crushing [of the last threads] of the soul do they receive [one's

repentance]. Whereupon Elisha began to cry and departed this world. Rabbi Meir was
glad in his heart and said: It seems that he departed in the midst of repentance.

As soon as he was buried, afire came down from Heaven and burned his grave. They
went and told Rabbi Meir: The grave of your Master is ablaze. As soon as he came to
visit it, he noticed that it was ablaze. What did he do? He took his cloak and spread it
over [the grave]. He said (expounded) the following verse: "Tarry this night, and it shall
be in the morning, that if he will perform unto thee the part of a kinsman, well; let him do
the kinsman's part: but if he will not do the part of a kinsman to thee, then will | do the
part of akinsman to thee, asthe Lord liveth: lie down until the morning” (Ruth 3:13)
"Tarry this night" means tarry through this world which is compared to the night. "And it
shall be in the morning” refersto the next world which is total morning (light). "That if
he will perform unto thee the part of akinsman, well (good)" refersto the Holy One
blessed be He who is the embodiment of "good" asit iswritten: The Lord isgood to al:
and histender mercies are over al hisworks (Psalms 145:9). "But if he will not do the
part of akinsman to thee, then will | do the part of akinsman to thee, asthe Lord liveth".
[With that] the fire subsided.

They said to Rabbi Meir: Who would you like to visit, your father or your Master? He
replied: | would like to bring [up] my Master [to be] before me and then my father. They
asked him: And will they listen to you? He replied: Didn't we learn [this principle] from a
braiisa, "We save [from a fire on Shabbos] the covering of the Torah together with the
Torah and the covering of the tephilin with the tephilin." So too we should save Elisha
[ben Avuya] - Acher because of the merit of hisTorah. Talmud Y erushalmi Chagigah
2:1
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Sometime later, his[Elisha ben Avuyas] daughters went to take charity from Rabbi

[Y ehudah HaNasei]. Rabbi decreed: "L et there be none to extend mercy unto him: neither
let there be any to favor his fatherless children." (Psalms 109:12) They said to him: Rabbi
don't look at his deeds, look [rather] at his Torah. Upon hearing this, Rabbi wept and
decreed that they should be supported. He commented: If such a person (like Elisha ben
Avuya) who toiled in Torah for a purpose other than the sake of Heaven was rewarded
with such children, then someone who toils in Torah for the sake of Heaven most
certainly should be so rewarded. Talmud Y erushalmi Chagigah 2:1
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Acher's daughter (once) came before Rabbi and said to him: O master, support me! He
asked her: Whose daughter art thou? Shereplied: | am Acher's daughter. Said he: Are
any of his children left in the world? Behold it iswritten: He shall have neither son nor
son's son among his people, nor any remaining in hisdwellings! She answered:
Remember his Torah and not his deeds. Forthwith, afire came down and enveloped
Rabbi's bench. (Thereupon) Rabbi wept and said: If it be so on account of those who
dishonor her, how much more so on account of those who honour her! Chagigah 15b



