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1. Yadayim 3:5

The Song of Songs and Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) defile the
hands. Rabbi Judah says: the Song of Songs defiles the
hands, but there is a dispute about Kohelet. Rabbi Yose says:
Kohelet does not defile the hands, but there is a dispute
about the Song of Songs. Rabbi Shimon says: [the ruling
about] Kohelet is one of the leniencies of Bet Shammai and
one of the stringencies of Bet Hillel. Rabbi Shimon ben Azzai
said: | have received a tradition from the seventy-two elders
on the day when they appointed Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah
head of the academy that the Song of Songs and Kohelet
defile the hands. Rabbi Akiba said: Far be it! No man in Israel
disputed that the Song of Songs [saying] that it does not
defile the hands. For the whole world is not as worthy as the
day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all
the writings are holy but the Song of Songs is the holy of
holies.

2. Avot D’Rabbi Natan 6:2

(2) What were Akiva's beginnings? It is said: Up to the age of
forty, he had not yet studied a thing. One time, while standing
by the mouth of a well in Lydda, he inquired, "Who hollowed
out this stone?" and was told, "Akiva, haven't you read that
'water wears away stone' (Job 14:19)? - it was water falling
upon it constantly, day after day." At that, Rabbi Akiva asked
himself: Is my mind harder than this stone? | will go and study
at least one section of Torah. He went directly to a
schoolhouse, and he and his son began reading from a child's
tablet. Rabbi Akiva took hold of one end of the tablet, and his
son of the other end. The teacher wrote down alef and bet for
him, and he learned them; alef to tav, and he learned them;
the book of Leviticus, and he learned it. He went on studying
until he learned the whole Torah. Then he went and sat before
Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua. "My masters," he said, "reveal
the sense of Mishnah to me." When they told him one
halakhah, he went off to reason with himself. This alef, he
wondered, what was it written for? That bet - what was it
written for? This teaching - what was it uttered for? He kept
coming back, kept inquiring of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua,
until he reduced his teachers to silence.
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3. Beresheit Rabbah 24:7

Rabbi Tanchuma said in the name of Rabbi Eliezer
and Rabbi Menachem in the name of Rav said... Ben
Azzai said: “These are the generations of Adam" is a
great principle in the Torah. Rabbi Akiva said: This is
a great principle of the Torah: "You shall love your
neighbor as yourself" (Lev. 19:18). Thus, one should
not say, “Since | am scorned, | should scorn my
fellow as well; since | have been cursed, | will curse
my fellow as well.” Rabbi Tanchumah said, if you act
thus, realize who it is that you are willing to have
humiliated - "the one who was made in the likeness
of God." Rabbi Tanchuma says, “If you do so, you
should know who are you scorning — ‘in the
likeness of God He created him.””

4. Ketubot 62b

The Gemara further relates: Rabbi Akiva was the shepherd of ben
Kalba Savua, one of the wealthy residents of Jerusalem. The
daughter of Ben Kalba Savua saw that he was humble and
refined. She said to him: If | betroth myself to you, will you go to
the study hall to learn Torah? He said to her: Yes. She became
betrothed to him privately and sent him off to study. Her father
heard this and became angry. He removed her from his house and
took a vow prohibiting her from benefiting from his property.
Rabbi Akiva went and sat for twelve years in the study hall. When
he came back to his house he brought twelve thousand students
with him, and as he approached he heard an old man saying to his
wife: For how long will you lead the life of a widow of a living
man, living alone while your husband is in another place? She said
to him: If he would listen to me, he would sit and study for
another twelve years. When Rabbi Akiva heard this he said: | have
permission to do this. He went back and sat for another twelve
years in the study hall. When he came back he brought twenty-
four thousand students with him. His wife heard and went out
toward him to greet him. Her neighbors said: Borrow some
clothes and wear them, as your current apparel is not appropriate
to meet an important person. She said to them: “A righteous man
understands the life of his beast” (Proverbs 12:10). When she
came to him she fell on her face and kissed his feet. His
attendants pushed her away as they did not know who she was,
and he said to them: Leave her alone, as my Torah knowledge and
yours is actually hers. In the meantime her father heard that a
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great man came to the town. He said: | will go to him. Maybe he  XIn Xax 02 "k NNKR N>'70 "oKI
will nullify my vow and | will be able to support my daughter. He N'YID 7V n'pwal ntox 7y 79
came to him to ask about nullifying his vow, and Rabbi Akiva said Nmn Xa79 N7 2
to him: Did you vow thinking that this Akiva would become a

great man? He said to him: If | had believed he would know even

one chapter or even one halakha | would not have been so harsh.

He said to him: | am he. Ben Kalba Savua fell on his face and

kissed his feet and gave him half of his money.

5. Brachot 60b a:o0nmMM.5
Rav Huna said that Rav said that Rabbi Meir said; and so it was 17 DIYNA 21 K XN 2N X
taught in a baraita in the name of Rabbi Akiva: One must always N2'PY YT nmwn Xan DI 'Rn
accustom oneself to say: Everything that God does, He does for 2 M7 720 DTN KD D7V
the best. The Gemara relates: Like this incident, when Rabbi Akiva KD 1D Ty 207 XM TAT

was walking along the road and came to a certain city, he inquired ~ XNMIX2 TRP NINT RA'PY 12T
about lodging and they did not give him any. He said: Everything NT'OUIN RV RIIN R'NNT KON
that God does, He does for the best. He went and slept in a field, TAYT D R A7 KT
and he had with him a rooster, a donkey and a candle. A gust of Nl KA1 Nl I": 207 NJInm
wind came and extinguished the candle; a cat came and ate the RNl mm:;| N“ IAnn In T
rooster; and a lion came and ate the donkey. He said: Everything AR RANT7 N7 KiZT KDR

h for th hat nigh NTIN N71200N%7 N'7OX KIY
that God does, He does for the best. That night, an army came and Y3 X KANNY AYOR AN

took the city into captivity. It turned out that Rabbi Akiva alone, N'7'93 A 207 X T
who was not in the city and had no lit candle, noisy rooster or INY AN XNNY N NO'M NN
donkey to give away his location, was saved. He said to them: DYIVY NN 79 DY \INX IXY
Didn’t | tell you? Everything that God does... NIN N2 WITPN
6. Makkot 24b 2:1> ndn .6
The Gemara relates another incident involving those Sages. On D797 |"721V I'N NNK DYD 1IY
another occasion they were ascending to Jerusalem after the IV O'9I¥N N7 IVIANY 1D
destruction of the Temple. When they arrived at Mount Scopus NN N7 WIANY [I'D DN'TA
and saw the site of the Temple, they rent their garments in 'WTP NN KXY WIY I
mourning, in keeping with halakhic practice. When they arrived at Y™ Da 7' nnn 0T
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the Temple Mount, they saw a fox that emerged from the site of
the Holy of Holies. They began weeping, and Rabbi Akiva was
laughing. They said to him: For what reason are you laughing?
Rabbi Akiva said to them: For what reason are you weeping? They
said to him: This is the place concerning which it is written: “And
the non-priest who approaches shall die” (Numbers 1:51), and

now foxes walk in it; and shall we not weep? Rabbi Akiva said to NI [0 NMIX TIK DINKD
them: That is why | am laughing, as it is written, when God [V AN 1AM A NNOT
revealed the future to the prophet Isaiah: “And I will take to Me WTPNA NMIR NMT 78K NI
faithful witnesses to attest: Uriah the priest, and Zechariah the NN W WUTPNA N7 IR
son of Jeberechiah” (Isaiah 8:2). Now what is the connection DT 7W INKIA1 2NdN NN
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between Uriah and Zechariah? He clarifies the difficulty: Uriah
prophesied during the First Temple period, and Zechariah
prophesied during the Second Temple period, as he was among
those who returned to Zion from Babylonia. Rather, the verse
established that fulfillment of the prophecy of Zechariah is
dependent on fulfillment of the prophecy of Uriah. In the prophecy
of Uriah it is written: “Therefore, for your sake Zion shall be
plowed as a field, and Jerusalem shall become rubble, and the
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Temple Mount as the high places of a forest” (Micah 3:12), where

foxes are found. There is a rabbinic tradition that this was

prophesied by Uriah. In the prophecy of Zechariah it is written:

NNX DTN [IY72 Nnvpnn NNt
NQ'PY 1NN KA'RY 17
:N1NNN1

“There shall yet be elderly men and elderly women sitting in the
streets of Jerusalem” (Zechariah 8:4). Until the prophecy of Uriah
with regard to the destruction of the city was fulfilled | was afraid
that the prophecy of Zechariah would not be fulfilled, as the two

prophecies are linked. Now that the prophecy of Uriah was

fulfilled, it is evident that the prophecy of Zechariah remains valid.

The Gemara adds: The Sages said to him, employing this

formulation: Akiva, you have comforted us; Akiva, you have

comforted us.

7. Bava Metzia 62a

Two people are travelling along the way, and one of them
has in his possession a flask of water. If both drink from it,
they will both die. However, if only one of them drinks, he
will be able to make it out of the desert. Ben Petura
expounded, “It is better that both should drink and die that
that one should witness the death of his fellow.” Then
Rabbi Akiva came and taught, ““Your brother shall live with
you’ (Vayikra 25:36) — your life comes first, before the life
of your friend.

8. Berachot 61b

We learned in our mishna the explanation of the verse:
“And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart
and all your soul and all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5).
This was elaborated upon when it was taught in a baraita:
Rabbi Eliezer says: If it is stated: “With all your soul,” why
does it state: “With all your might”? Conversely, if it
stated: “With all your might,” why does it state: “With all
your soul”? Rather, this means that if one’s body is dearer
to him than his property, therefore it is stated: “With all
your soul”; one must give his soul in sanctification of God.
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And if one’s money is dearer to him than his body,
therefore it is stated: “With all your might”; with all your
assets. Rabbi Akiva says: “With all your soul” means: Even
if God takes your soul. The Gemara relates at length how
Rabbi Akiva fulfilled these directives. The Sages taught:
One time, after the bar Kokheva rebellion, the evil empire
of Rome decreed that Israel may not engage in the study
and practice of Torah. Pappos ben Yehuda came and found
Rabbi Akiva, who was convening assemblies in public and
engaging in Torah study. Pappos said to him: Akiva, are
you not afraid of the empire? Rabbi Akiva answered him: |
will relate a parable. To what can this be compared? It is
like a fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish
gathering and fleeing from place to place.

The fox said to them: From what are you fleeing?

They said to him: We are fleeing from the nets that people
cast upon us.

He said to them: Do you wish to come up onto dry land,
and we will reside together just as my ancestors resided
with your ancestors?

The fish said to him: You are the one of whom they say, he
is the cleverest of animals? You are not clever; you are a
fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat
which gives us life, then in a habitat that causes our death,
all the more so.

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage
in Torah study, about which it is written: “For that is your
life, and the length of your days” (Deuteronomy 30:20), we
fear the empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle
from its study, as its abandonment is the habitat that
causes our death, all the more so will we fear the empire.
The Sages said: Not a few days passed until they seized
Rabbi Akiva and incarcerated him in prison, and seized
Pappos ben Yehuda and incarcerated him alongside him.
Rabbi Akiva said to him: Pappos, who brought you here?
Pappos replied: Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, for you were
arrested on the charge of engaging in Torah study. Woe
unto Pappos who was seized on the charge of engaging in
idle matters.

9. Brachot 61b
The Gemara relates: When they took Rabbi Akiva out to be
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Shema, thereby accepting upon himself the yoke of
Heaven. His students said to him: Our teacher, even now,
as you suffer, you recite Shema? He said to them: All my
days | have been troubled by the verse: With all your soul,
meaning: Even if God takes your soul. | said to myself:
When will the opportunity be afforded me to fulfill this
verse? Now that it has been afforded me, shall | not fulfill
it? He prolonged his uttering of the word: One, until his soul
left his body as he uttered his final word: One. A voice
descended from heaven and said: Happy are you, Rabbi
Akiva, that your soul left your body as you uttered: One.
The ministering angels said before the Holy One, Blessed
be He: This is Torah and this its reward? As it is stated:
“From death, by Your hand, O Lord, from death of the
world” (Psalms 17:14); Your hand, God, kills and does not
save. God said the end of the verse to the ministering
angels: “Whose portion is in this life.” And then a Divine
Voice emerged and said: Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, as
you are destined for life in the World-to-Come, as your
portion is already in eternal life.

10. Taanit 25b

here was another incident involving Rabbi Eliezer, who
descended to serve as prayer leader before the ark on a fast
day. And he recited twenty-four blessings, but he was not
answered. Rabbi Akiva descended before the ark after him
and said: Our Father, our King, we have no king other than
You. Our Father, our King, for Your sake, have mercy on us.
And rain immediately fell. The Sages were whispering
among themselves that Rabbi Akiva was answered while his
teacher, Rabbi Eliezer, was not. A Divine Voice emerged and
said: It is not because this Sage, Rabbi Akiva, is greater than
that one, Rabbi Eliezer, but that this one is forgiving, and
that one is not forgiving. God responded to Rabbi Akiva’s
forgiving nature in kind by sending rain.

11. Rambam’s Hilchot Teshuva 10:2-3

The worshiper because of love, engages himself in the study
of the Torah and the observance of precepts and follows the
paths of wisdom on no account in the world, neither for fear
of evil nor in order to inherit the good; but he does the true
thing because it is true, and in the end the good comes
because thereof,. That degree is a great degree, indeed and
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not every scholar attains it; for such was the degree of
Abraham our father, whom the Holy One, blessed is He!
called His beloved, because he worshiped not, save because
of love, and it is, furthermore, the degree concerning which
the Holy One, blessed is He! commanded through Moses,
saying: "And thou shalt love the Lord thy God" (Deut. 6.5);
for, when man will love the Lord with a proper love, he will
momentarily perform all of the commandments because of
love.

And what is the proper love? He shall love the Lord with an
exceeding great and very strong love so that his soul be tied
to the love of the Lord, finding himself in a constant tremor,
as if he were suffering of lovesickness, when his mind is free
because of love for that woman, being continuously agitated
about her, whether he sitting down, or whether he is
standing up, even when he is eating and drinking. More than
this should the love for the Lord be in the heart of those who
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love him, meditating therein constantly, even as He
commanded us: "With all thy heart and with all thy soul"
(Ibid.). This is what Solomon allegorically said: "For | am
love-sick" (Songs 2.5). And, the whole book, Song of Songs, is
an allegory on this subject.

DT V7 XD 7Y DY'Wn

12. The Seashore Essay, Rav Kook, translation from the book, Silver from the Land of Israel

A soul that is insensitive to feelings of romance cannot relate to the tender sensibilities expressed in songs of
love. Such a person will pervert those poetic yearnings, reducing them to the level of his own base desires.
Similarly, one who has never ascended the heights of holy contemplation, one who has never experienced
the uplifting surge of love for the Rock of all worlds — such a person will fail to grasp how the sublime yearnings
of the Song of Songs truly reflect the highest aspirations of the Jewish people. But an insightful person will
recognize that the body of literature of this holy nation, whose long history is replete with extraordinary displays
of self-sacrifice and martyrdom to sanctify God’s Name, would be incomplete without a suitable expression of
their boundless love for God.

As he was cruelly put to death at the hands of the Romans, Rabbi Akiva told his students,

“All my life | have been troubled by this verse, “You will love God... with all your soul” — even if he takes your soul.
When will | have the opportunity to fulfill this?”

Rabbi Akiva then recited the Shema, and his soul departed when he reached the word echad, declaring God’s
unity (Berachot 61b).

Only a soul as great as Rabbi Akiva could testify that the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies, and that “the
entire universe is unworthy of the day that the Song of Songs was given to Israel.” In his life, Rabbi Akiva
experienced love in all of its levels: the private love for Kalba Savua’s daughter, in its natural purity; the
idealistic love for his people, including its fight for independence against Roman occupation; and the lofty love
for God, in all of its noble beauty. Thus Rabbi Akiva was eminently qualified to evaluate the true nature of the
love so poetically expressed in the Song of Songs.

But those with narrow minds and coarse hearts cannot properly appreciate this precious book. They are like
those who crawl at the bottom of a towering castle that stretches high into the clouds. They measure the height
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of this great edifice according to their limited eyesight. And if they are informed that from the spires of this
great castle one may view a dazzling star, breathtaking in its exquisite beauty, they immediately conclude that
such a star must be a lowly one indeed.

Such narrow minds, who can only see in Rabbi Akiva a lonely shepherd who fell in love with his employer’s
daughter, will certainly fail to comprehend his startling declaration that the Song of Songs is sacred above all
other books of the Bible. They only see a simple shepherd and a simple song of private love.

We may appreciate Rabbi Akiva’s greatness of soul from the following story. When a group of scholars saw a
fox scampering in the ruins where the holy Temple once stood, they shed tears at this sight of bleak desolation.
Rabbi Akiva, however, astounded his companions by laughing. He understood that, just as the prophecies of
destruction had come to pass, the prophecies of redemption will also be fulfilled. For this spiritual giant, the
distant future was as real and palpable as the present reality. His unshakable faith and vision was rooted in a
profound love of God. This love so filled his pure heart that the future was a certain reality, leaving no room to
mourn over the disasters of the present. For Rabbi Akiva, the tragedies of the day were but a thin cloud,
casting fleeting shadows under the brilliant daytime sun.

Only such a lofty soul could confidently proclaim, “The entire Bible is holy. But the Song of Songs is the Holy
of Holies



