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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Inwhat wayswas Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus similar to
Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakai ?

2.  Inwhat wayswas Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus similar to
Shmuel HaK atan?

3. How old was Rabbi Eliezer when he began to learn Torah?
4.  Where was Rabbi Eliezer's yeshivalocated?

5. Describe the circumstances of Rabbi Eliezer's
excommunication?

This and much more will be addressed in the fifth lecture of this
series: "Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus and the Forgotten Legacy".

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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RABBI ELIEZER BEN HYRKANUS AND THE FORGOTTEN LEGACY

l. The Shining Star
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What was the beginning of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus [development]? He was twenty
two years old and he had not yet learned Torah. One day, he [made up his mind and] said,
"I shall go and learn Torah by Rabban Y ochanan son of Zakkai." [On that same day,] his
father told him, Y ou will not eat until you plow a complete furrow. Rabbi Eliezer awoke
early the following morning and plowed the required amount. That day was Erev
Shabbos. Eliezer went and ate by his father-in-law. Some say he ate nothing from the six
hours of Erev Shabbos until six hours after Shabbos. While he was traveling aong the
way, he saw a stone (or clod of earth) that looked like decayed food matter and took it
and put it in his mouth. Others say it was the droppings of cattle. He went and stayed at
an inn and began to learn before Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai in Jerusalem until afoul
odor emanated from his mouth. Rabban Y ochanan said to him, "My son, have you eaten
today." Rabbi Eliezer was quiet. He repeated his question. Again there was silence.
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Thereupon Rabban Y ochanan called the innkeeper and asked if Eliezer had eaten there.
He said, "We thought he ate by his Rebbe." Rabban Y ochanan said, "I thought he ate by
you. Between both of uswe lost Rabbi Eliezer in the middle." Rabban Y ochanan said to
Rabbi Eliezer, "Just as afoul odor emanated from your mouth so shall a good namein
Torah emanate from you."

Hyrkanus, his father, heard that he was learning Torah by Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai
and said, "I shall go and disinherit Eliezer my son." That day, Rabban Y ochanan ben
Zakai was speaking in Jerusalem and all the great men of Israel sat before him. Rabban

Y ochanan heard that he (Hyrkanus) came and set watchmen and told them that if he
comesto sit, do not allow him in. Hyrkanus came to sit and they did not let him in. He
finally found a place near Nakdimon ben Gurion and near the son of Kalba Savua and sat
between them. It is said that that day Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai turned towards Rabbi
Eliezer and said, "Speak." Rabbi Eliezer said, "l cannot." Rabban Y ochanan persisted
and other students pressured him. He stood and spoke words the likes of which had never
been heard. Every word that came forth from his mouth, Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai
stood on his feet and kissed him on his head and said, "Rabbi Eliezer, my Rebbe, you
have taught me truth." When it was time to leave, Hyrkanus, hisfather, stood on his feet
and said, "l had come to disinherit my son Eliezer, now al my possessions are given to
Eliezer my son and his brothers have nothing." Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 6:3
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Our Rabbis have taught: It happened that Rabbi Eliezer stayed over Shabbosin Upper
Galilee, and they asked him for thirty decisions in the laws of Sukkah. Of twelve of these
he said, "l heard them"; of eighteen he said, "I have not heard". R. Y osie ben Y ehuda
said, "Reverse the words. Of eighteen he said, 'l have heard them', of twelve he said, 'l
have not heard them'." They said to him, "Are al your words only reproductions of what
you have heard?' He answered them, "Y ou wished to force me to say something which |
have not heard from my teachers. During al my life no man was earlier than myself in
the Study Hall (Bais Medrash), | never slept or dozed in the Study Hall, nor did | ever
leave a person in the Study Hall when | went out, nor did | ever utter mundane speech,
nor have | ever in my life said athing which | did not hear from my teachers."
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They said concerning Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai that during his whole life he never
uttered mundane talk, nor walked four cubits without Torah nor without tefillin, nor was
any man earlier than he in the Study Hall, nor did he sleep or doze in the Study Hall, nor
did hethink in Torah in filthy alleyways, nor did anyone ever find him sitting in silence,
but only sitting and learning, and no one but himself ever opened the door to his
disciples, he never in hislife said anything which he had not heard from his teacher, and,
except on the eve of Passover and on the eve of the Day of Atonement, he never said, "It
istimeto arise from the studies at the Study Hall"; and so did his disciple Rabbi Eliezer
conduct himself after him. Sukah 28a
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Rabbi Achain the name of Rabbi Chanina said: When Moshe went up to the upper
world, he heard the voice of the Holy One, blessed be He, who was sitting and involving
Himself with the section of the Torah dealing with the red heifer. He was stating the
halacha in the name of the author [as He was learning and said:] Rabbi Eliezer says, "A
calf's age is defined as being within one year, acow's age is defined as being within two
years." He (Moshe) said in His presence, "Master of the Universe. May it be Y our will
that he (Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus) should be one of my descendants." He replied, "By
your life, he will be one of your descendants." Midrash Bamidbar Rabbah 19:7
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Rabban Y ochanan ben Zakai had five primary disciples. They were: Rabbi Eliezer ben
Hyrkanus, Rabbi Y ehoshua ben Chanania, Rabbi Y osei the Kohen, Rabbi Shimon ben
Nesanel, and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach. He used to enumerate their praises. Rabbi Eliezer
ben Hyrkanosis like a cemented cistern that loses not adrop; Rabbi Y ehoshua ben
Chanania: praiseworthy is she who bore him; Rabbi Y ose the Kohen is a scrupulously
pious person; Rabbi Shimon ben Nesanel fears sin; and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach islike a
spring flowing stronger and stronger. He used to say: If all the sages of Israel were on
one pan of abalance scale, and Eliezer ben Hyrkanos were on the other, he would
outweigh them all. Avos 2:8
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Rav Yehuda said in Rav's name: A Sanhedrin must not be established in acity which
does not contain two who can speak [all seventy languages] and one who understands
them. In the city of Betar there were three and in Y avne four: Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi

Y ehoshua, Rabbi Akiva, and Shimon the Temanite, who used to discuss before them
sitting on the ground. Sanhedrin 17b
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There was an incident in which the Elders went up to an attic in Yavneh, where a"Bas
Kol" (voice from Heaven) went out and said, "There are two amongst you that arefit to
receive [communication from] the Divine Spirit. Shmuel Hakatan is one of them." They
gazed their eyes at Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus (as being the other one that was most
likely singled out). Talmud Y erushalmi Sota 9:16
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Our Rabbis taught: Justice, justice shalt thou follow: this means, Follow the scholarsto
their academies, e.g., Rabbi Eliezer to Lydda. .. Sanhedrin 32b
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He (Rabbi Akiva) came and sat at the feet of Rabbi Eliezer. The Study Hall of Rabbi
Eliezer wasaslargeasa"Ris' [which is 266.67 cubits or approximately 400 feet long].
There was a stone there that was designated for his (Rabbi Eliezer's) seat. Once, Rabbi

Y ehoshua came in and began to kiss that stone and said, "This stoneis like Mount Sinai
and the one who sat on it (Rabbi Eliezer) islike the Ark of the Covenant.” Midrash
Rabbah Shir HaShirim 1:3
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Our Rabbis taught: When Rabbi Eliezer was arrested because of Minus (suspicion of
being a Christian), they brought him up to the tribune to be judged. Said the governor to
him, "How can a sage man like you occupy himself with those idle things?' He replied,
"I acknowledge the Judge as right.” The governor thought that he referred to him -
though he redlly referred to his Father in Heaven - and said, "Because you have
acknowledged me asright, | swear in the name of mercy that you are to be acquitted.”
When he came home, his disciples called on him to console him, but he would accept no
consolation. Said Rabbi Akivato him, "Master, permit me to say one thing of what you
have taught me?' Hereplied, "Say it." "Master", said he, "perhaps some of the teaching
of the Minim had been transmitted to you and you approved of it and because of that you
were arrested?"' He exclaimed, "Akiba thou hast reminded me. | was once walking in the
uppermarket of Sepphoris when | came across one Y akov of K efar-Sechaniah by name,
who said to me, 'lIt iswritten in your Torah, Thou shalt not bring the hire of a harlot...into
the house of the Lord thy God. May such money be applied to the erection of aretiring
place ()xo>51 n°a for the High Priest? To which | made no reply. Said he to me, 'Thus
was | taught by Jesus the Nazarene: For of the hire of a harlot hath she gathered them and
unto the hire of aharlot shall they return” (Micha 1:7): they came from a place of filth, let
them go to a place of filth. Those words pleased me very much, and that iswhy | was
arrested for apostasy; for thereby | transgressed the Scriptural words, 'Remove thy way
far from her' - which refers to minus (apostacy) - ‘and come not nigh to the door of her
house,” which refersto the ruling power. (Proverbs 5:8)"

There are some who apply, "Remove thy way from her" to minus (apostasy) as well asto
the ruling power, and, "and come not nigh to the door of her house" to a harlot. And how
far isone to keep away? Said Rabbi Chisda: Four Cubits. Avodah Zarah 16b-17a
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The following incident occurred: Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Y ehoshua, and Rabban Gamliel
went up to Rome. They went up to one place and found little children making piles of
dirt and saying, "Thisis what the people of the land of Israel do (make piles), and they
say, this[pile] should be "Terumah', and this [pile] should be '‘Maaser™ [ Thereupon] they
said, "This must be a Jewish neighborhood.”" They went in to one place and were
gracioudly accepted. Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 7:13
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There was an incident with Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Y ehoshuah when they traveled
across the Mediterranean sea ... When they arrived at Rome, Hadrian, may his bones be
crushed, said to them . . . Midrash Beraishis Rabbah 13:9
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There was an incident when Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Y ehoshua, and Rabban Gamliel were
in Rome. The senate of the Emperor decreed that within thirty days there would not be a
Jew left in the world. There was one senator, however, that feared G-d. He came to
Rabban Gamliel and revealed the plan to him. Our Rabbis were were very distressed by
the matter. He (the senator) said to them, "Fear not! From now until the end of thirty days
[you will see that] the G-d of the Jews will stand by them."

At the end of twenty five days he (the senator) revealed the matter to hiswife. She said to
him, "Twenty five days are already over!" Hereplied, "There are five days left." Hiswife
was even more righteous than he. She said to him, "Don't you have aring [that contains
poison]? Suck it and you will die. The senate will wait another thirty days [for your
mourning period to end] and by that time the decree will be annulled." He listened to her
and sucked the [poisonous] ring and died. The Rabbis heard about this occurrence and
went to visit his wife to console her by their presence. The Rabbis said, "Woe isit to the
ship that goes with paying duty; meaning to say that this 'tzaddik’ (saint) did not perform
circumcision." Shereplied, "I know what you are referring to. By your lives, the ship
didn't pass until it gaveitsduty.” Immediately, she went into a closet and brought out a
box that contained the foreskin that had been removed and on top of it were rags that
were full of blood. Midrash Devarim Rabbah 2:24
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[1. The Oven of Dissension
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Welearned [in aMishna] elsewhere (Kailim 5:10): If he cut it (an oven) into separate
tiles, placing sand between each tile: Rabbi Eliezer declared it ritually pure, and the
Sages declared it impure; and this was the oven of "Akhnai". Why did they name it
"Akhnai"? Because they encompassed it with arguments as a snake (Aknai or "RIOY

means a snake in Aramaic), and proved it unclean. It has been taught: On that day Rabbi
Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but they did not accept them. Said
he to them, "If the halachah agrees with me, et this carob tree proveit!: Thereupon the
carob tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place - others affirm, four hundred cubits.
"No proof can be brought from a carob tree," they retorted. Again he said to them, "If
the halachah agrees with me, let the stream of water proveit." Whereupon the stream of
water flowed backwards. "No proof can be brought from a stream of water," they
rgoined. Again heurged, "If the halachah agrees with me, let the walls of the
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schoolhouse prove it", whereupon the wallsinclined to fall. But Rabbi Y ehoshua
rebuked them, saying, "When scholars are engaged in a halachic dispute, what have ye to
interfere?' Hence they did not fall, in honor of Rabbi Y ehoshua, nor did they resume the
upright position, in honor of Rabbi Eliezer, and they are still standing thus inclined.
Again he said to them, "If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!"
Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out, "Why do ye dispute with Rabbi Eliezer, seeing
that in all matters the halachah agrees with him!" But R. Y ehoshua arose and exclaimed,
"Itisnot in heaven." What did he mean by this? Said Rabbi Yirmiah, "That the Torah
had aready been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because
Thou hast long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai: After the majority must one
incline. (Exodus 23:2)"

Rabbi Nasan met Eliyahu and asked him, "What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do in
that hour?' "Helaughed", hereplied, "saying, 'My sons have defeated Me." It was said:
On that day all objects which Rabbi Eliezer had declared ritually pure were brought and
burnt in fire. Then they took a vote and excommunicated him. Said they, "Who shall go
and inform him?" "l will go," answered Rabbi Akiva, "lest an unsuitable person go and
inform him, and thus destroy the whole world." What did Rabbi Akiva do? He donned
black garments and wrapped himself in black, and sat at a distance of four cubits from
him. "Akiva," said Rabbi Eliezer to him, "what has particularly happened today?'
"Master," hereplied, "it appears to me that your companions have distanced themselves
from you." Thereupon, he too rent his garments, put off his shoes, removed and sat on the
earth, whilst tears streamed from his eyes. The world was then smitten: athird of the
olive crop, a third of the wheat, and athird of the barley crop. Some say, the dough in
women's hands swelled up.

A Tannataught: Great was the calamity that befell that day, for everything at which
Rabbi Eliezer cast his eyes was burned up. Rabban Gamliel too was travelling in a ship,
when a huge wave arose to drown him. "It appearsto me," he reflected, "that thisis on
account of none other than Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus." Thereupon he arose and
exclaimed, "Sovereign of the Universe! Y ou know full well that | have not acted for my
honour, nor for the honour of my paternal house, but for Thine, so that strife may not
multiply in Israel!" At that the raging sea subsided.

Ima Shalom was Rabbi Eliezer's wife, and sister to Rabban Gamliel. From the time of
thisincident onwards she did not permit him to fall upon hisface. Now a certain day
happened to be New Moon, but she mistook afull month for a defective one. Others say,
a poor man came and stood at the door, and she took out some bread to him. She found
him fallen on hisface. "Arise," she cried out to him, "you have slain my brother." In the
meanwhile an announcement was made from the house of Rabban Gamliel that he had
died. "How do you know it?" he questioned her. "I have this tradition from my father's
house: All gates are locked, excepting the gates of wounded feelings.” Bava Metziah
59a-b
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Once [Rabbi Eliezer] was walking in the market place and saw a woman as she was
washing the floor of her house. She then took the dirty water and threw it out on to the
street. It landed on his head. He remarked, "It seems to me that my colleagues will now
reinstate me asit is written: From the dung heaps He lifts up the destitute. (Psalms
113:7)" Yerushalmi Moed Katan 3:1
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It was taught: Rabbi Eliezer said to Rabbi Y ehoshua [referring to a halachic argument
between the two of them], "Y ou have not heard but | have heard; you have only heard
one tradition but | have heard many; people do not ask him who has not seen the new
moon to come and tender evidence but only him who has seen it." Throughout the
lifetime of Rabbi Eliezer the people acted in accordance with the ruling of R. Y ehoshua,
but after the passing of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Y ehoshua re-introduced the earlier practice.
Why did he not follow Rabbi Eliezer during hislifetime? Because Rabbi Eliezer was a
disciple of the House of Shammai (*n3mw) which we rule against in the vast majority of
cases|, hefelt that if they would act in agreement with hisruling in one matter they
would act in agreement with his rulings in other matters al'so, and that out of respect for
Rabbi Eliezer no one could interfere with them; but after the passing away of Rabbi
Eliezer, when the people could well be interfered with, he re-introduced the original
practice. Nidah 7b

D.
oW .0iN ORMHW N°2 7nbNn 13997 XIT TNI™YT 07aWT 071 W

Rabainu Tam and Rashbam explained that the definition of theterm  (°nInw) “shemuti”
is. one of the disciples of the House of Shamai. Tosophosibid.

E.
27 77 7av1 KDY 01972 YAIRI 20V 9KRY 72007 030D 70 UYUDR 13 nvyn 2w

37971 1°5Y O Javn’ 13957 933K INR XKOR 791 117 1R 13997 173X AR IR R2PY
DY avn 71w XOR 71 DITA 7T C3m KD TIMKRI DI N3 ANXC 1337 0190 100 00w
:713 NIYN JPNIT DY °29n PR 711 PRI



Series|| 10 Lecture #5

Another story about Rabbi Eliezer: he went in front of the Holy Ark and said twenty four
blessings and was not answered. Rabbi Akiva went before the ark and said,"Our Father,
Our King, we have no other King but you. Our Father, Our King, for your sake, have pity
onus." Therainscame down. The Rabbis suspected (Rabbi Eliezer as not being atrue
tzaddik). A Heavenly voice came out and said, "Not because this one (Rabbi Akiva) is
greater than the other (Rabbi Eliezer) but because this one (Rabbi Akiva) has
forbearance." Taanis 25b

IV.  The Forgotten Legacy
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Our Rabbis taught: When Rabbi Eliezer was sick, his students entered to visit him and
asked him to teach them the path of life so that they should merit the world to come. He
told them, "Be careful of the honor of your friends, restrain your children from excessive
study of Scripture (to the detriment of the study of Mishnaand Talmud) and set your
children on the knees of Talmudic scholars. Also, when praying, know before whom you
are standing. Because of these things you will merit the world to come.” Berachos 28b
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When Rabbi Eliezer fell sick, Rabbi Akivaand his companions went to visit him. He was
seated in his canopied four-poster, whilst they sat in his salon. That day was Sabbath eve,
and his son Hyrkanus went in to him to remove his phylacteries. But his father rebuked
him, and he retreated crestfallen. "It scemsto me," said he to them, "that my father's mind
is deranged". But he (Rabbi Akiva) said to them, "His mind is clear, but his (Hyrkanus)
and his mother'sis deranged: how can one neglect a prohibition which is punished by
death, and turn his attention to something which is merely forbidden as a shevus (a
Rabbinical prohibition relating to Shabbos)?' The Sages, seeing that his mind was clear,
entered his chamber and sat down at a distance of four cubits. "Why have you come?",
said he to them. "To study the Torah," they replied. "And why did ye not come before
now?' he asked. They answered, "We had no time." He then said, "l will be surprised if
these die anatural death.” Rabbi Akibaasked him, "And what will my death be?' and he
answered, "Yours will be more cruel than theirs." He then put his two arms over his
heart, and bewailed them, saying, "Woe to you, my two arms, [you] have been like two
Scrolls of the Law that are wrapped up. Much Torah have | studied, and much have |
taught. Much Torah have | learned, yet have | but skimmed from the knowledge of my
teachers as much as a dog lapping from the sea. Much Torah have | taught, yet my
disciples have only drawn from me as much as a painting stick from its tube. Moreover, |
have studied three hundred laws on the subject of adeep bright spot (aform of nyax

(leprosy)), yet no man has ever asked me about them. Moreover, | have studied three

hundred, about the planting of cucumbers and no man, excepting Akiva ben Y osef, ever
guestioned me thereon. For it once happened that he and | were walking together on the
road, when he said to me, 'My master, teach me about the planting of cucumbers.' | made
one statement, and the whole field was filled with cucumbers. Then he said, 'Master, you
have taught me how to plant them: now teach me how to pluck them up.' | said
something, and all the cucumbers gathered in one place." His visitors then asked him,
"What isthe law of aball, ashoemaker'slast , an amulet, aleather bag containing pearls,
and asmall weight?' Hereplied, "They can become [ritually] unclean, and if unclean,
they are restored to their cleanliness just asthey are." Then they asked him, "What of a
shoethat ison thelast?' Hereplied, "It isclean”; and in pronouncing this word his soul
departed. Then Rabbi Y ehoshua arose and exclaimed, "The vow isannulled!" On the
conclusion of the Sabbath, Rabbi Akiva met hisbier being carried from Caesarea to
Lydda. He beat his flesh until the blood flowed down upon the earth. Then Rabbi Akiva
commenced his funeral address, the mourners being lined up about the coffin, and said,
"My father, my father, the chariot of Israel and the horsemen thereof; | have many coins,
but no money changer to accept them." Sanhedrin 68a
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When Rabbi Elezer died, "The Book of Wisdom" was hidden. Y erushalmi Sotah 9:16



