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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Describethe circumstances of Rabbi Elazar ben Azarid's
appointment to the highest position in the Y eshiva of
Y avneh?

2.  What were Rabbi Elazar's special qualificationsfor the
position?

3.  How old was he when he received the appointment?
4. \Who was Rabbi Elazar's mentor?
5. Who was Rabbi Elazar's uncle?

This and much more will be addressed in the eighth lecture of this
series. "Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria'.

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 ELAZAR BEN AZARIA: THE SPLENDOR OF TORAH

l. The Child Prodigy
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It isrelated that a certain disciple came before Rabbi Y ehoshua and asked him, "Isthe
evening tefillah (prayer) compulsory or optional?' Hereplied, "It is optional." He then
came before Rabban Gamliel and asked him, "Is the evening Tefillah compul sory or
optional?' Hereplied, "It iscompulsory.” "But," he said, "did not R. Y ehoshuatell me
that itisoptional?' Hesaid, "Wait till the shield bearers (scholars) enter the Bais
ha-Midrash." When the shield bearers (scholars) came in, the questioner rose and
inquired, "Is the evening tefillah compulsory or optional?' Rabban Gamliel replied, "It is
compulsory." Said Rabban Gamliel to the Sages, "Is there anyone who disputes this?"
Rabbi Y ehoshuareplied to him, "No." He said to him, "Did they not report you to me as
saying that it isoptional?' He then went on, "Y ehoshua, stand up and let them testify
against you!" Rabbi Y ehoshua stood up and said, "Were| alive and he (the witness)
dead, the living could contradict the dead. But now that heisaliveand | am alive, can
the living contradict the living?' Rabban Gamliel remained sitting and expounding and
Rabbi Y ehoshua remained standing, until all the people there began to shout and say to
Chuzpith the Turgeman (the one who explained the words of Rabban Gamliel to the
assembled), "Stop!" and he stopped. They then said, "How long is he (Rabban Gamliel)
to go on insulting him (Rabbi Y ehoshua)? On New Y ear last year he insulted him; he
insulted him in the matter of the firstborn in the affair of Rabbi Tzadok; now he insults
him again! Come, let us depose him! Whom shall we appoint instead? We can hardly
appoint Rabbi Y ehoshua, because heis one of the partiesinvolved. We can hardly
appoint Rabbi Akiva because perhaps Rabban Gamliel will bring a curse on him because
he has no ancestral merit. Let usthen appoint Rabbi Elazar Ben Azariah, who iswise
and rich and the tenth in descent from Ezra. Heiswise, so that if anyone puts a question
to him he will be able to answer it. Heisrich, so that if occasion arises for paying court
to Caesar he will be ableto do so. Heistenth in descent from Ezra, so that he has
ancestral merit and he (Rabban Gamliel) cannot bring a curse on him." They went and
said to him, "Will your honor consent to become head of the Y eshivah?' Hereplied, "l
will go and consult the members of my family." He went and consulted his wife. She said
to him, "Perhaps they will depose you later on." Hereplied to her, "[Thereis a proverb:]
Let aman use a cup of honor for one day even if it be broken the next." She said to him,
"Y ou have no white hair." He was eighteen years old that day, and a miracle was
wrought for him and eighteen rows of hair turned white. That iswhy R. Elazar B.
Azariah said, "Behold | am about seventy years old", and he did not say [simply] seventy
yearsold. A Tannataught: On that day the doorkeeper was removed and permission was
given to [al] the disciplesto enter. For Rabban Gamliel had issued a proclamation
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[saying], "No disciple whose character does not correspond to his exterior may enter the
Baisha-Midrash." On that day many benches were added. R. Y ochanan said, "Thereisa
difference of opinion on this matter between Abba Y osef ben Dosetai and the Rabbis.
One [authority] says that four hundred benches were added, and the other says seven
hundred.” Rabban Gamliel became alarmed and said, "Perhaps, G-d forbid, | withheld
Torah from Israel!" He was shown in his dream white casks full of ashes. This,
however, really meant nothing; he was only shown this to appease him.

A Tannataught: Eduyyos was formulated on that day - and wherever the expression "on
that day" isused, it refersto the day [that Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah was appointed].
There was no halacha about which any doubt had previously existed in the Bais
ha-Midrash which was not fully elucidated [on that day]. Rabban Gamliel also did not
absent himself from the Bais ha-Midrash a single hour, as we have learnt: On that day

Y ehudah, an Ammonite proselyte, came before them in the Bais ha-Midrash. He said to
them, "Am | permitted to enter the assembly (get married with a Jewish woman)?' Rabbi
Y ehoshua said to him, "Y ou are permitted to enter the congregation.” Said Rabban
Gamliel to him, "Isit not already laid down: An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter
into the assembly of the L-rd (Deuteronomy 23:4)?" Rabbi Y ehoshua replied to him,
"Do Ammon and Moab still reside in their original homes? Sancherib king of Assyria
long ago went up and mixed up all the nations, asit says. | have removed the bounds of
the peoples and have robbed their treasures and have brought down as one mighty their
inhabitants (Isaiah 10:13); and whatever strays (from a group) is assumed to belong to the
larger section of the group." Said Rabban Gamliel to him, "But hasit not been said: But
afterward | will bring back the captivity of the children of Ammon, saith the L-rd
(Jeremiah 49:6), so that they have already returned?' To which Rabbi Y ehoshua replied,
"And hasit not been said: And | will turn the captivity of My people Israel (Amos 9:14),
and they have not yet returned?' Forthwith they permitted him to enter the congregation.
Rabban Gamliel thereupon said, "This being the case, | will go and apologize to Rabbi

Y ehoshua" When he reached his 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 charcoal burner (or
blacksmith)." Hereplied, "Alasfor the generation of which you are the leader, seeing
that you know nothing of the troubles of the scholars and their struggles to support and
sustain themselves!" He said to him, "l apologize, forgive me." He paid no attention to
him. "Do it," he said, "out of respect for my father." He then became reconciled to him.
They said, "Who will go and tell the Rabbis?' A certain fuller said to them, "1 will go."
Rabbi Y ehoshua sent a message to the Bais ha-Midrash saying, "Let himwho is
accustomed to wear the robe wear it. Shall he who is not accustomed to wear the robe say
to him who is accustomed to wear it, 'Take off your robe and | will put it on?" Said
Rabbi Akibato the Rabbis, "Lock the doors so that the servants of Rabban Gamliel
should not come and upset the Rabbis." Said Rabbi Y ehoshua, "1 had better get up and go
to them." He came and knocked at the door. He said to them, "L et the sprinkler son of a
sprinkler sprinkle; shall he who is neither a sprinkler nor the son of a sprinkler say to a
sprinkler son of a sprinkler, 'Y our water is cave water and your ashes are oven ashes?"
Said Rabbi Akibato him, "Rabbi Y ehoshua, you have received your apology, have we
done anything except out of regard for your honour? Tomorrow morning you and | will
will rise early to hisdoor." They said, "How shall we do? Shall we depose him (R.
Eleazar B. Azariah)? We have arule that we may raise an object to higher level of
sanctity but must not degrade it to alower level. If we let one Master preach on one
Sabbath and one on the next, thiswill cause jealousy. Let therefore Rabban Gamliel



Series|| 4 Lecture #8

preach three Sabbaths and Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah one Sabbath.” And itisin reference
to this that a Master said: Whose Sabbath was it? It was the Sabbath of Rabbi Elazar ben
Azariah. And that disciple was Rabbi Shimon ben Y ochai. Berachos 27B
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There was an incident with a disciple who came and asked Rabbi Y ehoshua, "What isthe
status of the tephilla (prayer) of the evening?' Hereplied, "It is optional.” He came and
asked Rabban Gamlidl, "What is the status of the evening tephilla (prayer)?' He replied,
"Itiscompulsory.” He (thedisciple) said, "But Rabbi Y ehoshuatold methat itis
optional." He replied, "Tomorrow when | come to the meeting house, stand and ask for
clarification of the halacha." The next day, that disciple stood up and asked Rabban
Gamliel, "Is the tephilla of the evening optional or compulsory?' He (Rabban Gamliel)
answered, "Compulsory"”. He (the disciple) replied, "But Rabbi Y ehoshuatold methat it
isoptional." Rabban Gamliel asked Rabbi Y ehoshua, "Did you say that it is optional ?"
Hereplied, "No." "Stand on your feet," he said, "and they will testify against you."
Rabban Gamliel sat and delivered a discourse while Rabbi Y ehoshua was standing on his
feet. [The situation remained so] until the people started murmuring and told Rabbi
Chutzpis the Meturgamin (the one appointed to explain the discourse to the assembled),
"Dismiss the people." They said to Rabbi Zinun the caretaker, "Tell him (Rabban Gamliel
that heis no longer acceptableto remain in his position)." He began to tell him. All the
people stood on their feet and told him (Rabban Gamliel), "On whom hasn't your
wickedness constantly passed? (Nahum 3:19)" They went and appointed Rabbi Elazar
ben Azariah in [the capacity of head of] the Y eshivah. He was sixteen years old and his
head became full of white hair.
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Rabbi Akivawas sitting in pain and said, "Not that he is a greater Torah scholar than I,
but rather that he is much more a descendant of great men than |. Fortunate is the person
that has apeg to hang on." What was the "peg" of Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria? He was the
tenth generation from Ezra.

How many benches were there? Rabbi Y aakov ben Sissi said that there were eighty
benches [full] of scholars besides those [scholars] that were standing behind the fence.
Rabbi Y os ben Avun said that there were three hundred benches [full of scholars]
besides those [scholars] that were standing behind the fence.

[Thisincident is aluded to] in a Mishnawe learned there (Zevachim 11b), "On the day
that they appointed Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah to the position [of Rosh Y eshiva]." [His
position as Rosh Y eshivah is also aluded to] in aMishnawe learned there (in Kesuvos
493), "This was the discourse that Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria expounded in the presence of
the sagesin the 'vineyard' of Y avneh." Was there avineyard there [in Y avneh] ? Rather,
this refers to the sages that were positioned row upon row like a vineyard.

Without delay, Rabban Gamliel went to each one in his home to appease them. When he
went to the home of Rabbi Y ehoshua, he found him making needles. He said to him, "Is
this how you make your living?' "Y ou should have known this already," he replied.
"Woeisthe generation that you are its leader." He (Rabban Gamliel) said to him, "I have
replied [to your wishes and have already asked forgiveness]." They sent afuller to Rabbi
Elazar ben Azariah (some say that it was Rabbi Akiva himsalf that went to tell the Bais
HaMidrash). He said to them, "L et he who is a sprinkler the son of asprinkler sprinkle.
Should he who is neither a sprinkler nor the son of a sprinkler tell the sprinkler the son of
asprinkler that your water is cave water and your ashes are oven ashes?' [He replied to
Rabbi Y ehoshua,] "Y ou've received an apology? Y ou and | will arise and go to the
entrance of Rabban Gamliel." Even so, they did not lower him (Rabbi Elazar ben
Azariah) from his position but rather they appointed him to be Av Bais Din (head of the
Rabbinical Court). Yerushalmi Berachos4:1
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In the days of Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas, the rival of a daughter [whose husband died
without children] was permitted to marry the brothers. This ruling was very disturbing to
the Sages, because he was a great scholar and his eyes were dim so that he was unable to
come to the house of study. When a discussion took place as to who should go and
communicate with him, Rabbi Y ehoshua said to them, "1 will go." "And who after him?"
- "Rabbi Elazer ben Azariah." "And who after him?' - "Rabbi Akiva." They went and
stood at the entrance of his house. His maid entered and told him, "Master, the Sages of
Israel have cometo you." "Let them enter," he said to her; and they entered. Taking hold
of Rabbi Y ehoshua he made him sit upon a golden couch. The latter said to him, "Master,
will you ask your other discipleto sit down?' "Who is he?' he enquired. - "Rabbi Elazer
ben Azariah." "Has our friend Azariah a son?' he exclaimed, and applied to him this
Scriptural text: | have been young and now | am old; yet have | not seen the righteous
foresaken, nor his seed begging bread (Psalms 37:25); and so took hold of him also and
made him sit upon a golden couch. "Master," said he, "will you ask your next disciple
also to sit down?' "And who ishe?' he asked. - "Akivathe son of Yosef." "You are,”" he
exclaimed, "Akivathe son of Y osef whose name is known from one end of the world to
the other! Sit down, my son, sit down. May men like you multiply in Isragl."  Yevomos
16a
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What is the meaning of the verse: He would utterly be scorned (Shir HaShirim 8:7)7? -
Ulla said: Not like Shimon the brother of Azariah nor like Rabbi Y ochanan of the
Prince's house but like Hillel and Shachna. When Rabbi Dimi came he related that Hillel
and Shachna were brothers; Hillel engaged in Torah and Shachna was occupied in
business. Eventually [Shachna] said to him (Hillel), "Come, let us become partners and
divide." A BasKaol (avoice from Heaven) issued forth and proclaimed, "1f aman would
give al the substance of his house etc." (Shir HaShirim 8:7) Sotah 21a
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Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah was also the tenth generation from Ezra [the Scribe] and
Shimon was hisuncle. Thisisthe well known Shimon the brother of Azaria (Sota 21a).
Rambam. Introduction to hiscommentary on Mishna
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Rabbi Yosel [HaGalilee] had aterrible wife. She was the daughter of his sister, but she
would disgrace him in front of hisdisciples. His disciples advised him to divorce this
terrible woman because she didn't treat him with respect. He replied to them that the
alimony payment that was mandated by the Kesuvah [in case of divorce] was too
enormous for him to pay. Once, when he and Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah had finished
learning together, Rabbi Y osai told Rabbi Elazar, "Listen to me, and come and eat at my
house." He consented. When they entered the house, his wife turned her face away from
him, looking downward [in anger], and left the room. Rabbi Y osei looked at a pot [that
was on the stove] and asked [hiswife], "Is there anything in there?' "There are some
‘parparein’ (akind of appetizer),” she answered. He went and opened the pot and found
some chicken (not "parparein™). Rabbi Elazar realized what he had heard. As they sat
down to eat, Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said to him, "Rabbi, you said we were only going
to have 'papparein’ and yet we've found in the pot chicken?' "A miracle," hereplied. As
they were finishing he (Rabbi Elazar) told him, "Divorce that woman. She doesn't treat
you with respect.” "The aimony payment istoo great. | can't pay it." "WEell give you the
money for the alimony. Just rid yourself of her." He did just that. He gave her her
alimony (Kesuvah payment), he divorced her, and eventually, he married a much better
wife. Due to the shortcomings of that woman (the former wife of Rabbi Y osai), she
married a policeman of that city. After awhile, he wasin great pain and [eventually]
became blind. She would hold him by the hand and take him around the marketplaces of
the city. When she would go by the street of Rabbi Y osei HaGalilee she would stop and
turn around. Because her husband was familiar with the city [even in his blind state], he
asked her [point blank], "Why don't you take me to the neighborhood of Rabbi Y osal
HaGalilee? | have heard that he does good deeds [i.e. charitable acts]." Shereplied, "l am
his divorcee. [From shame,] | don't want to be the beneficiary of his good will." One
time, they happened to come to the neighborhood of Rabbi Y osel [to collect aims]. He
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complained about her [conduct] the first few days [of their begging] and then started
being physically abusive. Their commotion and disgrace was heard throughout the city.
Rabbi Yosel heard their screams and saw their disgraceful conduct outside in the street.
He asked him (the former policeman), "Why are you hitting her?' He replied, "Everyday
she's making me lose the income | would have gained from this area.” When Rabbi Y osei
heard this, he took them and placed them in one of the houses that he owned and
supported them aslong as they lived; asit is written, "Hide not from your own flesh."
(Isaiah 58:7) Midrash Beraishis Rabbah 17:3
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There was an incident with Rabbi Eleazar, Rabbi Y ehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah,
Rabbi Akiva, and Rabbi Tarphon who were reclining (eating) in Bnai Brak. Hagadah of
Passover

1. The Legacy of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah
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Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah says, "If thereis no Torah, there is no worldly occupation; if
thereis no worldly occupation, there is no Torah. If there is no wisdom, thereis no fear
of G-d; if thereisno fear of G-d, there is no wisdom. If thereis no knowledge, thereisno
understanding; if there is no understanding, there is no knowledge. If there is no flour
thereisno Torah; if thereis no Torah, thereisno flour." He used to say, "Anyone whose
wisdom exceeds his good deeds, to what is he likened? - to atree whose branches are
numerous but whose roots are few; then the wind comes and uprootsit and turns it upside
down; asitissaid: And he shall be like an isolated tree in an arid land and shall not see
when good comes; he shall dwell on parched soil in the wilderness, on a salted land,
uninhabited. (Jeremiah 17:6) But one whose branches are few but whose roots are
numerous, even if al the winds of the world were to come and blow against it, they could
not budge it fromits place; asit is said: And he shall be like a tree planted by waters,
toward the stream spreading its roots, and it shall not notice the heat's arrival, and its
foliage shall be fresh; in the year of drought it shall not worry, nor shal it cease from
yielding fruit. (Jeremiah 17:8)" Avos3:17
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Our Rabbis taught: Once Rabbi Y ochanan ben Beroka and Rabbi Elazar ben Chisma
went to pay their respects to Rabbi Y ehoshua at Peki'in. Said he to them, "What new
teaching was there at the Y eshivatoday?' They replied, "We are your disciples and your
waters do we drink." He replied back to them, "Even so, it isimpossible for ayeshiva
session to pass without some novel teaching. Whose Sabbath wasit?' "It was the
Sabbath of Rabbi Elazar Ben Azariah," [they replied]. "And what was the theme of his
Haggadic discourse today?' They answered, "The section 'Assemble’ (Hakhel)." "And
what exposition did he give thereon?' [They replied,] "'Assemble the people, the men and
the women and the little ones.’ (Deuteronomy 31:12) If the men came to learn, the
women came to hear, but wherefore have the little ones to come? In order to grant
reward to those that bring them." Said he to them, "There was a beautiful jewel in your
hand, and you sought to deprive me of it."

He further expounded: "Thou has avouched the L-rd this day and the L-rd has avouched
thee thisday." (Deuteronomy 26:17-18) The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel,

"Y ou have made me a unigue object of your love in the world and | shall make you a
unique object of My love in the world. Y ou have made me a unique object of your love,
asitiswritten: Hear, O Israel, the L-rd our G-d, the L-rd is One. (Deuteronomy 6:4) And
| shall make you a unique object of My love, asit is said: And who is like unto Thy
people Israel, a nation one in the earth. (Divrei Hayamim | 17:21)"

And he aso took up the text and expounded: "The words of the wise are as goads, and as
nailswell planted are the words of masters of Assemblies, which are given from one
Shepherd.” (Koheles 12:11) Why are the words of the Torah likened to agoad? To teach
you that just as the goad directs the heifer along its furrow in order to bring forth life to
the world, so the words of the Torah direct those who study them from the paths of death
to the paths of life. But should you think that just as the goad is movable so the words of
the Torah are movable, therefore the text says "nails'. But (should you think) that just as
the nail diminishes and does not increase, so too the words of the Torah diminish and do
not increase, therefore the text says "well planted”; just as a plant grows and increases, so
the words of the Torah grow and increase. "The masters of Assemblies’ are the disciples
of the wise, who sit in manifold assemblies and occupy themselves with the Torah, some
pronouncing unclean and others pronouncing clean, some prohibiting and others
permitting, some disqualifying and others declaring fit. Should a man say, "How in these
circumstances shal | learn Torah?' Therefore the text says, "All of them are given from
one Shepherd.” One G-d gave them; one leader uttered them from the mouth of the L-rd
of al creation, blessed be He. For it iswritten, "And G-d spoke all these words." (Shemos
20:1) Also do thou make thine ear like the hopper and get thee a perceptive heart to
understand the words of those who pronounce unclean and the words of those who
pronounce clean, the words of those who prohibit and the words of those who permit, the
words of those who disqualify and the words of those who declare fit. He (Rabbi

Y ehoshua) then spoke to them in the following words: It is not an orphan generation in
which Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah lives. Chagigah 3a
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Rabbi Shizbi said in the name of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah: Making aliving isas
difficult as the splitting of the Red Sea. Pesachim 118a
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Resh Lakish said in the name of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah: A person should be careful
not to favor one child over another. Because of the specia coat that our Father Y aakov
made for Y osef [weread] "And they hated him ... " (Beraishis 37:4). Midrash Beraishis
Rabbah 84:4
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When Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah died, the crowns of wisdom ceased; because "the crown
of thewiseistheir riches." (Proverbs 14:24) Sotah 49b



