THE EPIC OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons
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RABBI TARPHON:THE GIANT OF HIS GENERATION

l. The Essence of Judaism
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Rabbi Tarphon says. The day is short, the task is abundant, the laborers are lazy, the
wage is great, and the Master of the houseisinsistent. Avos 2:15
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He used to say: You are not required to complete the task, yet you are not free to
withdraw from it. If you have studied much Torah, they will give you great reward; and
your Employer can berelied upon to pay you the wage for your labor, but be aware that
the reward of the righteous will be given in the World to Come. Avos 2:16

1. The Distinguished Kohen
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It once happened that Rabbi Tarphon had not attended the Bais Hamidrash the previous
evening. The following morning Rabbi Gamliel met him and said to him, "Why didn't
you attend the Bais Hamidrash last night?' "I performed an 'Avodah' (service)," replied
he. "All your words are just an enigma,” he retorted, "for whence have we 'Avodah'
nowadays?' Said heto him, "Behold, it issaid: | give you the priesthood as a service
(avodah) of gift; and the common man that draws near shall be put to death (Numbers
18:7)". [We can deduce from this that] they considered the eating of Terumah (priestly
portion) in the borders (outside the Bais HaMikdash) equivalent to the "Avodah" in the
Temple. Pesachim 72b-73a
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Our Rabbis taught: At first, the twelve-lettered Name used to be entrusted to all people.
When unruly men increased, it was confined to the most modest of the priesthood, and
these "swallowed it" during the chanting of their brother priests. It was taught: Rabbi
Tarphon said, "I once ascended the dais (duchan) after my mother's brother, and inclined
my ear to the High Priest, and heard him swallowing the Name during the chanting of his
brother priests." Kiddushin 71a
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We learned in aBraiisa: The children of Aaron, the priests, shall blow with the trumpets
(Numbers 10:8) refers to unblemished priests and not blemished ones. These are the
words of Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Tarphon said to him, "I shall bury my children (asa
punishment for afalse oath) if | did not see my mother's brother, who was lame in one
foot, stand in the courtyard of the Temple with atrumpet in one hand and blow." Rabbi
Akivareplied, "My Master, perhaps you only saw him at the time of 'Hakhail' (the
ceremony of the special Torah reading that occurs once in seven years). | was speaking
about the [blowing of the trumpets at the] time of the sacrifices." Rabbi Tarphon replied,
"[1f I am lying,] | shal bury my children (as a punishment for afalse oath). Y ou did not
veer [from the truth] right or left. | saw the incident but forgot [the details] and didn't
realize the correct explanation. Y ou, [on the other hand] expounded on your own and
arrived at the truth. Anyone who separates himself from being with you is separating
himself from his[true] life source." Yerushalmi Yoma1l:1
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Isthe Bais Din allowed to trick somone [to perform Yibum or Chalitza when the
circumstances may warrant such action]? [The Y erushalmi replied:] Didn't Rabbi
Tarphon, the (spiritual) "father" of all of Jewry, use trickery and betrothed (made
kiddushin with) three hundred women at a time of famine so he could feed them
"terumah" (priestly food)? [The Y erushami replied:] There each one was unfit to eat
"terumah" [without the use of trickery]. Yerushalmi Yevomos4:12
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And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste places; thou shalt raise up the
foundations of many generations. (Isaiah 58:12) Rabbi Tarphon gave to Rabbi Akivah
six hundred hundred weights (60,000 shekalim) of silver. He told him, "Go buy afield so
that we can continue to study Torah and receive our sustenance from it. He acquired it
and divided it amongst the teachers of Scripture and Mishna and those who occupy
themselves with the study of Torah. A while later, he (Rabbi Tarphon) got up and spoke
with him. "Did you buy us that field that | told you about?' "Yes." "Do you want to show
to me?' "Sure." [Rabbi Akiva] took him and showed him the teachers of Scripture and
Mishna and those that devoted themselves to the study of Torah. [Rabbi Tarphon
misunderstood and thought that Rabbi Akiva had sold the field at a profit to the scholars
that were shown to him.] He (Rabbi Tarphon) said to him (Rabbi Akiva), "Does anyone
give something for free! Where are the legal documents that show the results of the
transaction?' He replied, "[ The documentation] is by King David; asit written: 'He has
lavished, he has given to the poor; his righteousness endures for ever.' (Tehilim 112:9).”
Midrash Vayikrah Rabbah 34:16
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They said regarding Rabbi Tarphon that he was very rich but he did not give sufficient
giftsto the poor. Onetime, Rabbi Akivasaid to him, "With your permission, may |
purchase on your behalf one or two cities?' Hereplied, "Yes." Rabbi Tarphon brought
him four thousand gold dinars. Rabbi Akivawent and distributed it to the poor. A while
later, Rabbi Tarphon found Rabbi Akiva. He asked him, "Where are the cities you bought
for me?' He grabbed him by the hand and took him to the Bais HaMidrash and brought
him a child with a book of Tehilim (Psalms) in his hand. He kept on reading until he
came to the verse: He has lavished, he has given to poor. (Tehilim 112:9)

[The Talmud asked:] Didn't Rabbi Tarphon fulfil the verse: Y ou shall surely open up
your hand to the poor (Devorim 15:8)? [ The Talmud answered:] Y es. He did give. Then
why did Rabbi Akivaforce him to give? [The Talmud answered:] According to the camel
so istheload. (Rabbi Tarphon was capable of giving more than he was presently giving.)
M eseches Callah Chapter 2
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There was an incident with Rabbi Tarphon. While he was sitting and teaching his
students, a [poor] bride passed by. He commanded [his students] regarding her and
brought her into his house. He told his mother and wife and they washed and anointed
and beautified her. [Afterwards,] they danced in front of her until she came to the house
of her husband. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 41:13
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Rabbi Tarphon was found by a man while he was eating figs [on the man's property].
This occured when most of the knives had been folded [and therefore permitted].
(Whereupon) he threw him into a sack and carried him to cast himin theriver. "Woeto
Tarphon,”" he cried out,"whom this man is about to murder!" When the man heard this,
he abandoned him and fled. Rabbi Abbahu said on the authority of Rabbi Chananiah ben
Gamliel: All hislifetime that pious man grieved over this, saying, "Woe is me that | made
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profane use of the crown of the Torah!" For Rabbah bar Bar Chanah said in Rabbi

Y ochanan's name: Whoever puts the crown of the Torah to profane use, is uprooted from
the world. Thisfollowsan afortiori (alogical argument). If Belshazzar, who used the
holy vessels which had become profaned, asit iswritten: For the robbers shall enter into
it and profaneit. (Ezekial 7:22), [from which we can infer that] since they had broken in,
they were profaned; yet he was uproooted from the world, asit iswritten: In that night
was Belshazzar dain. (Daniel 5:30) how much more so he who makes profane use of the
crown of the Torah, which endures forever!

Now, since Rabbi Tarfon ate when most of the knives were folded, why did that man ill
treat him? Because someone had been stealing his grapes all the year round, and when he
found Rabbi Tarphon, he thought that it was he. If so, why was he grieved at revealing
hisidentity? Because Rabbi Tarphon, being very wealthy, should have pacified him with
money. Nedarim 62a

[1. Rabbi Akiva's Colleague and Mentor
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There was an incident with Rabbi Tarphon who while walking on the road met a sage.
[The sage] said to him, "Why do people speak ill of you? Behold, al of your words [or
matters] are true and virtuous with the exception that you accept Terumah (the Priestly
food) throughout the year from any person (and not just from someone that has been
officially approved for reliability).” Rabbi Tarphon replied, "I shall bury my children (as
a punishment for afase oath) if | don't have this ruling given to me [personally] by
Rabban Y ochanon ben Zakal who told me that it is permitted to accept Terumah from
anyone (even without prior approval for reliability). Now, however, that people are
gpeaking ill of me, | hereby make the commitment to accept Terumah from the
unapproved only if there is contained therein a'Reviis (asmall measure equivalent to the
size of aKiddush cup) dedicated to the Temple (Bais HaMikdash)." Tosephta Chagiga
311
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When the sons of Rabbi Yishmael died, four sages came to console him: Rabbi Tarphon,
Rabbi Yosel Hagalili, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria, and Rabbi Akiva. M oed Katan 28b
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When Rabbi Eliezer becameill, four sages came in to visit him: Rabbi Tarphon, Rabbi
Y ehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria, and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Tarphon raised his voice
and said: (Hewasthefirst to talk.) Sanhedrin 101a
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Rabbi Tarfon and the Elders were once reclining in the upper story of the Nithza's house,
in Lydda, when this question was raised before them: |s study greater, or practice? Rabbi
Tarfon answered, saying, "Practiceis greater.” Rabbi Akiva answered, saying, "Study is
greater." Then they all answered and said, "Study is greater, for it leads to action.”
Kiddushin 40b
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But thisis the point at issue between them: One Master holds that the halachaisin
agreement with the opinion of Rabbi Akivawhen he argues with a colleague of his, but
not when arguing with his master, while the other Master holds that the halachah follows
Rabbi Akiva's opinion even against his master. If you prefer | might say: All agree that
the halachah agrees with Rabbi Akiva when he argues with a colleague of his but not
with his master. Here, however, the point at issueisthis: One Master holds Rabbi Tarfon
to have been his master and the other Master holds him to have been his colleague.
Kesubos 84b

V. The Giant of His Generation
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Abba Saul was the tallest man in his generation, and Rabbi Tarfon reached to his
shoulder. Rabbi Tarfon wasthe tallest man in his generation and Rabbi Meir reached to
his shoulder. Rabbi Meir was the tallest man in his generation and Rabbi reached to his
shoulder. Rabbi was the tallest man in his generation and Rabbi Chiyya reached to his
shoulder. Rabbi Chiyyawasthe tallest man in his generation and Rav reached to his
shoulder. Rav was the tallest man in his generation. Nidah 24b
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Rabbi Tarfon had a mother for whom, whenever she wished to mount to bed, he would
bend down to let her ascend. He went and recounted his behavior in the Bais Midrash
(Study Hall). Said they to him, "Y ou have not yet reached half the honor [that you are
required to give]; has she then thrown a purse before you into the sea without your
shaming her?' Kiddushin 31b
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Rabbi Chanina and Rabbi Merainusjointly said in the name of Aba Nehorai: When
anyone would say something fitting in the presence of Rabbi Tarphon, he would utter the
phrase "Kaftor VoPherach" (Exodus 25:33) (referring to the ornamental balls and flowers
on the Menorah, in other words, something beautiful). When someone would say
something without substance, he would say, "My son shall not go down with you."
(Genesis 42:38) (Some commentators explain thisliterally and others explain it as
follows: My understanding (i73°2 ,>32) has not plummeted the depths of your explanation

(in order not to make the person feel bad). Midrash Braishis Rabbah 91:9

D.

HW 3 X701 0%13R 9319 XIP 71970 297 ..09M00 YW [naw mawe Xowan 370 7 o

P17 1ID0 77 P00 AT DY T PRI PURYRNN 1213 171 IR 0IXR U 1170 TR

71°3 NITARY NI9YT WA TIWRT RIpR 12 X0An 09 mIw 97X 998K DID1 n7NW vwa
R:TP TN 7377 NIAR 2707 77972 KoM KXV 797 PIDIN RXOW



Series|| 8 Lecture #9

Rabbi Y ehudah would count the praises of the Sages ... Rabbi Tarphon was like a mound
of stones. (Others say that the correct version is a mound of nuts.) When someone takes
one of them off, al of them begin to shake and come down one after the other. Thisis
what Rabbi Tarphon was like. When a scholar would come to him and ask to learn from
him he (Rabbi Tarphon) would bring him [citations from] Scripture, Mishna, Midrash,
Halachos, and Agados. When he (the scholar) would leave, he would leave full of
blessing and goodness. Avos D'Rabbi Nasan 18:1
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Books of the Minim... Rabbi Tarphon said, "May | bury my son if | would not burn them
together with their Divine Namesiif they came to my hand. For even if one pursued meto
slay me, or a snake pursued me to bite me, | would enter a heathen Temple, but not the
houses of these, for the latter know yet deny, whereas the former are ignorant and deny,
and of them the Scripture states: And behind the doors and the posts you have set up your
memorial. (Isaiah 57:8)" Shabbos 116a
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The Lord has swallowed up all the ( nIX3) habitations [or beauties] of Jacob, and has not

pitied. (Lamentations 2:2) The phrase "The beauties of Jacob" refers to the likes of Rabbi
Yishmael, Rabban [Shimon ben] Gamliel, Rabbi Y ashevev, Rabbi Y ehudah ben Bava,
Rabbi Chutzpis the Turgamin (the trandlator and speaker), Rabbi Y ehudah HaNachtom,
Rabbi Chanania ben Tradion, Rabbi Akiva, Ben Azal, and Rabbi Tarphon [who were dll
martyred]. There are those that omit Rabbi Tarphon from the list and put Rabbi Elazar
Charsanah in his stead. Midrash Eichah Rabbah 2:4



