A Story of Rabbi1 Eliezer and Elazar ben Azaria

Before and After the Destruction of the Temple
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Once Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai was travelling from Yerushalayim and Rabbi
Yehoshua was with him, they saw the destroyed Temple. Rabbi Yehoshuah said, “Woe
is us that the place that our sins were cleansed is now destroyed.” Rabbi Yochanan
replied, “worry not, my son. We have another vehicle for absolution: acts of
kindness.......

Stove of Achnai

We learned elsewhere: 79 “If he cut it into separate tiles, placing sand between
each tile: Rabbi Eliezer declared it clean, and the sages declared it unclean; and
this was the oven of ‘Aknai.” 80 Why [the ovenof] ‘Aknai?—Said Rav Judah in
Samuel’s name: “[It means] that they encompassed it with arguments as a
snake, 81 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 halakhah
agrees with me, let this carob-tree prove it!”

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 halakhah agrees with me, let the stream of water
prove it!"—whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards.

“No proof can be brought from a stream of water,” they rejoined.

Again he urged: “If the halakhah agrees with me, let the walls of the
schoolhouse prove it,” whereupon the walls inclined to fall.



But Rabbi Joshua rebuked them, saying: "When scholars are engaged in a
halakhic dispute, what have you to interfere?”

Hence they did not fall, in honor of Rabbi Joshua, nor did they resume their
upright position, in honor of Rabbi Eliezer; and they are still standing thus
inclined.

Again he said to them: “If the halakhah agrees with me, let it be proved from
Heaven!” Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: "“Why do you dispute with
Rabbi Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halakhah agrees with him!” But
Rabbi Joshua arose and exclaimed: “It is not in heaven.” 82

What did he mean by this? Said Rabbi Jeremiah: That the Torah had already
been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because
You have long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, “"After the majority
must one incline.” 83

Rabbi Nathan met Elijah (the prophet) and asked him: “What did the Holy One,
Blessed be He, do in that hour?—He laughed [with joy],” he replied, “saying,
‘My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me.””

It was said: On that day all objects which Rabbi Eliezer had declared clean were
brought and burnt in fire. Then they took a vote and excommunicated him. 84
Said they, "Who shall go and inform him?”

“I will go,” answered Rabbi Akiva, “lest an unsuitable person go and inform him,
and thus destroy the whole world.” 85

What did Rabbi Akiva do? He donned black garments and wrapped himself in
black, and sat at a distance of four cubits from him.

“Akkiva,” said Rabbi Eliezer to him, “what has particularly happened today?”

“Master,” he replied, “it appears to me that your companions hold aloof from
you.” 86 Thereupon he too rent his garments, put off his shoes, removed [his
seat] and sat on the earth, 87 while tears streamed from his eyes. The world
was then smitten: a third of the olive crop, a third of the wheat, and a third of
the barley crop. Some say, the dough in women’s hands swelled up. 88
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Rabban Yochanan ben (son of) Zakkai had five [primary] students. The
were: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hurkenos, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya, Rabbi
Yossi the Priest, Rabbi Shimon ben Nesanel, and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach
He used to enumerate their praises: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hurkenos is a
cemented pit which never loses a drop; Rabbi Yehoshua ben
Chananya - fortunate is she who bore him; Rabbi Yossi the Priest is
pious; Rabbi Shimon ben Nesanel fears sin; and Rabbi Elazar ben
Arach is as an overflowing spring.

The Story of Yehudah ben Bava
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hundred iron spear-heads into his body, making it
like a sieve.7 — With R. Judah b. Baba were in
fact some others, but in honour to him, they were
not mentioned.

A Story of Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Elazar
ben Azaria

It is related that a certain disciple came before R. Joshua and asked him, Is the evening Tefillah
compulsory or optional? He replied: It is optional. He then presented himself before Rabban
Gamaliel and asked him: Is the evening Tefillah compulsory or optional? He replied: It is
compulsory. But, he said, did not R. Joshua tell me that it is

optional? He said: Wait till the domes
championsi4 enter the Beth ha-Midrash. When the champions
came in, someone rose and inquired, .
Is the evening Tefillah compulsory or optional? Rabban
Gamaliel replied: It is compulsory. Said " \
Rabban Gamaliel to the Sages: Is there anyone who disputes j— . —
this? R. Joshua replied to him: No. He “ E [
said to him: Did they not report you to me as saying that it is
optional? He then went on: Joshua,
stand up and let them testify against you! R. Joshua stood up and ( e
said: Were I alive and he [the g Q

witness] dead, the living could contradict the dead. But now that S
he is alive and I am alive, how can

the living contradict the hvmg‘?ls Rabban Gamaliel remained sitting and expoundlng and R. Joshua
remained standing, until all the people there began to shout and say to Huzpith the turgeman,is Stop!
and he stopped. They then said: How long is he [Rabban Gamaliel] to go on insulting him [R.
Joshua]? On New Year last year he insulted him;i7 he insulted him in the matter of the firstborn in
the affair of R. Zadok;1s now he insults him again! Come, let us depose him! Whom shall we appoint
instead? We can hardly appoint R. Joshua, because he is one of the parties involved. We can hardly
appoint R. Akiba because perhaps Rabban Gamaliel will bring a curse on him because he has no
ancestral merit. Let us then appoint R. Eleazar b. Azariah, who is wise and rich and the tenth in
descent from Ezra. He is wise, so that if anyone puts a question to him he will be able to answer it.
He is rich, so that if occasion arises for paying courtio to Caesar he will be able to do so. He is tenth
in descent from Ezra, so that he has ancestral merit and he [Rabban Gamaliel] cannot bring a curse
on him. They went and said to him: Will your honour consent to become head of the Academy? He
replied: I will go and consult the members of my family. He went and consulted his wife. She said to
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him

Perhaps they will depose you later on. He replied to her: [There is a proverb:] Let a man use a cup of
honour! for one day even if it be broken the next. She said to him: You have no white hair. He was
eighteen years old that day, and a miracle was wrought for him and eighteen rows of hair [on his
beard] turned white. That is why R. Eleazar b. Azariah said: Behold I am about seventy years old 2
and he did not say [simply] seventy years old. A Tanna taught: On that day the doorkeeper was
removed and permission was given to the disciples to enter. For Rabban Gamaliel had issued a
proclamation [saying]. No disciple whose character does not correspond to his exteriors may enter
the Beth ha-Midrash. On that day many stools4 were added. R. Johanan said: There is a difference of
opinion on this matter between Abba Joseph b. Dosethai and the Rabbis: one [authority] says that
four hundred stools were added, and the other says seven hundred. Rabban Gamaliel became
alarmed and said: Perhaps, God forbid, I withheld Torah from Israel!s He was shown in his dream
white casks full of ashes.s This, however, really meant nothing; he was only shown this to appease



