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Rabbi Akiva and an Ethic of Pain

1. Mechilta of Rabbi Yishmael on Parshat Mishpatim/Nezikin 18

When R. Yishmael and Rabbi Shimon were brought
out to be killed, Rabbi Shimon said to Rabbi Yishmael,
“Rabbi, my heart goes out because I do not know why |
am being killed.” R. Yishmael said to R. Shimon, “In
all your days did no one ever come to you for judgment
or a question and you made him/her wait until you
swallowed your cup, or put on your sandal or wrapped
yourself in your tallit, and the Torah said, If you surely
afflict — it is all one and the same whether it is a great
affliction or a small one.” And R. Shimon said, “You
have comforted me, Rabbi.” And when Rabbi Shimon
and Rabbi Yishmael were killed, Rabbi Akiva said to
his students, “Prepare yourselves for punishment, for if
good were to come in our generation, R. Shimon and
Rabbi Yishmael would have received it first, so rather
it s clearly known before the One who Spoke and the
World Was that a great punishment is intended for our
generation and these were taken from us.”
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2. Mechilta of Rabbi Yishmael on Parshat Beshalach/Hashira 3

“This is my God and I will beautify him” R. Akiva said:
I will speak of the beauties and praises of the Creator in
the presence of all of the nations of the world. Since the
nations of the world say to Israel Who is your lover that
you made us swear in this manner? (Song of Songs 5:9)
That you die for him in this manner? And are killed for
him in this manner? As it is written Therefore the
damsels (alamot) love you (Song of Songs 1:3) They
love you unto death. And it is written For you we are
killed all day (Psalms 44:23) You are beautiful. You are
mighty. Come and mix with us. And Israel says to the
nations of the world, “Do you know [our God]? We will
tell you a little of [God’s| praises. My beloved is white
and red, unique among ten thousand (Song of Songs
5:10) Once [the nations of the world] hear this praise,
they say to Israel Where has your beloved gone,
beautiful among women, where has your beloved
turned, we will seek him with you? (Song of Songs 6:1)
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And Israel says, “You have no portion in him, rather my
beloved is mine and I am his (Song of Songs 2:16) 1 am
my beloved and my beloved is mine, he shepherds
among the lilies. (Song of Songs 6:3)

And the Sages say “I will accompany him until I come
with him to his Temple.”
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3. Masechet Semachot 8:11

R. Akiva said. A king had four sons. One is beaten
and is silent. One is beaten and kicks. One is beaten
and begs. One is beaten and says to his father, “Beat
me.” Avraham is beaten and is silent, as it is written
Take your son, your only one, whom you love,
Yitzchak and go to the land of Moriah and raise him
there as an offering. He could have said, “Yesterday
you said to me through Yitzchak your descendents will
be named” and he is silent as it is said, And Avraham
arose early in the morning and saddled his donkey
and he took his two lads with him and his son
Yitzehak. Job is beaten and kicks, as it is said, [ will
say to God, do not incriminate me, tell me on what
basis you have a guarrel with me. Chizkiah is beaten
and begs, as it is said And he prayed to God. And
some say he kicks, as it is said, [ Please God,
remember how I walked before you in truth and with a
Sfull heart] and have done what is good in your eyes.
David said to his father, “Beat me” as it is said,
Thoroughly wash me of my sin and cleanse me of my
transgression.
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4. Talmud Yerushalmi Berachot 9:5

R. Akiva was being judged before Tunius Rufus the
wicked. The time for reciting shema arrived. [R. Akiva]
began to recite it and laugh. [Tunius Rufus] said to him,
“Old man, are you deaf? Do you kick at suffering?” [R.
Akiva] said, “Blasted be the soul of that man! I am not
deaf nor do I kick at suffering, Rather all my days I
recited this verse and I was troubled and I said, when will
all three come to my hand? 4nd you will love the Lord
your God with all your heart and all your soul and all
vour possessions. (Deuteronomy 6:5}). | have loved God
with all my heart. I have loved God with all my money.
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And with all my soul I was not sure about and now that
with all my soul has arrived and the time of reciting
shema has arrived and my mind is not divided, that is
why [ am reciting [shema] and laughing. [R. Akiva] did
not finish speaking and his soul flew away.
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5. Talmud Bavli Berachot 61b

R. Akiva says with all your soul, even if [God] takes
your soul. Our Rabbis taught: One time the Evil
Powers decreed that Israel should not study Torah.
Pappus ben Yehuda came and found R. Akiva
assembling groups publicly and studying Torah. He
said to him, “Alkiva, are you not afraid of the
government?” He said, “T will recite for you a parable,
to what can this be compared? To a fox that was
walking along the banks of a river and he saw fish
gathering from place to place. [The fox] said to them,
‘From what are you fleeing?’ They said to him, ‘From
the nets that people bring upon us.” [ The fox] said to
them, “Would you like to come ashore and you and 1
will live together as our ancestors did?’ [The fish] said
to him, ‘Are you the one who is called cleverest of
animals? You are not clever, but rather a fool. If we are
afraid in the place where we live, how much more
would we be afraid in the place where we die?” So with
us, now we are sitting and studying Torah, about which
it is written, 7 is your life and the lengthening of your
days(Deuteronomy 30: ), so too if we abdicate from it,
how much more so! They said, it was but a few days
before they captured R. Akiva and imprisoned him and
they captured Pappus benYehuda and imprisoned him
alongside. |[R. Akiva] said, “Pappus, who brought you
here?” He said, “Fortunate are you R. Akiva who was
captured because of matters of Torah, woe to Pappus
who was captured because of meaningless matters. At
the time that they were brought out R. Akiva to be
killed, it was the time of the recitation of the shema,
and they were combing his flesh iron combs and he
accepted upon himself the yoke of heaven. His students
said to him, “Our master until here?” He said to them,
“All my life I was pained regarding this verse with all
your soul, even if [God] takes your soul. I said, when
will it come to my hand and I will fulfill it? And now
that it has come to my hand, should I not fulfill it?” He
extended [the word] one until his soul left him with
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one. A voice from Heaven came out and said,
“Fortunate are you, R. Akiva, that your soul left with
one. The ministering angels said before the Holy One
Blessed be He, “This is the Torah and this is the reward
for Torah? From mortals, with your hand, God, from
mortals”(Psalms 17:14) [God] said to them, “Their
portion in life.” (Psalms 17:14) A voice from Heaven
came out and said, “Fortunate are you, R. Akiva, that
you are invited to the life of the world to come.
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6. Talmud Bavli Tractate Menachot 29b

Rav Yehuda said in the name of Ray: At the time that
Moshe ascended to Heaven, he found God sitting and
tying crowns on to letters. [Moshe] said to him, “Lord of
the world, who is putting you up to this?” [God] said,
“There is a person who is will be in the future after
several generations and Akiva ben Yosef is his name and
in the future he will derive from each and every point [of
the crowns] heaps and heaps of halachot.” Moshe said to
[God], “Show him to me, [God] said, “Turn around.”
[Moshe] went and sat at the back of eight rows and he did
not know what they were saying. [Moshe’s] strength left
him. When [Akiva] reached a certain matter, his students
asked him, “Rabbi, how do you know this?” [Akiva] said
to them, “This is a halacha of Moshe from Sinai.”
[Moshe’s] mind was at ease. [Moshe] returned and came
back to God. He said before [God], “Lord of the world,
you have a person like [Akiva] and you are giving the
Torah through my hands?” [God] said, “Be silent, this was
as the thought came before me.” [Moshe] said, “Lord of
the world, you showed me his Torah, show me his
reward.” [ God] said, Turn around.” [Moshe] turned
around and saw them weighing [Akiva’s] flesh being
weighed in the butcher shops. [Moshe] said, “Is this Torah
and the reward for Torah?” [God] said, “Be silent, this
was as the thought came before me.”
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