RABBI AKIVA'S STUDENTS:
LOVERS OR HATERS?

Rabbi Akiva is famous for his motto:
Love your fellow as yourself.

Yet, his own students died for...
disrespecting their peers.

Were they sleeping through class?
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The twenty-four thousand students of Rabbi Akiva died between Passover and
Shavuot (Source 1), and to commemorate this tragedy, we observe certain customs of
mourning (Source 2).

The Rebbe asks: How is it possible that specifically the disciples of Rabbi Akiva, who
lived and breathed ahavat Yisrael, were the ones who failed to respect each other?

The answer is that they behave so precisely because they were his students: They
were committed with heart and soul to their master, so they couldn’t bear if someone
understood their master’s teachings in a way which they viewed as misguided. And
since no two people think alike, they all thought that the others were misguided.

It was specifically because they loved each other that they didn't respect each other
(which could often be the case, as expressed in Source 3).

B. A CONfIUBNCE OF FACTOIS...oouueeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeeesseseeseeesssseseeessssssseesssseseesssssseessssssssessasens 1

The story is still problematic: Did they really deserve to die simply for lacking in
respect for one-another? And did they all suddenly decide to sin at once?

The answer can be found in a similar story in the Jerusalem Talmud, where are large
number of students “died in a short period of time,’ just as in our case (Source 4).

In that story, the reason is ascribed to the evil eye. Perhaps this was the case here as
well: Rabbi Akiva’s students attracted the evil eye due to their vast numbers, and they
were therefore subjected to punishment for their disrespectful behavior as well.

This story is included in the Torah to teach us that every Jew must strive for the
ultimate form of ahavat Yisrael, even in cases where there might be good reason to
avoid showing full respect to your fellow.



Introduction

Sefirat HaOmer is a period of mourning. We don’t get married, get haircuts, listen to
music, and so on. Why? Two thousand years ago, twenty-four thousand disciples of
Rabbi Akiva died in this time-period, and in memory of this, we mourn to this day.

Why did they die? Why did they receive such a severe punishment? The Talmud
says: because they did not respect each other.

This story is difficult to understand on every level. Why did Rabbi Akiva’s students
fail in this regard? Why were they punished so severely? Do we really deserve capital
punishment for disrespecting others?

In today’s lesson, we will study the Rebbe’s wonderful insight on this fascinating
story.
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A. Rabbi Akiva's Disciples

>> The Rebbe

The Plague

The Talmud tells a well-known story:
Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand pairs
of students, and they all died during one
period (between Passover and Shavuot),
because they didn't treat each other with
respect. And, on Lag Ba'omer, they ceased
to die.

Source 1 tactate Yevamot 620

They said: Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand
pairs of students in an area that stretched
from Gevat to Antipatris in Judea, and they all
died in one period of time, because they did
not treat each other with respect.

It is taught: all of them died in the period
from Passover until Shavuot. Rav Chama bar
Abba said, and some say it was Rabbi Chiyya
bar Avin: They all died a bad death. What is it
that is called a bad death? Rav Nachman said:
Diphtheria.

Source 2 avridged code of Jewish Law, 120:6

During thirty-three days of the Sefirah period,
the disciples of Rabbi Akiva perished. Therefore,
it is the custom during these days to observe
a partial state of mourning; Marriages should
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not be performed, and one should not take a  P’R) DWWl PRV PRY
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thirty-three days.

To understand the magnitude of the disaster that befell the Jewish people of Israel, we need to

return to the story of those terrible days.

These were the years following the destruction of the Second Temple. The cruel Roman
overlords destroyed Jerusalem, and the people were lost. The great luminary of the day was
Rabbi Akiva. The Talmud calls him “the father of the oral Torah”; the entire oral Torah follows
the opinion of Rabbi Akiva (Sanhedrin 56a). He was one of the greatest Torah teachers, and

his disciples were the spiritual elite of the Jewish people.

And suddenly, his entire yeshiva, with its twenty-four thousand great disciples, turned into
a national tragedy, within the short timespan of several weeks. What happened? The Talmud

explains, as we just read, that they did not respect each other.

>> The Rebbe

Did They Sleep Through Class?

This requires explanation: RN IRS%

The master of these very students was

Rabbi Akiva, the sage who famously 37 128 D'Tn2n %@ 037 7
emphasized the great importance of loving 970 DR WUATAW RINT RWT,RPY
one’s fellow Jew: “[The verse states], ‘And SR NATR OW 7°YN DRSO
you shall love your fellow as yourself’ R2°PY °29 - MO IyI> nanxy -
Rabbi Akiva says: This is a fundamental 79 DXY 577902 5173 595 11 IR
principle of the Torah! It is therefore quite
perplexing that specifically his students
failed to treat each other with respect, a
behavior which does not reflect ahavat
yisrael — a most integral element of their
master’s teachings!
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How could such a thing happen—from among all the yeshivos throughout history—specifically in the
yeshiva of Rabbi Akiva? After all, his most famous statement is: “Love your fellow as yourself—this is
a fundamental principle of the Torah” Were the students unaware of their teacher’s most important
teaching?

Moreover, Rabbi Akiva didn’t only preach, he practiced as well. Rabbi Akiva himself was a symbol of

ahavat yisrael! His entire being was infused with love for the entire Jewish people.

The Talmud tells (Shabbat 127b) about a poor laborer who went to work for a rich man in the Galilee.
He worked for three consecutive years, and finally decided to return home for Yom Kippur one year.
He approached the rich man and asked for his wages for the entire period, but the rich man said
that he had nothing with which to pay. The laborer asked: Do you have assets? Property? Pillows
and blankets? The rich man insisted that he had nothing. The poor laborer was neither angry nor
distrustful of his rich employer, but he returned home disappointed, arriving home in the same

financial straits he had left three years earlier.

After the holiday, the rich man showed up at the laborer’s house with three carts full of merchandise,
and asked him: “What did you think of me when I evaded my duty to pay you?” The laborer answered:
“I assumed that you had dedicated all your possessions to the Temple, and you actually therefore had
nothing.” The rich man hugged him and said, “Just as you judged me in a favorable light, so may G-d
judge you in a favorable light.”

In the “She’iltot D’Rabbi Achai Gaon,” it says that this noble laborer was none other than Rabbi Akiva

(in his years of poverty)!

Another story about Rabbi Akiva: He did not only behave in a kind way, he also spoke and demanded
from his disciples. His perspective was always optimistic. He always saw the good in the Jewish
people. So much so, that Rabbi Akiva once expressed a negative thought about the Jewish people, and

the sages said in astonishment: “Rabbi Akiva has abandoned his piety.”

Therefore, the immense question arises: How could this group of students, who lived and breathed
Rabbi Akiva, not respect each other?

True Dedication to the Cause

The explanation is that they failed to = MATIRY NN DIPRA IWANN

treat each other with respect specifically 093 R2°PY 227 705N onv XP1IT
because they were Rabbi Akiva’s students. mar T TI29 I XOW” 795



The explanation:

Our sages say that no two people think alike.
Obviously, this was also true of the twenty-
four thousand students of Rabbi Akiva—each
of them understood the teachings of Rabbi
Akiva with their own unique approach and
perspective, and each one was convinced
that his own conclusion, based on his
own, individualized approach, was the
true meaning of Rabbi Akiva’s teachings.
Therefore, when one student heard another
student interpreting Rabbi Akiva’s teachings
differently—and incorrectly, in his view—he
could not possibly treat him with respect or
esteem: after all, the colleague was distorting
the words of his master!

[Paying lip service and showing superficial
respect was obviously not possible for Rabbi
Akiva’s students, because they were genuine
—their internal capacities were in harmony
with their external behavior—and they
therefore found it impossible to behave in
a way which was not consistent with their
true thoughts.]

Thus, they didn'’t pay proper respect to their
colleagues because they were Rabbi Akiva’s
students: Every single one of the disciples
was dedicated to his master’s teachings
with all his heart and soul, to the point that
he could not bear the sound of someone
misinterpreting his teachings (in his own
opinion), especially when the “misguided
student” was himself a student of Rabbi Akiva.
Obviously, he couldn’t possibly respect that
individual.
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Rabbi Akiva burned with conviction. He was absolutely confident in the truth of his path and
he didn't allow anything to get in his way. The Talmud movingly describes the final moments
of his life, when the Romans raked his body with three hundred spears of iron and he said:

“All my life, I waited for the opportunity to sacrifice my life for G-d..

Therefore, his students were permeated with a similar feeling of conviction. This made it

difficult for them to tolerate conflicting approaches within their rabbi’s teachings.

Love vs. Respect

Moreover: They behaved with such
conviction specifically because they
internalized Rabbi Akiva’s foundational
teaching, that loving one’s fellow is a
fundamental teaching of the Torah. Without
that instruction, they would not have cared
if their colleague misunderstood their
master’s teachings.

But since their teacher, Rabbi Akiva, taught
them about the importance of loving their
fellow, they were not satisfied with their
personal study and mastery of their rabbi’s
Torah teachings, butinstead each attempted
toinfluence theircontemporaries, especially
their colleagues, Rabbi Akiva’s students, to
approach Rabbi Akiva’s teachings from the
same perspective. When some refrained
from accepting their approach, they found
it impossible to treat them with respect
(especially with the respect that Rabbi
Akiva’s illustrious students deserved).
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Note that the Talmud says that “they did not treat each other with respect.” That is, they did

not lack “love” for each other, but rather “respect.”
What is the difference between love and respect?

Love between spouses, for example, sometimes leads to dominance and an attempt to manage
the other person’s life. The amazing thing is, the abusive spouse does not intend to harm or
indicate superiority. On the contrary, he acts out of love and concern, and he simply wants to
improve his spouse’s life. But the situation leads to constant criticism and a toxic atmosphere,

which could easily lead to the disbanding of the marriage.

Therefore, the sages command a husband and wife to “respect” each other, even more than

they are commanded “to love” each other’

Source 3 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Ishut 15:19-20

Our Sages commanded that a man honor his T32R DTN R 07200 NN
wife more than his own person, and love her AATIRY1DIAN I IPYR DX
as he loves his own person. 12133

What is the idea behind this?

The person should respect the other, even when he thinks he is wrong. He should be careful
not to take over the life of his spouse, just because he thinks he has a better grasp on what is

good for her.

This is what Rabbi Akiva’s disciples were missing. They did not lack “love” for each other; on
the contrary, it was their love for each other that made each of them dominate the landscape
and not allow a diversity of opinions. They needed to add a layer of respect to their love —and

approach which would give space for the perspectives of the others.

10



B. A Confluence of Factors

>> The Rebbe

However, this story requires explanation:

1. The Death Penalty? Really?

This lack of respect was obviously
unbecoming for the students of Rabbi
Akiva; the differences of opinion should
not have influenced their treatment of
one-another, and they should have given
space for others to express different
opinions. Their behavior to the contrary
was inappropriate, especially in light of
their spiritual standing as the students of
Rabbi Akiva. Nonetheless, why were they
penalized so severely for that “sin” alone—
to the extent that they all died?

This question is accentuated in light of our
explanation of the matter—that they didn’t
actually belittle each other (and it wasn't a
lack in their love for one-another, as per
their master’s teaching), but it was simply
a lack of true deference.

2. They All Sinned At Once?

It is also obvious that all these disciples—
the enormous amount of twenty-four-
thousand—did not all become students
in a single day; it was a process of many
years. When Rabbi Akiva began teaching
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his students and the fame of his
personality and his teachings began to
spread, students were slowly attracted
to him, and with time, the numbers grew
exponentially, until they reach twenty-
four-thousand.

It is likewise obvious that the behavior of
the disciples didn’t suddenly, in one single
moment, become disrespectful. It was,
more likely, a gradual process.

This is very surprising: Why were they
all punished in a single time period?
It is difficult to imagine that in such a
short period of time (between Passover
and Shavuot), all twenty-four-thousand
students were suddenly deserving of
punishment—and the death penalty, no
less!*

There must have been something out of
the ordinary that took place at the time,
which was the cause of their death.
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* Some scholars believe that the “plague” mentioned here is a hint to the Bar Kochba revolt. They base this mainly
on Rabbi Akiva’s clear support for this revolt—and the fact that this may explain the death of so many students in
such a short period of time. According to this view, “disciples” is interpreted not as students of his yeshivah, but
those who followed his message.

It should be noted, however, that the Rebbe refers to this possibility (Igrot Kodesh v. 39 p. 64) but emphasizes that
it is brought in Sifrei Hamaskilim and notes that it contradicts the Talmud, which states clearly that they died of
illness, and not in war.

We recommend avoiding this solution, because some students might find it to be better than the solution of the
Talmud. But one of the participants might raise this possibility; be aware that it is one explanation—and one
without a strong foundation.

Also, Rabbi Yitzchak Isaac Halevi, in his book “Doros Harishonim,” proved that most Talmudic sources imply that
Rabbi Akiva’s students died of the plague many years before the Bar Kochba revolt. This is also the opinion of the
scholar Gedaliah Alon.
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The Evil Eye

This question can be resolved based
on another Talmudic story in which
similar terminology is used: “They all
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died in a single time-period.

Source 4 jerusatem Talmud, Sanhedrin 1:2

It happened that 24 [carriages of ] people appointed by the
House of Rabbi [Yehudah HaNasi, the leader of the Jewish
people] entered to extend the year at Lod, for this decision
was supposed to take place in Judea, the seat of the High
Court. After the Temple’s destruction, most sages lived in the
Galilee, so Rabbi Yehudah sent carriages to transport them
to Lod, in Judea.

And the evil eye entered with them from locals who were
offended that they weren't considered scholarly enough to
declare aleap year, and they all died in the same time period.

From that time on they removed the location of the leap-
year deliberations from Judea and established it in Galilee.

They also wanted to remove the location of the new-month
deliberations. Rabbi Simon told them, do we not even want
to leave a remembrance of the fact that the High Court was
once situated in Judea?
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terminology, “they all died in the same
time period” Rabbi Akiva’s students
died in one time period because, at that
time, their number reached twenty-
four thousand, an immense number of
students. Moreover, Kabbalah explains
that twenty-four is associated with the
Divine attribute of Judgment, and this is
evident from the Jerusalem Talmud’s story
as well. That attracted the evil eye, causing
their death.

The story we just read from the Jerusalem Talmud has similar motifs to our story. Many students
die in onetime period, they also number twenty-four, and here the Talmud explicitly writes why
they died: because of the “evil eye.” That is, the very fact that the students reached an impressive

number of twenty-four carriages, and were gathered in one place, caused people to talk about

X2°PY *27 > T°n°N NN DAY -
1T 27D3W *3197 N VAR P9
19X Y21 DwYL °D9Don YA
XD 77721] 072 7173 9pon -
NPT ,PYIINT DMWY D 100Mn3
2IN5W 17127 121M3) 2PI0 NN oy
("3 °na 779" 937 By
PIY NOwIa 9737 D03
073 WY L [mmp yaIxy oty
1215"w IY AyY Y 071 01N

2Mnn

them, and so the evil eye reached them and caused their death.

Perhaps the same can also be said of Rabbi Akiva’s disciples: the fact that they reached the

astonishing number of twenty-four thousand, and that they too were in one place, “from Gevat to

Antipatris,” made people talk about their success, and cast an evil eye on them.

This doesn’t contradict the Talmud’s
explanation, that they died because they
didn’t treat each other with respect. The
two reasons converged: A failure to accord
proper respect isn't a severe enough sin
to warrant capital punishment, as we
explained earlier, but once the evil eye
was attracted to them during that period
of time, they were punished also for the
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minor sin of not treating one another with
respect.

Perhaps this reflects the idea stated in
the Talmud, that “during turbulent times,’
G-d gives retribution even for a failure to
pursue the mitzvah of tzitzit (even though
it is not technically an obligation) and so
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The Talmud wrote that they died because they did not show respect to each other, but that is
exactly how the evil eye works: It is explained in mystical books that when people talk about
someone and cast an evil eye on him, it causes his “case file” to be opened “upstairs,” and he
is examined to see if he really deserves the success he experiences. And whenever you look too

closely, you find something...

This is what happened to Rabbi Akiva’s disciples. As a result of the tremendous number they
reached, the evil eye was cast on them, and as a result, their “case file” was opened and their

negative behavior, that they did not respect each other, was revealed—leading to their demise.

This also explains why the disaster happened so quickly and why it took place between Passover
and Shavuot. Kabbalah states that these are days when the Divine attribute of Judgment is
revealed; there was therefore double scrutiny of their actions, and they all died in the same period

of time.

The Lesson
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This story about Rabbi Akiva’s disciples,
that they died because they did not
respect each other, is included in the
Torah—and the word Torah means
“instruction.” Therefore, despite the fact
that this is a story told about the great
disciples of Rabbi Akiva—and they were
treated so severely precisely because of
their greatness—nonetheless, the story
is cited and studied in the Torah to teach
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us that every Jew must strive for the
ultimate form of “loving your fellow;’
even in cases where there might be
good reason—as in the case of Rabbi
Akiva’'s students—to avoid showing
full respect to your fellow.
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