Shema and the Sacrifice of Rabbi Akiva
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Deuteronomy 6:4-9

(4) Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. (5) You shall love the LORD your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. (6) Take to heart these
instructions with which I charge you this day. (7) Impress them upon your children. Recite them
when you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up. (8)
Bind them as a sign on your hand and let them serve as a symbol on your forehead; (9) inscribe
them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
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Berakhot 61b:5-9

We learned in our mishna the explanation of the verse: “And you shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and all your soul and all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5). This was elaborated



upon when it was taught in a baraita: Rabbi Eliezer says: If it is stated: “With all your soul,”
why does it state: “With all your might”? Conversely, if it stated: “With all your might,”
why does it state: “With all your soul”? Rather, this means that if one’s body is dearer to
him than his property, therefore it is stated: “With all your soul”; one must give his soul in
sanctification of God. And if one’s money is dearer to him than his body, therefore it is
stated: “With all your might”; with all your assets. Rabbi Akiva says: “With all your soul”
means: Even if God takes your soul. The Gemara relates at length how Rabbi Akiva fulfilled
these directives. The Sages taught: One time, after the bar Kokheva rebellion, the evil empire
of Rome decreed that Israel may not engage in the study and practice of Torah. Pappos ben
Yehuda came and found Rabbi Akiva, who was convening assemblies in public and
engaging in Torah study. Pappos said to him: Akiva, are you not afraid of the empire?
Rabbi Akiva answered him: I will relate a parable. To what can this be compared? It is like
a fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish gathering and fleeing from place to place.

The fox said to them: From what are you fleeing?
They said to him: We are fleeing from the nets that people cast upon us.

He said to them: Do you wish to come up onto dry land, and we will reside together just as
my ancestors resided with your ancestors?

The fish said to him: You are the one of whom they say, he is the cleverest of animals? You
are not clever; you are a fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat which gives us
life, then in a habitat that causes our death, all the more so.

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage in Torah study, about which it is
written: “For that is your life, and the length of your days” (Deuteronomy 30:20), we fear the
empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle from its study, as its abandonment is the habitat
that causes our death, all the more so will we fear the empire. The Sages said: Not a few days
passed until they seized Rabbi Akiva and incarcerated him in prison, and seized Pappos
ben Yehuda and incarcerated him alongside him. Rabbi Akiva said to him: Pappos, who
brought you here? Pappos replied: Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, for you were arrested on
the charge of engaging in Torah study. Woe unto Pappos who was seized on the charge of
engaging in idle matters. The Gemara relates: When they took Rabbi Akiva out to be
executed, it was time for the recitation of Shema. And they were raking his flesh with iron
combs, and he was reciting Shema, thereby accepting upon himself the yoke of Heaven. His
students said to him: Our teacher, even now, as you suffer, you recite Shema? He said to
them: All my days I have been troubled by the verse: With all your soul, meaning: Even if
God takes your soul. I said to myself: When will the opportunity be afforded me to fulfill this
verse? Now that it has been afforded me, shall I not fulfill it? He prolonged his uttering of
the word: One, until his soul left his body as he uttered his final word: One. A voice descended
from heaven and said: Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, that your soul left your body as you
uttered: One.
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a7 = with all our heart requires that we confrong that

olove 1 chat lust for evil for its own sake, realistically and
gef EVI

cously, that we recognize it for what it s, giving it no
cour"fr 0 our incessant efforts to vanquish it
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«With All Your Soul”

R. Akiva taught that the words “with all your soul”

imply
accepting martyrdom for the sake of the love of God: one must
love God “even though He takes your soul.”

Two parallel texts dramatize the fascinating and tragic con-

text of this teaching; the differences between the two are

instructive. The first passage is found in the Babylonian
Talmud:

The Rabbis taught: Once the evil kingdom [i.e., the
Romans) decreed that the Jews may not engage in the study
of Torah. Pappus b. Yehuda came and found R. Akiva pub-
licly assembling large groups [of Jews] and engaging in [the
study of) Torah. He said to him, “Akiva, are you not afraid
of the authorities?” . . . When [the Romans] took R. Akiva
to execute him, it was the time for the reading of the
Shema. They were tearing his flesh with iron combs, and he
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The second and parallel a

g SHEMA

ccepting upon himself the yoke of the k:

;;::\:ﬂ ‘:,C-, l'w'ms fhc Shij'. His dmpkst:“%‘ Z
much?” [i.c., must one go so far jp P

Torah?). Said he to them: “All m”:n:fm
croubled by che verse, “With all your soul,” which [ Ty
pret as] ‘even if He takes your soul,” wondering: “&:.u_
portunity 10 fulfill it?> Now that | haye !:

¥ all I not fll'ﬁ" it?" He 'mu‘d the Sh‘
onged [his articulation of the word ehad [On)

until he expired [while saying the word) ehad.

2 heavenly voice proclaimed, “Happy are you, R. Akir,
your soul has departed with (the declaration of] cha

(Berakhot 61b)
ccount comes from the Jerusaken

Talmud:
o trial before the Tyrant Rufus
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R. Akiva was brought t
[tyrannss Rufus/. The time for the recitation of the Shema
arrived, and [R. Akiva] read the Shema and smiled. Tyrant
Rufus said to him: “Old man, either you are @ magician
[and therefore do not feel the torture] or you ignore suf-
fering™ [perhaps implying that he was a masochist]. Said
[R. Akiva] to him: * fay your breath leave you! Iam net
fferent to pain. It is,

ther a magician nor one who is indi
rather, that all my life I have recited [the Shema] and was
the

troubled by one verse, wondenng when 1 would have
opportunity [to fulfill] the three [elements in it}—"You

love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your
soul and all your possessions.”™ I have loved Him with all
my heart and | have loved Him with all my possessions, but
I was not [yet] tested as to my soul. Now that I have
reached [this stage where I am to surrender] ‘all your soul,’
and the time for the Reading of the Shema has arrived, |

shall not be distracted from loving Him! That is why I
recite—and smile.” He barely finished speaking [these




5] when his soul soared upwards. (J. Berakhot 9:5)
gore

b the gabylonian and the more elaborate Jerusalem
. s of this event, R. Akiva interprets “with all your soul”

oplying martyrdom, giving up of one’s soul or life for the
B tor God. Buta number of differences between them—two
_and one more substantive—deserve mention.

[ the account 1n the Babylonian Talmud, R. Akiva relates

bis derashab (interpretation) to his disciples. In contrast, in the
palestinian version, he directs his comments to the enemy him-
«lf, indicating 2 readiness openly to challenge and taunt his
wrmentor. Similarly, the Babylonian Talmud makes no men-
son of R. Akiva smiling or laughing, whereas in the Jerusalem
Talmud the smile is significant. The smile seems to be of a dou-
ble nature—part pleasure at performing a mitzvah (that of kid-
dush Hashem, martyrdom, “even if He takes your soul”™), part
smirk and contempt for the tyrant.

A further and more important difference: The Babylonian
version highlights the time for reading the Shema as the essen-
tial element of the tale. It focuses on the biblical proof-text as
the source for requiring such an act of martyrdom. Note the
wording of the text: “When [the Romans) took R. Akiva t0
execute him, it was the time for the Reading of the Sh‘”f'"
The Rabbis here reinforce the idea that R. Akiva’s invocation
of the phrase “with all your soul” and his death upon reciting

. o2 ¥ ihe
ehad teach us not only that his martyrdom comcnd:"d ::;:m =

. jtself is
Reading of the Shema, but that martyrdom S .
tead'm: the Shema, as R. Akiva taught all his life and, ulti

mately, with his death. : ‘
In tyhe Jerusalem Talmud's versions the R“d:rsa:fa x::: f:s.m:n
though important is not quite ccntr;al 1o thes et .
of the story- When the time for reading the e ot (9
tuitously as R. Akiva is being interrogated an
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 Akiva uses this very moment ¢ .

ically defy the tyrant. BucR_ gy * e,

primafilY a fulfillment not of the mitzvah of re, - ) N

but that of accepting marty rdom (“even if e, %

). This mitzvah applies to all times and place, o™

tation. As R. Akiva defiantly %‘:‘h
q

:::: [ have reached [this stage where I am to Sutttng
your soul’ and the time for the Reading of the Shea
T .1 shall ot be distracted from loving Him! The
I mgte—-ﬁnd snu-lc’n as if(o ﬂnphaSiu hjs “mﬁm h&
can, at one and the same time, simultaneously fulfll wo gy,
tant but separate mitzvot: martyrdom and reading the Shem
especially the verse “with all your soul.”

Perhaps the discrepancies between these two versions
R. Akiva's death highlight an implicit difference of halskhy
approach between the two Talmuds (although this is offersd
only as a suggestion on the basis of a rather subtle literary
analysis of the two versions). In concentrating primarily ca
R. Akiva’s martyrdom as a fulfillment of his derashah on te
“with all your soul” verse of the Shema, the Babylonian Tk
mud implies that the mitzvah of kiddush Hashem is achseved
at the moment one is ready to die for God's sake, even if oo¢
does not actually suffer martyrdom; it is the psychologica
readiness to surrender one’s life that constitutes the mitzvah.
R. Akiva, who has always been prepared to die for the love of
God, can now prove his bona fides: “Now that I have that
opportunity, shall I not fulfill it?” His martyrdom fulfills t
mitzvah he has always performed when reading this verse of
d"‘swo namely, his readiness to suffer death every time be
m‘“d the verse. His death retroactively validates his sincert
intention to suffer death for his faith. But it was halakhically
not necessary that he actually die in order to fulfill the require-

RufUS, R
smile and hero
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. was enough that he sincerely declare
. it

muv{a"; God “even if He takes your soul.”
< 10 1oV

/MO’I  Talmud, however, in stress'u?g R. P}kivl:;x’s
pe e {ormance of the two separate mitzvot, implies
L svt;\ of kiddush Hashem is achieved only at the
ol - ?mally dies for God's sake. Although psycholog-
e Mﬁng one’s life when reading the Shema prepares

ol partyrdom, the full performance of the mitzvah @kcs
e o0 iy when the martyr actually suffers death. In R. Akiva’s
: was able to perform the two mitzvot simultaneously—

sding the Shema and suffering martyrdom—but the two are
weinegrally related.

Later sources express support for both these views. Thus, the
Zohar writes:

of 1€

Whoever intends with these words [i.e., “you shall love . . .
with all your soul”) to surrender his life for the sanctifica-

ﬁonofd\ediVincNalm,Scﬁpmreconsidenitasifhems
martyred every day [that he recited these words with this
kavvanah). (Zohar 111, 195b)

This passage reinforces the view that we have attributed to
the Babylonian Talmud. Other sources espouse this point of
"W as well. But some sources take the opposite view, siding
;‘a;:‘n::;. perspective implied in the version of the Jerusalem

Whether or not the intention to undergo martyrdom ade-
Quately fulfills the mitzvah formally, it is clear that such an
itention is an integral part of the Reading of the Shema. We
then are faced with an interesting question: to what extent must
We pursue this mitzvah? Should we seck out opportunities to
tempt fate and expose ourselves to danger in order to demon-

strate our love of God? Not all authorities agree on the answer
to this question.
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