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Rabbi Eliezer:
Tempted By Christianity

Rabbi Elie Kaunfer — kaunferl@mechonbadar.org

Chicago Yom Iyun:
“Good Jews”, “Bad Jews” and the Relationship Among Us

Tosefta Hulin (Zuckermandel) 2:24

It happened that Rabbi Eliezer was arrested for
words of heresy [“min” = Jewish Christian]; they
brought him up to the court for judgement.

The hegemon [Roman commander| said: “An elderly
man like you engages himself in these words?!”

He said to him: “I rely upon the Judge’s reasoning.
[/i¢. the Judge is believable to me].”

The hegemon reasoned he was referring to him,
when in reality, he was referring to [/i. against] his
Father in heaven.

He said to him: “Since I am a reliable witness [/z.
believable] for you, so too I will say: Is it possible
that these elders are lost in these words?

“Pardon! You are exempt (from judgement).”

When he left the court, he was saddened that he was
arrested on suspicion of being a in. His students
entered to comfort him, but he did not receive them.
Rabbi Akiva entered and said to him: “Rabbi, may I
say a word before you? Perhaps you will no longer

be troubled.”
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He said: “Say.”

He said: “Perhaps one of the minim [early Christians]
said to you a word of heresy, and you enjoyed it?”
He said: “By heaven, you have reminded me! Once
I was walking in the promenades of Tzippori. 1
found Yaakov of the village of Sakhnin. He said a
word of heresy from Yeshua son of Pantiri, and 1
enjoyed it. I was arrested for words of heresy, for I
violated words of Torah: ‘Keep yourself far away
from her, and don’t approach the opening of her
house’ (Proverbs 5:8)... ‘For many are those she has
struck dead [and numerous her victims]” (Proverbs
7:26).”

For R. Eliezer used to say: “Let a person always run
from ugliness, and from that which resembles

ugliness.”
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1) How Could He Have Forgotten?
Mishnah Avot 2:8

Rabbi Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus is a plastered cistern that

never loses a drop.

2) R. Akiva and R. Eliezer Background
Babylonian Talmud Baba Metzia 59b

This is the story of the oven of “akhnai” [R. Eliezer,
claiming the oven is pure, brings supernatural proofs,
but the rabbis, led by R. Yehoshua, reject his proofs
and claim heaven cannot help decide matters of law].
It was said: “On that day, they brought all the
purities which R. Eliezer had purified and burned
them in fire. They charged him and excommunicated
him.”

They said: “Who will go and inform him?” R. Akiva
answered: “I will go, for perhaps someone else
unfitting will go to inform him, and he will destroy
the entire world.”

What did R. Akiva do? He wore black, and wrapped
himself in black, and sat before him [R. Eliezer] at a
distance of four amot.

R. Eliezer said to him: “Akiva, what is so special
about today?”

R. Akiva said to him: “It seems to me that your
friends are separated from you.”

He, too, tore his clothes and removed his shoes, slid

off [his chair] and sat on the ground.
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3) Who is Believable?
Mishnah Sanhedrin 3:2

He said to him [regarding a witness or judge]:
“Father is believable, your father is believable, three
shepherds are believable;” R. Meir said: “He can

change his mind, but the sages say he can’t.”

4) Who is R. Yehoshua?
Babylonian Talmud Nedarim 50b

The daughter of the Caesar said to R. Yehoshua ben

Hananyah: “Beautiful Torah in an ugly vessel!”

5) The Last Exchange with R. Eliezer
Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 68a

It was taught [in a baraita]: When R. Eliezer became
sick, R. Akiva and his friends entered to visit him...
They entered and sat before him at a distance of four
amot.

He said to them: “Why have you come?”

They said to him: “We have come to learn Torah.”
He said to them: “And why haven’t you come until
now?”

They said to him: “We weren’t available...”

He took his two arms and placed them on his heart.
He said: “Woe to you, my two arns, which are like
two Torah scrolls rolled shut. Much Torah have I
learned, and much Torah have I taught. Much Torah
have I learned, but I didn’t absorb from my teachers
even as much as a dog licking from the ocean. Much
Torah have I taught, and my students haven’t
absorbed but a tiny amount [/# mascara brush in its

tube].
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“Not only that, but I reviewed 300 laws about a
bright skin affliction, and no one ever asked me
about them. Not only that, but I taught 300 laws—
some say 3000 laws—about planting zucchinis
[magically] and no one every asked me a thing about
them, except for Akiva ben Yosef.

“Once, he and I were walking on the path. He [R.
Akiva] said to me: ‘Rebbe, teach me the planting of
zucchinis.” I said one word and the field was filled
with zucchinis. He said to me, ‘Rebbe, you taught
me their planting, teach me their removal.” I said one

word, and they were all gathered to one place.”

Questions:
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1. Why was Rabbi Eliezer arrested as a suspected Christian? Who turned him in? Why are there no

witnesses in the courtroom, and no accuser besides the hegemon?

2. Why didn’t R. Eliezer simply deny he was a Christian? Why did he evade the question? Does this

indicate that he, in fact, had Christian leanings?

3. Why did the hegemon believe R. Eliezer? Why didn’t he continue questioning him?

4. Why was R. Eliezer saddened that he was accused of being a 7/#? Numerous rabbis were

interrogated by Roman officials for crimes they did not commit, and they did not leave saddened.

5. Why did R. Eliezer refuse to allow the other students to come in to comfort him? Why was R.

Akiva the only one who could comfort him?

0. IfR. Eliezer was known as a “cistern that never loses a drop” (Mishnah Avot 2:8), why did he

forget his encounter with Yaakov of Sakhnin?

7. Why was R. Eliezer traveling so far from Lod, the home of his yeshiva?
8. Why did R. Eliezer talk to Yaakov of Sakhnin? Why interact with Christians?
9. Why did R. Eliezer enjoy the teaching? What was it that attracted him to it?

10. What is the meaning of the saying at the end of the story: “Always run from ugliness, and from

that which resembles ugliness™?
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