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Can We Enjoy the Cosby Show, Carlebach tunes and Richard Wagner?
- The Talmudic Paradigm of Elisha ben Abuya

1. Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 13b
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Rabbi Aba said in the name of Shmuel: For three years Bet Shammai and Bet Hillel disagreed, these | NNV 12 1PoN) DOV WOV :DNINY NN NIN 727 INN
said “Halakha is like us” and those said “Halakha is like us.” A Divine Voice exclaimed: “These and | 1227 DXIIN 500 NNIND NIIN DIMNIZIN 50N 12

those are the words of the living G-d, and Halakha is like Bet Hillel.” Given that both are the words
of the living G-D, why did Bet Hillel deserve to have halakha established according to them?

Because they are gentle and modest, and taught their own words and those of Bet Shammai.
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2. Tosefta Hagiga 2:3-4
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Four entered the pardes (orchard): Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Aher, and Rabbi Akiva
One gazed and perished,

one gazed and was smitten,

one gazed and cut the shoots,

and one went up whole and came down whole....

Elisha gazed and cut the shoots, about him Scripture says “Let not your mouth lead you into sin
(Qoh. 5:5)”...
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3. Jerusalem Talmud Hagiga 2:1
translation, Dr. Jeff Rubenstein Talmudic Stories
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In Life

Rabbi Meir was sitting and expounding in the academy in Tiberias. His Master Elisha passed by riding | 73¥ 172207 RXYITN 1211 VAT 221 M PNND 119

on a horse on the Sabbath. They came and said to Rabbi Meir, “Behold your master is outside.” He
ceased his homily and went out to him... (Elisha) said to him, “What else were you expounding?” he
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said to him, “Gold or glass cannot match its value (Job 28:17).” He said to him, “And how did you
begin it?” He said, “The words of Torah are as difficult to acquire as vessels of gold and as easy to lose
as vessels of glass. But just as if vessels of gold and vessels of glass are broken one can return (lahazor)
and make them vessels as they were, so a sage who forgets his Torah can return (lahazor) and learn
it as at the beginning.” He said to him, “Enough Meir, the Sabbath limit is up to this point.” He said
to him, “How did you know this?” He said to him, “From the steps of my horse which | have been
counting. And he has walked two thousand cubits.” He said to him, “You have all this wisdom, yet
you do not repent (hazar)?” He said to him, “Once | was passing by the Holy of Holies, riding on my
horse on Yom Kippur that fell on a Sabbath. | heard a heavenly voice come out of the Holy of Holies
and say, ‘Return rebellious children (Jer. 3:22)—except Elisha ben Abuya, for he knew my power and
rebelled against me.”
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Investigate 2 questions : Elisha/Aher and his work

e aformer great who also does bad things: do we judge them as bad because of the bad that he did? Can we partially excuse his downfalls because of

the greatness of his contributions?

e can one separate the art from the artist? If we judge the artist badly and want to reject him, do we also have to reject the art? To what extent is the

art muddied by the identity of its creator?

Babylonian Talmud Hagiga 15b translation, Dr. Jeff Rubenstein Ta/mudic Stories

Makhloket or After Death
process?

Accept Reject Compare/contrast
to other cases.

Stage 1: Limbo

When Aher died, they (the angels?) said, “Let him not
be punished and let him not enter the world to come.
Let him not be punished since he studied Torah. Let
him not enter the world come since he sinned.
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Uncondemnable

Unredeemable

Stage 2: Purgatory

Rabbi Meir said, “When | die | shall cause smoke to
rise from the grave.” When Rabbi Meir died, smoke
rose up from Aher’s grave.
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Punish in order
to redeem

Strict
punishment!
long burning!

WWW.PARDES.ORG.IL




#

- - Pardes o110

Institute of Jewish Studies

FALLEN HEROES
MEESH HAMMER-KOSSOY | meesh@pardes.org.il

Stage 3:
Redemption

Rabbi Yohanan said, “Is it a mighty deed to burn one’s
master with fire? One was among us, and yet we
cannot save him? If | were to take him by the hand,
who would tear him away from me? When | die | will
extinguish the smoke from his grave.” When Rabbi
Yohanan died, the smoke ceased from the grave of
Aher. (The eulogizer said of him [Yohanan], “Even the
guard of the gate [of Gehenom] could not stand
before you, our master.”)
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Loyalty
redeems!

Without R.
Yohanan he
would
continue to
burn!

On Earth:
Condemnation/
Punishment then

forgiveness

The daughter of Aher came before Rabbi [Yehudah
HaNasi]. She said to him, “My master, support me.”
He said to her, “My daughter, whose daughter are
you?” She said to him “The daughter of Aher.” He
said, “Is there still his seed in the world? He has no
offspring or descendant among his people, no
survivor where he once lived (Job 18:19)” She said to
him, “My master, Remember his Torah and do not
remember his deeds.” Fire came down from heaven
and tried to burn Rabbi, Rabbi wept and said, “If this
[happens] for those who dishonor her (Torah), how
much the more so for those who respect her?”
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Divine fire
demands
mercy!

His
daughter(!) is
poor and
suffering and
then told she
deserves it!
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| Ibid 15a-b translation, Dr. Jeff Rubenstein Talmudic Stories

Torah

Accept

Reject

How is this case speci
Compare/contrast to ott
cases.

How did Rabbi Meir learn Torah from Aher? Did not Rabbah
bar bar Hanna says that Rabbi Yohanan said, “What is the
meaning of For the lips of a priest guard knowledge and men
seek rulings from his mouth;, for he is a malakh
(messenger/angel) of the Lord of hosts (Malakhi 2:7)? If the
master is similar to the “malakh of the Lord of Hosts,’ then they
should seek Torah from his mouth, and if not, do not seek
Torah from his mouth.”
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Resh Lakish said, “Rabbi Meir found a verse and expounded it:
Incline your ear and listen to the words of the sages; pay
attention to my wisdom (Prov. 22:17) It does not say “to their
wisdom” but “to my wisdom”
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Rabbi Hanina said, “From here: Take heed, daughter, and note,
incline your ear; forget your people and your father’s house (Ps.
45:11).”
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(The verses contradict each other!
There is no difficulty. One is about a gadol, one about a katan.)
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When Rav Dimi came up [from Israel] he said, “The say in the
West (Israel), Eat the date and throw the peel away.
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Rava expounded: “What is written, | went down to the nut
grove to see the budding of the vale. (Song 6:11)? Why are
words of Torah compared to a nut? To tell you that just as a
nut, even though it is dirtied with mud and filth, its inside is not
disgusting, so too a sage, even though he goes rotten, his Torah
is not disgusting.”

MNTI NN NI YN 2NIT ONND N2 VAT
YTHAON WWNI NN N HNIN PANI NINTD
DY QN ,NIT INN NN IO Y 1INND DN
1DINAY NN PR - NRIND VIV TODNY
PN - NIV 9 DY GN 00N TNON GN ,ONND)

DN NN

WWW.PARDES.ORG.IL



f-:?? - Pardes o110

Institute of Jewish Studies

FALLEN HEROES
MEESH HAMMER-KOSSOY | meesh@pardes.org.il

14

Rabba bar Rav Sheila came upon Elijah. He said to him, “What
is the Blessed Holy One doing?” He said to him “God recites
traditions from the mouths of all the sages, but God does not
recite from the mouth of Rabbi Meir.” “Why?” he said to him,
“Because he learned traditions from the mouth of Aher.”
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He said to him, “So what? Rabbi Meir found a pomegranate.
he ate the inside and threw away the peel.” He said to him,
“Now (God) says: “Meir, my son, says, “When a human being
suffers, the Shekhina—what expression does it say? |am light
(=Pained) in my head. |am light in my hand.” If this is the way
the Blessed Holy One is pained for the blood of the wicked that
is spilled, how much the more so for the blood of the righteous
that is spilled.” (=mSanh. 6:5)
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Jerusalem Talmud Hagiga 2:1

They said to Rabbi Meir: “If they say to you in that world, “Who
do you want to visit? Is it your father or your teacher”? He said
to them: “I will approach my rabbi first and afterwards my
father.” “And will they heed you?” He said to them: “Is it not
taught, ‘We save the Torah casing with the Torah, and the
Tefillin case with the Tefillin’? We save Elisha Aher because of
the merit of his Torah.”
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