Elisha ben Abuya and the limits of dissent

Ruth Rabbah - midrash on the book of Ruth from the Land of Israel ¢. 500 CE

First printed edition Midrash Ruth, Pesaro 1519, known as Ruth Rabbah since Venice
edition of 1545.

Parallels the account of Elisha ben Abuya in Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 15a-b, where he is
one of four sages who ascended to ‘Pardes’. This gives a(n even) darker picture of him.
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“Stay tonight, and it will be, in the morning, if he will redeem you, good, he
will redeem, but if he will be unwilling to redeem you, I will redeem you, as the
.Eternal One lives, lie until the morning” (Ruth 3:13)

“Stay tonight” — tonight you are lying without a man, but you will not lie
another night without a man. “It will be in the morning, if he will redeem you,
good, he will redeem; but if he will be unwilling to redeem you...” Rabbi Meir
was sitting and expounding in the study hall in Tiberias, and Elisha his teacher
was passing through the marketplace riding a horse on Shabbat. They said to
Rabbi Meir: Elisha your teacher is coming and passing in the marketplace. He
emerged to him. [Elisha] said to him: ‘In what were you engaged?’ He said:
““The Eternal One blessed the latter period of Job more than his beginning”™’
(Job 42:12).” [Elisha] said: ‘What did you say in its regard?’ He said:
“Blessed” [indicates that] He doubled his property for him.” [Elisha] said to
him: ‘Akiva your teacher did not say so; rather, the Eternal One blessed the



latter period of Job due to his beginning, thanks to the repentance and good
deeds that he had to his credit initially.” [Elisha] said to him: ‘What else did you say
to them?’ [Rabbi Meir said:] ““The end of a matter is better than its beginning™”’
(Ecclesiastes 7:8). [Elisha] said to him: “What do you say in its regard?’ He said to him:
‘There can be a person who purchases merchandise in his youth and he loses, and [he
purchases again] in his old age and he profits. Alternatively, “the end of a matter is better
than its beginning,” there can be a person who performs evil deeds in his youth and in his
old age he performs good deeds.

Alternatively, “the end of a matter is better than its beginning,” there can be a person who
studies Torah in his youth and forgets it and he reviews it in his old age; that is: “The end of
a matter is better than its beginning.”” [Elisha] said to him: ‘Akiva your teacher did not say
so; rather, “the end of a matter is good,” when it was good from “its beginning.”

There was an incident involving me. My father Avuya was one of the
prominent leaders of the generation. When he came to circumcise me, he
invited all the prominent residents of Jerusalem, and he invited Rabbi Eliezer
and Rabbi Yehoshua among them. When they had eaten and drunk, some began
to sing songs and others recited alphabetical poems. Rabbi Eliezer said to
Rabbi Yehoshua: ‘These are engaged in theirs, but we are not engaged in ours.’
They began with Torah, and from Torah to Prophets, and from Prophets to
Writings, and the matters were as joyous as when they were given from Sinai.
Fire began burning around them. During their actual giving at Sinai, were they
not given in fire? As it is stated: “The mountain burned with fire until the heart
of the heavens” (Deuteronomy 4:11). [Avuya] said: Since the power of Torah is
so great, this son, if he endures, I will devote him to Torah. Because his
intention was not for the sake of Heaven, my Torah did not endure in me.’

What do you say regarding [the verse]: “Gold and glass cannot equal it” (Job 28:17)?’ He
said to him: “What do you say in its regard?’ [Rabbi Meir] said to him: ‘These are matters of
Torah that are as difficult to acquire as gold vessels and are as easily lost as glass.’ [Elisha]
said to him: ‘Akiva your teacher did not say so. Rather, just as vessels of gold and glass, if
they are broken, can be repaired. So, too, a Torah scholar who forgot his learning can

recover it.” [Elisha] said to [Rabbi Meir]: ‘Go back.’ [Rabbi Meir] said to him:
‘Why?’ [Elisha] said to him: ‘The Shabbat boundary extends [only] to here.’
[Rabbi Meir] said to him: ‘How do you know?’ [Elisha] said: ‘From the
[number of] steps my horse [has taken, I can tell] that it has already gone two
thousand cubits.’ [Rabbi Meir] said to him: ‘You have all this wisdom and yet
you do not repent?’ [Elisha] said to him: ‘I do not have the strength.” [Rabbi
Meir] said to him: ‘“Why?’ [Elisha] said to him: ‘I was riding my horse and
sauntering behind a synagogue on Yom Kippur that coincided with Shabbat,
and I heard a divine voice thundering and saying: “Repent wayward children”
(Jeremiah 3:22), “Return to Me and I will return to you” (Malachi 3:7), except
for Elisha ben Avuya, who was aware of My might but rebelled against Me.’



From where did he adopt this course of action? They said: One time,
he was sitting and studying in the Geinosar Valley and he saw a certain
person who climbed to the top of a palm tree and took the mother bird
and the fledglings, and he climbed down unharmed. After Shabbat, he saw
a certain person who climbed to the top of a palm tree, took the fledglings
and sent away the mother bird. He climbed down and was bitten by a
snake and died. [Elisha] said: ‘It is written: “Send away the mother and
take the fledglings for yourself, so it will be good for you and you will
prolong your days” (Deuteronomy 22:7). Where is the goodness for this
one? Where are the prolonged days for this one?’ But he did not know that
Rabbi Akiva had publicly expounded on it: “So it will be good for you,” in
the world that is entirely good; “and you will prolong your days,” in the
world that is entirely long.

Some say, it was because he saw the tongue of Rabbi Yehuda the baker in
the mouth of a dog. He said: ‘If for the tongue that toiled in Torah all his
days it is so, for a tongue that does not know and does not toil in Torah, all
the more so.” He said: ‘If so, there is no reward given to the righteous and
no revival of the dead.” Some say, it was because when his mother was
pregnant with him, she passed houses of idol worship. She smelled [the
offering they had sacrificed in their idolatrous rite] and they gave her
from that food and she ate it. It was seething in her stomach like the
venom of a serpent.

Years passed and Elisha ben Avuya fell ill. They came and said to Rabbi Meir:
‘Elisha your teacher is ill.” He went to him. [Rabbi Meir] said to him: ‘Repent.’
[Elisha] said to him: ‘Is [repentance] accepted even in such [circumstances]?’
Rabbi Meir said to him: ‘But is it not written: “You turn man to contrition
[daka] [and say: Return, son of man]” (Psalms 90:3) — until his soul is
crushed?’ At that moment Elisha ben Avuya cried, and he died. Rabbi Meir was
joyful. He said: ‘It appears that my teacher departed in repentance.’

When they buried him, fire came to burn his grave. They came and said to
Rabbi Meir: ‘The grave of your teacher is burning.” He emerged and
spread his garment over it. [Rabbi Meir] said to [Elisha]: “Stay tonight,”
(Ruth 3:13) in this world that is entirely night. “It will be in the morning,
if he will redeem you, good, he will redeem” (Ruth 3:13). “It will be in the
morning,” — in the world that is entirely good. “If he will redeem you,
good, he will redeem,” — this is the Holy One blessed be He, as it is stated:
“The Lord is good to all” (Psalms 145:9). “But if he will be unwilling to
redeem you, I will redeem you, as the Lord lives, lie until the morning”
(Ruth 3:13). [The fire] subsided.

They said to [Rabbi Meir]: ‘Our teacher, in the World to Come, if they say to you: What do
you request, your father or your teacher, what will you say?’ [Rabbi Meir] said: ‘My father



and then my teacher.’ They said to him: ‘Will they listen to you?’ He said: ‘Is it not a
mishnah: “One may rescue the casing of a scroll with the scroll, and the casing of
phylacteries with the phylacteries” (Shabbat 16:1)? They will rescue Elisha due to the merit
of his Torah.” Years later, [Elisha’s] daughters came and demanded charity from
Rabbeinu. He said: “Let no one extend kindness to him; and let no one be
gracious to his orphans” (Psalms 109:12). They said: ‘Rabbi, do not look at his
actions, look at his Torah.” At that moment, Rabbi wept and decreed that they
should be supported. If one whose Torah was not for the sake of Heaven
produced such, one whose Torah is for the sake of Heaven, all the more so.
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