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When the Holy One, blessed be He, created the trees, they
grew haughty because they were so tall, and they raised themselves
ever higher and higher. But once the Holy One, blessed be He,
created iron, the trees humbled themselves, saying, “Alas! The Holy
One, blessed be He, has created the instrument that will fell us.”

Likewise, after the destruction of the Temple, the arrogant
members of that generation boasted, “So what if the Temple has
been destroyed! There are still sages among us, and they can instruct
the world in the study of the law and the observance of the
commandments.”

Thereupon, the Holy One, blessed be He, set it in the mind of
the Roman emperor to study the Torah of Moses directly from the
sages and the elders. The emperor began with the Book of Genesis,
and he studied until he reached the chapter in Exodus that begins, -
“And these are the rules” (Ex. 21:1). When he came to the verse, “He
who kidnaps a man— whether he has sold him or is still holding him
— shall be put to death” (Ex. 21:16), he immediately ordered his
palace to be filled with shoes)/and summoned the ten foremost sages
of Israel. They came before him, and he seated them upon thrones
of gold, and said, “There is a grave matter of law about which I

must question you. Tell me the law, only the law, and the truth.”

“Speak,” the sages said.

“If a man has kidnapped one of his brothers from the children
of Israel, and treated him cruelly and sold him,” the emperor asked,
“what is the law concerning that man?”

“According to the Torah,” the sages answered, “that man must

surely die.”

“If so,” the emperor said, “you are guilty of death.”

“Tell us why,” they asked.

“Because of Joseph,” the emperor answered, “whom his broth-
ers kidnapped and sold. If his brothers were still alive, I would judge
them. Since they are not, you will bear the sin of your forefathers.”

The sages beseeched the emperor, “Grant us three days’ re-
prieve. If we can find a merit by which to acquit ourselves, then
good. And if we can’t, do as you wish.”

‘They agreed upon this. The sages departed, and persuaded
Rabbi Ishmael, the High Priest, to pronounce the Ineffable Name
and thereby to ascend to heaven in order to learn whether the decree
against them had been issued by the Holy One}

Rabbi Ishmael purified himself through ritual immersion. He
wrapped himself in his prayer-shawl and in his phylacteries, and
distinctly pronounced the Ineffable Name of the Lord. Immediatel/,
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a wina bore him to the sixth heaven. ‘L' nere he met the angel Gabriel
who said to him, “Are you Ishmael in whom your God prides
Himself every day? Because He has a servant on earth who so
resembles His own brilliant countenancel”

Ishmael replied, “I am that man.”

Gabriel questioned him, “Why have you ascended here?”

He answered, “Because the wicked kingdom has decreed that
ten sages of Israel must die. I have therefore ascended to learn
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That same night she conceived Rabbi Ishmael, and he was as hand-
some as Cabriel himself.

For this reason, Cabriel encountered Rabbi Ishmael when he
ascended to heaven. The angel said to him, “Ishmael, my son, I
swear to you that I overheard from behind the heavenly partition:
Ten sages are to be handed over to the wicked kingdom to be
executed.”

“For what cause?” Ishmael asked.

“[As atonement] for the transgression Joseph's brothers commit.

ted when they sold him. Every day Justice argues in accusation
before the Throne of Glory,¥saying, ‘Hast Thou written in Thy
Torah a single superfluous letter? And yet, the fathers of the tribes
sold Joseph, and Thou still hast not punished them or their
descendants!’ It has therefore been decreed that ten sages must be
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whether that decree has gone forth from the Holy One, blessed be
He.”

Gabriel asked, “If the decree has not been signed, can you
nullify it?¥

“Yes,” Ishmael answered.

“How?” Gabriel asked.

“[By pronouncing] the Ineffable Name.”

“Blessed art thou, children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob!”
Gabriel immediately exclaimed. “For to you the Holy One, blessed

ll:e He, has revealed matters He has not disclosed even to the angelic
ost.”

It was said about Rabbi Ishmael, the High Priest, that he was
one of the seven most handsome men in the world}tind that his face
resembled an angel’s. When Rabbi Yossi, Rabbi Ishmael’s father,
reached the last days of his life, his wife said to hiim, “My dear
husband and master, why do I see that many people manage to have
children, while we have not? For we have no heir, neither a son nor
a daughter.”

Rabbi Yossi replied, “The reason is this: When other men's
wives leave the ritual bathhouse, they watch themselves very closely.
If anything unseemly happens to them, they return to the bathhouse
and immerse a second time, and so they succeed in having children.”

His wife said, “If this is what has prevented me, then I promise
to be very scrupulous in these matters.”

The next time she went to immerse herself, after she left the
ritual bathhouse, a certain dog crossed her path. So she returned to
the bathhouse, and reimmersed herself. [But when she left] the dog
crossed her path again: she returned once more and reimmersed
herself. Eight times this happened, until the Holy One, blessed be
He, said to Gabriel, “How much trouble this righteous woman takes
upon herselfl Go and appear to her in the form of her husband.”

Gabriel immediately went and sat at the door of the ritual
bathhouse, where he appeared to the woman in the form of her
husband, Rabbi Yossi. He took her [by the hand] and led her home.
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“The archangel Michael,” Gabriel responded.

Rabbi Ishmael thereupon descended to earth, and told his
fellow sages that the decree against them had already been issued,
written down, and sealed. On the one hand, his colleagues felt that

they had been wronged to have such a grievous decree issued against

their lives. On the other hand, they rejoiced that the Holy One,
blessed be He, had judged them to be equal to the fathers of the
tribes in righteousness and piety.

This was the order in which the sages sat in pairs; RABBI
ISHMAEL and RABBI SHIMEON BEN GAMLIEL; RABBI AKIBAH and
RABBI HANINA BEN TERADION; RABBI ELIEZER BEN SHAMUA® and
RABBI YESHIVAV THE SCRIBE; RABBI HANINA BEN HAKHINAI and
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handed over to the wicked kingdom to be exccuted.”

“And till now,” Rabbi Ishmael asked, “The Holy One, blessed
be He, could find no way to exact punishment except through our
lives?”

Gabriel answered, “I swear to you by your own life, Ishmael,
my son| From the day his brothers sold Joseph [until now] the Holy
One, blessed be He, has not found ten men in a single generation so
righteous and pious as the fathers of the ten tribes, Because of this,
the Holy One, blessed be He, will exact payment through your lives.
But the truth is with you.”

When Samael, the wicked angel, realized that the Holy One,
blessed be He, was about to seal His signature upon the decree to
hand over the ten sages to the wicked kingdom, he rejoiced and
boasted, “I have triumphed over the archangel, Michael ”

The Holy One, blessed be He, thereupon burned with anger
against Samael, and said, “Samaell If you wish, you may release the
ten sages from death, or you must agree to suffer leprosy for all time
to come. But one of these [decrees] you must accept.”

Samael the wicked replied, “I refuse to release those ten sages
from death. Let me accept the other decree just as you have spoken.”

The Holy One, blessed be He, immediately raged in fury, and
even before Samael had finished speaking, He summoned Metatron,
the master scribe and archangel, and commanded him, “Write this
and seal it: For six whole months, plague and leprosy, tumors, sores,
burning inflammations, jaundice, every sort of evil boil, shall afflict
Edom the wicked®/Brimstone and fire shall fall upon man and beast
alike, on their gold, their silver, and all they own, until a man shall
say to his neighbor, ‘I will give you Rome and everything in it for
freel’ and the other will answer him, ‘What do I need these things
for? There is no profit in them for me.” ”

When Rabbi Ishmael heard this decree, his mind was finally set
at rest. He began to stroll to and fro in heaven when he saw an altar
next to the Throne of Glory. “What is thisp” he asked Gabriel,

“An altar for sacrifice,” the angel told him,

“What sort of sacrifice do you offer upon it each day?” Ishmael
asked. “Aro there bullocks and sucrificiul animals herep”

“Every day we sacrifice the souls of the righteous on this altar,”
Gabriel answered,

“Who offers the sacrificesP” Ishmael asked.
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The emperor immediately ordered his servants to strip the skin
off Rabbl Ishmael’s face. When they reached the spot on his fore-
head where he used to place his phylacteries, Rabbi Ishmael groaned
with such terrible bitterness that the heavens and the earth trem-
bled. He groaned a second time, and the Throne of Glory trembled.
The host of angels spoke before the Holy One, blessed be He, “A
righteous man like this, to whom Thou hast revealed all the myster-
fes of the upper world and the secrets of the lower one— shall this
man be murdered cruelly by so wicked a man? This is Torah? This is
its reward?”
' The Holy One, blessed be He, answered, “Leave him to his
fate. The merits of his deeds shall stand for the generations following
him.” Then He added, “What can I do to help my children? The
decree has gone forth, and there is no one to annul it.”
An oracular voice declared from heaven, “If I hear one more

word in protest, I shall destroy the entire universe and return it to

chaos ‘ void|

RABBI YUDA BEN BABA; RABBI HUTZAPIT THE TRANSLATOR and
RABBI YUDA BEN DAMA.

The Roman emperor now entered, with all the noblemen of
Rome following him. He addressed the sages, “Who shall be exe-
cuted first?”

Rabbi Shimeon Ben Gamliel spoke, “I am patriarch, son of a
patriarch, descendant of David, the king of Israel, may he rest in

"peace. I shall be executed first™

Rabbi Ishmael the High Priest spoke, “I am High Priest, son of
a High Priest, descendant of Aaron the Priest. I shall be executed
first— and not see my colleague die.”

Said the emperor, “This one has said, I shall be executed first,
and this one has said, I shall be executed first. If so, cast lots be-
tween them.”

The lot fell upon Rabbi Shimeon Ben Gamliel. The emperor
ordered his head cut off, and his servants decapitated Rabbi
Shimeon Ben Gamliel. Then, Rabbi Ishmael the High Priest took the
head and, placing it between his thighs, he lamented with a bitter
heart, “Where is Torah? Where is its reward? Here lies the tongue
that once explained the Torah in seventy languages! And now it licks
the dust!” :

So Rabbi Ishmael mourned and wept over the body of Rabbi
Shimeon Ben Gamliel. The emperor said to him, “What is this? You,
an old man, weeping over your fellow sagel You should be weeping
over yourselfl” :

Rabbi Ishmael replied, “I am weeping over myself! For my
fellow sage was greater than me in knowledge of Torah and wisdom,
And now he has joined the heavenly academy before me. This is
why I am weeping.”

While Rabbi Ishmael was still giving voice to his grief, weeping
as he lamented, the daughter of the emperor looked out her window
and saw how handsome Rabbi Ishmael the High Priest was. Com-
passion for him seized her, and she sent to her father asking him to
grant her one request. He sent back to her, “My daughter, whatever
you ask I shall do—so long as it does not concern Rabbi Ishmael and
his colleagues.” She sent back, “I request you to allow him to live.”
The emperor replied, “I have already taken an oath.” She respond-
ed, “Let me then request that you order to have the skin stripped off
his face that I may have it to use instead of a mirror to look upon

myself. 8/
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After Rabbi Aldbnh.R;bbl Hanina Ben Teradion was brought

forth)ty/l
behavior was equally becoming to the Holy One, blessed be He,

t was said about Rabbi Hanina Ben Teradion that his
and

to his fellow men. Never did a curse against his neighbor rise upon

his lips

what did Rabbi Hanina

public
taught

commanded that Rabbi
Torah and burned. The executioner seized Rabbi
wrapped him in the Torah scroll, kindled the fire,
sheep’s wool which he soaked
Hanina's heart so that he would not die too quickly?Q/ﬂ

_ When the Roman emperor forbade the study of Torah,
Ben Teradion do? He arose, convoked
assemblies, and sat in the marketplace of Rome where he
and occupied himself with interpreting Torah. The emperor
Hanina be wrapped in the scroll of the
Hanina. He

and took tufts of
{n water and placed upon Rabbi
abbi

Hanina’s daughter was standing nearby, and cried to her father,

“Oh, oh, father! Must I watch you [die] this way?”

H

sswered her, “It pleascs me, my daughter,

to have you see @

VY IICH A\BRUJE AJMAIGAVA SAWSes ~e memmwy === — — = - -
peror sald to him, “Until now you never wept or cried out. Yet now
you dol :

Rabbi Ishmael replied, “Not for my own soul am I crying out —
but for [the privilege of observing] the precept of laying phylacteries
(upon my forehead], which now is lost to me.”

“Yet you still trust in your Godl” said the emperor.

“Let Him kill me if He will,” said Rabbi Ishmael. “I shall still
hope in Him."{/Thereupon, his soul departed from Rabbi Ishmael.

Next they brought forth Rabbi Akibah, the son of Joseph.
Rabbi Akibah was able to offer interpretations for the crownlets
upon the letters of the Torah, and he revealed meanings in the
Torah just as they had been transmitted to Moses at Sinai:{¥When
they brought him forth to be executed, a letter to the emperor
arrived informing him that the king of Arabia had invaded his
territory. The emperor hastened to depart, and ordered that Rabbl
Akibah be imprisoned until his return from war. After he returned,
he ordered Rabbi Akibah to be brought forth, and they carded his
flesh with steel combs. Each time the steel comb entered his flesh,
Rabbi Akibah proclaimed, “Righteous is the Lord. The Rock! — His

* deeds are perfect; yea, all His Ways are just; a faithful God, never

false; true and upright is He.®/

An oracular voice came forth and declared, “Blessed art thou,
Rabbi Akibah. For you were righteous and just, and now your soul
has departed you, righteous and just.”

After he died, Elijah the prophet, of blessed memory, took -
Rabbi Akibah’s corpse on his shoulders and carried him a distance of
five parasangs. On the way, Elijah met Rabbi Joshua the Grits-
Dealer.\Y/He asked Elijah, “Are you not a priest?” Elijah answered,
“The corpse of a righteous man does not impart impurity, ™% Rabbi
Joshua the Grits-Dealer accompanied Elijah until they came to a
certain cave of extraordinary beauty. They entered the cave and
found inside it a handsome bed and a burning candle. Elijah, of
blessed memory, lifted Akibah by his head, and Rabbi Joshua the
Grits-Dealer took him by his feet, and they laid the body upon the
bed. For three days and for three nights the angelic host wept over
Rabbi Akibah. Afterward, they buried him in that cave, and the
following day Elijah, of blessed memory, took Rabbi Akibah and
brought him to the heavenly academy where he interpreted the
meaning of the crownlets upon the letters of the Torah. And all the
righteous and pious souls gathered to hear Rabbi Akibah’s )
interpretations.
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“Does this God in whom you trust,” they asked Rabbi Yuda,
“still have any strength left him?” :

“Great lzdeed gththe Lord,” he replied, “and very exalted, and
to His greatness there is no end of searching.y

“If your God still has strength,” they asked, “then why has He
not saved you and your colleagues from this kingdom?” -

Rabbi Yuda answered, “A great and awesome king requires our
deaths. He has merely handed us over to your ruler so as later to

te our blood from his hands.”
requimm men went and told the emperor what Rabbi Yuda had
sald. The emperor summoned him and asked, “Is it true or not what
my men have told me you said?”

Rabbi Yuda replied, “It is true.”

&
D

His students stood next to him, and asked, “Our teacher, what
do you see?”

He replied, “I see scrolls of parchment aflame and letters flying
up [through the air].” Then he began to weep, and his students
asked him, “Why are you weeping?” -

He answered, “If I alone were being burned, it would not
grieve me. But the scroll of the Torah is now being burned with
me.”

The executioner addressed Rabbi Hanina, “Rabbil If I were to
remove the tufts of wool from above your heart and let you die
quickly, would you promise to bring me to eternal life in the world-
to-come?”

Rabbi Hanina answered, “Yes.”

The executioner said, “Swear to me.” Rabbi Hanina took an
oath, and as soon as he had, the executioner fanned the flames,
removed the tufts of wool, and Rabbi Hanina's soul departed him.
Likewise, the executioner threw himself upon the flames and was
consumed by the fire, '

An oracular voice thereupon declared, “Rabbi Hanina and his
executioner have both gained entrance to eternal life in the world-to-
come,”

About this incident, Rabbi Judah lamented, “Some men gain
eternal life for themselves in a single moment, like that executioner,
while others work all their lives to win this reward and then lose it
in a single moment, like Yohanan the High Priest who served in the

High Priesthood for eighty years and became a Sadducee at the very
end of his life. Nt/ :

Next they brought forth Rabbi Yuda ben BabaX%From the time
he was eighteen years old until he was eighty, Rabbi Yuda never
tasted the pleasure of sleep for longer than a nap}#/The day he was
brought forth for execution was a Friday, late in the afternoon, and
Rabbi Yuda beseeched his captors, “Wait for me just a little until I
fulfill one precept the Holy One, blessed be He, has commanded
me.”

They said to him, “You still trust in your GodI”

He answered, “Yes.”
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“It is what David, may he rest in peace, said,” the sage
“How great is Your goodness, reserved for those who fear
You.
emperor exclaimed, “No fools in this world are like you
people— if you believe in a world-to-comel”

“And no fools in the world are there like you,” Rabbi Yuda

, “who deny the Eternal Lord. Oh, oh! The shame, the
disgrace you will feel when you see us united with the Holy Name in
light eternal, while you reside in the lowest, deepest depths of helll”

The emperor burned with anger against Rabbi Yuda, and
ordered that he be tied by the hair upon his head to the tail of a
horse and dragged through Rome in all its expanse. After this was
done, he gave orders for the sage to be cut up limb by limb.

Elijah, of blessed memory, then came, gathered Rabbi Yuda's
limbs, and buried him in a certain cave near the river that descends
to Rome. For thirty days, the Romans all heard the sound of lament
and weeping from inside that cave, and they went and informed the
emperor.

®
3

The emperor said, “How insolent you people arel You stand

upon the threshold of death, and you still keep up your insolencel”

Rabbi Yuda responded, “O Caesarl Wicked manl Son of a

wicked man! Did the Lord not see His temple destroyed, His
righteous and pious servants murdered? And yet He did not make
haste to avenge them at once.” ‘

Rabbi Yuda's students said, “Our teacher, you should have
flattered the emperor with words of cajolery.”

He answered, “Have you not learned that any one who flatters
a wicked man is destined to fall into his hands.” Then he said to the
emperor, “By your life, Caesar, permit me to fulfill one command-
ment. Its name is the Sabbath, and it is [like] the world-to-come.”

The emperor replied, “Was it to fulfill this request I agreed to
listen to youl”

Rabbi Yuda at once began to sanctify the Sabbath with the
verses, “The heaven and the earth were completed,” and so forth
(Gen. 2:1 ff.). He uttered them in a pleasing and loud voice, and all
who stood around him were amazed. But when he reached the end
of the last verse, “Which in creating God had done,” they did not let
him complete it. The emperor ordered that Rabbi Yuda be executed,
and his servants executed him. Rabbi Yuda's soul departed him just
as the sage pronounced “God.”

An oracular voice came forth and declared, “Blessed art thou,

* Rabbi Yudal You resembled an angel, and your soul departed you
with the name of God.” :
* The emperor gave his servants commands. They cut Rabbli

Yuda's limbs apart and threw them to the dogs, and Rabbi Yuda was
never brought to funeral or given burial.

After him, Rabbi Yuda Ben Dema was brought forthﬂmt
day was the eve before the holiday of Shabuot}#/and Rabbi Yuda
said to the emperor, “Upon your lifel Grant me a short reprieve until
I can fulfill the commandments of Shabuot. Allow me to sanctify the
'cli‘ay all? order to praise the Holy One, blessed be He, who gave us the

orah.”

The emperor said to him, “Do you still hold trust in the Torah
and in the God who gave it?”

“Yes,” Rabbi Yuda replied. :

“What reward will you receive for this Torah of yours?” the
emperor asked.
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. For if He had any strength, would He not
dﬁgdggll:: :'::giy:; Himself, His people, His temple, as He once did
te Pharaoh, Siserah, and all the kings of Canaan?”

When Rabbi Hutzapit heard this, he let out a terrible cry of
lament, seized his clothes, and rent them in mourning over the
blaspheming of blessed name and its shame. “Woe unto you,
Caesar,” he said. “What will you do on the final day when the
Blessed One judges Rome and your gods?”

®

ssaveaou WOGIE W UE LUrneaq

back to chaos and void I will not rest, not until I have satisfied
myself with those ten sages Just as I have sworn to do.”

One of the wise men of Rome happened to be present, and he
said to the emperor, “My lord, O Caesarl Recognize the folly of your
acts, how completely you have erred in sin by sending forth your
hand against the people of God without compassion, Know that a
bitter end awaits you, for it is written in the Jewish Scriptures, God
is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger; yet it is also written

there;&d He instantly requites with destruction those who reject
him, ;

When the emperor heard this, his anger burned against that

. elder and he ordered him to be strangled to death. When the elder

heard this, he immediately rushed to circumcise himself, and once
he had been strangled, his corpse vanished and could not be
discovered anywhere.

The emperor was seized with violent trembllng\.{‘/ﬁonethelss,

he did not relent in his anger, and his hand was still stretched
fort

Rabbl Hutzapit the translator was brought out next‘.!/About
Rabbi Hutzapit, it was said that he was a hundred and thirty years
old the day he was brought to be executed, yet he was so handsome
in appearance he resembled an angel of the Lord of Hosts. [The
emperor’'s] men went and told him about Rabbi Hutzapit's beauty
and old age, and said, “We beseech you, our lord, pity this old
man,”

The emperor asked Rabbi Hutzapit, “How old are you?”

The sage answered, “Tomorrow I will be a hundred and thirty
years old. Allow me, I beseech you, to comiplete my days.”

The emperor asked, “What difference does it make if you die
today or tomorrow?”

Rabbi Hutzapit responded, “The chance to observe two more
precepts.”

“And which commandment do you wish to observe nowp” the
emperor asked.

“The recitation of the shema’ in the evening and in the morn-
ing,” Rabbi Hutzapit replied, “whereby I will crown as king over
me the name of the great, awesome, and sole Lord.”

The emperor exclaimed, “Shameless and greedy peoplel How
long will you trust in your God? He has no power to rescue you
from my hands. My ancestors destroyed His temple. They strewed
the corpses of His servants around Jerusalem. No one was there to
bury them. And now your God Himself is old, He has no more
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Rabbi Yeshivav replied, “This day I am ninety years old, and
even before I came forth from my mother’s womb, it was decreed by
the Holy One, blessed be He, that my colleagues and I would be
handed over into your hands so as to avenge our blood from them.”

“And does there exist another world [when this act of ven-
geance against me will take place]?” the emperor asked.

“Yes,” the sage answered. “And woe to youl Woe to your shame
when He will requite the blood of His righteous creatures from your
hands.”

The emperor commanded, “Quickly kill this one, too. And let
me behold the power and strength of this God. Let me see what He
will do to me in another world.” So he commanded, and they .
burned Rabbi Yeshivav to death,

1ne emperor said, “Am I to haggle wilh this man forever?” He
commanded that Rabbi Hutzapit be executed, and his servants
stoned him to death and hung him. Later, the emperor’s officers and
counselors came and beseeched him to permit Rabbi Hutzapit to be
buried because they had taken pity upon the sage’s elderly age. The
emperor allowed the sage to be buried, and Rabbi Hutzapit's
students came and buried him, making a great and solemn lament
over their teacher.

Next they brought forth Rabbi Hanina ben Hakhinai.® That
day was Friday, the Sabbath eve, on which Rabbi Hanina used to sit
in fasting from the time he was twelve until now when he was !
ninety-five. His students asked him, “Our teacher, do you wish to
taste something before your execution?”

He said, “All my life until now I have fasted [on this day],
never eating or drinking. And now that I do not know where I am
going, you tell me to eat and drinkl” He began to recite the blessing
that sanctifies the Sabbath day, “The heaven and the earth were
completed,” until he reached “and He made it holy,” but even
before the sage was able to complete that verse, he was executed.

An oracular voice came forth and proclaimed, “Blessed art
thou, Rabbi Hanina ben Hakhinail For you were holy, and now
your soul has departed you in holiness just as you pronounced the

word ‘And He made it holy." S

After Rabbi Hanina, they brought out Rabbi Yeshivav the
Scribe.”" It was said that Rabbi Yeshivav was ninety years old on the
day he was brought forth to be executed. His students came and
asked him, “Our teacher, what will be the fate of the Torah?"*

Rabbi Yeshivav replied, “It is destined that the Torah will be
forgotten from Israel because this wicked nation has shamelessly
plotted to destroy our most precious jewels [the sages] among us. If
my death could only serve as atonement for our generation! Yet I
behold [this vision): No street in Rome will be without a corpse slain
by the sword. For this wicked nation is fated to shed the innocent
blood of Israel.” B

His students asked, “And what will be our fate, our teacher?”

He answered, “Hold fast to each other. Love peace and justice,
perhaps there will be hope.”

The emperor asked Rabbi Yeshivav, “Old man, what is your
ager”
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Rabbi Eleazar ben Shamu’a was brought forth next.>® On that
day, it was said, Rabbi Eleazar was a hundred and five years old,
and from his infancy until the end of his life no one had ever heard
him utter a frivolous word, nor had he once quarreled with his
neighbor, not in word or in deed. He was a humble and modest
man, and he had fasted for eighty years of his life.

The day of Rabbi Eleazar’s execution was Yom Kippur. His
students came to him and asked, “Our teacher, what Is it you
behold?” : :

He answered, “I behold Rabbi Yuda ben Baba whose bier is
raiscd aloft, and the bier of Rabbi Akibah ben Joseph is next to it.
The two are disputing with each other over a point of law.”

“And who Is there to decide the law between them?” Rabbli
Eleazar's students asked.

“Rabbi Ishmael the High Priest,” he replied.

“And who wins the dispute?” they asked.

“Rabbi Akibah,” the sage said. “Because he has toiled with all
his strength over the Torah.” Then he said to them, “My children, I
also behold the soul of each and every righteous creature purifying
itself in the waters of Shiloah in order to enter the heavenly academy
in purity this day and to hear the sermons that Rabbi Akibah ben
Joseph will preach on the matters of the day. Each and every angel
will bring golden thrones upon which the righteous souls will all sit
in purity.”

The emperor ordered the sage to be executed. Then an oracular -
voice came forth and proclaimed, “Blessed art thou, Rabbi Eleazar
ben Shamu'al You were pure and your soul has departed you in
purity.”

Translated from the Hebrew and annotated
by David Stern




NOTES

1. This seemingly bizarre act on the emperor’s part makes more sense in light '

of the glos in the Legend of the Ten Martyrs, Version 11 (Jellinek, VI, pp.
19-20). After he studies Ex. 21:16, this text tells us, “The emperor went and
plastered the walls of his house with shoes. He then sent for Rabbi Shimeon ben

Gamliel and his colleagues and said to them, 'If a man kidnaps another man

from among the children of Israel and sells him, what is the law concerning that
man? They replied, ‘He is guilty of death.’ The emperor said, ‘If s, you are
guilty of death, Prepare yourselves to accept the judgement of heaven.” They
asked him, ‘On account of what?” The emperor answered, ‘Because of Joseph's
brothers who sold him, as it is written, *And they sold Joseph™ (Gen. 37:28),
and it is also written, “. . . because they have sold the virtuous man for silver and
the poor man for a pair of shoes.” * (Amos 2:6). 1t was for this reason that wick-
ed man plastered the walls of his house with shoes: in order to make the sages
recognize what his brothers had sold Joseph for, as it is said, *for & pair of shoes,’
that is, for the money a pair of shoes costs.” While Gen. 37:28 states merely that
Joseph was sold to the Ishmaelites for twenty picces of silver, the legend that the
money was used to buy shoes is an ancient one, attested to both In Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan, the Palestinian Aramaic translation of the Bible, ad Gen.
37:98 and in The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Zebulun, Chap. 4, in
both apparently on the basis of a traditional association of Amos 2:6, and
possibly Amos 8:6, with the Joseph story.

3. Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha is among the most prominent members of the
second generation of Tannaim, and lived in the first half of the second century
in the common era. He is traditionally believed to have been the founder of one
of the two important exegetical schools of his age, his sole rival being his con-
temporary Rabbi Akibah. Rabbi Ishmael is also an eponymous hero of the early
mystical Heikhalot literature which, as noted already in the introduction, isone
of our earliest sources for the legend of the ten martyrs. The Ineffable Name of
God he Is said to have pronounced here is presumably the Tetragrammaton
which, in mystical literature, is attributed with extraordinary, supernatural
powers; according to Rabbinic sources, the knowledge of the correct pronuncia-
tion of the Tetragrammaton was possessed only by the High Priest, who was
permitted to pronounce it solely on such rare occasions as Yom Kippur during
the special ritual sacrifice ordained for that day. The second century Rabbl
Ishmae! ben Elishah was not, however, High Priest (since that position had
ceased to exist with the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E.), and it is likely that
the later Rabbinic tradition confused him with another, earlier Ishmael ben
Elishah who was High Priest; in Berakhot 7a, this Ishmael ben Elishah reports,
“Once I entered the Holy of Holies to burn the incense and I saw Akatriel the
Lord of Hosts [Akatriel being one of God's names) seated upon the high and ex-
alted throne. He said to me, ‘Ishmael, my son, bless me.’ I said to Him, ‘May it
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be Thy will tlnt‘l‘hypltywﬂlconquhlnemgermdthlt'l'hymetcywﬂl
rule over Thy judgment, and that Thou wilt act with Thy creatures according
to the principle of mercy and allow them the benefit of judgment.” He nodded
His head to me in consent.” For some discussion of his confused identification,
see A. J. Heschel, The Theology of Ancient Judaism (Hebrew, London, 1088,

_ Vol. 1, p. xxxvil, note 3), and literature cited therein. As Dr. Eliezer Slomovic

has pointed out to me, the fact that God calls Ishmael “my son” here may have
something to do with the tradition in our text connecting the sage with Gabriel,

3. This passage is problematic, since usually decree Is not valid until it has
been signed. Compare, however, Numbers Rabbah 11:6 and Rosh Hashana 18a.

4. The six other handsome men in the world are, according to Version 1
(Jellinek, VI, p. 23), Adam, Jacob, Joseph, Saul, Absalom, and Rabbi Abahu,

5. Justice, literally the principle of justice (midat hadin) is a concept that
first appears in Rabbinic literature as an attribute of God alongside His parallel
attribute of mercy (midat harahamim). In later Rabbinic Mterature, these two
attributes come increasingly to be seen as virtual hypostases of the divine power,
almost as independent forces in heaven, and by the fourth century the principle
of justice is described as a kind of prosecuting angel whose role in heaven
resembles the one Satan serves in the Book of Job, as an antagonist of mankind,
The Throne of Glory, kisei hakavod, upon which God sits, is a frequent subject
of the Helkhalot literature, which records the songs sung by the heavenly
creatures who bear it, In our text, the throne appears to be little more than a
synecdoche for God.

8. The Biblical nation of Edom, by tradition believed to have descended
from Esau, was identified with Rome in Rabbinic typology; for a thorough
discussion of the identification, see Gerson D. Cohen, “Esau as Symbol in Early
Medieval Thought,” (in A. Altmann, ed., Jewish Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, Cambridge, Mass. 1967, pp. 19-48). Samael is the angel identified with
Satan, at least from the third century on, and he is also represented as the guar-
dian angel of Rome, and therefore as the antagonist of Michael, the guardian
angel of Israel, It has been suggested that his name means “the blind angel” (see,
Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah, New York, 1974, pp. 385-388). Metatron (or
Matatron) is identified, in Heikhalot traditions as well as in the Book of Jubllees,
with the Biblical figure Enoch who “walked with God™ (Gen. 5:22); sccording
to these traditions, Enoch ascended to heaven and was changed into an angel in
addition to becoming the master-scribe who recorded the deeds of mankind; see
Scholem, pp. 377-381.

7. Two sages by the name of Shimeon ben Gamliel are prominent figures in
early Rabbinic history, both of whom occupied the office of patrlarch or nesi,
the official presidency of the Sanhedrin. Recognized by the Roman government
as the head of the Jews, the patriarch held religious and political authority
within the internal alfairs of the Jewish community, outside Palestine as well as
inside. The position was a hereditary one, and the patriarchs, scions of the fam-



fly of Hillel, claimed that Hille! himself was descended from the house of David,
a claim which, true or not, bolstered the legitimacy of their own line. Rabbi
Shimeon ben Gamliel mentioned in our text is probably Shimeon ben Gamliel II
who lived in the first half of the second century and was one of the few survivors
after the Romans destroyed the house of the patriarch in revenge following the
Bar Kokhba Revolt. It is possible, however, that our legend has confused him
with Shimeon ben Gamliel 1, the nasi during the time of the Destruction who
was traditionally believed to have dicd a martyr (Semahot 8).

8. Rabbi Ishmael's face was actually so brilliant the emperor’s daughter
could see her own reflection in it. Version II (Jellinek, Vol. V1, p. 24) adds the
following note, a slightly garbled version of the account in Abodah Zarah 11b:
“The brilliant countenance of Rabbi Ishmael is still preserved in Rome in the
wicked kingdom of Edom. Once every seventy years a man is brought forward,
placed upon [the shoulders of] a cripple, and dressed in the clothes of Adam
(e.g., skins of animals). Then they place the skin of Rabbi Ishmael over his face,
hang a tablet weighing four zuz upon his neck, and a public announcer pro-
claims before him, ‘Let him who can see, see. 1f he will not see it now, he never
will." And he completes the proclamation, “Woe to this one[e.g., the cripple]! So
this one [e.g., the healthy man carrying the cripple] shall risel’ And may the
Holy One, blessed be He, utterly destroy Edom the wicked, in order to fulfill
what is written, ‘I shall unleash my revenge on Edom. .." " (Ezek. 25:14). This
apocryphal account is very possibly based upon the kinds of circus festivals the
Roman emperors used to stage, but the significance of the spectacle described in
it is far from clear. For some discussion of its historical context and meaning, see
Saul Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine, New York, 1942, p. 145, note 7, and
literature cited therein.

9. Hebrew bat kol, literally a voice, reverberating sound, or echo. Such
oracular volces are frequently cited in Rabbinic literature, and are the principal
means by which divine revelation occurs since prophecy ceased. On the use of
the term and its meaning, see Saul Lieberman, Heiienism in Jewish Palestine,
New York, 1950, pp. 194-199. Note that in the context of our text, the oracular
voice appears almost as the public voice of God; it seems to contradict the more

10. The text here may be slightly problematic since we have told
that Rabbi Ishmael has ceased to cry out, and it would therefore be more logical
for the emperor to ask him why he has stopped.

11. Job 13:15

12. Rabbi Akibah (50-135 C.E.) is among the most prominent members of
the second generation of Tannaim, and the subject of many tales and legends in
Rabbinic literature. He was especially celebrated for his unique powers of Inter-
pretation whereby he endeavored to exploit the significance of virtually every
word, and sometimes letter, in the Torah. The crownlets cited in our text are the
decorative flourishes scribes traditionally make upon the letters of the Torah;

however, no interpretations for these crownlets are actually preserved in Rab-
binic literature, and the claim made in our text, which is repeated elsewhere
about Rabbi Akibah, is probably a rhetorical exaggeration of sorts. Aside from
his scholarly accomplishments, Rabbi Akibah was also famous for encouraging
the Bar Kokhba Revolt—according to one source, he proclaimed Bar Kokhba to
be the messiah (Lamentations Rabba 2:2) —while after the Hadrianic persecu-
tions, he was imprisoned by the Romans for teaching Torsh and eventually ex-
ecuted. For a different account of his martyrdom, along with his famous inter-
pretation of Deut. 6:5 as he was dying, see Yerushalmi Berakhot 9:5.

13. Deut. 32:4.

14. Rabb Joshua the Grits-Dealer (HaGarsi), Akibah's student, attended his
teacher while he was in prison (about which, see Erubin 21b) and was present
when Tinnelus Rufus condemned Akibah to death. For a slightly different ver-
sion of the story of his meeting with Elijah, see Midrash Proverbs 9:2.

15. According to Mishnaic laws of ritual purity, a pricst is forbidden to
pollute himself by coming into contact with a human corpse, “the father of all
impurity.” Hence Rabbi Joshua's question, which Elijah answers by claiming
that the corpse of a righteous person does not communicate impurity even to a
priest like himself, presumably because the purity of righteousness overpowers
any impurity brought about by death. According to the medieval German
Tosafists (Yebamot 61a and Baba Meziah 114b), what Elijah meant was that
because Rabbi Akibah was a martyr and other Jews hesitated to bury him out of
fear of the Roman government, it was permissible even for a priest to bury him,
so great s the commandment of burying the dead.

16. Rabbi Hanina, or Hananiah, ben Teradion, head of the yeshiva at
Sikhnin in the Galilee, was among the more illustrious sages of the second cen-
tury C.E. According to the account in Semahot 8:9, he and Rabbi Judah ben
Baba, after hearing of Rabbl Akibah's martyrdom, together prophesied that
Judaea would soon be filled with corpses, a prophecy that was fulfilled shortly
later with Rabbi Hanina's own death. For much the same account of his mar-
tyrdom as In our text, except that it takes place in isolation, see Abodah Zarah
17b-18a. BELET

17. In other words, the executioner Intended the wet tufts to prolong Rabbl
Hanina's tortuous death.

18. Rabbi Judah, also known as Rabbi Judah the Prince or simply as Rabbl,
was patriarch in the latter half of the second century and beginning of the third,
and was responsible for the final redaction of the Mishna. Yohanan the High
Priest is the Hasmonean King John Hyrcanus (134-104 B.C.E.), who appointed
himself to the High Priesthood. The Saduccees were the rivals und opponents of
the Pharisees from whom the Rabbinic sages claimed their own ideological
descent. e

19. Rabbi Yuda, or Judah, Ben Baba (Bava), a second century sage, was
known for his exceptional plety: “All his deeds were for the sake of heaven.”_ .
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After the crushing of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, he forbade the popular use of
foliatum, aromatic oil of spikenard, as a sign of national mourning, and he also
continued to ordain scholars in defiance of the Hadrianic prohibition. Fora dif-
ferent account of his martyrdom, after he was discovered performing the
ceremony of ordination, see Sanhedrin 14a. '

20. Hebrew sheinat sus, “the sleep of a horse,” which the rabbis defined as six-
ty winks (Succah 26b). ’

21. Ps. 145:3.

9292, Rabbi Yuda, or Judah, ben Dema (Tema) lived in the middle of the
second century.

23. Shabuot, Pentecost, is one of the three pilgrimage holidays and occurs in
the late spring, seven weeks after Passover. According to tradition, it celebrates
the giving of the Torah to Israel at Sinal.

24. Ps. 31:20.

25. Ex. 34:6; Deut. 7:10.

28. For this expression, compare Gen. 27:33.

97, CF. Is. 5:25; 9:11, 16, 20; 10:4; Ex. 6:6; and Deut. 4:34.

28. Rabbi Hutzapit the Translator (Hameturgeman) — so called because he
was the official “mouth-piece” for Rabban Gamliel of Yabneh and transmitted
the sage’s opinions to the public— lived at the beginning of the second century.
According to late traditions, his body was defiled in the public market and the
sight of his mutilated corpse caused the apostacy of Elishah ben Abuysh.

29. Rabbi Hanina, or Hananiah, ben Hakhinai, was a student of Akibah and
lived in the late second century.

30. Gen. 2:1ff.

31. Rabbi Yeshivav the Scribe, a colleague of Akibah, lived in the latter half
of the second century,

32. The text reads torah mah tehei ‘aleinu, a very problematic phrase; I have
translated ‘aleinu as ‘aleiha, on the basis of Esther Rabbah 7:18 and Nazir 50a.

33, Rabbi Eleazar ben Shamu's, one of the last pupils of Akibeh, was or-
dained by Rabbi Judah ben Baba and lived in the middle of the second century:
it is doubtful whether he was actually martyred,

34. 1 wish to record a special debt of gratitude to Dr. Eliczer Slomovic who
generously discussed several problems of translation with me, and supplied me
with a number of the references in these notes, particularly those in notes 2, 3,
and 32 above.




