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Monday, April 30, 2018
ט"ו אייר תשע"ח

33 Day of the Omer - ל"ג בעומר
Rabbi Akiva, Moses, and the challenge of Jewish Continuity
Dear friends,
On Lag BaOmer – the 33rd day of the counting of the Omer – we celebrate the
rebellion of the Jewish People which began in the year 132 c.e. and led the Children
of Israel to a short but glorious 3-year period of independence from the oppressive
Roman Empire.
Rabbi Akiva1, the most influential Rabbi of the whole period of the Mishnah, was the
spiritual leader of the revolt against the Roman Empire. Many extraordinary feats
attach to his name, most notably, that as the Second Century CE began, he compiled
the initial version of the Mishnah, upon which Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi (who died in
the third century) based the final edition. Akiva's life story fascinates, especially
because this teacher of 24,000 avid students began his studies at 40, a very late age
– amazing not only because like all talmidim, great Rabbinic authorities commence
formal learning at the age of 3, but also in view of the very low life expectancy in
ancient times.
Of all the stories of Akiva, one relating to the relevance of Judaism in each
generation, is particularly significant. The Babylonian Talmud2 relates that
"Ascending to heaven, Moses saw God drawing small crown-like strokes on the top of
many letters in the Torah. Upon asking why God was doing so and what the crowns
meant, God told him that in the future Rabbi Akiva would develop many laws based
on those crowns. Moses asked if he could see Rabbi Akiva. God agreed, and
instantaneously Moses found himself in the back row at Rabbi Akiva’s academy. He
listened carefully to the rabbi’s lecture on the Torah that he had brought to the
Israelites, but was unable to understand this teaching and the students' response.
Unable to follow their arguments he was ill at ease. But when they came to a certain
subject and the disciples asked the master 'Whence do you know it?', the latter
replied, 'It is a law given unto Moses at Sinai', he was comforted."
There are many commentaries on the message of this story, especially in regard to
the authority of Rabbinic teachings. In our time, when so many of our People feel
that Judaism has become irrelevant to them, Moses' satisfaction is readily
understandable. Perhaps Rabbi Akiva's teachings and conceptions of Judaism
differed from his, but Moses the Great Legislator of the Jewish People wanted
Judaism to retain its relevance in the life of our People. Thus Moses understood that
each generation should make the Torah its own, with its own emphases,
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 עקיבא בן יוסף, 50 – 135 common era.
Tractate Menachot 29b.
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explanations, and connection to the changing realities of our People. Thus, Moses
certainly took comfort, both from Rabbi Akiva's teachings and because God had
shown him Akiva's ability to bring thousands of future teachers to continue the
eternal chain of Judaism.
In his time, Rabbi Akiva added new dimensions to the Torah. In our time as
members and leaders of the Jewish People, we must figure out which faces3 of the
Torah, which main concepts and interpretations can be relevant to the needs of
the next Jewish generation, so that they too will retain a living Torah in their
hearts and minds. So to speak, it is our duty to affirm the ease of Moses in Heaven,
comforted in the new paths his People have taken.
May it be this Lag Ba'Omer that we shall accept the challenge of proposing ways by
which Jews will embrace Judaism in our time, that our National life in Medinat
Israel shall engage the identification and love of all Our People.

Lag BaOmer Sameach!
Chazak ve'Ematz!
RABBI CARLOS A. TAPIERO
Deputy Director-General & Director of Education
Maccabi World Union
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 שבעים פנים לתורה, "70 faces to the Torah" – an allegorical way that points out that the Torah has many
interpretations, used as a phrase by Avraham Ibn Ezra.
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