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Elisha ben Abuyah and R. Meir: The Heretic’s Disciple

1. Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate Chagigah 2:1

Rabbi Meir was sitting and teaching in the Beit
Midrash of Tiberias. His teacher Elisha passed
by riding on a horse on Shabbat. They came and
said to Elisha, “Your teacher is outside.” He
stopped his teaching and went out to him.
[Elisha] said to him, “What were you teaching
today?” [Meir | answered, “God blessed the end
of Iyov from his beginning.” [Elisha asked],
“And how did you begin [your teaching]?”
[Meir] said, “And God increased all that Iyov
had, two-fold; God doubled his money.”
[Elisha] said, “Woe to that which was lost and
not found. Your teacher Akiva did not say this.
Rather God blessed the end of Iyov from his
beginning; in the merit of the commandments
and good deeds that he had from the
beginning.” . . .

[Elisha] said, “And what did you teach after
that?”’[Meir said], “Gold and glass cannot equal
it.” [Elisha asked], “And how did you begin
[your teaching]?” [Meir] said, “These are the
words of Torah which are as difficult to acquire
as vessels of gold and as easy to lose as vessels
of glass. And just as vessels of gold and of glass
if they break, one can go back and restore them
to as they were, so too a Sage who forgets his
learning can return as in the beginning.

[Elisha] said, “Enough Meir, here is the Shabbat
boundary.”

[Meir] said, “How do you know?”

[Elisha] said, “From the hoof beats of my horse,
I counted 2000 cubits.”

[Meir] said, “You have all of this wisdom in
you and you do not return?”

[Elisha] said, “I cannot.”

[Meir] said, “Why?”

[Elisha] said, “One time I was passing by the
Holy of Holies riding on my horse on Yom
Kippur that was also Shabbat and I heard a
voice from Heaven say, ‘Return wayward
children except for Elisha ben Abuyah who
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knew my power and rebelled against me.””

YW AR 12 YWURRA 7IN 2°12 121 NIX)

°2 71 12

2. Talmud Bavli Tractate Chagigah 15a-15b

After he went out to a bad way, Acher asked R.
Meir: What is the meaning of the verse: Gold and
glass cannot equal it; neither shall the exchange
thereof be vessels of fine gold? He answered:
These are the words of the Torah, which are hard
to acquire like vessels of fine gold, but are easily
destroyed like vessels of glass. [Elisha] said to
him: R. Akiva, your teacher, did not say this, but
[as follows]: Just as vessels of gold and vessels of
glass, though they are broken, can be fixed, even
so a scholar, though he has sinned, can be fixed.
[Thereupon, R. Meir] said to him: You too can
return! [Elisha] said: I have already heard from
behind the Veil: Return wayward children —
except Acher.

Our Rabbis taught: Once Acher was riding on a
horse on the Sabbath, and R. Meir was walking
behind him to learn Torah at his mouth. [Acher]
said to him: Meir, turn back, for I have already
measured by the paces of my horse that thus far
extends the Sabbath boundary. [R. Meir] said to
him: You too can return! [Elisha] said: Have I not
already told you that I have already heard from
behind the Veil: Return wayward children —
except Acher.

[R. Meir] prevailed upon him and took him, to a
schoolhouse. [Meir] said to a child: Recite your
verse for me! [The child] said: There is no peace,
said the Lord, for the wicked. He then took him to
another schoolhouse. [Meir] said to a child:
Recite your verse for me! [The child] said: Even if
you wash with nitre, and use much soap, the stain
of your sin is still before Me, said the Lord God .
He took him to yet another schoolhouse, and
[Meir] said to a child: Recite your verse for me!
[The child] said: And you that are spoiled, why do
you clothe yourself with scarlet, and wear
ornaments of gold, and make up your eyes with
paint? In vain do you make yourself fair etc. He
took him to yet another schoolhouse until he took
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him to thirteen schools: all of them quoted in QAN I R R W T 7000 75
similar vein. When he said to the last one, Recite

your verse for me! [The child] said: But to the YWIORDY 7 WART M0 VANWR, 7Iwha
wicked God said: ‘Who are you to discuss my
Laws? That child was a stutterer, so it sounded as 77772 77 RI9D0: MRT RIX. 9K AN
though he answered: ‘But to Elisha God said’.
Some say that [Acher] had a knife with him, and RDORY. NW11D °2 0°HN7 77w, YR

he cut him up and sent him to the thirteen
schools: and some say that he said: Had I a knife RIYIP M- RIPID 2772 "RIT OR: MR, NRT
in my hand I would have cut him up.
)

3. Jerusalem Talmud Tractate Chagigah 2:1

They said to Rabbi Meir, “If they say to you in that R2Y RI772 77 PWAR PR 219 0K
world, “Whom would you like to see?’ [what would
you say| your father or your teacher?”” He said to

them, “I would see my teacher first and then my K2R 12 N2 »7P' 29 27901 RIK 17
father.” They said to him, “And will they listen to
you?” He said to them, “Have we not learned in a
mishnah: We save the container of the Torah with Qv 1°2°5N P°N 19077 QY 1907 P°N 1NN
the Torah, the container of the Tefillin with the
Tefillin. Elisha is saved because of his Torah.”
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4. Talmud Bavli Tractate Chagigah 15b

But how did R. Meir learn Torah at the 7127 NMKRM? INRT 7ORIODA TN NX 00T RN 02N
mouth of Acher? Behold Rabbah bar Bar
Hana said that R. Yochanan said: What is »9( 12 99KD1) 22007 ORN: 1IN 227 MR 717 72 M2

the meaning of the verse, For the priest's
lips should keep knowledge, and they should | g8 3752 P22 77I0) ,A¥T 19085 175 poY
seek the Law at his mouth, for he is the
messenger of the Lord of hosts? [This means | - MKX2Y' 73 X517 277 7917 OR, K37 7828 )0
that] if the teacher is like an angel of the
Lord of hosts, they should seek the Law at 177°97 77N WP’ PR- IRD OXY. 177°97 77N Wp
his mouth, but if not, they should not seek

the Law at his mouth! — Resh Lakish WA MWK R PR 027 WOPH WO nR!-
answered: R. Meir found a verse and
expounded it [as follows]: Incline your ear, ,737) ;000 2027, 90w g8 ba( 2" hwn)

and hear the words of the wise, and apply
your heart to my knowledge. Tt does not say, | Wp ... N¥72 XX, IMRI XD QNVTY.. Y77 1Y
‘to their knowledge’, but ‘to my
knowledge’. . . JOP2— R, 1T KA, ROWP R?! - TR ORIP
The verses contradict one another! There is
no contradiction: in the one case Scripture




refers to an adult/great one, in the other to a
child/small one.

When R. Dimi came [to Babylon] he said:
In the West, they say: R. Meir ate the date
and threw the kernel away. Rava
expounded: What is the meaning of the
verse: [ went down to the garden of nuts, to
look at the green plants of the valley etc.?
Why are the scholars likened to the nut? To
tell you that just as [in the case of] the nut,
though it be spoiled with mud and filth, yet
are its contents not contaminated, so [in the
case of] a scholar, although he may have
sinned, yet is his Torah not contaminated.
Rabbah bar Shayla [once] met Elijah. He
said to him: What is God doing? He
answered: God recites traditions in the
name of all the Rabbis, but in the name of
R. Meir God does not recite. Rabbah asked
him, Why? [Elijah said] Because he
learned traditions at the mouth of Acher.
Said [Rabbah] to him: But why? R. Meir
found a pomegranate; he ate [the fruit]
within it, and the peel he threw away! He
answered: Now God says: Meir my son
says: When a man suffers, to what
expression does the Shechinah give
utterance? ‘My head is heavy, my arm is
heavy’. If the Holy One, blessed be He, is
thus grieved over the blood of the wicked,
how much more so over the blood of the
righteous that is shed.
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