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1 JOSE B. JOEZER SAYS: LET THY HOUSE BE A MEETING 
PLACE FOR THE SAGES, AND SIT IN THE VERY DUST AT 
THEIR FEET, AND THIRSTILY DRINK IN THEIR WORDS. LET 
THY HOUSE BE A MEETING PLACE FOR THE SAGES: How 
so? This teaches that a man’s house ought to be a center 
for the  Sages, disciples, and disciples of the disciples——
as it is when one says to his fellow, “l shall await thee at 
such and such a place." Another interpretation. LET THY 
HOUSE BE A MEETING PLACE FOR THE SAGES: How so? 
When a scholar comes to thy house with the request, 
“Teach me," if it is within thy power to teach, teach him; 
otherwise let him go at once. And let him not sit in thy 
presence on the couch or stool or bench. Instead let him 
sit before thee on the ground. And every single word 
which comes forth from thy mouth let him take in with 
awe, fear, dread, and trembling-—the way our fathers 
received (the Torah) from Mount Sinai: with awe, fear, 
dread, and trembling; so let him too take in every single 
word which comes forth from thy mouth with awe and 
fear, dread and trembling.” 

 

 

2 AND SIT IN THE VERY DUST AT THEIR FEET: How so? 
When a scholar comes to the city, say not "I have no need 
of him." On the contrary, go to him. And do not sit with 
him on the couch or stool or bench. Instead sit in his 
presence on the ground. And every word which comes 
forth from his mouth take in with awe, fear, dread, and 
trembling, the way thy fathers received (the Torah) from 
Mount Sinai, with awe, fear, dread, and trembling? 
Another interpretation: SIT IN THE VERY DUST AT THEIR 
FEET refers to Rabbi Eliezer. AND THIRSTILY DRINK IN 
THEIR WORDS refers to Rabbi Akiba.  

 

What were the beginnings of Rabbi Akiba?  It is said: 
When he was forty years of age he had not yet studied a 
thing. One time he stood by the mouth of a well. “Who 
hollowed out this stone?” he wondered. He was told: "It 
is the water which falls upon it every day, continually." It 
was said to him: “Akiba, hast thou not heard, ‘The waters 
wear away the stones?" (Job 14: 19)’” Thereupon Rabbi 
Akiba drew the inference with regard to himself : If what 
is soft wears down the hard, all the more shall the words 
of the Torah, which are as hard as iron, hollow out my 
heart, which is flesh and blood! Forthwith he turned to 
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the study of Torah. 
 

He went together with his son and they appeared before 
an elementary teacher. Said Rabbi Akiba to him: “Master, 
teach me Torah.” Rabbi ‘Akiba took hold of one end of 
the tablet and his son the other end of the tablet. The 
teacher wrote down aleph bet for him and he learned it; 
aleph taw, and he learned it; the book of Leviticus, and he 
learned it. He went on studying until he learned the 
whole Torah. Then he went and appeared before Rabbi 
Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua. "My masters," he said to them, 
"reveal the sense of Mishnah to me." When they told him 
one halakha he went off to be by himself. “This aleph,” he 
wondered, "why was it written? That bet, why was it 
written? This thing, why was it said?" He came back and 
asked them——and reduced them to silence.   

 

 
 

Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar says: I shall tell thee a parable; 
to what may this be likened? To a stonecutter who was 
hacking away in the mountains. One time he took up his 
pickaxe and went and sat on the mountain and began to 
chip tiny pebbles from it. Now some men came by and 
asked him, "What art thou doing?" "I am uprooting the 
mountain," he replied, "and shall cast it into the Jordan." 
"Thou canst not uproot the whole mountain,” they said 
to him. But he continued hacking away until he hit upon a 
big rock. He crawled under it, broke it loose and uprooted 
it, and cast it into the Jordan; and he said to it: “Not here 
is thy place but there." This is what Rabbi Akiba did with 
(the instruction of) Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua. Rabbi 
Tarfon said to him: "Akiba, of thee the verse says, He 
bindeth the streams that they trickle not; and the thing 
that is hid bringeth he forth to light (Job 28: 11): things 
concealed from men (thou) Rabbi Akiba didst bring forth 
to light.” 

 

 
 
 

Each day Rabbi ‘Akiba would gather a bundle of straw; 
part he would sell to provide for his food and part for his 
clothing. His neighbors rose up in protest and said to him, 
"Akiba, thou art slaying us with the smoke! Sell the straw 
to us and with the money buy oil, and study by the light 
of a lamp." "I fill many needs with it," he answered them; 
"first, I study by its light; then again, I keep warm by its 
heat; and finally, I sleep on it.”  
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In the future, at Judgment, Rabbi Akiba will put all the 
poor in a guilty light. For if they are asked, “Why did you 
not study Torah" and they say, "Because we were poor," 
they shall be told: "Indeed, was not Rabbi Akiba even 
poorer and in more wretched circumstances!” And if they 
say, “Because of our children," they shall be asked, "And 
did not Rabbi Akiba have sons and daughters?" But they 
are told: "Because Rachel, his wife, had merit." 

 
 
 

At the age of forty he went to study Torah; at the end of 
thirteen years he taught Torah to multitudes. It is said: 
Before he departed from the world he owned tables of 
silver and gold, and mounted his couch on ladders of 
gold. His wife used to go about in golden sandals and in a 
golden tiara. "Master," his disciples said to him, "thou 
hast put us to shame by what thou hast done for her.” He 
said to them: "Many were the trials she endured for my 
sake, that I might study Torah."  

  
 
 
 

What were the beginnings of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus? 
He was twenty-two years old and had not yet studied 
Torah. One time he resolved: “I will go and study Torah 
with Rabban Iohanan ben Zakkai." Said his father 
Hyrcanus to him: “Not a taste of food shalt thou get 
before thou hast plowed the entire furrow." He rose early 
in the morning and plowed the entire furrow (and then 
departed for Jerusalem). It is told: That day was the eve 
of the Sabbath, and he went for the Sabbath meal to his 
father-in-law’s. And some say: He tasted nothing from six 
hours before the eve of the Sabbath until six hours after 
the departure of the Sabbath. As he was walking along 
the road he saw a stone; he picked it up and put it in his 
mouth. And some say: It was cattle dung. He went to 
spend the night at a hostel. Then he went and appeared 
before Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai in Jerusalem—until a 
bad breath rose from his mouth. Said Rabban Johanan 
ben Zakkai to him: "Eliezer, my son, hast thou eaten at all 
today?” Silence. Rabban Iohanan ben Zakkai asked him 
again. Again silence. Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai sent for 
the owners of his hostel and asked them: "Did Eliezer 
have anything to eat in your place?" "We thought," they 
replied, "he was very likely eating with thee, master.” He 
said to them: "And I thought he was very likely eating 
with you! You and I, between us, left Rabbi Eliezer to 
perish!” (Thereupon) Rabban Johanan said to him: “Even 
as a bad breath rose from thy mouth, so shall fame of 
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thee travel for thy mastery of the Torah." 
 

When Hyrcanus his father heard of him, that he was 
studying Torah with Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai, he 
declared: “I shall go and ban my son Eliezer from my 
possessions." It is told: That day Rabban Johanan ben 
Zakkai sat expounding in Jerusalem and all the great ones 
of Israel sat before him. When he heard that Hyrcanus 
was coming, he appointed guards and said to them, "If 
Hyrcanus comes, do not let him sit down." Hyrcanus 
arrived and they would not let him sit down. But he 
pushed on ahead until he reached the place near Ben Sisit 
Hakkeset, Nakdirnon ben Gorion, and Ben Kalba Sabua. 
He sat among them trembling. It is told: On that day 
Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai fixed his gaze upon Rabbi 
Eliezer and said to him: "Deliver the exposition." “I am 
unable to speak," Rabbi Eliezer pleaded. Rabban Johanan 
pressed him to do it and the disciples pressed him to do 
it. So he arose and delivered a discourse upon things 
which no ear had ever before heard. As the words came 
from his mouth Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai rose to his 
feet and kissed him upon his head and exclaimed, "Rabbi 
Eliezer, master, thou hast taught me the truth!” Before 
the time had come to recess, Hyrcanus, his father, rose to 
his feet and declared: “My masters, I came here only in 
order to ban my son Eliezer from my possessions. Now, 
all my possessions shall be given to Eliezer my son, and all 
his brothers are herewith disinherited and have naught of 
them." 

 

 
 

Now why was Sisit Hakkeset so called? Because he used 
to recline on a silver couch at the head of all the great 
ones of Israel. It is told of the daughter of Nakdimon ben 
Gorion that her couch was overlaid with a spread worth 
twelve thousand golden denar, that she would spend a 
Tyrian gold denar every single Sabbath eve for spice 
puddings, and that she was awaiting a levirate marriage. 
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Now why was Nakdimon ben Gorion so called? Because 
the sun shone through for his sake. One time Israel went 
up on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and had no water to drink. 
Nakdimon went to a certain hegemon and said to him: 
“Lend me twelve wells of water from now until such and 
such a day. If I do not return to thee twelve wells of 
water, I shall give thee twelve talents of silver." And he 
set a date. When the time approached, the hegemon sent 
to him, saying: "Send me either water for twelve wells or 
twelve talents of silver." Said Nakdimon to him: “There’s 
still time today." That hegemon jeered at him and 
exclaimed: "All year long no rains came down, and shall 
the rains come down now!" So that hegemon went to the 
bathhouse cheerfully and Nakdimon ben Gorion went to 
the study house. He wrapped himself in his cloak and 
stood in prayer and said before Him: “Master of the 
Universe, to Thee it is manifest and known that not for 
my glory did I do this, nor for the glory of my father’s 
house did I do this; only for Thy glory I did it, so that there 
might be water for the pilgrims." Immediately the skies 
knotted up with clouds and rains came down, until twelve 
wells were filled with water—and there was more still. So 
he sent to the hegemon: "Send me the money for my 
surplus water which is in thy possession." Said the 
hegemon to him: “The sun has already set and the water 
fell in my domain." Nakdimon went back into the study 
house, wrapped himself in his cloak, and stood in prayer. 
He said before Him: "Master of the Universe, perform yet 
another miracle for me like the first one." Immediately 
the wind blew, the clouds were scattered, and the sun 
shone through. As he came out (of the study house) they 
met each other; and the hegemon said to him, “I know 
that the Holy One, blessed be He, shook the world for thy 
sake only." 
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Now why was Kalba Sabua so called? Because whoever 
entered his house hungry as a dog came out of it with a 
full stomach. Now when the Emperor Vespasian came to 
destroy Jerusalem, the Zealots sought to burn all that 
wealth (of Kalba Sabua’s) in fire. Kalba Sabua said to 
them: “Why are you destroying this city and why do you 
seek to burn all that wealth in fire? Give me time to go 
and see what I have in the house." He went and found 
that he had food for twenty-two years, enough for a feast 
for each and every one in Jerusalem. Thereupon he gave 
orders that food be heaped up and sorted out and sifted 
and kneaded and baked and prepared for twenty-two 
years for each and every one in Jerusalem. But they paid 
no attention to him. What did the men of Jerusalem do? 
They would bring loaves and brick them into walls and 
plaster them over with clay. The men of Jerusalem did yet 
another thing: they would boil straw and eat it. And every 
one in Israel stationed at the walls of Jerusalem would 
exclaim: “Someone give me five dates and I will go down 
and capture five heads!" When given five dates, he would 
go down and capture five heads of Vespasian’s men. As 
Vespasian looked at their excrement and saw that there 
was in it no sign of corn, he said to his troops: "If these 
who eat nothing but straw kill a number of you in this 
fashion, how they would kill you if they ate everything 
you eat and drink!" 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 


