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1.
Rabbi Akiva - the ruler of time

“Until the morrow of the seventh week you shall count, fifty days.” (23, 16)
"% AW AN DN O 2OWHN 190N NYAWR DA N TV

Rabbi Chaim of VVolozhin says there is one musser sefer that cannot be found in sefarim stores or
Yeshivos. Actually this musser sefer isn’t even a sefer. The watch is the biggest musser sefer.
If we look at our watch and count the moments passing, we will realize how temporary
everything is. Life is fleeting. Once we realize this, our potential to accomplish that which
we put our mind towards will probably increase. (Otzer Hamashalim page 149) The
Chidushei Ha’Rim explains the custom of giving a chason (groom) a gold watch. We are
showing him that his time is more valuable than gold. Rav Zalman Sorotzkin explains that
this is what Moshe asked for. The pasuk in Tehilim (90, 12) states “teach us to count our days,
then we shall acquire a heart of wisdom.” Being taught how to count our days means knowing
how not to waste time. If we do this then we will have proper wisdom. During the time between
Pesach and Shevuos we count the days. By verbally counting we must remember the purpose of
counting; to elevate ourselves from the current status we are at. We should think about ways to
improve ourselves.

Rebbi Akiva is someone who properly utilized time. He is the ruler of time. His whole life was
about using time and not worrying about time. Rebbi Akiva is a model for the Jewish nation. He
is so impressive and accomplished so much. He was forty years old when he began to learn. He
didn’t pay attention to the fact that he was so old. The Mishna in Avos (perek alef) says to
thirstily drink from the words of Torah scholars. The Avos D’Rebbi Nason (perek vav) relates
the beginning of Rebbi Akiva’s life. He began learning the Hebrew alphabet. Eventually he
learnt the entire Torah. He didn’t let time get the better of him. Even though he was forty he still
started from the beginning.

The Mishna in Avos (perek beis) quotes Rebbi Tarfon who says ‘you are not required to
complete the task, yet you are not free to withdraw from it. Rabbenu Yona explains that our life
is very short in comparison to the vast sea of Torah. This is why Moshe didn’t sleep for forty
days when he received the Torah. This is analogous to a servant who was given a few minutes to
go into the king’s treasury and take whatever he can. He surely wouldn’t fall asleep. Moshe
didn’t want to lose any Torah. Rebbi Akiva as well didn’t want to waste any precious time.

The Gemara in Kesubos (62b-63a) relates the fundamental story about Rebbi Akiva. Rebbi
Akiva learned for 12 years uninterrupted. When he left the Yeshiva and returned to his wife,
he returned with 12,000 students. When he reached his house he heard an elderly man
talking to his wife, Rochel. The man asked Rochel ‘how long will you remain a living
widow?’ Rochel replied if it was up to me I would send him back to yeshiva for another 12
years! Immediately, Rebbi Akiva turned around and sat and learned another 12 years. 12
years later, he returned with 24,000 students. ( 7377 7°n072 73°0°17,M7 12w X295 127 ROV 3™
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The question arises; why didn’t Rebbi AKkiva at least walk into the house to say hello to his
wife whom he hasn’t seen for 12 years? The Tapuchay Zahav (also Rebbi Yecheskel
Levenstein) answers that if Rebbi Akiva would have merely said hi to Rachel perhaps he
would have never returned to the Yeshiva. Another answer is; even walking into his house
would constitute an interruption of the learning. Rabbi Yehoshua Cohen (Kerem Yehoshua
(perek beis)) explains two sets of twelve cannot compare to 24 years of uninterrupted
learning. 12 + 12 doesn’t equal 24. Typically in one’s home, one doesn’t have the same
atmosphere of learning as in the Beis Medrash. Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz (Sichos Mussar page
285) explains that Rebbi Akiva knew it would be considered a big interruption if he stopped to
say hello. Who knows if he would have returned to learn or who knows if he would have had the
same geshmak, enthusiasm and diligence towards his learning. Even a seemingly small and brief
insignificant interruption can cause a severe spiritual descent. The Artscroll Avos page 176
quotes this story and explains that learning Torah is like a kettle on the fire. One can heat
and reheat the water countless times, but if the kettle is removed before the water is boiled,
all the heating is useless. Let’s offer another analogy which will explain Rebbi Akiva’s
decision. A two carat diamond is worth more than two one carat diamonds. The Torah is
greater than diamonds as Shlomo Hamelech writes in Mishlei (3, 15) “it (the Torah) is more
precious than pearls and all of your desires cannot compare to it (the desire of the Torah).” mp>"
"2 e XY 7%00n 901 ooraon &0 The same applies to Torah learning. One who learns for one
hour, then takes a break and then learns for another hour is not comparable to one who
learns for two hours straight. Two hours isn’t just twice as much as one hour. Even though
mathematically one plus one equals two, nevertheless Torah doesn’t work this way. The
same applies to a chason and a kala. When they get married they equal more than two. The
Tapuchay Zahav explains that this is why Rebbi Akiva had the same amount of talmidim during
the last set of 12 years. It is because he interrupted his learning. His decision to go back home
caused him to lose some of his diligence. He therefore didn’t quantitatively and qualitatively
increase his talmidim.

Another analogy to understand Rabbi Akiva better is as follows. Fruit that is prematurely
picked off a tree will not taste as good as fruit that properly ripened. Furthermore, this
unripe fruit might damage one’s body. Similarly, it is problematic for someone to
prematurely leave Yeshiva, before he ripens. It’s unhealthy for the soul. L’havdil, just as it
will be problematic for a doctor to leave medical school two years early, so too, it will be
problematic for one to leave Yeshiva too early. I once heard from someone ‘we don’t take
breaks, we break records.’

What was it that fueled him to learn for 24 years? From where did he possess such a desire
to learn with such diligence and consistency? Rabbi Jonathan Rietti (One Minute Masmid
pages 20-23) beautifully explains that this yearning came from the incident that caused Rebbi
Akiva to begin learning. The Avos D’Rebbi Noson (perek vav) relates that Rebbi Akiva was
walking by water and a rock. The water penetrated a hole through the rock. Rebbi Akiva then




made his first kal v’chomer. He reasoned if something soft can penetrate something very hard
over a period of time, then surely the Torah which is very hard like iron can penetrate ones heart
that is soft. Was that really what did it? Was that kal v’chomer really the fuel? The Gra explains
a question that arose in Rabbi Akiva’s mind when he saw the hole carved out from the
water drops. Was it after thousands upon thousands of drops that the rock gave way, or
was it that each and every drop contributed to hollowing out the stone? Rabbi Akiva
understood that it was each and every individual drop that contributed to the hollowing of
the stone. There is no drop of effort, no matter how small, that does not count. Every letter
of Torah learning, every word, every pasuk, every Mishna, every line of Gemara and every
difficult word in Tosfos and every single Halacha in Shulchan Aruch counts. Once this was
crystal clear to Rebbi Akiva there was no stopping him. He now had a new belief about
learning. His old belief kept him from ever trying to learn, and he was so angry at himself that he
would grit his teeth when he would see a real talmid chacham go by (mesechas Pesachim (49b)).
For forty years he believed that there was no point trying to learn, because he did not believe he
could succeed. But after he saw the water, he understood that every effort does make a
difference....and will.....if the drops keep falling. The problem is that you cannot notice the
difference after the first drop, or even after many hundreds of drops. Only if you stick it
out, in the long run you will reap the true reward for your accumulated efforts.

This is comparable to a king who challenged any one of his subjects to climb the one thousand
flights in his royal tower, promising half of his kingdom and his daughter in marriage. Of course,
hundreds of young men began climbing the steps of the royal tower, each one determined to
make it to the top. But few, if any, were aware of how many steps there are between each flight
and there are a total of one thousand flights! Most dropped out after the first twenty stories.
Some even made it to fiftieth. Less made it to the seventy, and only a handful make it to the
ninetieth. They reasoned that if it was this tiresome to reach the ninetieth, then how could
they possibly reach the 1000"? What they didn’t know was that at the 100" floor, there was
an elevator that ascended straight to the top of the tower. We cannot always see our
progress, but the power of accumulation is that eventually we can reach a point where we
get Divine Assistance, and that is the elevator.

How could we apply this to our own lives? There are very few, if any, who are able to learn
for 24 years straight without interruption. How does this apply to us at all? Let’s relate an
analogy of a house on fire. There is only a minimal amount of water. The whole fire cannot
be extinguished. One should still try to extinguish whatever he is able to. The same applies
to learning. We should learn whatever we can. We should take whatever water aka Torah
we can and extinguish the fire produced by the yeitzer hara. Any consistency that we could
have should be applied. Instead of learning for two half hour sessions we should learn for
one hour straight. The Mishna in Avos (perek alef) states ‘make your Torah study a fixed
practice.” (.vap 7010wy mw xnw) The Tiferes Yisroel explains that this Mishna is referring to
learning consistently, without interruption. Rabbi Yehoshua Cohen (Kerem Yehoshua) explains
that learning without interruptions is much better than learning with interruptions. Rabbi Chaim
Volozhin explains that more is gained from learning without interruptions than learning for more
time but with interruptions.

The Gemara in Eruvin (54a) quotes Shmuel who told Rebbi Yehuda grab and eat grab and drink
because this world is like a wedding. What does this mean? One who shows up after the wedding



will not be able to eat. Weddings are temporary and fleeting. We have to grab all of the Torah
and mitzvos we can in this world because this world is fleeting. The sefer Daf al hadaf (Eruvin
54) quotes the Beis Shmuel Achron (parshas Behar) who says that the main part of a wedding
is the Kiddushin. Everything else isn’t as vital. Most people are more focused on the other
aspects of the wedding such as the food. Really it should be the reverse. For example, if the
chason borrowed the ring he gave his wife they aren’t considered married. Or if the adim
(witnesses) are invalid their marriage is invalid. The same applies to us. The main reason we
are in this world is in order to fix ourselves and properly serve Hashem through learning
and performing mitzvos. Even though we need to eat and drink in order to live,
nevertheless this is secondary. The main reason we are here is to perform mitzvos. The
unfortunate reality is that many people are more focused on the temporary desires.

Rav Gedalia Shor (Or Gedalyahu, Moadim page 154) explains that Lag Baomer is a time when
we must strengthen ourselves with Torah and mitzvos. Even if we didn’t properly learn
and perform mitzvos properly, nevertheless we must turn over a new leaf. We must learn
from Rebbi Akiva. The Gemara in Yevamos (65) relates that Rebbi Akiva’s 24,000
talmidim died during the days of seferas haomer. Most seventy year old’s who had 24,000
talmidim who died would probably retire. Rebbi Akiva did not do this. He returned and
taught another five talmidim. Rebbi Shimon Ben Yochai is amongst them. These five
talmidim caused the Torah to continue to exist. Rebbi Akiva refused to give up. Even
though two thirds of the omer is up, nevertheless one third of the omer still remains for us
to improve. Rebbi Akiva didn’t let his old age prevent him from continuing. He never let
time stop him.




