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Daf Ditty Ketubot 63:  ֶׁאוּה הּלָּשֶׁ — םכֶלָּשֶׁוְ ילִּש  
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The Gemara further relates: Rabbi Akiva was the shepherd of ben Kalba Savua, one of the 
wealthy residents of Jerusalem. The daughter of Ben Kalba Savua saw that he was humble and 
refined. She said to him: If I betroth myself to you, will you go to the study hall to learn Torah? 
He said to her: Yes. She became betrothed to him privately and sent him off to study. Her 
father heard this and became angry. He removed her from his house and took a vow prohibiting 
her from benefiting from his property. Rabbi Akiva went and sat for twelve years in the study 
hall. When he came back to his house he brought twelve thousand students with him, and as 
he approached he heard an old man saying to his wife: For how long 
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will you lead the life of a widow of a living man, living alone while your husband is in another 
place? She said to him: If he would listen to me, he would sit and study for another twelve 
years. When Rabbi Akiva heard this he said: I have permission to do this. He went back and 
sat for another twelve years in the study hall. When he came back he brought twenty-four 
thousand students with him. His wife heard and went out toward him to greet him. Her 
neighbors said: Borrow some clothes and wear them, as your current apparel is not appropriate 
to meet an important person. She said to them: 
 

 ימֵחֲרַוְ    ;וֹתּמְהֶבְּ שׁפֶנֶ ,קידִּצַ עַדֵוֹי  י
.ירִזָכְאַ ,םיעִשָׁרְ  

10 A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast; but the 
tender mercies of the wicked are cruel. 

           Ps 12:10 
 
 “A righteous man understands the life of his beast” . When she came to him she fell on her 
face and kissed his feet. His attendants pushed her away as they did not know who she was, 
and he said to them: Leave her alone, as my Torah knowledge and yours is actually hers. 
 
RASHI 
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In the meantime her father heard that a great man came to the town. He said: I will go to him. 
Maybe he will nullify my vow and I will be able to support my daughter. He came to him to ask 
about nullifying his vow, and Rabbi Akiva said to him: Did you vow thinking that this Akiva 
would become a great man? He said to him: If I had believed he would know even one chapter 
or even one halakha I would not have been so harsh. He said to him: I am he. Ben Kalba Savua 
fell on his face and kissed his feet and gave him half of his money.  
 
The Gemara relates: Rabbi Akiva’s daughter did the same thing for ben Azzai, who was also a 
simple person, and she caused him to learn Torah in a similar way, by betrothing herself to him 
and sending him off to study. This explains the folk saying that people say: The ewe follows the 
ewe; the daughter’s actions are the same as her mother’s. 

 

 
MISHNA: A woman who rebels against her husband is fined; her marriage contract is 
reduced by seven dinars each week. Rabbi Yehuda says: Seven half-dinars [terapa’ikin] each 
week. Until when does he reduce her marriage contract? Until the reductions are equivalent to 
her marriage contract, i.e., until he no longer owes her any money, at which point he divorces 
her without any payment. Rabbi Yosei says: He can always continue to deduct from the sum, 
even beyond that which is owed to her due to her marriage contract, so that if she will receive an 
inheritance from another source, he can collect the extra amount from her. And similarly, if a 
man rebels against his wife, he is fined and an extra three dinars a week are added to her 
marriage contract. Rabbi Yehuda says: Three terapa’ikin. 
 
Jastrow 
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GEMARA: The Gemara asks: Against what does she rebel; what is the nature of the rebellion 
discussed in the mishna? Rav Huna said: Against engaging in marital relations. Rabbi Yosei, 
son of Rabbi Ḥanina, said: Against the tasks she is obligated to perform for her husband. The 
Gemara clarifies this dispute. The mishna states: Similarly if a man rebels against his wife. 
Granted, according to the one who says that the rebellion is against marital relations, it is well, 
as this type of rebellion can apply equally to a husband. However, according to the one who says 
that she rebels against performing tasks, is he subjugated to her to perform tasks?  
 
The Gemara answers: Yes, he is, as the mishna is discussing someone who says: I will not sustain, 
and I will not support my wife. 

 

 
 

§ With regard to the matter itself: A woman who rebels against her husband is fined; we reduce 
her marriage contract by seven dinars each week, and Rabbi Yehuda says: Seven terapa’ikin. 
Our Sages went back and were counted again, meaning they voted and decided that instead of 
deducting a small amount from her marriage contract each week, they would make public 
announcements about her for four consecutive Shabbatot. And they decided that the court 
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would send messengers to her to inform her: Be aware that even if your marriage contract is 
worth ten thousand dinars, you will lose it all if you continue your rebellion. If she does not 
retract her rebellion, she forfeits her entire marriage contract. With regard to this enactment, it is 
the same to me, meaning the halakha does not change, if she is a betrothed woman or a married 
woman, and even if she is a menstruating woman, and even if she is ill, and even if she is a 
widow awaiting her yavam to perform levirate marriage. 

 

 
 

§ With regard to this halakha, the Gemara asks: What are the circumstances in which the halakha 
of a rebellious woman applies? Ameimar said: The case is where she says: I want to be married 
to him, but I am currently refusing him because I want to cause him anguish due to a dispute 
between us. However, if she said: I am disgusted with him, we do not compel her to remain 
with him, as one should not be compelled to live with someone who disgusts her. Mar Zutra said: 
We do compel her to stay with him. 

 
 
Summary 

 
 
 

Introduction1  

 
1https://www.sefaria.org/Ketubot.63a.4?lang=bi&p2=Mishnah_Ketubot.5.7&lang2=bi&w2=English%20Explanation%20of%20
Mishnah&lang3=en 
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This first part of the mishnah deals with a wife who refuses to provide for her husband one of the 
things that she is obligated to him. This could either refer to one of the labors listed in mishnah 
five, or it may refer to a wife who refuses to sleep with her husband. The second half refers to a 
husband who does not provide his wife with one of the things that he is obligated to give to her. I 
should note that this mishnah and other related sources has been an issue of much controversy 
throughout Jewish history and continues too extremely controversial today. It ties into the issue of 
a woman’s ability to force her husband to divorce her. Briefly, the conclusion of the Talmud is 
that if after twelve months the woman continues to refuse to act as a wife to her husband, the court 
forces him to divorce her, but she loses her ketubah. The Geonim, the rabbis who came after the 
Talmud, made a famous enactment that the husband is forced to divorce her immediately. Some 
Geonim ruled that she receives part of her ketubah. Early post-Geonic scholars ruled similar to the 
Geonim, until Rabbenu Tam, a 12th century French talmudic commentator, ruled that the court 
can never force a husband to divorce his wife. Within a few centuries this became the unanimous 
opinion amongst halakhic experts. Today we are left with the serious problem of a husband who 
refuses to divorce his wife.  

If a wife rebels against her husband her ketubah is reduced by seven denarii a week. Rabbi 
Judah says: seven tropaics.  

If a husband claims that his wife is not fulfilling her duties he must bring her to court, and the court 
will impose upon her a reduction of seven denarii per week of her rebellion. Rabbi Judah says that 
it is reduced by seven tropaics, each tropaic being half of a denar.  

 

How long does he continue to reduce? Until the amount of her ketubah. Rabbi Yose says: he 
may continue to reduce, and if she receives an inheritance he may collect from it.  

According to the first opinion, the reduction of her ketubah continues until it reaches the total 
amount of her ketubah. At this point he must divorce her, and he does not pay anything to her. 
Note that he doesn’t begin to reduce from the dowry which he must return to her upon the 
dissolution of the marriage. The reduction is only made in the amount that he is obligated to give 
her (200/100 minimum) from his own pocket. Rabbi Yose holds that he continues to take away 
her property. He would reduce from the amount of money she brought into the marriage and then 
continue to reduce against any potential future inheritance. In other words, according to Rabbi 
Yose he is never obligated to divorce his wife.  

Similarly, if a husband rebels against his wife, an addition of three denarii a week is made to 
her ketubah. Rabbi Judah said: three tropaics.  

This section teaches that a similar process occurs with a husband. If he rebels against her, the 
amount of her ketubah is increased. However, the increase is smaller than the corresponding 
decrease. According to the Talmud, the seven reduced from the ketubah corresponds to the seven 
labors that she is obligated to him and the three is added to his ketubah to correspond to the three 
things he owes her, food, clothing and conjugal rights. 
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Rav Avrohom Adler writes:2 

 

 
The Story of Rabbi Akiva 
Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua.  His daughter, upon observing how modest and 
noble the shepherd was, said to him, “Were I to be betrothed to you, would you go away to study 
Torah?” “Yes,” he replied. She was then secretly betrothed to him and sent him away. When her 
father heard what she had done, he chased her from his house and forbade her by a vow to have 
any benefit from his estate. Rabbi Akiva spent twelve years studying Torah. When he returned 
home, he brought with him twelve thousand disciples. While in his home town, he heard an old 
man saying to his (Rabbi Akiva’s) wife, “How long will you be living as a widow?” She said to 
him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and learn for another twelve years.” Rabbi Akiva 
(overhearing this statement) said: “I now have permission.” He therefore returned immediately to 
learn for another twelve years in the Beis Medrash. 

When he returned (after the second period of twelve years), he returned together with twenty-four 
thousand of his students. His wife heard that he was returning, and came out to greet him. Her 
neighbors told her: “Borrow some clothing and cover yourself well.” She replied: “A righteous 
man knows the soul of his animal.” 

When she reached him, she fell on her face and kissed his legs. Rabbi Akiva’s aide began to push 
her away. Rabbi Akiva said: “Leave her, as both mine and yours (merit of Torah study) is because 
of her.” 

Her father heard that a great man was coming to town. He said: “I will go come before him; perhaps 
he will negate my vow.” He came before Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you make 
this vow with the intention that it should apply even if he becomes a great man?” He replied: “Even 
if he would learn one chapter or one law (I did not intend it).” Rabbi Akiva told him: “I am he 
(your son-in-law about whom you made the vow).” He fell to the ground, kissed his legs, and gave 
him one half of his assets. 

The daughter of Rabbi Akiva made the same arrangement with Ben Azzai (that he should go learn 
for many years). This is like people say: “The sheep goes after another sheep, like the actions of a 
mother are the actions of a daughter.” 

Rav Yosef the son of Rava was sent by his father to learn in the study house of (an elder) Rav 
Yosef for six years (after his marriage). After three years passed and it was the eve of Yom Kippur, 
he thought to return to visit his wife. His father, Rava, heard about his visit and took a weapon and 
went out to meet him. Rava confronted him: “You remembered your prostitute?” Some say he 
said: “You remembered your dove?” They were both involved in this confrontation, and neither 
remembered to eat the seudah ha’mafsekes (the meal customarily eaten on the eve of Yom Kippur). 
(62b3 – 63a1) 

  

 
2 http://dafnotes.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Kesuvos_63.pdf 
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Mishnah 
If a woman rebels against her husband (by refusing to fulfill her obligations to her husband), we 
deduct from her kesuvah seven dinar per week. Rabbi Yehudah says: Seven trapaics. For how 
long can we deduct the value of her kesuvah? We can deduct the entire value of her kesuvah. Rabbi 
Yosi says: We can even deduct more, to the point where if she inherits assets from a relative, he 
can collect them (based on this fine). Similarly, someone who rebels against his wife must add 
three dinar a week to her kesuvah. Rabbi Yehudah says: Three trapaics. (63a1 – 63a2) 

  

Rebelling From What? 
The Gemora asks: What is she rebelling from? Rav Huna says: She rebels from engaging in marital 
relations. Rabbi Yosi the son of Rabbi Chanina says: she rebels from performing work. 

The Gemora asks: Our Mishnah continued: And so too someone who rebels against his wife. The 
Gemora asks: This is understandable according to the opinion that ‘rebelling’ refers to engaging 
in marital relations (as both are obligated to do so). However, according to the opinion that this 
refers to rebelling from work, is a husband obligated to do work for his wife? 

The Gemora answers: Yes, it is deemed rebellion when he says, “I will not give her food and I will 
not support her.” 

The Gemora asks: Didn’t Rav say that someone who tells his wife, “I will not give you food and I 
will not support you,” he must divorce her and pay her kesuvah? 

The Gemora answers: Isn’t there time in the interim that we consult with him (and try to impress 
on him to change his mind)? [The Mishnah therefore states that during that time, he must pay a 
fine.] 

The Gemora asks a question from the following Baraisa: Both a woman who is betrothed and 
married, even if she is a niddah, even if she is sick, and even if she is waiting to do “yibum” – 
“levirate marriage (can be considered as rebelling).” Now, the statement regarding a sick woman 
is understandable if we say that rebelling refers to refusing to engage in marital relations. However, 
if it refers to doing work, a sick person is not able to do work!? 

The Gemora answers: It must be that everyone agrees that refraining from engaging in marital 
relations is considered rebelling. Their argument is merely regarding work. One opinion holds that 
refraining from work is not considered to be in this category, and one opinion says that it is.  

  

The text itself (of the Baraisa cited above) stated (the Gemora is citing the Baraisa mentioned 
above in its entirety): If a woman rebels against her husband (by refusing to fulfill her obligations 
to her husband), we deduct from her kesuvah seven dinar per week. Rabbi Yehudah says: 
Seven trapaics. Our masters analyzed this issue and decided through an additional vote that 
(instead of deducting from her kesuvah) she should be publicly declared to be rebelling against her 
husband for four consecutive Sabbaths. The court sends her the following message (during this 
time): You should know that if you continue in this manner, you will forfeit your entire kesuvah - 
even if it is of a value of one hundred maneh. Both a woman who is betrothed and married, even 
if she is a niddah, even if she is sick, and even if she is waiting to do yibum (can be considered as 
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rebelling). Rabbi Chiya bar Yosef asked Shmuel: Is a niddah fit to engage in marital relations? He 
answered him: One who has bread in his basket is incomparable to someone who does not have 
bread in his basket. [This means that even if someone cannot currently eat bread, he is happy 
knowing that he will soon be able to do so. Accordingly, the husband is not so burdened by the 
fact that his desire cannot be fulfilled at the present moment, for he knows she will be permitted 
soon afterwards; this is in contrast to one whose wife declared her refusal to engage in marital 
relations even after she becomes tahor.]Rami bar Chama states: This public declaration takes place 
only in the synagogues and study houses. Rava says: This is evident from the fact that the sages 
publicly declared this four Sabbaths in a row. This shows it is only done in the synagogues and 
study houses (where people congregate on Shabbos). 

Rami bar Chama says: She is sent the above message from Beis Din twice, once before the public  

declaration and once afterwards. Rav Nachman the son of Rav Chisda expounded: The law follows 
this declaration of our masters (unlike our Mishnah). Rava said: This is incorrect! Rav Nachman 
bar Yitzchak said to Rava: What is incorrect about it? I said this ruling to him, and I said it in the 
name of a great man. Who is this great man? It is Rabbi Yosi the son of Rabbi Chanina. 

The Gemora asks: Who did Rava hold like? He held like that which was stated: Rava said in the 
name of Rav Sheishes: We consult with her (and try to pressure her to change her mind, and the 
interim fine her for noncompliance). Rav Huna the son of Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav 
Sheishes: The halachah is: We do not consult with her. 

The Gemora asks: What is the description of a rebellious woman? Ameimar says: It is where she 
says, “I want him (to be my husband), but I want to pain him.” However, if she says, “He is 
disgusting to me” (to the point that she doesn’t even care if she loses her kesuvah), we do not force 
her (and he can divorce her without giving her a kesuvah). Mar Zutra says: We force her (using 
the laws of noncompliance stated above). There was an incident like this where Mar Zutra indeed 
forced the woman to comply, and (the great) Rabbi Chanina from Sura came out from it. 

The Gemora states: This is not a proof that he was correct, as Heavenly assistance decided that it 
should be so (based on the particular situation). 

The daughter-in-law of Rav Zevid rebelled (and said she was disgusted by her husband). She 
seized one silk coat (that she brought into the marriage). Ameimar, Mar Zutra, and Rav Ashi sat 
together, and Rav Gamda was sitting near them. They were sitting and stated: If she rebelled, she 
loses (even) her extant worn-out clothes (that she brought into the marriage). Rav Gamda 
interjected: Is the reason you are saying this because Rav Zevid is an important man and you are 
flattering him? Didn’t Rav Kahana say that Rava asked about this law and did not resolve it (if she 
does indeed forfeit the rights to these clothing)? 

 The Gemora cites an alternative version of the above incident:  They were sitting and stated: If 
she rebelled, she does not lose her extant worn-out clothes (that she brought into the marriage). 
Rav Gamda interjected: Because Rav Zevid is an important man, you are reversing the law against 
him (because you know he will not contest it)? Didn’t Rav Kahana say that Rava asked about this 
law and did not resolve it (if she does indeed forfeit the rights to these clothing)? 

The Gemora concludes: Now that the law has not been stated neither in this manner nor in that 
manner, the halachah is as follows: If she seizes the clothing, we do not take it away from her; if 
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she did not seize it, we do not give it to her. And we wait twelve months of the year before giving 
her divorce, and during those twelve months, she is not entitled to support. (63b1 – 64a1) 

  

Can’t Say Hello? 
  

Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua.  His daughter, upon observing how modest and 
noble the shepherd was, said to him, “Were I to be betrothed to you, would you go away to study 
Torah?” “Yes,” he replied. She was then secretly betrothed to him and sent him away. When her 
father heard what she had done, he chased her from his house and forbade her by a vow to have 
any benefit from his estate. Rabbi Akiva spent twelve years studying Torah. When he returned 
home, he brought with him twelve thousand disciples. While in his home town, he heard an old 
man saying to his (Rabbi Akiva’s) wife, “How long will you be living as a widow?” She said to 
him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and learn for another twelve years.” Rabbi Akiva 
(overhearing this statement) said: “I now have permission.” He therefore returned immediately to 
learn for another twelve years in the Beis Medrash. 

When he returned (after the second period of twelve years), he returned together with twenty-four 
thousand of his students. His wife heard that he was returning, and came out to greet him. Her 
neighbors told her: “Borrow some clothing and cover yourself well.” She replied: “A righteous 
man knows the soul of his animal.” 

When she reached him, she fell on her face and kissed his legs. Rabbi Akiva’s aide began to push 
her away. Rabbi Akiva said: “Leave her, as both mine and yours (merit of Torah study) is because 
of her.” 

Her father heard that a great man was coming to town. He said: “I will go come before him; perhaps 
he will negate my vow.” He came before Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you make 
this vow with the intention that it should apply even if he becomes a great man?” He replied: “Even 
if he would learn one chapter or one law (I did not intend it).” Rabbi Akiva told him: “I am he 
(your son-in-law about whom you made the vow).” He fell to the ground, kissed his legs, and gave 
him one half of his assets. 

The question is asked: Why didn’t Rabbi Akiva, at least, say hello to his wife, and then return to 
study for another twelve years? He was already home; wouldn’t that have been the decent thing to 
do? 

We always heard in Yeshiva from Rabbi Gifter zt”l that “two times twelve” is not comparable at 
all with “one times twenty-four.” Rabbi Akiva was returning home, for he thought that his wife 
wished for him to be home; once he had permission from her to study longer, it would have been 
an interruption in his learning. 

This was always used as a lesson for us as to how vital it is for one studying Torah to utilize every 
second for learning, even during a lunch hour or by vacation. It is important to relax, but a true 
Torah scholar must always remain focused on his learning even when he is occupied with other 
mundane matters. 
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Rav Chatzkel Levinstein said that Rabbi Akiva was concerned that if he would enter his house, he 
would get involved in other matters, and he would not be able to return to the Beis Medrash. 

 
 

Rebellious Women, Those Disgusted With Their Husbands3 

 
Because the past two dapim, Ketubot 61 and Ketubot 62 fell on the first two days of Pesach (2015), 
I have not blogged since daf 60.  Dapim 61 and 62 are filled with fascinating ideas about conjugal 
relations: men with different professions are required to have intercourse with their wives a certain 
number of times each week or month.  Physical labourers are required to do less than Torah 
scholars and much less than men of leisure.  Friday evening is the preferred time for conjugal 
relations, as night is preferable to daytime for intercourse and Shabbat is preferable to any other 
day for such acts of holiness.  Men are required to return to their wives after one or two months of 
working away; women are not to be denied their right of conjugal relations. 
 
 
This view of sex is incredibly different from that of mainstream, modern, North American 
views.  Conjugal relations are a woman's right.  Not for women's pleasure, but for producing 
children. Thus children are a woman's right in marriage.  Men are to provide women with the 
opportunity to have children. 
     
 
Our daf, Ketubot 63, begins with examples of Torah scholars who leave their wives and families 
for extended periods of time, always with their wives' acquiescence (at least, we are told that these 
women are pious and thrilled to have their husbands leave them for twelve years to learn and teach 
Torah). 
   
 
A new Mishna teaches us that each time that women rebels against their husbands, seven dinars 
are deducted from each ketubah.  It can also be deducted from one's inheritance.  Similarly, men 
who rebel against their wives are fined.  Three dinars are added to their wives' ketubot each week. 
 
 
The Gemara first considers rebellion as a refusal to participate in conjugal relations.  For men who 
refuse their wives, that woman is permitted to divorce him, for he has not met the requirements of 
their marriage contract.  When a woman refuses intercourse, she may lose her ketubah.  The rabbis 
discuss the significance of conjugal relations compared with the ability to perform tasks.  A woman 
might be ill or menstruating.  When is she deemed a rebellious woman?   
 
 
Some of our rabbis want to mitigate these consequences.  We are told that women who rebel 
against their husbands are publicly shamed: their names are announced in synagogue over the 
course of four Shabbatot.  However, some rabbis argue that women should be consulted with, 

 
3 https://dafyomibeginner.blogspot.com/2015/04/ketubot-63-rebellious-women-those.html 
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twice, to ensure that she wishes to endure the consequences of her choices.  Further, the rabbis 
have different opinions about how accommodating they should be to women who are deemed 
rebellious.  Should they lose rights to some of their clothing, for example?   
 
 
Beyond being called a rebellious woman, the rabbis recognize that there are a number of reasons 
that a woman might wish to divorce her husband.  She might be upset with him, and though she 
does not truly wish to divorce him, she wishes to hurt him.  denying him conjugal rights would 
hurt him.  In these cases, the Rabbis do not compel them to divorce.  
 
 
Women must have claimed that they found their husbands "disgusting", for there is a fair degree 
of attention given to that particular complaint.  All of the rabbis agree that women who say "I am 
disgusted by my husband" are not compelled to live with those husbands.  However, the rabbis 
have different opinions on whether or not husband should be compelled to divorce those 
wives.   While Rambam and Rashi hold that opinion, many others disagree with them.  They claim 
that such a husband is not compelled to divorce his disgusted wife.  She is not considered to be a 
rebellious woman, though, and she does not lose the rights that are lost by a rebellious woman. 
 
 
Often the rabbis make decisions that radically affect women's lives without having truly examined 
the considerations of women.  It is wonderful to appreciate today's daf that demonstrates many 
rabbis advocating for women and their experiences.  Even when the halacha does not rule in their 
favour, these rabbis seem to understand that women's lives might not be bearable in certain 
circumstances. 

 
THE PENALTY FOR A REBELLIOUS SPOUSE 

 
Rav Mordechai Kornfeld writes:4 
 
The Mishnah discusses the penalty for a man or woman who rebels against his or her spouse and 
refuses to fulfill his or her obligations. Rav Huna explains that the rebellion under discussion is 
refusal of marital relations. Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina says that the rebellion is refusal to work; 
the woman refuses to work for her husband (or provide him with her Ma'aseh Yadayim), or the 
man refuses to give his wife Mezonos. 
 
It is difficult to understand why the Chachamim instituted a penalty for a husband or wife who 
rebels with regard to work. 
 
The Gemara earlier (58b) records a dispute about whether the main purpose of the enactment of 
Mezonos was for the benefit of the woman (so that she will be supported) or for the benefit of the 
man (so that he will receive her Ma'aseh Yadayim). Rav Huna in the name of Rav says that the 
enactment was made for the benefit of the woman, and therefore she is entitled to say "Eini Nizones 
v'Eini Osah" -- "I decline the right to receive the Mezonos [from my husband] in order not to have 

 
4 https://www.dafyomi.co.il/kesuvos/insites/ks-dt-063.htm 
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to give him my Ma'aseh Yadayim." Reish Lakish disagrees and says that the enactment of Mezonos 
was not for her benefit but for the husband's benefit (so that he receives her Ma'aseh Yadayim), 
and therefore she is not entitled to say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." 
 
Whose opinion does Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follow? If he follows Rav's opinion, the wife 
should not be considered to be rebelling when she refuses to work for the husband, because she 
is allowed to refuse to give him her Ma'aseh Yadayim by saying "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." As 
soon as she stops working for him, the husband should just stop giving her Mezonos, and he has 
no claim against her. If, on the other hand, Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follows Reish Lakish's 
opinion that the enactment of Mezonos was made for the husband's benefit, how can the husband 
be considered rebellious when he does not give his wife Mezonos? He should be entitled to tell 
her to keep her Ma'aseh Yadayim and not receive from him Mezonos, since the enactment was for 
his benefit, and he may decline the benefit if he wants. 
 
(b) If the rebellion is only a question of a monetary matter in which one of the parties of the 
marriage does not fulfill his or her monetary obligations, why should the Mishnah make an 
unlimited penalty (of adding to or taking away from the Kesuvah indefinitely)? The Chachamim 
should just enact that since she owes him money because she rebelled, he merely collects from the 
Kesuvah the value of whatever Ma'aseh Yadayim she did not give to him. 
 
(a) TOSFOS (DH Rav Huna) indeed learns that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follows the view of 
Reish Lakish that a woman is not entitled to say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah," and that is why she 
is considered rebellious when she refuses to give her Ma'aseh Yadayim to her husband. It is Rav 
Huna who argues with Reish Lakish earlier. In the Sugya here he follows his own view that a 
woman may say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." 
 
Why, then, is the husband considered rebellious when he does not give Mezonos to his wife? 
According to Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina, the husband should be entitled to say that the enactment 
of Mezonos was for his benefit, and he is entitled to decline her Ma'aseh Yadayim and not to give 
her Mezonos! 
 
Tosfos (47b, DH Tiknu) proves from numerous sources that although the enactment of Mezonos 
was made for the husband's benefit (according to Reish Lakish), the husband is not allowed to 
decline the Ma'aseh Yadayim and stop giving Mezonos to his wife (if she does not produce enough 
Ma'aseh Yadayim to support herself). Reish Lakish maintains not that the enactment was made 
solely for the husband's benefit, but that the enactment was made also for his benefit as well as 
for her benefit, and therefore neither one may decline to give what the other one is entitled to 
receive. Hence, the husband may not say that he does not want her Ma'aseh Yadayim and refuse 
to give her Mezonos. 
 
The RITVA and other Rishonim do not accept the assertion of Tosfos that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi 
Chanina follows the view of Reish Lakish. Rather, they explain that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina 
agrees with Rav Huna in the name of Rav that a woman may say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." Why, 
then, is she considered rebellious when she refuses to give her Ma'aseh Yadayim to her husband? 
Apparently, the case under discussion is where the wife already received the Mezonos for that day, 
and afterwards she refuses to give her husnband the Ma'aseh Yadayim for that day in return. In 
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days that follow, however, the husband will just keep the Mezonos since she keeps her Ma'aseh 
Yadayim. 
 
(b) According to the above approach, the rebellion of Melachah involves just one day's worth of 
Ma'aseh Yadayim which was not given to the husband when it was due (because after that day, the 
husband simply stops giving his wife Mezonos). That amount should simpyl be deducted from the 
total amount of the Kesuvah. Why does Beis Din deduct from the Kesuvah indefinitely? 
Tosfos and other Rishonim explain that even if Beis Din has the ability to forcefully take the money 
owed from the rebellious wife or husband, Beis Din does not do so but rather fines them by 
lessening or increasing the Kesuvah until they agree to fulfill their obligations on their own. Beis 
Din does not forcefully take away their money because it is impossible for a person to live with a 
spouse who must continually be forced in order to fulfill his or her obligations ("Ein Adam Dar 
Im Nachash b'Kefifah Achas"). By altering the amount of the Kesuvah, the defiant party might be 
persuaded to agree to fulfill his or her obligations willingly. 
 

A REBELLIOUS SPOUSE 
 

The Mishnah and Gemara mention a number of ways in which Beis Din forces a spouse to fulfill 
his or her obligations to the other. The Mishnah (63a) says that Beis Din forces a defiant woman 
by decreasing the amount of her Kesuvah and ultimately taking it away entirely. The Gemara cites 
the opinion of "Raboseinu" who later instituted that instead of gradually reducing her Kesuvah, 
Beis Din merely proclaims in the synagogues on four consecutive Shabbosim that this woman is 
rebelling against her husband and that she is going to lose her Kesuvah if she does not change her 
ways. If she has not capitulated after the fourth week, they take away her entire Kesuvah. The 
Amora'im here disagree about whether or not the Halachah follows the view of Raboseinu. 
 
On the next Daf (64a), the Gemara says that Beis Din waits twelve months before permitting the 
husband to divorce her, during which time the husband is not obligated to support her. 
 
In practice, what is the Gemara's conclusion with regard to the proper practice of penalizing a 
rebellious wife? 
 
The Rishonim apparently disagree about how to understand the order and application of the 
different enactments mentioned by the Gemara. 
 
(a) According to RASHI, the later Takanah of Raboseinu was not accepted by all of the Amora'im 
as the Halachah. Rather, the Gemara concludes that the Halachah is "Nimlachin Bah" -- Beis Din 
delays the divorce and the immediate revocation of her Kesuvah (and reduces the amount of the 
Kesuvah in the manner described in the Mishnah), and Beis Din attempts to persuade her to change 
her ways. When the Gemara (64a) says that she is given twelve months, it is in agreement with the 
penalty of the Mishnah here. However, the Gemara there imposes an upper limit to the penalty; 
after twelve months of rebelliousness, whatever is left of the Kesuvah is taken away and the 
husband may divorce her without giving her the Kesuvah or Tosefes. 
 
(b) TOSFOS and other Rishonim maintain that the Halachah follows the view of Raboseinu. The 
only question among the Amora'im is whether Beis Din must inform her of the consequences of 
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her actions both before and after each public announcement, or only after each announcement. The 
Amora'im agree that she is fined the entire Kesuvah after four weeks. 
 
The Rishonim disagree, however, about how to understand the enactment to wait twelve months. 
Does the enactment apply to a woman who wants her Kesuvah, or does it apply to a woman who 
is ready to be divorced and is willing to forgo her Kesuvah? 
 
1. The RASHBA (cited by the Magid Mishneh, Hilchos Ishus 14:9) writes that the enactment 
applies to a woman who is ready to forgo the Kesuvah. Although a woman who wants her Kesuvah 
and maintains her recalcitrance is divorced after four weeks without her Kesuvah, if she says 
explicitly that she is ready to forgo the entire Kesuvah Beis Din delays the divorce for twelve 
months. This enactment to wait twelve months was instituted when the Chachamim saw that 
women were being divorced impulsively, and then they became regretful that they had lost both 
their husbands and Kesuvah. By giving them time before permitting them to divorce, the 
Chachamim hoped that the husband and wife would appease each other. 
 
2. The ROSH (5:34) explains that the enactment was not instituted only in a situation where both 
are ready to get divorced and she does not want her Kesuvah, but also in a situation where she 
wants her Kesuvah. The husband still must wait twelve months before he divorces her. 
 
3. The RAMBAM (Hilchos Ishus 14:9-10) writes the opposite of the Rashba. The enactment to 
wait twelve months was instituted only for a rebellious woman who wants her Kesuvah. The 
Magid Mishneh explains that it is shameful for Jewish women to be divorced out of quarreling 
("Mipnei Ketatah"). Therefore, twelve months are given to enable the woman to become appeased. 
When, however, the woman wants to disolve the marriage immediately because she is disgusted 
with her husband and she is willing to forgo her Kesuvah, the husband may divorce her 
immediately and there is no period of waiting at all (because she will not be persuaded to stay with 
him, due to her disgust with him). 
 
The RIF writes that the enactments underwent further modification later. After the time of the 
Gemara, the Ge'onim instituted that if she does not want her Kesuvah and they both want to 
divorce, he may divorce her right away (and he does not have to wait twelve months). 
The Gemara explains that the enactments of the Mishnah and of Raboseinu apply only when the 
woman says that she still wants her Kesuvah and is not willing to be divorced without it. If she is 
willing to be divorced without her Kesuvah, Ameimar says that "we do not force her" to remain 
married. The Rishonim disagree about what Ameimar means when he rules that "we do not force 
her" to remain married. 
 
According to the RASHBAM (cited by the Rosh 5:34) and the RAMBAM (Hilchos Ishus 14:8), 
this means that if she wants to leave him without a Kesuvah, Beis Din makes the husband divorce 
her and he cannot force her to remain married to him. 
 
However, according to RABEINU TAM (cited by Tosfos DH Aval, and other Rishonim), 
Ameimar does not mean that Beis Din forces him to divorce her, but rather that Beis Din does not 
influence him not to divorce her; if he wants to divorce her he may do so. 
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HALACHAH: The SHULCHAN ARUCH (EH 77:2) rules that if the woman who rebels is ready 
to get divorced and to forgo her Kesuvah, she cannot force the husband to divorce her (the opinion 
of Rabeinu Tam). If he wants to divorce her, he may divorce her right away. 
 
If the woman who rebels demands her Kesuvah, she loses her Kesuvah after four weeks of defiance 
(like Raboseinu), but the husband must wait twelve months before he divorces her. This follows 
the view of the Rambam (opinion b:3 above) who rules that that twelve months are given only 
when she is angry with him, but not when she is disgusted by him and is ready to leave without a 
Kesuvah. 
 
The REMA adds that some say that the enactment of waiting twelve months after she loses the 
Kesuvah applied only in the times of the Gemara when a man was permitted to marry a second 
wife. Nowadays, when a man may not marry a second wife, waiting twelve months would cause 
the husband to lose out as well (because he will not be able to marry another wife during that time), 
and thus he is permitted to divorce her immediately. 
 
 

 
Annulling a vow 

 
 
 
Steinsaltz (OBM) writes:5 
 

Our Gemara is the source for one of the greatest Talmudic love stories – Rabbi Akiva and Rachel. 

Rachel was the daughter of Ben Kalba Savua, who came from one of the wealthiest and most 
politically powerful families in Israel during the time of the destruction of the Second Temple. 
Akiva, a 40-year-old shepherd who worked for Ben Kalba Savua, asked Rachel to marry him. She 
agreed to do so if he promised to devote himself to the study of Torah after their wedding. Akiva 
agreed to do so, and they secretly married.  

Upon learning of this Ben Kalba Savua threw Rachel out of his house and disowned her, 
condemning her to a life of poverty while Akiva studied. The Talmud relates that after 12 years of 
study, Akiva returned with 12,000 students, but before entering his house he heard his wife say 
that she would be willing to have her husband continue to learn for another 12 years. Taking her 
on her word, he returned to the beit midrash for another 12 years, returning home this time with 
24,000 students. 

According to the Gemara, by this time Ben Kalba Savua had come to regret the decision to disown 
his daughter, and upon hearing that a great Rabbi had come to town he called on him to ask to 
annul his vow. Rabbi Akiva asked him whether he would have made the vow to disown his 

 
5 https://steinsaltz.org/daf/ketubot63/ 
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daughter had she married a Torah scholar. Upon informing him that he would not have done so 
even if his son-in-law knew a single chapter or verse, Akiva identified himself. Released from his 
vow, Ben Kalba Savua gave the couple half of his estate. 

One question that is raised by the commentaries focuses on how Rabbi Akiva’s newfound 
knowledge could be a reason to annul a vow. Ordinarily an argument that is nolad – a new situation 
– cannot be used as a reason to undo a vow; rather, it needs to be a mistake that existed at the time 
that the vow was made. The Ritva argues that since the marriage was predicated on Akiva’s 
willingness to study, his success could not be considered nolad; furthermore it is likely that he did 
have some learning at the time the vow was made. The Meiri suggests that every person who is 
potentially a scholar – as Rabbi Akiva proved to be – cannot be considered without knowledge. 

 

 
 

The Mishnah taught that a woman who “rebels” and does not fulfill her responsibilities in the 
marriage can be penalized until she again begins to honor her obligations.6  
 
This penalty is assessed in terms of the value of her kesubah being diminished weekly. The Gemara 
brings two opinions regarding which duties that the wife refuses to fulfill are included in this law. 
Rav Huna understands that it refers to her physical relationship with her husband, while Rebbe 
Yose b. Chanina understands that we are discussing the fact that the woman refuses to perform the 
daily tasks and household chores incumbent upon a wife (see Mishnah 59b). Tosafos understands 
that our Mishnah refers to the seven primary chores listed in the Mishnah, but if the woman prefers 
not to “pour wine, arrange the beds and pillows and provide water for washing his face, hands and 
legs,” she is not considered to be in defiance of her responsibilities.  
 
A Baraisa is brought to resolve which is the correct understanding of the Mishnah. The Baraisa 
teaches that the case of “a rebellious wife” applies even to a woman who is ill. This seems to 
suggest that Rebbe Yose b. Chanina is incorrect, because a woman who is sick cannot be expected 
to maintain her regular routine of working around the house, and her refusal to do so would not 
result in a penalty against her. Accordingly, the Gemara concludes that all opinions are that the 
Mishnah refers to a woman who resists a physical relationship with her husband. The argument is 
whether refusal to do her household chores alone results in her being labeled as a “rebel.”  
 
Here, only Rebbe Yose b. Chanina holds that this also is grounds for the woman to be penalized. 
Tosafos explains that the underlying issue about which the Amoraim argue is whether a woman 
can initiate a request to not work and, consequently, not to be supported by her husband. Rav Huna 
is of the opinion that a woman has the right to take this position, and her refusal to work would 
therefore not be an indication of being rebellious. This explanation, however, is only reasonable if 
a woman’s being employed exempts her from all forms of household work.  

 
6 https://dafdigest.org/masechtos/Kesuvos%20063.pdf 
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However,  “learned that even an employed woman can only exempt herself from “working 
with wool,” which is done is exchange for the support she receives from her husband. Accordingly, 
the woman’s refusal to work in the house would be rebellious even according to Rav Huna, unlike 
Tosafos.  

 
 

 
 

 
 

One cannot compare one who has bread in his basket with one who does not 
have bread in his basket 

 
There was once a woman who for a number of years refused to immerse in the mikvah and declared 
her intent never to immerse in the mikvah. Rav Sholom Mordechai Schwadron (1), the 
Maharsham, was asked whether this couple is permitted to be in seclusion with one another. The 
main issue of the inquiry was whether this case is similar to the case of a woman who becomes 
prohibited to her husband where seclusion is not permitted or perhaps the cases are not parallel. In 
the case of the woman who becomes prohibited to her husband the couple is going to be prohibited 
to one another for the rest of their lives but in this case there is the possibility that she may change 
her mind and decide to immerse in the mikvah.  
 
Maharsham answered that it is certainly prohibited for this couple to be in seclusion and amongst 
his proofs, he cites our Gemara. The reason the value of the kesubah of a rebellious wife is 
diminished is because it is similar to a case of a person who “does not have bread in his basket.”  
 
We see from the Gemara that even though there is a possibility that the rebellious wife may cease 
her rebelliousness, nonetheless, for the moment it is considered as if he “does not have bread in 
his basket,” so too in our case the possibility that they may reconcile does not take away from the 
fact that presently it is a circumstance where he “does not have bread in his basket,” consequently, 
seclusion is prohibited.  
 
Rav Shlomo Zalman Braun (2), the Shearim Hamitzuyanim B’Halacha, limits the ruling of 
Maharsham to a case where the woman refuses to immerse in the mikvah but is still interested in 
being together with her husband. Under such circumstances seclusion is prohibited but if she 
refuses to immerse out of spite against her husband, seclusion is permitted.  
 
The rationale is that even regarding the rebellious wife mentioned in our Gemara there is no 
indication that she is prohibited from being in seclusion with her husband. Rav Shmuel Halevi 
Wosner (3), the Shevet Halevi disagrees and maintains that Maharsham’s ruling applies in all cases 
that a woman refuses to immerse, regardless of what reason she offers for not immersing.  
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In the “old country” it was the custom of fathers with eligible daughters who found a suitable 
prospect to test the young hopeful’s Torah knowledge. If the father was learned, he would conduct 
the interview himself. If he was unlearned, the father would meet the boy to see if he was suitable, 
but he would send someone more erudite to test the boy.  
 
One wealthy talmid chochom searched assiduously for an appropriate match for his accomplished 
daughter. He heard very good things about Rav Shmuel Abba of Zichlin, zt”l, so he decided to test 
his mettle. When they met, the young man made a very good impression, so the father asked a 
difficult question: “In Kesuvos 63a there is a very difficult Tosafos. The Gemara on 62b states that 
Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd employed by Kalba Savua. The instant that the wealthy man heard 
that his daughter was engaged to an ignoramus, he immediately made a vow that his daughter and 
her husband could not have any benefit from his money.  
 
Later, when Rabbi Akiva returned from his studies, Kalba Savua didn’t know it was him and tried 
to nullify the vow he had made earlier. Rabbi Akiva asked him if he would have made the vow if 
he had known that his son-in-law would become a great man? Kalba Savua responded that he 
would not have made the vow even if the chosson had only known one chapter.  
 
Rabbi Akiva then released the vow. The prospective father-in-law then asked Rav Shmuel Abba, 
“Tosafos asks how Rabbi Akiva could have nullified a vow on the basis of דלונ  ,a consideration 
that was not likely to have been the case at the time the vow was made? The answer given is that 
once he went to learn, he would certainly become an  
 
But what does this mean? Many people go to learn and don’t become sages?” Rav Shmuel Abba 
answered without hesitation, “In Shabbos 22b we find that one who respects the sages will have 
sons-in-law who are sages. Kalba Savua was in this category—he would have been happy even if 
Rabbi Akiva had learned even one chapter.  
 
After the engagement, Rabbi Akiva went to learn. Since he was already in yeshiva and had such a 
father-in-law he was surely going to become a scholar. So we see that this was not דלונ  at all!”  
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Sharon Weiss-Greenberg writes:7 
  
The story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife that we encountered on yesterdays’ daf received wide 
attention in 2013 when Ruth Calderon shared it in her first speech as a newly-elected member of 
the Knesset. In that story, Rabbi Rehumi spent 364 days a year in the yeshiva and came home to 
his wife only on Yom Kippur. One year, he failed to appear, and she shed a tear. At that same 
moment, he fell to his death. In her address, Calderon reminisced about how the study of Talmud 
had once been beyond her reach but had subsequently come to fill an intellectual and spiritual hole 
in her life. She drew motivation from this story — in which she saw two sides that were tragically 
unable to understand one another’s perspectives — to call for a more cooperative and productive 
government. 
  
Growing up, I was not familiar with the story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife. I was, however, very 
familiar with the story of Rabbi Akiva that comes after it. Like Rabbi Rehumi, Rabbi Akiva also 
left his wife for long periods to study. But this story has a much happier ending. Since it is such a 
classic, I’m going to share it in full: 
  
Rabbi Akiva was the shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua (one of the wealthy residents of 
Jerusalem). The daughter of Ben Kalba Savua saw that he was humble and refined.  
  
She said to him: “If I betroth myself to you, will you go to the study hall to learn Torah?”  
  
He said to her: “Yes.” She became betrothed to him privately and sent him off to study. Her 
father heard this and became angry. He removed her from his house and took a vow 
prohibiting her from benefiting from his property. 
  
Rabbi Akiva went and sat for 12 years in the study hall. When he came back to his house he 
brought 12,000 students with him, and as he approached he heard an old man saying to his 
wife: “For how long will you lead the life of a widow of a living man?”  
  
She said to him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and study for another 12 years.” 
When Rabbi Akiva heard this he said: “I have permission to do this.” He went back and sat 
for another 12 years in the study hall.  
  
When he came back he brought 24,000 students with him. His wife heard and went out 
toward him to greet him. Her neighbors said: “Borrow some clothes and wear them.”  
  
She said to them: “A righteous man understands the life of his beast.” (Proverbs 12:10) When 
she came to him she fell on her face and kissed his feet. His attendants pushed her away, but 
he said to them: “Leave her alone, as my Torah knowledge and yours is actually hers.” 
  
Her father heard that a great man came to the town. He said: “I will go to him. Maybe he 
will nullify my vow (and I will be able to support my daughter).”  

 
7 Mytalmudiclearning.com 
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He came to him, and Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you vow thinking that this Akiva would 
become a great man?”  
  
He said to him: “If I had believed he would know even one chapter or even one halakhah I 
would not have been so harsh.” He said to him: “I am he.” Ben Kalba Savua fell on his face 
and kissed his feet and gave him half of his money. 
  
Rabbi Akiva’s wife grows up rich, falls for the poor shepherd boy her father disapproves of, and 
gives up everything to enable his education. Decades later, Rabbi Akiva returns a towering triumph 
of Torah learning and credits her with all the learning he and his disciples have amassed. Her father 
humbly hands over half his riches. 
  
In my childhood, Rabbi Akiva was always held up as a role model, a scholar with a deep sense of 
humility. He was a man who was willing to attend first grade as a grown adult. His wife was 
selfless, to be sure, but at least he appreciated her — and later unhesitatingly credited her with his 
success as a scholar. 
  
It was not until I was an adult that I found something more deeply troubling in the story. When 
Rabbi Akiva returns home after his first 12 years away, he does not actually speak to his wife. 
Instead, he overhears her statement to someone else: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and 
study for another twelve years.” At this point, Rabbi Akiva understands that he has permission 
to return for another dozen years of study. 
  
Rabbi Akiva’s wife is clearly trying to impress on her interlocutor that she and her husband have 
discussed his study schedule and that she is not only supportive, but wishes him to study more. 
But it is equally clear from Rabbi Akiva’s private response that the pair have not actually spoken 
about this. So we cannot take her words at face value. Was she just trying to put on a brave face? 
To be gracious? And what of Rabbi Akiva’s response? Was he really unable to spare a moment to 
thank his wife or ask how she is doing? Or, indeed, ask her how she truly feels about his long 
absences? Perhaps he was worried that she would, in a private exchange, ask him to choose her 
over the yeshiva. 
  
The story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife ends in tragedy. Derive this lesson from it: “I learn that 
righteousness is not adherence to the Torah at the expense of sensitivity to human beings.” I found 
today’s daf troubling because it seems that Rabbi Akiva has made that exact mistake with respect 
to his wife.  
  
But reading further into our daf, I had another thought. Perhaps Rabbi Akiva’s wife 
actually was happy with their arrangement. As we also learn today, her own daughter chose a 
similar path: 
  
Rabbi Akiva’s daughter did the same thing for Ben Azzai. This explains what people say: 
The ewe follows the ewe; the daughter’s actions are the same as her mother’s. 
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Did the women in Rabbi Akiva’s life support their husbands grueling programs of study without 
regret? Or did they wish for a different arrangement? We’ll never know — the Talmud makes 
room for both possibilities. 
  
 
Rabbi Johnny Solomon writes:8 
 
Sometimes a Talmud story can be read in two radically different ways.  
 
Early on in our daf (Ketubot 63a) we are told a story involving a father and son, Rav Yosef and 
his father Rava, where Rava – who wanted his son to be fully immersed in Torah study for a 6-
year stretch - disagreed with Rav Yosef returning home mid-way through his studies. According 
to most translations, upon seeing his son Rava approached him with some kind of utensil in hand 
( היפאל קפנו אנמ לקש ), and he then scorned him saying תרכזנ ךתנוז  – ‘You’ve now remembered your 
harlot?!’ (which is understood to be a reference to Rav Yosef’s wife), while some claim that Rava 
said תרכזנ ךתנוי  – ‘You’ve now remembered your dove?!’.  
 
According to this reading of the Gemara, many commentaries explain that Rava suspected that 
among the reasons of his son coming home was that he emotionally and physically missed his wife 
and he was interested in being sexually intimate with his wife. However, since sexual intimacy is 
forbidden on Yom Kippur, Rava felt it was entirely the wrong time for his son to return home at 
this time, and that notwithstanding the presumption that his son would observe this law during 
Yom Kippur, the idea that a husband and wife be under the same roof after 3 years of separation 
and remain unable to be together was a bad plan. According to this reading, this is why Rava refers 
to Rav Yosef’s wife as a harlot – because he believes that Rav Yosef is coming home with an 
agenda of sexual intimacy.  
 
Moreover, even the alternative version of what was said by Rava, i.e. ‘You’ve now remembered 
your dove?!’, is also understood by various commentaries in this spirit because doves are faithful 
to their mates. The story then ends by us being told that this disagreement between father and son 
became so heated that neither then had the opportunity to eat the pre-fast meal before the onset of 
Yom Kippur. Still, notwithstanding this explanation being the approach of numerous 
commentaries, it is clear that this whole episode is both confusing and unsettling.  
 
However, Rabbi Reuven Margaliot offers an altogether different approach to this story which 
complements its place in the overall discussion of Massechet Ketubot. He explains that the episode 
is all about the duties of a husband to provide sustenance for his wife, and that the word ךתנוז  
(zonat’cha) – which is translated by many as ‘harlot’ – has no such meaning in this context and, in 
fact, it refers to the commitment to provide sustenance ( תונוזמ  – mezonot). In fact, he then provides 
numerous references (see for example Yerushalmi Ketubot 5:4) where the word ותנוז  (zonato) 
refers to sustenance.  
 
Given this explanation, Rava’s remarks to his son had nothing to do with sexual intimacy, and 
were not even necessarily critical of him. Instead, Rava sought to reassure his son - who had 

 
8 www.rabbijohnnysolomon.com 
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interrupted his studies to come home and make sure that everything is OK - by saying ‘there was 
no need for you to come back, because your commitment to sustain your wife ( ךתנוז ) is being 
fulfilled’. Infact, beyond this point made by Rav Margaliot, there are lots of additional hints that 
this is the point of the story. For example, it occurs on Erev Yom Kippur which is a fast day, and 
the story ends by telling us that neither Rava nor Rav Yosef had the opportunity to eat before the 
onset of the fast. What we learn from all this is that paying attention to the original words and the 
context of a story matters, and that when a story is read in one way which is both confusing and 
unsettling, perhaps there are other ways to understand it that make more sense. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Why Rabbi Akiva is My Hero 
 

10 life lessons from an accessible giant. 

 

Rabbi Dovid Rosenfeld writes:9 

 

 
9 https://aish.com/why-rabbi-akiva-is-my-hero/ 
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The period of counting the Omer is also a time of national mourning. The Talmud (Yevamot 62b) 
recounts that Rabbi Akiva, one of the greatest scholars of the Mishna, lost 24,000 students to 
plague during this time of year. The world was “desolate” until he raised five new students – who 
were able to restore the Torah to its full glory in that dark period. 

Rabbi Akiva’s life is a fascinating tale of inspiration, of a man of humble origins who overcame it 
all to achieve greatness. I would like to outline some of the highlights of his life story – and 
demonstrate why I feel he serves as a personal role model to us all. 

1. He was of Humble Origins 

Rabbi Akiva began his life as a shepherd. He was entirely unlearned until his middle years. He 
likewise had no Jewish lineage to speak of (Talmud Brachot 27b). He descended from converts. 
And as he rose to greatness in his later years, he never forgot who he was or where he came from. 
His favorite principle was “Love your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). Rich or poor, simple 
or scholarly, tall or short, strong or weak: We are all God’s children. God and His Torah are not 
the monopoly of the wise or the well-pedigreed. We are all precious to God. 

2. He Saw Inspiration and Acted on it 

The Midrash (Avot d’Rav Natan 6:2) records the turning point of Rabbi Akiva’s life. One day, at 
the age of 40, Akiva passed a well. He saw a rock with a hole carved into it. He inquired who 
shaped the rock and was told it was caused by the slow but constant dripping of water on top of it. 

Akiva then reasoned: If a substance soft as water can penetrate a rock with slow, persistent motion, 
so too the Torah, which is hard as iron, can slowly but surely penetrate my heart. And this 
was Akiva’s turning point. He promptly set off to study Torah – for an uninterrupted 24 years. 

So many times in our lives are we moved by inspiring words or events. We know they are speaking 
to us, that God has a message for us. Yet the inspiration fades before we do anything about it – 
and life moves on. Not R. Akiva. He saw his moment – and he changed his life right then and 
there. 

3. He Patiently Started from the Bottom 

When Akiva went to study, he did not exactly hire a private tutor or join an adult study program. 
Nor did he sign up for an anonymous on-line course. The Midrash describes how he, together with 
his young son, went to cheder to learn the alef-bet together with the youngest children. And his 
past humility showed. He wasn’t fazed by the awkwardness; he didn’t care for his own dignity. He 
set right down to work. 

4. He was No Super-Genius 

It is not as if Rabbi Akiva really had an IQ of 180 all along but was just withering on the vine 
during his years as a shepherd. He had to work – and work hard – to become who he was. 
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The Talmud (Yevamot 16a) records a meeting R. Akiva had with a monumental scholar, to discuss 
a debate they had about a touchy subject in Jewish law. The other scholar was the raving genius 
type. No one could keep up with him in an argument – not even R. Akiva, by then the 
acknowledged leader of his generation. 

The other scholar, after R. Akiva failed to convince him, had nothing but snide remarks for the 
supposed leading scholar of the generation. But as the Talmud continues, it didn’t faze Akiva in 
the slightest. He was still the shepherd-turned-scholar. He had no airs about him whatsoever. 

5. He Asked All the Tough Questions 

Rabbi Akiva, in spite of his late start, had a distinct advantage over his colleagues. Unlike they 
who began their study as small children, he came to it as an adult. And as a result, he approached 
the Torah with mature eyes. Nothing was taken for granted or viewed as, “Well, that’s just the way 
things are.” R. Akiva probed every aspect of Judaism – and discovered truths where others failed 
even to look. 

R. Akiva discovered truths where others failed even to look. 

We thus find Rabbi Akiva posing some of the most profound questions of life. In Pirkei Avot 
(3:19) he grapples with the contradiction between man’s free will and God’s knowledge of the 
future. If God already knows what I will do tomorrow, do I really have the free will to decide? He 
likewise discusses (3:20) how God’s governs and judges the world. The Midrash (Avot d’Rav 
Natan 6:2) describes R. Akiva as a persistent student, leaving no issue unexplored and unexplained. 
His colleague characterized him with the comment – “Matters hidden from people; R. Akiva has 
brought to light.” 

6. It was All Because of His Wife – and He Knew it 

So much of R. Akiva’s greatness was on account of his devoted wife Rachel. She “discovered” 
him. He served as shepherd for one of the wealthiest men of his time, Kalba Savua. Kalba’s 
daughter took a liking to the humble shepherd, whom she saw as modest and refined. She proposed 
to him – on condition that he agree to study Torah. He agreed and they married secretly. Kalba 
promptly disowned his daughter and for years the young couple lived in abject poverty 
(Talmud Ketuvot 62b). 

If not for Rachel, Akiva would have no doubt remained an anonymous shepherd with little future. 
But she believed in him. Rachel left a life of fabulous wealth to make home for Akiva – because 
she knew he could become great – and she had the faith and the patience to see it happen. And 
when he was ready, she encouraged him to leave home to study – which he did for an uninterrupted 
12 years. 

But that was only half of it. The Talmud (Ketuvot 62-3) records that on his return, already an 
accomplished scholar, R. Akiva was about to enter his home. Just then he overhears a conversation. 
An elderly man challenges Rachel: “How long will you live as a widow with your husband alive?” 
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She responds, “If [my husband] would listen to me, he would remain for another 12 years in 
yeshiva!” On that providential note, R. Akiva returns for another 12 years of study. 

At last, after 24 years, R. Akiva returns to his hometown, now the leading scholar of the generation, 
escorted by an entourage of 24,000 students. His wife, still dressed in her simple house clothes, 
goes out to greet him. She falls before his feet. It creates a scene – an elderly woman thrusting 
herself before great rabbi surrounded by scores of devoted students. They move to push her away. 
But R. Akiva stops them, uttering a line which has since become famous: “Leave her. What is 
mine and what is yours is hers.” 

7. He Never Forgot His Origins 

R. Akiva “made it” in every sense of the word. By the end of his life he was the acknowledged 
spiritual leader of world Jewry. He became wealthy. He was revered and admired by all. His 
opinion was sought and regarded on all matters Jewish. Yet he never forgot where he came from. 
He was still one of the masses. He knew what it was like to be poor, to be unknown, and to be 
unlearned. 

And his love for humanity showed. His favorite verse was Leviticus 19:18: “Love your fellow as 
yourself” (Sifra 4:12). In Pirkei Avot (3:18), he states, “Beloved is man for he was created in the 
image [of God],” as well as, “Beloved are the Children of Israel for they are called children of the 
Lord.” We are all precious to God. There is no favoritism in Heaven. 

R. Akiva in fact well remembered his past hatred for Torah scholars (Talmud Pesachim 49b). He 
knew what it was like to be coarse and ignorant. And he remembered the resentment – and 
the hatred – felt by the underprivileged classes. He had love and patience for all – because he was 
one of them himself, and he realized how difficult it is to outgrow one’s past mindset. 

8. He Lost All – and Kept Going 

After achieving fame, R. Akiva became teacher and spiritual mentor to an astounding 24,000 
students. As the Talmud (Yevamot 62b) recounts, every one of them died in an exceedingly brief 
period of time – during the several week period between Passover and Shavuot – due to epidemic. 
And as the Talmud puts it, the world was desolate. The human tragedy was devastating, the loss 
to the Torah world unimaginable. 

But apart from all of that, R. Akiva personally witnessed his entire lifeworks go down the drain. 
Years of training the greatest minds of the next generation were lost to R. Akiva, with nothing 
remaining to show for himself. 

If there were anyone in this world who could be forgiven for spending his remaining years wasting 
away feeling sorry for himself, it was R. Akiva. Could there have been a clearer sign from heaven 
that God was not interested in R. Akiva’s works, that his precious legacy was just not meant to be? 
How could a human being not become paralyzed from misery and indecision at that point? 
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But R. Akiva picked himself up and started again. As the Talmud continues, he found 5 new 
students – five to replaced 24,000. Rather than attempting to amass students without number, he 
focused on 5 precious souls, who would between them restore the Torah to its past glory. 

He didn't let his inability to explain stand in the way of achievement. 

No doubt R. Akiva never recovered from the pain of the loss. As we saw, his way was to ponder 
the most difficult questions of life. Yet he didn’t let his inability to explain stand in the way of his 
life’s mission. We all have questions in life we cannot answer. Even with his great intellect – or 
perhaps because of it – R. Akiva was no exception. But questions and doubts did not stop him. 
The rabbi’s intellect was far from assuaged, but he kept on going – and ultimately persevered. 

9. He Always Saw the Positive 

Looking back at his difficult life, Rabbi Akiva saw God’s goodness in all that transpired – not only 
in his personal life but in all the events of the world. He became famous for the saying, “Whatever 
God does is for the good.” 

The Talmud (Brachot 60b) recounts how R. Akiva was once traveling. He had with him a lantern, 
a rooster, and a donkey. He came to a village seeking lodging. No one took him in. Undaunted, his 
trademark reaction went through his mind: “Whatever God does is for the good.” He set up camp 
in the wilderness nearby. During the night a wind blew out his lamp, a cat ate his rooster, and a 
lion slew his donkey. R. Akiva took it all in stride. 

He awoke the next morning to find that during the night soldiers had sacked the village which 
refused him lodging. Not only would the rabbi have been captured with the other residents had he 
been there, but had his light or animals betrayed his camp he would have equally been doomed. 

His colleagues cried at the pathetic sight, but R. Akiva laughed. 

The Talmud (Makkos 24b) relates that once R. Akiva and a number of colleagues passed by the 
former location of the Temple in Jerusalem (they lived shortly after its destruction). They saw a 
fox run out of the place of the Holy of Holies. The colleagues began crying at the pathetic sight. 
R. Akiva, however, laughed. To his surprised colleagues he explained: "We have both the 
prophecy of Uriah and of Zechariah. Uriah foretold, ‘Zion shall be plowed like a field’ (Micha 
3:12). Zechariah foretold, ‘Again shall old men and old women sit in the streets of Jerusalem... 
and the streets of the city shall be filled with boys and girls playing’ (Zechariah 8:4-5). Until the 
prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled (fully and literally) I was fearful lest the prophecy of Zechariah 
not be fulfilled. Now that the prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, it is clear that Zechariah's prophecy 
will be fulfilled – to the final detail." 

R. Akiva lived through it all, yet he never lost hope. The very sights that brought others to tears of 
despair filled him with undying hope. All that occurs in this world, both the good and the bad, 
emanate from an infinitely-good Creator. But life isn’t always for us to understand. We must at 
times just be patient and wait. 
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10. He Died a Hero’s Death 

We might hope that after living so troubled yet heroic a life, R. Akiva and Rachel would at last 
settle down to live happily ever after. But that had denied them as well. 

The Talmud (Brachot 61b) describes Rabbi Akiva’s bitter end. He was incarcerated and tried by 
the Romans for his “crime” of publicly teaching Torah. He was found guilty as charged. They 
tortured him to death, flaying off his skin with iron combs. 

R. Akiva spent his final moments on earth reciting the Shema, accepting upon himself the yoke of 
Heaven. His students asked him: “Our teacher, this far?!” He answered: The Shema teaches us to 
love God with all our souls (Deuteronomy 6:5), which I understood to mean “even if they are 
taking your soul.” My entire life I agonized over this verse: Would I really love God even if my 
soul were being taken? I at last have the opportunity to demonstrate this. How could I not do so 
now? And as the rabbi recited “the Lord is one” his soul left him. 

R. Akiva is counted as one of the “ten martyrs” slain by the Romans – the ten leading Torah giants 
killed during and shortly after the destruction of the Second Temple. Most of the other scholars, 
in spite of their greatness, you might not have even heard of if you are not a Talmudic scholar 
yourself. But not R. Akiva. He was one of us: His story is our story; his life is our life. He began 
his days simply and humbly as so many of us, yet he grew to become whom we all know we too 
could be. May his memory be for a blessing. 

 

 
 

CARLO CADENAS 
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Bringing Up Rachel 
How Rabbi Akiva’s wife emerged as a role model to Orthodox women struggling 

to balance families and careers 
 

ZEV ELEFF AND LESLIE GINSPARG KLEIN write:10 

In July 2020, Rabbi Menachem Karmel of Yeshiva Gedola Montreal replied to a query posed by 
a “Group of Girls.” The Dear Abby-style exchange appeared in a children’s magazine popular with 
the right-wing Orthodox community, which, loosely speaking, brings together everyone from the 
more stringently observant modern Orthodox to self-described Yeshivish Jews. The letter writers 
asked Karmel why pictures of girls did not appear in the pages of the periodical. “We feel 
misrepresented when we see pictures of boys our age, but not girls,” they wrote. 

Karmel explained that the magazine’s rabbinical board had decided against publishing pictures of 
girls. In an answer that, knowingly or not, drew from the Victorian Era’s “Cult of Domesticity,” 
he stated that the reason girls were not pictured was because young female readers needed to 
understand that a “woman’s primary role is making sure that her Yiddishe home is a strong fortress 
of kedushah (holiness) for her family to grow in.” His response suggested a reality where right-
wing Orthodox women do not work outside of the home, describing these women as “household 
CEOs” and “princesses of the home.” 

The exchange highlighted an ideological contradiction that sits at the heart of right-wing Orthodox 
women’s religious experiences. Read it at face value, and you might imagine that Karmel’s answer 
reflects a community whose traditional values are irreconcilable with modern sensibilities. But the 
picture is much more complex, with many Orthodox women fully immersed in the work force and 
some serving as CEOs of companies as well as their homes. At the same time, these women cherish 
their roles as wives and mothers, and embrace another obligation that their secular or less 
stringently Orthodox sisters rarely share shouldering work and family responsibilities, including 
as primary breadwinners, so that their husbands can engage in full-time Torah study. To 
understand this complex model, one that enables so many Orthodox women to engage robustly 
with modern roles as doctors, lawyers, and executives while remaining true to their traditional way 
of life, we need to look to one of Judaism’s most unheralded heroes: the great and mysterious 
Rachel. 

First mentioned in the Talmud’s Tractate Ketubot (62b), Rachel was the wife of the legendary 
Rabbi Akiva. She was the daughter of one Kalba Savua, a wealthy Jerusalemite who, at one point, 
hired a hardworking and uneducated shepherd named Akiva to tend to his flocks of sheep. To the 
affluent man’s chagrin, his daughter Rachel recognized Akiva’s potential and proposed to him on 
condition that he learn Torah. Akiva assented. Kalba Savua, unhappy with the match, disowned 
his daughter and son-in-law. 

Rachel gave up material comfort and lived in poverty while Akiva learned abroad for 12 years. 
Upon his triumphant return home, Rabbi Akiva, escorted by 12,000 students, overheard his wife 

 
10 https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/bringing-up-rachel-akivas-wife 
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report to a menacing neighbor that she would prefer her husband study uninterrupted for another 
dozen years. Rabbi Akiva immediately turned around and returned to the study hall. 

Rabbi Akiva came back 12 years later, 24 in all. By then, he was a larger-than-life public figure. 
This time, Rachel was better apprised of her husband’s travel plans. She ignored her neighbors’ 
suggestions to borrow some finer clothes and rushed to greet her husband. An entourage of 
disciples—now doubled to 24,000—pushed her away, seemingly disgusted that someone in rags 
would approach their exalted teacher. 

“Leave her!” thundered Rabbi Akiva. “Mine and yours,” continued the master to his misguided 
students, referring to their collective Torah accomplishments, “is hers!” 

Since at least the mid-1960s, when she was resurrected by Vichna Kaplan, the founder of the 
prestigious Orthodox Bais Yaakov High School for girls in New York, Rachel has become a model 
for educators seeking to provide their young charges with an inspiring model of being in the world. 
Jewish women, Rebbetzin Kaplan told her pupils, should encourage their future husbands to 
remain steadfastly committed to Torah study, and not burden them with “additional responsibilities 
so that the wife can obtain those extras which she can really live without.” Kaplan understood the 
tensions with modern American life. She relayed that “before marriage some of our students aspire 
to wed a ‘Rebbe Akiva’ but afterwards they want their husbands to be a ‘Kalba Sovuah.’” Kaplan 
stressed to her students that Torah was a partnership: Men learned. Women, like Akiva’s Rachel, 
empowered that learning through self-sacrifice. Both were essential, neither possible without the 
other, to the maintenance of an Orthodox family. 

For a while, however, the enthusiasm for Rachel remained limited largely to Kaplan and her 
students. Before the 1970s, Rachel rarely appeared in popular literature produced by the yeshiva 
world. Many women in tradition-bound faiths had yet to consider personal and professional 
options which would make a Rachel-like lesson potent and financially viable. 

And then came second-wave feminism. 

The growing movement to encourage women to seek satisfying careers outside traditional family 
roles did not leave the Orthodox community untouched. Spokesmen of the Orthodox right spoke 
and wrote about the need to retain the “traditional” Jewish home and the “traditional” gender-
distinct Torah curricula. Rabbi Nisson Wolpin, for example, the editor of The Jewish Observer, a 
leading Orthodox magazine, urged his female readers to keep to the status quo, to leave the 
“Bastille” alone, not to seek out new professional and intellectual pursuits. 

But standing athwart history and yelling “halt” is a tricky proposition, and the Orthodox 
community needed a way to wrestle with new ideas while keeping the old ones safe and sound. 
Rachel emerged as a perfect platform: A daughter of an affluent family, her marriage to Akiva 
signaled a willingness to sacrifice for her husband’s sake. She is nameless in the original text, 
known first as a daughter and then as a wife. Her virtue, the only distinguishable characteristic the 
Talmud offers her, is self-sacrifice. 



 32 

And with that began a thrust of promoting Rachel as a model for Orthodox Jewish womanhood. 
In March 1981, Rabbi Elya Svei of the Philadelphia Yeshiva told a large audience at an Agudath 
Israel convention that the Akiva-Rachel dual dynamic was key to “raising a Torah family.” Dr. 
Yosef Rosenshein, a psychologist, proposed that Rachel was a “striking example” of how 
Orthodox couples might prevent divorce: “Clearly,” Rosenshein wrote, “she viewed this period 
crucial to make theirs more than just another successful marriage, because she obviously did not 
see her marriage as a union entered for the purpose of providing her with life’s earthly pleasures. 
To her, marriage was a means for her and her husband to realize lofty, transcendent goals 
unattainable to either of them alone.” 

Women also embraced Rachel’s image. Some celebrated their role as a modern-day Rachel, taking 
pride in their contribution to their family and their husband’s learning. For instance, in 1985, a 
woman in Williamsville, New York, took issue with a writer who penned an article on “Torah 
Study and its Support.” This woman had hoped to read about her female co-religionists who busied 
themselves with housework, childcare, and work outside the home to enable their husbands to hone 
their Talmud acumen. This recognition—“shall we say Akiva-Rochel partnership”—was “long 
overdue.” 

The emphasis on the Orthodox woman’s responsibility to sacrifice her material comfort for her 
learning-focused husband increased with the flowering of kollels (Torah centers) sometimes 
attached to yeshivas, meant for men to learn Talmud full time after marriage while their wives 
shoulder the dual burden of serving as the primary earner and taking care of the home and family. 
In the early 1980s, for example, a female writer, Nechama Bakst, offered this perspective in an 
Agudath Israel publication. She wrote that in Bais Yaakov schools, “girls are systematically 
exposed to a curriculum that indoctrinates them with the concept that there is no woman more 
commendable than one who goes to work so that her husband may be free to learn Torah. In fact, 
many hundreds of students emerge from Bais Yaakov each year, eager to embrace this concept of 
Kollel, American style.” 

Bakst expressed the conflict she and other women felt between working and leaving children 
behind. Still, her satisfaction in supporting her husband’s learning and her belief that it positively 
impacted her children helped overcome these painful concerns. Another “kollel wife” in Monsey, 
New York, described her sisterhood as “latter-day Rachels,” earners, mothers, and “non-
complainers.” The experience, these women believed, made for better spouses. A 19-year-old 
woman told the late sociologist William Helmreich about her family’s kollel experience, stating 
that the “first year or two sets the pattern for the rest of your life. Even if my husband goes to work 
later he’ll never change. He’ll be a person who has learning in his blood, not just for an education.” 

The kollel life has become a rite of passage for young married couples among the Orthodox right, 
but American life, and Orthodox Jewish life with it, has changed, becoming more expensive. Many 
women pursue more lucrative and demanding careers to keep up with the rising costs of Orthodox 
life: tuition, fashion and the other trappings of the yeshiva world’s own brand of American 
consumer culture. They are Rachels without the expectations of a penurious home, living 
the kollel life without having to be, as Rebbetzin Kaplan described it, “satisfied with the least.” 
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And so, everywhere you look in the Orthodox world these last three decades, the Rachel model is 
there: in an Orthodox children’s magazine, telling its readers that “few women in history have 
suffered more and been responsible for so much greatness as Rachel”; in a 1990 book for young 
adults, released by Feldheim and titled And Rachel Was His Wife, narrating the ancient heroine’s 
life; in hagiographical stories like the one about Rebbetzin Sheina Chaya Elyashiv, who fell and 
hurt her head but lay bleeding silently on the floor for hours rather than wake up her husband, the 
eminent Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv, and disturb his Torah learning for the following day. 

Rachel is also present in traditionally all-male spaces. On the campus of Baltimore’s Ner Israel 
Yeshiva, there exists an exquisite plaque in memory of Rebbetzin Golda Feiga Ruderman, the wife 
of the founding yeshiva heads. The glasswork memorial intends to remind the students in the 
Baltimore school that their studies and those of their forebears are a credit to Rebbetzin 
Ruderman’s unflagging support of her husband’s pioneering Torah efforts. 

The focus on Rachel grows particularly strong every seven years or so, when Jews studying Daf 
Yomi, a page of Talmud a day, complete the cycle of reading the entire tome. Since 1990, speakers 
at the Agudath Israel’s Daf Yomi celebration make sure to credit the wives who “single-parent” 
their homes while their husbands escape early in the morning or late at night to attend a lecture on 
the designated page of Talmud. Many women attend the Siyum HaShas as full-fledged celebrants, 
ennobled because of the “sacrifices they had made to enable their husbands to study.” To repay 
the debt, an entrepreneurial jeweler advertised in 1997 that these Talmud learners could purchase 
a 14-karat gold necklace and charm, adorned with Rabbi Akiva’s catchphrase: “My Torah and 
your Torah are hers.” In fact, the Talmud (Shabbat 59a) records that Rabbi Akiva did just that for 
Rachel when he could afford it. 

The jewelry was probably far too materialistic for Rebbetzin Vichna Kaplan’s tastes. It certainly 
obscured her efforts to combat American consumerism within her Bais Yaakov school. The item 
bollixed Rachel the heiress with Rachel the wife. It reflected the vision of Orthodox female 
sacrifice, without eschewing materialism. 

That is how Rachel persists, stronger than ever. At the January 2020 Siyum, no women sat on the 
dais, nor did they climb to the podium to address the 100,000 people seated in chilly New Jersey. 
However, they did attend in large numbers. Agudath Israel commissioned a glossy magazine for 
the women who descended on MetLife Stadium to cheer on their husbands and sons. While no 
pictures of women appeared, the publication, produced by women for women, reminded them that 
“by serving as that example in our households, by looking to grow a bit more each day, we as 
women, have done our ‘daf.’” 

Agudath Israel also produced a video montage in women’s honor, where a host of Rabbi Akiva-
like individuals paid tribute to their wives. “There is no way I could [learn Daf Yomi] without 
her,” praised one recorded interviewee. “She’s stuck with four kids in the morning. She is dealing 
with them all by herself. So all the credit,” alluding to Rabbi Akiva’s Rachel declaration, “goes to 
her.” 

Therein lies the partnership, a simultaneously religious and modern commitment to self-sacrifice 
for everyone’s sake. 
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Rachel, Wife of Rabbi Akiva 
Tal Ilan writes:11 

In Brief 

Rachel is the name given to the wife of Rabbi Akiva in Avot de-Rabbi Natan, a medieval aggadic 
text. Though she is unnamed, she appears across rabbinic literature, including in the Babylonian 
and Jerusalem Talmuds. Though the story differs in each version, all agree that she played a key 
role in her husband’s rise to prominence through great personal sacrifice. The Jerusalem Talmud 
depicts her as selling her hair to support her husband’s studies. The most famous version, in the 
Babylonian Talmud, describes her as living alone and in poverty after being disowned by her father 
and while Akiva mastered Torah. All of the stories about Rachel end with Rabbi Akiva rewarding 
her with a lavish gift. 

Article 

 
11 https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/rachel-wife-of-rabbi-akiva 
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Rachel is the medieval name given to the wife of Rabbi Akiva in the late Avot de-Rabbi Nathan 
version A (chapter 6). In none of the older sources is a name attached to this woman, although she 
was well known. 

Rabbi Akiva’s wife is mentioned in three separate sources. While these tell different stories about 
her, they agree on two details, which may represent the historical core behind the woman. All 
sources—The Babylonian Talmud (Ketubbot 62b; Nedarim 50a), The Jerusalem 
Talmud (Shabbat 6:1; Sotah 9:15) and Avot de-Rabbi Nathan (Version A, chapter 6; Version B 
chapter 12)—agree that Rabbi Akiva’s wife was in some way instrumental in her husband’s rise 
to prominence. He began his life as a pauper and through her agency became learned and rich. In 
addition, all the sources know that her husband rewarded her for her troubles with a glamorous 
headdress usually identified as a golden city, or a golden Jerusalem (see also BT Shabbat 59a–b). 

Aside from these two details, the sources tell different stories about how Akiva’s wife helped her 
husband, and in some details contradict one another. The Babylonian Talmud relates that Rabbi 
Akiva was a shepherd employed by the rich Jerusalem magnate Ben Kalba Savu’a. His daughter 
saw Akiva, recognized his hidden qualities and proposed to him on condition that he go and study. 
This resulted in her father’s disowning her. Disowned by her father and deserted by her husband, 
Akiva’s wife was left to fend for herself for twenty-four years, until finally her husband returned 
in glory and recognized his wife’s role in his success, saying to his disciples: “Mine and yours are 
hers.” This story, told twice in the BT, seems to contradict itself in some details. In one of the 
versions Akiva’s studies are presented as a condition without the fulfillment of which no marriage 
will take place (BT Ketubbot 62b). Thus Akiva goes off to study after betrothal, but without 
consummation. In the other version (BT Nedarim 50a) Akiva sets out on his studies only after the 
couple has lived in poverty for some time. 

In any case, both versions contradict the stories of Akiva’s wife told in the JT and in Avot de-
Rabbi Nathan and pose chronological complications. If Rabbi Akiva died a martyr’s death in the 
aftermath of the Bar Kokhba revolt (135 CE), it is not very likely that he was an employee of the 
Jerusalem millionaire of 66 CE, who, according to legend, could supply the city with food for 
twenty years but lost all his riches when armed bands burnt the food supplies in besieged Jerusalem 
(BT Gittin 56a). Thus one should conclude that the BT story is legendary and was composed for 
didactic purposes, primarily in order to justify husbands in Babylonia leaving their wives at home 
for protracted periods of time in order to study Torah. Perhaps the true father of Akiva’s wife was 
a certain Joshua, whose son, Rabbi Yohanan, is described in one source as “Rabbi Johanan, son of 
Joshua, Rabbi Akiva’s father-in-law” (Mishnah Yadayim 3:5). Rabbi Akiva’s son was certainly 
called Joshua (Tosefta Ketubbot 4:7), probably after his grandfather. 
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In the Jerusalem Talmud, a completely different story is related about the help Akiva’s wife 
rendered her husband. According to this version, she sold her hair and thus supplied him with the 
funds for his study. Apparently women’s hair was a real commodity and could become a source 
of income for women at the time (e.g. Mishnah Arakhin 1:4) but women’s selling their hair is a 
very common and also an ancient literary motif (see the apocryphal Testament of Job 23:7–10). 
Furthermore, the story of the sale of hair serves the literary strategy of measure for measure. 
Akiva’s wife sold her hair in order to assist her husband, and he later rewarded her with a 
magnificent headdress. 

The Jerusalem Talmud version, which tells of the economic assistance that Rabbi Akiva’s wife 
rendered her husband, does not involve the husband’s long absence from home. In this it disagrees 
with the Babylonian version. The third version of the story, found in the two editions of Avot de-
Rabbi Nathan, seems to reject the stories of both the Babylonian Talmud and the Jerusalem 
Talmud. It relates how Rabbi Akiva started off as a pauper and an ignoramus, deciding on his own 
initiative to go and study. He already had an adult son when he began school. While he was 
learning he also supported himself economically. Yet the story ends with Rabbi Akiva buying his 
wife a golden crown; when questioned about the inappropriateness of his actions, he responds by 
claiming that his wife too had “suffered much with me in the Torah.” 

Only in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan version A (the later version of this midrash), is the name Rachel 
found. It seems to be based on a misreading of the text in BT Ketubbot 62b, where we are informed 
that Rabbi Akiva’s daughter had acted like her mother with regard to her husband—Simeon Ben 
Azzai—obviously allowing him to go away on his studies for a lengthy period. This statement is 
followed by a saying intended to describe the daughter’s actions; the sheep went after the sheep. 
The word rakhila means sheep and the name Rachel is derived from the same root. Avot de-Rabbi 
Nathan interpreted the saying as naming the woman. 
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The Strife of The Spirit 

 

Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz writes:12 

She [Rachel] was drawn, as by a magnet, to the sheep pen where Akiva was to be found. She found 
herself watching him, unable to throw off the superimposed image of the scholar. And he, taller 
and stronger than the others, and far more youthful and agile than most of those younger than he, 
seemed to be oblivious of her. In fact, he paid scant attention to anyone, men or women, though 
many of the latter—shepherdesses and wives of herdsmen—were clearly attracted to him. To be 
sure, it was not only a physical force that emanated from him, but it was also a kind of light, 
something to which everyone joyfully surrendered. She wondered whether anyone else was aware 
of it as she was.  

Was she in the grip of a fascination, or a love, that was out of bounds? Or was her feeling of strong 
certainty something beyond what could be interpreted as womanly passion? It was not a desire to 
possess or to be possessed. It was rather a need to do something for him, an irrepressible urge to 
save him from the oblivion to which he was doomed by the circumstances of his life… And so the 
two were banished to years of poverty and destitution in another village far away [after they were 
married, and her father disowned her].  

 
12 https://www.sefaria.org/Ketubot.62b.15?lang=bi&p2=sheet&s2=86767&lang2=en 
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But Rachel made Akiva abide by his promise. He studied. It is said that he learned to read with his 
sons. It is said that he made such phenomenal progress in all written and unwritten knowledge that 
few living men could be compared to him. Most wondrous of all, he became a great leader in 
Israel—the undisputed head of the Sanhedrin, where the law of the Jews and the vast body of 
postbiblical literature called the Talmud were formulated. And of all the great teachers of the 
centuries of the Talmud period, scholars and sages of profound wisdom and purity of life, the 
greatest of them all was Rabbi Akiva. But that is another, a much longer story.  

Much of what happened to Rachel remains in obscurity, as she herself preferred. Her joy was in 
his triumph, which, in barely twenty years, exceeded all that she could ever have imagined. 
Moreover, since Rabbi Akiva lived to very ripe old age, he managed to impress on the law and 
wisdom of Israel the power of a unique and rich personality, more so perhaps than any other single 
individual since Moses, the lawgiver himself. 

 

 

Nissan Mandel writes:13 

I am sure, all of you know of Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph, about whom our Sages say that he was one 

of the greatest Scholars of all times. With his sharp mind the Sages said, he could "uproot 

mountains," and he explained every single letter of the Torah, even the little crowns that adorn 

many of the letters of the Torah. Rabbi Akiba- was one of four great Sages who tried to enter the 

deepest secrets of the Creation and of learning, and he was the only one .who came out sound of 

body and sane of mind. 

But do you also know that all the extraordinary scholarship of this most famous of all Tanaim was 

due to the self-sacrificing love of Torah of his wife? 

You see, Rabbi Akiba was not one of the fortunate ones who are born to riches, or into the house 

of a scholar. He had to get everything the hard way. He was born as the child of a very poor family 

and became an ignorant shepherd, one of the many who took care of the thousands of flocks of the 

wealthy Kalba Sabua, about whose riches the Talmud tells many stories. The daughter of this 

 
13 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/111936/jewish/Rachel-Rabbi-Akibas-Wife.htm 
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fabulous man was a beautiful and G-d fearing girl. The richest and most learned young men of that 

time would have considered themselves fortunate to marry her. But Rachel, Kalba Sabua's only 

child, the heir to his riches, had observed the shepherd Akiba and some inner voice told her that 

this ignorant youth had the making of a great scholar. On the condition that he would leave her 

father's work to go and study Torah, she married him secretly. 

As Rachel refused one young man after the other, Kalba Sabua found out about her secret marriage 

to his former shepherd. He was very angry, and he vowed that he would have nothing to do with 

her or her husband. Gladly, the only child of the richest man of those days left all the luxuries and 

comforts to which she had been used, and went to live with Akiba in a shack, sleeping on a bundle 

of straw, and working hard with her own, soft hands, so that her husband could devote himself to 

the study of Torah. Once when she could not find work, she even cut off her beautiful long hair to 

sell it, so that she would have some money with which to buy a dry crust of bread for both. 

Yet even in their poverty, they were willing to share with others the little they possessed. Once a 

poor man passed the shack of Akiba and Rachel, and begged, "Pray, good people, let me have a 

handful of straw. My wife is sick, and I have nothing to bed her on." At once Akiba shared his 

own bundle of straw with the poor man, remarking thus to Rachel: "See, my child, there are those 

who fare worse than we." The poor beggar, say our sages, was none but the Prophet Elijah who 

had come to test Akiba's good heart. 

After Akiba had mastered the basic knowledge of the Torah, his wife and he agreed that he was to 

go to the academy of the great scholars of those days, headed by Rabbi Eliezer, to devote twelve 

years to intensive study. Thus the two parted and for twelve long years Rachel slaved hard to 

support herself, while her husband grew to become one of the most learned of all men that ever 

lived. At the end of twelve years Rabbi Akiba returned to his wife, as he had promised. When he 

came before the shabby old shack he heard a conversation between his wife and a neighbor who 

was taunting Rachel for being foolish enough to wait and slave for her husband who had left her 

to study Torah. "You could live in riches and luxuries, if you were not so foolish," said the woman. 
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"For my part he could stay away another twelve years at the Yeshivah to acquire more knowledge," 

was Rachel's reply. 

Full of pride and admiration for his great wife Rabbi Akiba turned around to do as Rachel wanted 

him to do. 

At the conclusion of the twenty-four years Rabbi Akiba had become the most famous of all living 

scholars. From near and far came the youth of Israel to study under his direction. 

Accompanied by twenty-four thousand students, Rabbi Akiba returned home in a triumphant 

journey from city to city, welcomed everywhere by the highest nobility. The masses, rich and poor, 

turned out when he came home to Jerusalem. 

Kalba Sabua, too, was among those who tried to get close to the master. Suddenly Rabbi Akiba 

saw his disciples trying to hold back a woman dressed in ragged clothes. At once he made his way 

through the crowd to greet the woman and led her to the chair by his side. "If not for this woman 

I would be an ignorant shepherd, unable to read the Aleph Beth. Whatever I know, I owe to her," 

Rabbi Akiba declared. 

The whole huge crowd bowed in respect before the woman to whom Rabbi Akiba owed his great 

scholarship. Kalba Sabua, too, suddenly discovered who his son-in-law was. Publicly he expressed 

his regret for having treated his daughter and her husband so badly. Now all his wealth would be 

theirs. 

Thus ends our story of Rachel, Rabbi Akiba's wife, whose heroism and self-sacrifice gave us the 

great Rabbi Akiba. 
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Kever of Rachel Rachel wife of Rabbi Akiva in Southern Tiberias 
 

Rabbi Akiva and His Women 
 
Ben-Zion Fischler writes:14 

Many legends have been woven around the person of Rabbi Akiva and their inclusion in the life 
story of one of the most important Talmudic scholars only adds greater depth to this much-revered 
individual. This article deals with only three of these legends, but the links between them invite 
further study and teaches us something about the women in Rabbi Akiva's life. 

The first of the three legends, which appears in "Sefer Avot de Rabbi Natan," describes Rabbi 
Akiva beside the well: "How did Rabbi Akiva's illustrious career begin? It is said: He was 40 years 
old, and he was an ignoramus." One day he was standing beside a well and he saw a stone there. 
The stone had tiny grooves in it. When he asked who had made the tiny grooves in this stone, he 
was told that it was the water that fell on it day after day. He thought for a while and asked himself: 
"Is my heart harder than a stone? If water can make tiny grooves in this stone, the words of the 
Torah can surely inscribe themselves on my heart." And there and then he began to learn. What 
did he do? He took his son and together they studied Torah with little children. And "he kept on 
learning until he knew the entire Torah." 

This legend, presented here in concise form, has been used by many adult education institutions in 
Israel, especially ulpanim (Hebrew-language schools for new immigrants). In fact, one ulpan even 
went a step further and has called itself "Ulpan Akiva" - a name that had the built-in message: "No 
matter how old you are, success might just come your way." 

 
14 https://www.haaretz.com/2003-06-05/ty-article/rabbi-akiva-and-his-women/0000017f-e2d2-d804-ad7f-
f3fa1dde0000?lts=1662043234200 
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Clandestine wedding 

The second legend is about Rabbi Akiva and the daughter of Kalba Savua: "Rabbi Akiva was 
Kalba Savua's shepherd. Kalba Savua's daughter Rachel noticed how modest Rabbi Akiva was and 
how fine a person he was. She said to him: `If I agree to be your wife, will you study Torah in the 
beit midrash [school for the study of Torah]?' He replied, `Yes.' Their wedding ceremony was 
carried out clandestinely. Kalba Savua found out about the marriage and banished her from his 
house, cutting her off from all his assets" (from "The Book of Legends/Sefer Ha-Aggadah: 
Legends from the Talmud and Midrash," Haim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hana Ravnitzky, 
editors; the original text in the Babylonian Talmud's Ketubot Tractate is in Aramaic and the name 
of Kalba Savua's daughter does not appear there). 

The legend goes on to tell us of the difficulties faced by the young couple. Kalba Savua is one of 
the most affluent individuals in the city; his name, it is commonly believed, is derived from the 
fact that a poor person would enter his home, as famished as a dog ("kalba" is Aramaic for dog) 
and would emerge after a hearty meal with a full belly ("savua" is linked to "save'a," which in 
Hebrew means sated). Kalba Savua throws his daughter and his son-in-law out of his house, and 
they must seek shelter in a barn. In the morning, when the daughter awakens, she finds that her 
hair is full of straw. Her new husband picks out the straw from her hair and promises her that, if 
he had enough money, he would give her a "Jerusalem of gold." 

In order to persuade the bride that their situation is not so dire, Elijah the Prophet appears in the 
guise of a human being and asks them for a little straw for his wife who is about to give birth. 
"Rabbi Akiva says to his wife, `You see this person? He does not even have a bit of straw.'" 

Rachel says to her husband, "Go and study Torah in a beit midrash." Rabbi Akiva obeys her wishes 
and sets off on his journey to learn Torah. Twelve years pass and he returns home accompanied 
by 12,000 students. As he stands beneath the window, he overhears a conversation between his 
wife and a few of her neighbors (in another version of the legend, he overhears an old man saying 
to his wife: "How long will you remain a widow whose husband is alive but absent?"). Rabbi 
Akiva hears his wife's reply: "If he would listen to me, he would go back [to his place of sacred 
studies] for another 12 years." 

Sure enough (according to another legend), he does go back to the house of sacred learning, studies 
there for another 24 years and returns to his city with 24,000 students. All of the townspeople come 
out to greet him. So does his wife, who appears in ragged clothes and who refuses to heed the 
advice of her neighbors who suggest that she borrow suitable attire. When his students catch sight 
of her, they try to prevent her from approaching Rabbi Akiva. However, he immediately calls a 
stop to their efforts (using one of the shortest and most beautiful statements to describe their mutual 
relationship): "What is mine and what is yours - belongs to her!" 

As in most legends, this one as well has a happy ending. Kalba Savua, who had banished his 
daughter and his son-in-law because he considered the latter to be an ignoramus, "bowed to the 
ground, his face pressing the earth, and then kissed Rabbi Akiva's feet, giving him half of all his 
wealth." 
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The third legend (presented here in succinct form and in a Hebrew translation) concerns Rabbi 
Akiva and the wife of Turnus (Tineius) Rufus (or "Turnusrufus," in one version), the Roman 
governor of Judea. The Babylonian Talmud's Nedarim Tractate informs us that there were 
ultimately three sources to Rabbi Akiva's wealth: his father-in-law Kalba Savua, an affluent 
Roman matron and Turnus Rufus' wife. However, since the subject of this article is not Rabbi 
Akiva's financial situation but rather his wives, we shall present here the events that led up to Rabbi 
Akiva's meeting with Turnus Rufus' wife. 

Turnus Rufus was a Roman governor whose posting in the first half of the second century C.E. 
(that is, at the time of the Jewish revolt led by Bar-Kochba) was in Judea. The discussions and 
bitter arguments between Turnus Rufus and Rabbi Akiva were widely known and focused on 
theological issues. The Talmud tells us what the three main topics of debate were: circumcision, 
God's love for Israel and His hatred of idol worshipers, and the sacredness of the Sabbath. Needless 
to say, Rabbi Akiva always emerged the victor in these debates. This fact hurt Turnus Rufus' pride, 
increased his hatred for Rabbi Akiva and kindled a lust for revenge in the Roman governor's heart. 

Here is how Rabbi Nissim Gerondi (known by his acronym, the "Ran") interprets the chain of 
events described in the Talmud's Nedarim Tractate: "R.A. [Rabbi Akiva] would always triumph 
over him as he cited biblical verses before the emperor and would anger him with the words he 
uttered." No wonder Turnus Rufus would go home each day with sadness and rage written all over 
his face! His wife asked him: "Why do you have such an angry scowl on your face?" He replied: 
"Because of R.A., who angers me each and every day ..." She said to him: "The God of those 
people hates licentiousness. Just give me your permission and I will trip him up and cause him to 
sin." He gave his permission. She put on her makeup and, wearing most attractive attire, she went 
to see R.A." 

Another slightly different version of the legend can be found in the Midrash Yelamdenu presented 
by Rabbi Shimon the Biblical Orator (Rabbi Shimon Hadarshan), at the end of the first volume of 
"Yalkut Torah," printed in Salonika in 1526. The version was copied from this source and then 
inserted in several works, including the one by A. Jellinek in his "Beit Hamidrash" (second edition, 
Jerusalem, 1937/8): "The story is told of Turnus Rufus who tried to impose his will on Rabbi 
Akiv(a) but was unable to find a way that would enable him to attain that goal. His wife said to 
him: `I have a plan that will enable you to impose your will on him.' She dressed up in one her 
finest attires and stood beside the front entrance to his [Rabbi Akiva's] house (of sacred study) ..." 
The meeting between the two was short but fateful: She converted to Judaism and became his wife. 

Unanswered questions 

Let us return to the first of the third legends, the one that tells that, before he studied Torah, Rabbi 
Akiva hated Talmudic scholars. He himself confessed this fact: "When I was an ignoramus, I used 
to say: `If I could only get my hands on a Talmudic scholar; I would sink my teeth into his flesh 
just as a donkey would.'" (Pesakhim Tractate, Babylonian Talmud). However, another aspect of 
this legend is of particular interest to us: Rabbi Akiva's family status when he decides to study 
Torah. As noted above, he studies Torah together with his son. But where did this son come from? 
Another legend tells us that the name of this son was Joshua (his nickname was "Ben Karkha"). 
Who was his mother? Did Rabbi Akiva divorce her or is he a widower when we encounter him in 
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this legend? No answer is provided for any of these questions. We are therefore forced to assume 
that his first wife did not bask in his fame during Rabbi Akiva's later years (according to various 
sources, he lived to the age of 120!). 

Rabbi Akiva's second wife sometimes appears in the Talmud as the "daughter of Kalba Savua" 
and sometimes as the "daughter of the son of Kalba Savua" (apparently, the latter is the correct 
version), but she is never referred to by her first name. Then how did the name Rachel become 
associated with her? In the Talmud's Ketubot Tractate, we learn of the (protracted) engagement of 
Rabbi Akiva's daughter to Ben Azai, and the Talmud explains: "This is what people would say: `A 
sheep ["rachel" in Hebrew] always follows another sheep.'" This text prompted commentators to 
conclude that the name of both mother and daughter was Rachel, although such an argument would 
not be acceptable in any court charged with the task of determining kinship. Incidentally, the Bible 
is much more economical: To express the idea that daughters behave like their mothers, the Bible 
simply states (Ezekiel 16:44): "Like mother, like daughter." 

`Jerusalem of gold' 

As noted above, Rabbi Akiva promised his bride that, had he the means, he would give her a 
"Jerusalem of gold." Did he keep his promise? Apparently, he did. In the Jerusalem Talmud we 
read (the following is a free translation into Hebrew): "The story is told of Rabbi Akiva who made 
a city of gold for his wife. Rabban Gamliel's wife saw that gift and was filled with envy. She spoke 
with her husband. He said to her: `And would you have done what she did for him [Rabbi Akiva]: 
She would sell the braids of her head [that is, her hair - for use in wigs] and would give him [the 
money she received] while he engaged in the study of Torah?'" It should be mentioned that we 
encounter the subject of human hair in the Nedarim Tractate where Rabbi Akiva states: "Even if 
you have to sell the hair on your head, you must give [your wife] (the value of) her ketuba 
[marriage agreement]." The intention, according to the "Ikar Tosafot Yom Tov" commentary: 
"Even if you have nothing else with which to redeem the marriage contract except, for example, 
the hair on your head, which you must sell to secure food for your table, you must do so in order 
to give her [the value of] her marriage contract." 

Elsewhere in the Talmud, we find Rabbi Akiva's statement that a reason that allows a man to 
divorce his wife is that "he has found another woman who is more beautiful" (the mishna at the 
end of the Gittin Tractate). It is difficult to learn to live with the speed with which Rabbi Akiva 
succumbs to the charms of Turnus Rufus' wife; however, the Tosafot commentary in the Talmud 
and Rabbi Nissim Gerondi (the Ran) rush to Rabbi Akiva's aid (in the commentaries to the 
Talmud's Nedarim Tractate). 

Both Tosafot and the Ran tell us that, when Rabbi Akiva saw her magnificent beauty, he "spat on 
the floor, laughed and then began to cry." She was deeply offended by this behavior and demanded 
an explanation. "He told her: `Two actions I will explain, the third I will not.'" He spat because he 
remembered that she came into this world from a foul-smelling drop (she was born from semen, 
in the wake of a sexual act). He cried because he remembered that her beauty would eventually be 
buried in the ground and that worms would consume her lovely face. But why did he not explain 
his laughter? "Because he saw, by means of the holy spirit [here is the justification], that she would 
convert to Judaism and would become his wife." 
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The "fear" that Rabbi Akiva married the wife of Turnus Rufus while he was still married to his 
second wife (the daughter of Kalba Savua) was expressed many years before the present era. That 
argument was voiced 450 years ago by Rabbi Yitzhak Luria (also known as the Holy Ari), who 
lived in Safed. He raised that fear in a kabbalistic treatise that was published many years after his 
death: "Just as the Patriarch Jacob was the shepherd of his father-in-law's flocks, so was Rabbi 
Akiva the shepherd of his father-in-law's flocks. And, just as Jacob had two wives, similarly R.A. 
had two wives: He married the daughter of Kalba Savua and the wife of the evil Turnus Rufus. 
Kalba Savua's daughter can be compared to Jacob's wife Rachel, while the wife of Turnus Rufus 
can be compared to Leah" (Likutei Shas, 1983-84, commentary on the Talmud's Yebamot 
Tractate). 

Well-known motif 

And what was the fate of Rabbi Akiva's beloved wife, the daughter of (the son of) Kalba Savua? 
Unfortunately, we do not know very much about her later years, just as what happened to his first 
and third wives in the final years of their life is a mystery to us. According to the Midrash 
Yelamdenu (mentioned above), Turnus Rufus' wife said to him, "I am not moving from here until 
you convert me to Judaism." Rabbi Akiva apparently fulfilled that wish, because the legend goes 
on to tell us: "She boarded a ship and headed for another destination." 

The name of Turnus Rufus' wife, Rufina, is mentioned in only one legend, which relates that 
Turnus Rufus once asked Rabbi Akiva a certain question to which Rabbi Akiva replied: "I will 
answer you tomorrow." The next day Rabbi Akiva said to him, "I had a dream ... in which I saw 
two dogs. One was named Rufus and the other Rufina." Turnus Rufus retorted: "Do you mean to 
tell me that the only names you could find for your dogs were mine and my wife's? You deserve 
to die for high treason!" (Midrash Tanhuma on the weekly Torah portion Teruma). 

Since we began this article with the disclosure of names, we will mention here that the first time 
we encounter Rachel as the name of Rabbi Akiva's wife is in "Avot de Rabbi Natan," Chapter 6: 
"Rabbi Akiva will one day pass sentence on all poor people ... Why? Because, if they are asked, 
`Why did you not study Torah during your lifetime?' and they reply, `Because we were poor,' they 
will be told, `Yes, but Rabbi Akiva was the poorest person on earth.'" The debate ends with the 
statement: "Because Rachel his wife received her reward." It is thus no wonder that among the 
tombs of righteous Jewish men and women, another tomb has recently been added: that of Rachel 
of Galilee (that is, Rachel, Rabbi Akiva's wife) in the vicinity of Tiberias. 

We have not mentioned many things associated directly or indirectly with Rabbi Akiva's wives, 
starting with the names of his four sons (in addition to Rabbi Joshua) - Simon, Hanania (Hanina), 
Rabbi Hama and Asa (Isi) - and ending with the well-known motif in the legends of other nations, 
about the beautiful princess who rejects all the princes who seek her hand in marriage. She falls in 
love with a young, poor shepherd and elopes with him. It ultimately emerges that he is a hero who 
saves the kingdom from its enemies who are poised to invade it. Obviously, this shepherd is 
rewarded with half of his father-in-law's assets. 

This article must end with a textual delicacy, and here is a legend that is very far removed from 
the ones we have presented: "It is told of Rabbi Akiva that he was once in prison. A Gentile who 
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lived in the neighborhood of the prison would visit him every day in order to persuade him to 
abandon his Jewish faith and become a pagan." Despite the Gentile's entreaties, Rabbi Akiva 
refused to convert to paganism. One day, when the Gentile returned to his home, he refused to eat 
the meal his wife had prepared for him and "did not honor with his presence" the bed that had been 
laid out for him. When his wife asked him, "Why are you so angry?" he told her about Rabbi 
Akiva's steadfast refusal to convert to paganism, adding: "Life holds no meaning for me until he 
joins our faith." 

Whereupon she answered, "Here, eat and drink and be content of heart ... I will take it upon myself 
to convert him to our faith." She dressed herself up in beautiful attire and she was in any case an 
exquisitely beautiful woman. She went to see Rabbi Akiva. As in the legend about Rufina 
mentioned above, Rabbi Akiva "spat to the left and to the right." She then implores him to convert 
her to Judaism. "He told her, `Madame, how can I convert you when I am being held here as an 
inmate of this prison? ... Go to the sacred study home of the wise scholars and ask them to convert 
you to Judaism.'" And that is precisely what she did. Since she failed to return home, her husband 
began to look for her and him himself converted to Judaism (from the "Book of Tales," compiled 
and edited by M. Gester, Lipsia and London, 1924). 

In this tale, in which we also see religious tension between Rabbi Akiva and his neighbor (who 
apparently filled some sort of official capacity that enabled him to visit the prison whenever he 
wanted to), a woman plays the role of a temptress; however, in this story, Rabbi Akiva does not 
succumb to her charms. Quite the contrary, both she and her husband convert to Judaism. Was this 
tale introduced to counterbalance the tale about Turnus Rufus' wife? 

As noted above, Rabbi Akiva is mentioned on many occasions in the Talmud and in midrashim. 
A large number of books have been written about him and about the era during which he lived. 
This is not the context to enumerate those passages. Suffice it to mention one book that has nearly 
been forgotten: "Toldot Yisrael" ("Jewish History") by Ze'ev Yavetz (1927/8), in the sixth volume, 
the chapter entitled "Rabbi Akiva and His Friends." If we encounter legends that do not cast Rabbi 
Akiva in the most respectful light, we should consider them not only as products of envy among 
scholars but also, and primarily, as an expression of a certain awkwardness in the face of his 
enthusiastic support for Bar-Koziva (Bar-Kochba). 



 48 

 
 
 

BEN KALBA SABBUA' 
 
Marcus Jastrow and Louis Ginzberg write:15 
A rich and prominent man of Jerusalem who flourished about the year 70. According to the Talmud 
(Giṭ. 56a), he obtained his name from the fact that anyone that came to his house hungry as a dog 
(Kalba), went away satisfied (Sabbua'). He was one of the three rich men of Jerusalem (the other 
two being Naḳdimon ben Goryon and Ben Ẓiẓit ha-Keset), each of whom had in his storehouses 
enough to provide the besieged city with all the necessaries of life for ten years. But as these three 
favored peace with Rome, the Zealots burned their hordes of grain, oil, and wood, thus causing a 
dreadful famine in Jerusalem (Giṭ. ib.; Lam. R. i. 5; Eccl. R. vii. 11; Ab. R. N., ed. Schechter, vi. 
31, 32, in which Ben Kalba Sabbua''s wealth is described as still greater). 

Although the details of this account are hardly supported by historical evidence, there is no reason 
to doubt the existence of the three rich men. But the account in the Babylonian Talmud, according 
to which Akiba ben Joseph was the son-in-law of Ben Kalba Sabbu'a, is probably without any 
historical foundation; nor is there any reference to it in the Palestinian sources. It tells of the secret 
marriage of Ben Kalba's daughter; that she was turned away by her father; and that he finally 
became reconciled to her (Ned. 50a; Ket. 62b et seq.). Compare Akiba in Legend. 

A grave, alleged to be that of Ben Kalba Sabbua', to which the Jews pay great respect, is pointed 
out about half a mile north of Jerusalem. It is mentioned by Benjamin b. Elijah, a Karaite who 

 
15 https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/9145-kalba-sabua 
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traveled in Palestine (compare T. Gurland, "Ginze Yisrael," i. 53). Recent excavations show that 
there actually are graves on this spot; but the statement that an inscription bearing Ben Kalba 
Sabbua's name was found there has not been proved (Gurland, ib. p. 68; "Ha-Maggid," viii. 28). 

Bibliography 
 

• Derenbourg, Essai sur l'Histoire de la Palestine, p. 281, note; 
• Grätz, Gesch. der Juden, 3d ed., iii. 527, 528; 
• Luncz, Jerusalem, pp. 92, 93. 

 

 
 

Rabbi Akiva's Youth 
 

 
AZZAN YADIN writes:16  

 
16 The Jewish Quarterly Review , Fall 2010, Vol. 100, No. 4 (Fall 2010), pp. 573-597  
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/25781005.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ac329d121abf069f0f6de1d39f876f039&ab_segments=0%2
Fbasic_search_gsv2%2Fcontrol&origin=&acceptTC=1 
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A GOOD STORY DESERVES RETELLING 
– 

THE UNFOLDING OF THE AKIVA LEGEND 
 
 
SHAMMA FRIEDMAN writes:17 

 
 

 
17 JSIJ  3 (2004) 55 93: 
https://www.academia.edu/38101640/Shamma_Friedman_A_Good_Story_Deserves_Retelling_The_Unfolding_of_the_Akiva_L
egend_Jewish_Studies_Internet_Journal_vol_4_2004_55_93 
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