
God has Attacked Me: Ruth, Suffering, and the Lesson of a Rabbinic Heretic 
James A. Diamond תועובש  Torah in Motion   ןויע םוי 
 
Question: Why is Ruth included in the biblical canon? 

ב השרפ )אנליו(  הבר תור       
רתיה אלו רוסיא אלו הרהט אלו האמוט אל הב ןיא וז הלגמ  בוט רכש המכ ךדמלל הבתכנ המלו  אריעז ר"א

םידסח ילמוגל   There is no law or ritual- it teaches the importance of kindness 
 
1) Inexplicable Catastrophe: Ruth 1:1  ַץרֶאָ֑בָּ בעָ֖רָ יהִ֥יְוַ םיטִ֔פְשֹּׁהַ טפֹ֣שְׁ י֙מֵיבִּ יהִ֗יְו    National crisis- Famine 
ןוֹי֑לְכִוְ ןוֹל֣חְמַ םהֶ֖ינֵשְׁ־םגַ וּתמֻ֥יָּוַ   3-5 ימִ֑עֳנׇ שׁיאִ֣ cלֶמֶ֖ילִאֱ תמׇ֥יָּוַ ...         Personal Loss of husband and two children  

  Midrashic Rationale: abandoning community) ,ןיִעָהָ תוּרצָ ינֵפְּמִ ץרֶאָלָ ץוּחלְ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ץרֶאֶמֵ אצָיָוְ .רוֹדּהַ סנַרְפַוּ היָהָ לוֹדגָּ רישִׁעָ(
  
Naomi’s Responses- God is the enemy:  1:13  ִּֽ׳ה־דיַ יבִ֖ האָ֥צְיָ־יכִּֽ םכֶּ֔מִ ד֙אֹמְ ילִ֤־רמַ־יכ         
My lot is far more bitter than yours, for the hand of the LORD has struck out against me. 
 
׃דאֹֽמְ ילִ֖ ידַּ֛שַׁ רמַ֥הֵ־יכִּֽ ארָ֔מָ י֙לִָ ןארֶ֤קְ ימִ֑עֳנׇ ילִ֖ הנָארֶ֥קְתִּ־לאַ 1:20  Call me Mara, for Shaddai has made my lot very bitter 
ילִֽ ערַֽהֵ֥ ידַּ֖שַׁוְ יבִ֔ הנָעָ֣ ׳הֹיוַֽ ימִ֔עֳנׇ י֙לִ הנָארֶ֤קְתִ המָּלָ֣ ׳ה ינִבַ֣ישִׁהֱ םקָ֖ירֵוְ יתִּכְלַ֔הָ האָ֣לֵמְ י֙נִאֲ 1:21  
the LORD has dealt harshly with me, Shaddai has brought misfortune upon me 
 
2) Introducing the ‘Heretic’ (Hagigah 14b-15a) 

 :ןה ולאו ,סדרפב וסנכנ העברא :ןנבר ונת
 יאמ .ךרשב תא איטחל ךיפ תא ןתת לא +'ה תלהק+ רמוא בותכה וילע ,תועיטנב ץציק רחא ……אביקע יברו ,רחא ,אמוז ןבו ,יאזע ןב

 ...לארשיד אתווכז בתכימל בתימל אתושר היל אבהיתאד ןורטטימ אזח ?איה
  םולשב דריו םולשב הלע אביקע יבר ןה תויושר יתש םולשו סח אמש 

The Sages taught: Four entered the orchard [pardes],i.e., dealt with the loftiest secrets of Torah, and they 
are as follows: Ben Azzai; and ben Zoma; Aḥer, the other, a name for Elisha ben Avuya; and Rabbi 
Akiva...Aḥer chopped down the saplings, becoming a heretic...What was it that led him to heresy? He saw 
the angel Metatron, who was granted permission to sit and write the merits of Israel...Seeing that 
someone other than God was seated above, he said: Perhaps Heaven forbid, there are two authorities, 
Such thoughts led Aḥer to heresy. R. Akiva ascended in shalom and descended in shalom. 

(3) Cause of Elisha's Theological Breakdown 
(a)  ידי  לעד ה"ד ו השרפ )אנליו( הבר  תור  

 רמא ,ו"כאע הרותב עגי וניאו עדוי וניאש ןושל ,וימי לכ הרותב עגיש ןושלה םא רמא ,בלכה יפב ןותנ םותחנה הדוהי 'ר לש ונושל הארש
םיתמה תייחת אלו םיקידצל רכש ןתמ אל ןכ  םא   

He saw R. Judah the Baker's tongue in the mouth of a dog and said 'If a tongue that was involved in a lifetime 
of Torah how much more should one that didn't so he concluded there is no reward for the righteous and no 
resurrection 
 (b)   בוט ]ח[ א ה"ד ז השרפ )אנליו( הבר  תלהק  : 

םולשב . דריו  םינבה  לע  םאה  לטנו  לקדה , שארל  הלעש  דחא  םדא  הארו  רסוניג , תעקבב  הנושו  בשוי  היה  תחא  םעפ 
ביתכ  רמא  תמו . שחנ  ושיכהו  דריו  םאה , תא  חלשו  םינבה  לטנו  לקדה , שארל  הלעש  רחא  םדא  האר  תבש  יאצומב 
תוכירא  ןכיהו  הז ? לש  ובוט  ןכיה  םימי  תכראהו  ךל  בטיי  ןעמל  ךל  חקת  םינבה  תאו  םאה  תא  חלשת  חלש  םירבד כ"ב ) )
. ךורא ולוכש  םלועל  םימי  תכראהו  בוט , ולוכש  םלועב  ךל  בטיי  ןעמל  ארובצב : אביקע  השרדש ר ' עדי  אלו  הז ? לש  םימי   
He saw a man climb to the top of a tree on Shabbat The man took both the mother and her chicks, and climbed 
down safely. The next day he saw another man climb to the top of a tree, take the chicks only, and release the 
mother. When the man reached the ground, a snake bit him and he died. Elisha recalled that the Bible says: You 
must certainly set the mother free and take only the chicks. Thus, you will have a good life and a long one 
[Deut. 22:7]. What happened, he wondered, to this man’s good life? What happened to his long life? 
Unfortunately, Elisha was not aware of the interpretation Rabbi Akiva had already given the passage: 
Thus you will have a good life -- in the next world, which is entirely good. And a long one -- in the future 
life, where everything lasts long 



4)  R. Akiva vs. Elisha 
Makkot 24b 

 ,םישִׁדָקֳּהַ ישֵׁדְקׇ תיבֵּמִ אצָיָּשֶׁ לעָוּשׁ וּארָ תיִבַּהַ רהַלְ וּעיגִּהִשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ ,םהֶידֵגְבִּ וּערְקָ םיפִוֹצּהַ רהַלְ וּעיגִּהִשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ ,םיִלַשָׁוּרילִ ןילִוֹע וּיהָ תחַאַ םעַפַּ
 רזָּהַוְ״ וֹבּ בוּתכָּשֶׁ םוֹקמָ :וֹל וּרמְאָ ?םיכִוֹבּ םתֶּאַ המָ ינֵפְּמִ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ ?קחֵצַמְ התָּאַ המָ ינֵפְּמִ :וֹל וּרמְאָ .קחֵצַמְ אבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַוְ ןיכִוֹבּ ןהֵ וּליחִתְהִ

 תוֹנקֵזְוּ םינִקֵזְ וּבשְׁיֵ דוֹע״ ביתִכְּ היָרְכַזְבִּ ,״שׁרֵחָתֵ הדֶשָׂ ןוֹיּצִ םכֶלְלַגְבִּ ןכֵלָ״ ביתִכְּ היָּרִוּאבְּ !?הכֶּבְנִ אֹלוְ ,וֹבּ וּכלְּהִ םילִעָוּשׁ וישָׁכְעַוְ ,״תמָוּי ברֵקָּהַ
 לשֶׁ וֹתאָוּבנְ המָייְּקַתְנִּשֶׁ וישָׁכְעַ ,היָרְכַזְ לשֶׁ וֹתאָוּבנְ םייֵּקַתְתִּ אֹלּשֶׁ ארֵייָתְמִ יתִייִהָ היָּרִוּא לשֶׁ וֹתאָוּבנְ המָייְּקַתְנִ אֹלּשֶׁ דעַ .״םִלָשָׁוּריְ תוֹבחֹרְבִּ

וּנתָּמְחַינִ אבָיקִעֲ ,וּנתָּמְחַינִ אבָיקִעֲ :וֹל וּרמְאָ הזֶּהַ ןוֹשׁלָּבַּ .תמֶייֶּקַתְמִ היָרְכַזְ לשֶׁ וֹתאָוּבנְּשֶׁ עַוּדיָבְּ – היָּרִוּא . 
 Once they were ascending to Jerusalem. When they arrived at Mount Scopus , they rent their 
garments . When they arrived at the Temple Mount, they saw a fox that emerged from  the Holy of 
Holies. They began weeping, and Rabbi Akiva was laughing. They said to him: For what reason are you 
laughing? Rabbi Akiva said to them: For what reason are you weeping? They said to him: This is 
the place concerning which it is written: “And the non-priest who approaches shall die” (Numbers 
1:51), and now foxes walk in it; and shall we not weep? In  Uriah it is written: “Therefore, for your sake 
Zion shall be plowed as a field, and Jerusalem shall become rubble, and the Temple Mount as the high places 
of a forest” (Micah 3:12), where foxes are found. In the prophecy of Zechariah it is written: “There shall yet 
be elderly men and elderly women sitting in the streets of Jerusalem” (Zechariah 8:4). Until the prophecy 
of Uriah  was fulfilled I was afraid that the prophecy of Zechariah would not be fulfilled Now that the 
prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, it is evident that the prophecy of Zechariah remains valid.  The Sages said 
to him,  Akiva, you have comforted us; Akiva, you have comforted us. 
 
(5) Last Teaching of the Heretic in his name- Avot 4:20 

קוּחמָ ריָנְ לעַ הבָוּתכְ וֹידְלִ ,המֶוֹד אוּה המַלְ ןקֵזָ דמֵוֹלּהַוְ .שׁדָחָ ריָנְ לעַ הבָוּתכְ וֹידְלִ ,המֶוֹד אוּה המַלְ דלֶיֶ דמֵוֹלּהַ ,רמֵוֹא היָוּבאֲ ןבֶּ עשָׁילִאֱ . 
Elisha ben Abuyah said: He who learns when a child, to what is he compared? To ink written upon a new 
writing sheet. And he who learns when an old man, to what is he compared? To ink written on a rubbed writing 
sheet. 
Traditional Interpretations of Elisha's statement in Avot : 
Rambam: עודיו ראובמ הזו ,ךפהב - הנקיזה דומילב ןינעהו ,ותחכיש לקת אלו ,םייקתי תודליב דומלהש.  
The analogy means that what is learned in youth is lasting and less vulnerable to forget while learning at an 
older age is the opposite 
6) Erasing Memory or Torah 
Yom Tov Lipmann Heller 1579-1654  

 .תוּמלֵשְׁבִּ הזֶלָ לכַוּי אֹלוְ תוֹבשָׁחְמַּהַ םתָוֹאלְ םקָחֲוֹמלְ cרֵטָצְיִ הּרָוֹתּ ירֵבְדִּ רכֹּזְלִ הצֶרְיִּשֶׁכְוּ םלָוֹעהָ ינֵיְנְעִמֵ םיבִּרַ תוֹנוֹבּשְׁחֶ וֹתּעְדַבְּ וּקקְחְנֶ רבָכְּשֶׁ
 שׁדָחָ cפֶהֵ אוּהשֶׁ ,ןשָׁיָ ןנַתְּ אֹל cכָלְוּ

PAPER THAT HAS BEEN ERASED. For numerous thoughts and calculations having to do with worldly 
matters have already been engraved in his mind. When he desires to remember words of Torah he will 
have to erase all of those thoughts, and this is not easy to do well. This is why the mishna speaks of a paper 
that has been erased as opposed to an old paper, which is the opposite of a new one. 

7) R.Meir's Devotion to his Heretic Master – Ruth Rabbah 6 
 הבָוּשׁתְּ cוֹתּמִּשֶׁ המֶוֹדּ רמַאָוְ חַמֵשָׂ ריאִמֵ יבִּרַ היָהָוְ .תמֵוָ היָוּבאֲ ןבֶּ עשָׁילִאֱ הכָבָּ העָשָׁ הּתָוֹאבְּ ,שׁפֶנֶ לשֶׁ הּכָוּדּכְדִּ דעַ ,אכָּדַּ דעַ שׁוֹנאֱ בשֵׁתָּ

 רמַאֲ ,הָילֶעָ וֹתילִּטַ שׂרַפָוּ אצָיָ ,ףרָשְׂנִ ¯בְּרַ רבֶקֶ ריאִמֵ יבִּרַלְ הּילֵ ןירִמְאָוְ ןוֹתאֲ ,וֹרבְקִ תאֶ ףרֹשְׂלִ רוּאהָ התָאבָּ וּהוּרבָקְּשֶׁ ןוָיכֵוְ ,יבִּרַ קלֵּתַּסְנִ
שׁוֹדקָּהַ הזֶ ,לאָגְיִ בוֹט cלֵאָגְיִ םאִ ,בוֹט וֹלּכֻּשֶׁ םלָוֹעבָּ רקֶבֹּבַ היָהָוְ .לאָגְיִ בוֹט cלֵאָגְיִ םאִ רקֶבֹּבַ היָהָוְ ,הלָיְלַ וֹלּכֻּשֶׁ הזֶּהַ םלָוֹעבָּ הלָיְלַּהַ ינִילִ :הּילֵ : 

) רקֶבֹּהַ דעַ יבִכְשִׁ 'ה יחַ יכִנֹאָ cיתִּלְאַגְוּ cלֵאֳגָלְ ץפֹּחְיַ אֹל םאִוְ .לכֹּלַ 'ה בוֹט ט ,המק םילהת ) רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,אוּה cוּרבָּ   
When they buried him, fire came to burn his grave. They came and said to Rabbi Meir: ‘The grave of your 
teacher is burning.’ He emerged and spread his garment over it. [Rabbi Meir] said to [Elisha]: “Stay tonight,” 
(Ruth 3:13) in this world that is entirely night. “It will be in the morning, if he will redeem you, good, he will 
redeem” (Ruth 3:13). “It will be in the morning,” – in the world that is entirely good. “If he will redeem you, 
good, he will redeem,” – this is the Holy One blessed be He, as it is stated: “The Lord is good to all” (Psalms 
145:9). “But if he will be unwilling to redeem you, I will redeem you, as the Lord lives, lie until the morning” 
(Ruth 3:13). [The fire] subsided. 
 
8) Elijah Vilna Gaon (18th C): רתוי םכלש רעצב ינא הז לכ םע 'ה די יב אציש ףא רמול הצר  –   . 'ה די יב אצי יכ
Suffering of others pains me more than God’s opposition/relationship to me. 


