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R\.	Yaakov	Bieler,	The	Great	Principle	of	the	Torah,	(Kodesh	Press,	2016)	

Chapter	1	“Hillel’s	‘Entire	Torah’	and	R.	Akiva’s	‘Great	Principle’”	

I. 	

א עמוד לא דף שבת מסכת בבלי תלמוד 	
, שמאי לפני שבא אחד בנכרי מעשה שוב 	
. אחת רגל על עומד כשאני כולה התורה כל שתלמדני מנת על גיירני: לו אמר 	
. שבידו הבנין באמת דחפו 	
\. גייריה, הלל לפני בא 	
- תעביד לא לחברך סני דעלך: לו אמר - ואידך, כולה התורה כל היא זו  .גמור זיל, הוא פירושה  	

	
Talmud	Bavli	Tractate	Shabbat	31a	
On	another	occasion	it	happened	that	a	certain	heathen	came	before	Shamai	and	said	to	him:	Make	me	

a	proselyte,	on	condition	that	you	teach	me	the	whole	Torah	while	I	stand	on	one	foot.		
Thereupon	he	repulsed	him	with	the	builder's	cubit	which	was	in	his	hand.			
When	he	went	before	Hillel,	he	converted	him.		
He	said	to	him:	What	is	hateful	to	you,	do	not	to	your	neighbor:	that	is	the	whole	Torah,	while	the	rest	

is	the	commentary	thereof;	go	and	learn	it.	
	

1. It is possible to argue that Hillel’s answer to the potential convert was not necessarily 
what Hillel himself believed, but rather what he thought would make the most positive 
impression on the individual questioning him. In light of the other two stories that the 
Talmud presents following the same literary pattern—see below-- why might someone 
come to that conclusion?  
 
Shabbat	31a	
a. 	Our	Rabbis	taught:	A	certain	heathen	once	came	before	Shamai	and	asked	him:	How	

	many	Torot	have	you?		
“Two,”	he	replied,	“the	Written	Torah	and	the	Oral	Torah.”			
“I	believe	you	with	respect	to	the	Written,	but	not	with	respect	to	the	Oral	Torah;	

make	me	a	proselyte	on	condition	that	you	teach	me	the	Written	Torah	(only).			
(But)	he	scolded	and	repulsed	him	in	anger.		
When	he	went	before	Hillel,	he	accepted	him	as	a	proselyte.		
On	the	first	day,	he	taught	him:	Alef,	Bet,	Gimel,	Dalet;	the	following	day	he	reversed	

(them)	to	him.		
“But	yesterday	you	did	not	teach	them	to	me	thus,”	he	protested.		
“Must	you	then	not	rely	upon	me?	Then	rely	upon	me	with	respect	to	the	Oral	(Torah)	

too.”…	
	

b.	…On	another	occasion	it	happened	that	a	certain	heathen	was	passing	behind	a	Beit 
	HaMidrash,	when	he	heard	the	voice	of	a	teacher	reciting:	(Shemot	28:4)	“And	these	are	
the	garments	which	they	shall	make;	a	breastplate,	and	an	ephod.”			

Said	he:	For	whom	are	these?		
“For	the	High	Priest,”	he	was	told.		
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Then	said	that	heathen	to	himself:	I	will	go	and	become	a	proselyte,	that	I	may	be	
appointed	a	High	Priest.		

So	he	went	before	Shamai	and	said	to	him:	Make	me	a	proselyte	on	condition	that	you	
appoint	me	a	High	Priest.		

But	he	repulsed	him	with	the	builder's	cubit	which	was	in	his	hand.		
He	then	went	before	Hillel,	who	made	him	a	proselyte.		
Said	he	to	him:	Can	any	man	be	made	a	king	but	he	who	knows	the	arts	of	government?	Do	

you	go	and	study	the	arts	of	government!		
He	went	and	read.	When	he	came	to:	(BaMidbar	1:51)	“And	the	stranger	that	cometh	nigh	

shall	be	put	to	death.”			
He	asked	him:	To	whom	does	this	verse	apply?		
“Even	to	David	King,	of	Israel,”	was	the	answer.		
Thereupon	that	proselyte	reasoned	within	himself	a	fortiori:	if	Israel,	who	are	called	Sons	of	

the	Omnipresent,	and	who	in	His	Love	for	them	He	Designated	them,	(Shemot	4:22)	
“Israel	is	My	Son,	My	Firstborn,”	yet	it	is	written	of	them,	“And	the	stranger	that	cometh	
nigh	shall	be	put	to	death”:	how	much	more	so	a	mere	proselyte,	who	comes	with	his	
staff	and	wallet!	

	Then	he	went	before	Shamai	and	said	to	him:	Am	I	then	eligible	to	be	a	High	Priest?	Is	it	not	
written	in	the	Torah,	“And	the	stranger	that	cometh	nigh	shall	be	put	to	death?”		

He	went	before	Hillel	and	said	to	him:	O	gentle	Hillel!	Blessings	rest	on	thy	head	for	bringing	
me	under	the	Wings	of	the	Shechina!		

	
(Another	context	where	an	authority	says	one	thing	to	a	questioner	in	order	to	assuage	his	

problem	on	a	level	that	is	appropriate	to	him,	but	then	presents	a	different	answer	
when	his	own	students	press	him	regarding	what	he	wishes	to	impart	to	them:	

	
Shemot	Rabba	29:1	
(Shemot	20:2)	“I	Am	the	LORD,	your	‘Elokecha’	[God;	plural	form]”)	
This	is	what	is	meant	when	it	is	written	(Devarim	4:33)	“Did	ever	a	people	
hear	the	Voice	of	‘Elokim’	(God;	plural	form)	‘Medaber’	(speaking;	singular)	
out	of	the	midst	of	the	fire,	as	thou	hast	heard,	and	live?”		
The	“Minim”	asked	R.	Simlai.	They	said	to	him:	There	are	apparently	many	

deities	in	the	world.		
He	said	to	them:	Why	(do	you	think	so?)		
They	said	to	him:	Behold	it	is	written	“Did	ever	a	people	hear	the	Voice	of	

‘Elokim’	(God;	plural	form)”.	
He	said	to	them:	Does	it	state	“Medabrim”	(the	plural	form	of	the	verb)?	But	

rather	the	verse	states	“Medaber”	(the	singular	form	of	the	verb).	
His	students	said	to	him:	Our	teacher!	To	these	you	pushed	aside	with	a	

“rotten	reed”	(an	idiom	indicating	an	extremely	weak	answer).	What	
would	you	answer	were	we	to	pose	the	same	question?		

R.	Levi	returned	and	interpreted,	and	said	to	them:	“Did	ever	a	people	hear	
the	Voice	of	‘Elokim’…”—How	is	it	to	be	understood?	(Tehillim	29:4)	“The	
Voice	of	the	LORD	‘Bekoach’	is	powerful”	–If	the	text	has	written	
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“BeKocho”	(with	His	Strength;	adding	the	possessive	pronoun	to	the	end	
of	the	noun;	i.e.,	had	HaShem	Utilized	His	Voice	with	all	of	His	Power),	
the	world	would	not	have	been	able	to	withstand	it.		But	it	says,	“The	
Voice	of	the	LORD	‘BeKoach’,	i.e.,	with	the	power	of	each	individual—the	
young	men	in	accordance	with	their	capacity;	the	elders	in	accordance	
with	their	capacity,	the	young	children	in	accordance	with	their	capacity.	
The	Holy	One,	Blessed	Be	He,	Said	to	Israel:	It	should	not	be	because	you	
heard	multiple	Voices,	you	conclude	that	there	are	in	Heaven	multiple	
deities,	but	rather	you	should	know	that	(Shemot	20:2)	“I	Am	the	LORD,	
your	God.”)	

	
If this is the case, what might Hillel have said to the potential convert if he felt that it 
was appropriate for him to share what he truly believed?  
 

2. On the other hand, if Hillel’s answer to the potential convert, unlike what occurred in 
the other two cases mentioned in Tractate Shabbat, was actually what he did truly 
believe, how should the role of all of the ritual law (Bein Adam LaMakom) in the Torah 
be understood? Put another way, how, e.g., the offering of sacrifices, the rules for 
keeping Kosher, the laws not to perform Melacha on Shabbat, could be understood as 
applications of the rule that Hillel declares? Give additional examples how this 
approach can be used to provide reasons for various Commandments.  
 

3. Would Hillel have even thought of this line of reasoning, had the potential convert not 
posed to him his question in the first place? How might coming up with such an answer 
be helpful not only to the potential convert, but also to Hillel himself, as well as else 
down through the ages  happening to study this Talmudic passage? What implications 
does such an observation have for our thinking about the issue of what is the point of 
our observance of the Mitzvot of the Torah?  
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II.	
ד הלכה ט פרק נדרים מסכת) וילנא( ירושלמי תלמוד 	

	
-יז:יט ויקרא( על עובר שאתה יודע היית אילו :לו ואומר ,שבתורה הכתוב מן לו פותחין :מ"ר אמר ועוד :'מתני  
  "תקום לא) "1) יח

  "תטור לא" ועל) 2
"כמוך לרעך ואהבת בלבבך אחיך את תשנא לא" ועל) 3  
  "עמך אחיך וחי) (שם כה:לו) "4
  .לפרנסו יכול את ואין יעני שמא) 5
: מותר זה הרי .נודר הייתי לא ,כן שהוא יודע הייתי אילו :ואמר  
  ".עמך בני את תטור ולא תקום לא) "2) + 1 כתיב 'גמ
	 ?עבידא היך
	 ?.לידיה ותמחי תחזור ,לידוי סכינא ומחת, קופד מקטע הוה
. ”כמוך לרעך ואהבת) "3  
	 ...בתורה גדול כלל זהו אומר עקיבה רבי
"יעני שמא) "5 . הוא כנולד לא --  

. מצויה עניות זעירא רבי אמר  
  .בתריה רב שלח. רב קומי מידון בעי אתא .עתיר דיניה בעל הוה נש בר חד כהדא
  .דידי דאפותיקי קורקסייא טענין לא ,דערבייא גמלייא אתון אין כך ?מידון מיתי בעי אנא ההוא עם :אמר
. בה פחתה תהא ?ליה דלא מתגאה מהו :ומר שמע  
  .לטימיון ומדליה הוא דייעול ,מלכותא מן קלווסים נפקת יד מן

. תחזור נפשי דו עלי צילי :ל"א .רב גבי אתא  
:עלה וחזר עלוי צלי 	

	
Talmud	Yerushalmi	Tractate	Nedarim	9:4	
Mishna:	R.	Meir	also	said:	A	strategy	by	which	it	(the	vow	prohibiting	giving	benefit	to	another)	can	be	

absolved	(the	process	entails	going	to	a	scholar	and	explaining	how	the	vow	has	been	made	without	
realizing	certain	crucial	facts)	is	based	upon	what	is	written	in	the	Torah:		

And	we	say	to	him:	Had	you	known	that	you	were	violating:	(VaYikra	19:17-8)	
1) "You	shall	not	take	vengeance,"	
2) “You	shall	not	bear	any	grudge	against	the	children	of	your	people,”	
3) “You	shall	love	your	neighbor	as	yourself,”	
4) (Ibid.	25:36)	“That	your	brother	may	live	with	you,”	

							5)				And	that	he	(the	object	of	the	vow)	might	become	poor	and	you	would	not	be	allowed	to	
provide	for	him,		

Would	you	have	vowed?		
Should	he	reply:	Had	I	known	that	it	is	so,	I	would	not	have	vowed,	he	is	absolved.		
Gemora:	It	is	written	(VaYikra	19:18)	1)	+	2)	“You	shall	not	take	vengeance;	you	shall	not	bear	any	

grudge	against	the	children	of	your	people.”		
What	constitutes	a	parable	for	this?		
One	was	cutting	something	with	a	knife	and	accidentally	cut	his	own	hand,	would	he	then	cut	the	hand	

(that	had	been	holding	the	knife)	in	retaliation?		
(Ibid.)	3)	“You	shall	love	your	neighbor	as	yourself.”	R.	Akiva	says:	This	is	the	great	principle	of	the	

Torah…	
5)	“And	that	he	might	become	poor”—this	is	not	something	that	is	completely	unanticipated.		
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Said	R.	Zeira:	The	(sudden)	descent	into	poverty	is	a	common	occurence.		
It	is	like	the	case	of	an	individual	whose	disputant	was	a	wealthy	individual.	The	former	came	and	

requested	a	trial	before	Rav	(who	would	serve	as	the	head	of	the	court	judging	the	case.)	Rav	
summoned	the	litigant	(to	appear	before	him).		

He	(the	wealthy	man)	said:	Together	with	such	an	individual	I	must	appear?	Even	if	all	of	the	camels	in	
the	Arab	world	were	to	come,	where	there	are	indeed	many	camels,	they	wouldn’t	be	able	to	
carry	the	keys	to	all	of	my	storage	houses!		

Rav	heard	his	response	and	said:		This	one	is	arrogant	as	a	result	of	things	that	don’t	belong	to	him.	He	
will	not	long	enjoy	his	wealth.	A	curse	will	come	and	he	will	lose	his	wealth.		

Immediately	a	decree	was	issued	that	the	wealthy	man,	as	well	as	all	that	he	had	are	to	be	“absorbed”	
by	the	king’s	treasury	(he	is	to	be	executed).		

The	man	came	before	Rav	and	said:	Pray	for	me	that	my	life	be	saved	from	the	king.		
(Even	though	his	wealth	was	lost,)	he	prayed	for	him	and	his	life	was	spared.		
	

4.   Generally, R. Akiva’s well-known position re the great principle of the Tora is not 
thought of within the context of vows, which the Talmud is discussing when R. Akiva 
offers his comment. Does knowing that this verse is originally mentioned as part of the 
strategies for absolving someone of vows that he has made against another add 
anything to the understanding of R. Akiva’s point of view?  

5.   If making vows against another person is understood by the Mishna as constituting 
numerous Torah violations, why does the Torah permit a person to make such vows in 
the first place (see BaMidbar 30)? Should this be understood as another case of “Lo 
Dibra Torah Elah KeNeged Yetzer HaRa” (the Tora [in some instances] legislates in 
acknowledgement of man’s evil inclination—see Kiddushin 21b)? How does allowing 
vows mitigate possible worse behaviors? Can you think of other Mitzvot that similarly 
address man’s baser instincts?  

6.   How does the biographical account of R. Akiva’s personal life in Ketubot 62b-63a add 
an extra dimension to his comment in Yerushalmi Nedarim?  

	
Talmud	Bavli	Tractate	Ketubot	62b-63a	
R.	Akiva	was	a	shepherd	of	Ben	Kalba	Sabua.		 
The	latter's	daughter.	seeing	how	modest	and	noble	(the	shepherd)	was,	said	to	

him:	Were	I	to	be	betrothed	to	you.	would	you	go	away	to	(study	at)	an	
academy?	 

“Yes,”	he	replied.		
She	was	then	secretly	betrothed	to	him	and	sent	him	away.		
When	her	father	heard	(what	she	had	done)	he	drove	her	from	his	house	and	

forbade	her	by	a	vow	to	have	any	benefit	from	his	estate.		
(R.	Akiva)	departed.	and	spent	twelve	years	at	the	academy.	When	he	returned	

home	he	brought	with	him	twelve	thousand	disciples.		
(While	in	his	home	town)	he	heard	an	old	man	saying	to	her:	How	long	will	you	lead	

the	life	of	a	living	widowhood?		
“If	he	would	listen	to	me,”	she	replied,	“he	would	spend	(in	study)	another	twelve	

years”.		
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Said	(R.	Akiva):	It	is	then	with	her	consent	that	I	am	acting,		and	he	departed	again	
and	spent	another	twelve	years	at	the	academy.		

When	he	finally	returned,	he	brought	with	him	twenty-four	thousand	disciples.		
His	wife	heard	(of	his	arrival)	and	went	out	to	meet	him,	when	her	neighbors	said	to	

her:	Borrow	some	respectable	clothes	and	put	them	on,	but	she	replied:	
(Mishlei	12:10)	“A	righteous	man	regardeth	the	life	of	his	beast.”			

On	approaching	him,	she	fell	upon	her	face	and	kissed	his	feet.		
His	attendants	were	about	to	thrust	her	aside,	when	(R.	Akiva)	cried	to	them:	Leave	

her	alone,	mine	and	yours	are	hers.”				
Her	father,	on	hearing	that	a	great	man	had	come	to	the	town,	said:	I	shall	go	to	

him;	perchance	he	will	invalidate	my	vow.”		
When	he	came	to	him	(R.	Akiva)	asked:	Would	you	have	made	your	vow	if	you	had	

known	that	he	was	a	great	man?			
“(Had	he	known),”	the	other	replied,	“even	one	chapter	or	even	one	single	Halacha	

(I	would	not	have	made	the	vow.		
He	then	said	to	him:	I	am	the	man.	
The	other	fell	upon	his	face	and	kissed	his	feet	and	also	gave	him	half	of	his	wealth.		

	
7.    Another biographical insight into R. Akiva’s thinking might shed additional light upon 

the position that he takes in Yerushalmi Nedarim:  
 

Talmud	Bavli,	Tractate	Yevamot	62b	
It	was	said	that	R.	Akiva	had	twelve	thousand	pairs	of	disciples,	from	Gabbatha		to	

Antipatris;		and	all	of	them	died	at	the	same	time	because	they	did	not	treat	each	other	
with	respect.		

The	world	remained	desolate	until	R.	Akiva	came	to	our	Masters	in	the	South	and	taught	
the	Torah	to	them.		

These	were	R.	Meir,	R.	Yehuda,	R.	Yose,	R.	Shimon	and	R.	Eleazar	b.	Shamua;	and	it	was	
they	who	revived	the	Torah	at	that	time.		

A	Tanna	taught:	All	of	them	died	between	Passover	and	Shavuot.		
R.	Chama	b.	Abba	or,	it	might	be	said,	R.	Chiya	b.	Avin	said:	All	of	them	died	a	cruel	death.	

What	was	it?	—	R.	Nachman	replied:	Croup.	
	

If R. Akiva championed VaYikra 19:18 as the great principle of the Torah, how is it 
possible that his many students failed to reflect that lesson in practice? Since 
Yerushalmi Nedarim does not state when R. Akiva developed his insight, how could 
that passage be reconciled with this one in Bavli Yevamot? Why might it require life 
lessons like what R. Akiva experienced according to Ketubot and Yevamot to help him 
develop the ideas for which he became well-known?  


