What does God want, and how do we know?
Rabbi Akiva vs Turnusrufus_Bava Batra 10a

On Bava Batra 10a, Rabbi Akiva and Turnusrufus have a discussion about whether God
wants people to be poor or not. It turns out that Turnusrufus thinks that God must want
there to be poor people in the world if they exist, and no one should intervene to change
that. Rabbi Akiva on the other hand, believes that God wants us to intervene to help
ameliorate the situation of the poor. This conversation is actually part of an ongoing
debate between Greco-Roman thought and Rabbinic thought over what God wants, and
how we know...In this shiur, we will examine to other conversations between R. Akiva
and Turnusrufus in rabbinic literature that deepen this debate.

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@agmail.com
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Turnus Rufus the wicked asked R. Akiva: If
your God loves the poor, why does God
not sustain them? He responded: So that
we can be saved through them from the
judgement of Gehinnom.

He responded: On the contrary, this is
what obligates them to Gehinnom. | will
offer a metaphor: What is this like? A
human king who got angry at his servant
and imprisoned him and commanded
regarding him that no one feed him or give
him to drink. And one person went and fed
him and gave him to drink. When the king
heard, would he not be angry at him?! And
you are called servants, as is said: “For the
Children of Israel are My servants (Lev.
25:55).”

Rabbi Akiva responded: | shall offer a
metaphor: what is this like? A human king
who was angry at his son and imprisoned
him. And he commanded regarding him
that no one feed him or give him to drink.
And one person went and fed him and
gave him to drink. When the king heard,
would he not send him a gift? And we are
called children, as is written: “You are
children to the Lord your God (Deut. 14:1).”
He responded: You are called children and
servants: when you do God’s will, you are
called children, and when you do not, you
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are called servants. And now you are not
doing God'’s will.

He responded: Behold it says: “Is it not to
deal your bread to the hungry, and that you
bring the poor that are cast out to your
house? (Isaiah 58:7)

When do we bring the poor that are cast
out into our houses? Now, and the verse
states: “Is it not to share your bread with
the hungry?”


https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.58.7
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Turnus Rufus asked R. Akiva: Why is today X2'7Y ' NIX 0i9iN0INiv IRY
different than any other day? " 20mm oi' nn i MmN
He responded: How are you different than ?0M2an 123 Nt Y IR
any other man? T27 A0 Ny i mx
He said to him: The king wished to honor .ATA27 D270 AN NYINY T qX 7 X
me. _ ?N2Y DIFDY X' N =37 DMK 2 07 0K
He said back: This too (=Shabbat) theyy nnax quiin xing ,nwit ji'vano 0} :i7 MK
Sovereign wished to honor her. .M K10 NAY2A 7N nine
He said to him: So | have said to you — Who ?210"%in NRR NNY (7 MK
says that today is Shabbat? navn m' 72 nYiv XNy NIt aix 2 i X
He responded: The Sambatyon River will NAYA NYiY 'K
prove it, for it pulls along rocks all week, but NAYA [YY N7uN iR ,NIT AN Y¢ inap
rests on Shabbat. o T
He rgsponded: Are you sending me to the N7 ingna jinta i mx
wind’ ' ‘ ’
He said to him: The necromancer will prove 41X T RY!
it, for the dead rise all week, but not on N7y 700 nin''
Shabbat. N7y N7 NaYad
Your father’s grave will prove it, for it does ANZY0 NAY TNKRY
not billow with smoke on Shabbat. 2N DYV RN 7 0K
He responded: You have scorned,nyyyx navwin nNx mwn vy M 7 i nK
humiliated and cursed him. o ~.inN2 w2 mnYn (X9 ,iix1a
[But] he went to check on his father. Indeed, ?7n0 nin' Y3 DY Wt Yoy nn D i MK

on weekdays, he arose, but on Shabbat h_e .0'NY 11X N2 ,0NIT 1R 7N Nin' 72 7 mx
did not. After Shabbat, he brought his
father’s spirit forth. He said to him: since

you died, have you become Jewish? N2V Y ¥R TN
He responded: All who do not keepnyin xin M2 witpgny ,3M2T2 DX :i7 X
Shabbat among you voluntarily keeps it ,NAY 7Y ATiddA
here against their will. NiNN A2 2% )
He said to him: What work do you even do 0'MYia na Ti' X
during the week? WY A2 NNY! 9K
He responded: On weekdays we are Ig'XD iNiN 99 inN Non :i7 MmN
judged, but on Shabbat we rest. 200iT 12T NNY ,79n 37 Uny
He returned to Rabbi Akiva. T nyma Iy TNy
He said to him: If you are right that the Holy A2 XN 722 70707 AR NN D
Blessed One wishes to honor Shabbat, |y i7¢j nyivi %24 199 ,xin 3102 WiTen XD O
then no winds should blow, no rain should ,iny NNX Nivin
fall, and no grass should grow on Shabbat. %2 D7ivn 722 AN 100

He responded: Drop dead!

I'll explain via metaphor: this is like one who
lives in their own courtyard and may carry
throughout it [on Shabbat]. Likewise,
because the whole world belongs to God,
and there is no other power alongside God,
God is permitted to [cause wind to blow
things, cause rain to fall, cause grass to
grow] throughout the world.
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Turnus Rufus the wicked asked R.
Akiva: Which are more beautiful — the
works of God or of flesh and blood? He
responded: those of flesh and blood are
more beautiful. Turnus Rufus the wicked
responded: Behold the heavens and the
earth; can you make something like
them? R. Akiva responded: Do not
speak with me about something which
is beyond humans, for they do not
control them, but regarding things that
are found among people.

He responded: Why do you circumcise?
He responded: | knew you would ask
this. Hence, | said in advance that the
works of flesh and blood are more
beautiful than those of God. He brought
him ears and loaves. He said to him:
These are the works of God, and these
are the works of flesh and blood. Are
these not more beautiful? They brought
him bundles of flax and garments from
Bet She’an. He said: These are the
works of God, and these are the works
of flesh and blood. Are these not more
beautiful?

Turnus Rufus said to him: If God wants
circumcision, why doesn’t the child
leave its mother's womb already
circumcised?

Rabbi Akiva responded: Why does the
umbilical cord come out attached to the
baby? Does not his mother cut his
umbilical cord? So why does the child
not leave the womb already
circumcised? Because God gave Israel
the commandments in order to purify
them. Therefore, David said: “Every
word of God is pure (I Sam.
22:31/Psalms 18:31).”



