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Abstract

This paper is an Autistic analysis of the composite character of Rabbi Eliezer ben
Hyrcanus (Eliezer haGadol). Specifically, the paper analyzes three stories: the Oven
of Achnai story, the tale of Rabbi Eliezer’s death, and the story of how Eliezer
became a rabbi.! The analysis attempts to draw parallels between Rabbi Eliezer’s
tendencies and those of an Autistic. Because Autistics are not a monolith, the
behaviors described in this paper do not apply to all Autistics. Also, this study stops
short of labeling Rabbi Eliezer as an actual Autistic. It is also important to state that
the Sages did not intend for these aggadot to be analyzed in this way. Nevertheless,
the findings of this study have much to teach about advocacy and inclusion. Even
without looking for modern-day applications, this study also offers a valuable
alternative explanation for the behavior of one of Rabbinic Judaism’s most polarizing
figures. While this study could not possibly examine all of the aggadot about Rabbi
Eliezer, the author believes that this model of analysis could also be applied to many

other Rabbi Eliezer tales.

' B Bava Metzia 59; B Sanhedrin 67b-68a; Avot d’Rabbi Natan B-13
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Introduction

Background

The intersection of neurodiversity and religion is more prominent in our lifetime than
ever before. Depending on one’s views of God, it can be particularly difficult to deal
with issues of neurodiversity (and disability in general) in religious communities. To
say nothing of seemingly dehumanizing passages such as Leviticus 21:16-24, Exodus
4:11 in particular has left many disabled people (be their disabilities physical or
mental) asking: “Why did you make me this way, God?”* Some would come to
Judaism’s defense, claiming that the depiction of disability in the Tanach and Talmud
is meant to be compassionate and may even have been ahead of its time. As a
disabled rabbinical student, I have seen that the disabled community is not always
mollified by such arguments, however well-intended. As the topic of physical
disability in Judaism has been written on extensively, I intend to focus on a mental
disability: specifically Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).* The terminology for this
can be approached from a number of ways. In my own opinion, particularly if one
wants to succeed in a world dominated by neurotypicals, mental differences are
indeed disabilities. However, in an effort to promote inclusivity, from this point

onward I intend to use the mentally disabled community’s preferred term:

2 Respectively, these two citations refer to the disqualification of people with “blemished” or
“defective” bodies from priestly worship duties, and to God as the source of all handicapped
people, seemingly creating such differences intentionally

3 Judith Abrams, Judaism and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the Tanach through
the Bavli (Washington: Gallaudet University Press, 1998); Ora Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing:
How the Bible Embraces Those with Special Needs (Teaneck: Yehuda Ben Press, 2011);
Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual
Subversiveness of Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston: Beacon Press, 2023).
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neurodivergence.* In following the recommendations of the Autistic community, I
will also capitalize the word “Autistic” for cultural and identity-based reasons.’ At the
same time, [ will write the general term “autism” in the lower case unless referring to
the specific medical term Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).® Additionally, I will not
be shy about referring to ASD as a disability, because as Dr. Price writes: “being
disabled is not a shameful thing.””’

Neurodiversity is not a new phenomenon; it has existed throughout the ages. In
ancient times however (and until fairly recently), society knew very little about such
issues. People who were different (and particularly those who may have needed more
support) were often lumped together under a single category. The Jewish term shoteh
is one such example; shoteh is commonly translated as “fool” or “imbecile,” though
the defining criteria for the term are up for debate, ranging from extremely specific to
rather vague.® Rael Strous provides a list of contemporary mental disorders that could
fall under the umbrella of the term shoteh, though the list is non-exhaustive (and does
not include Autism Spectrum Disorder).” It is generally understood that a shoteh is
not responsible for upholding mitzvot and cannot be relied upon as a witness.'”
According to Straus however, modern advances in psychiatry should be considered

when determining whether someone with a known mental disorder should be treated

* Devon Price, Unmasking Autism: Discovering the New Faces of Neurodiversity (New York:
Harmony Books, 2022), 30.

® Price, Unmasking Autism, 46.

¢ Lydia Brown, “Identity-First Language,” Autistic Self Advocacy Network, 2011,
https://autisticadv .o t-asan/identity-first-lan .

" Price, Unmasking Autism, 46.

8 See B Chagigah 3b and Moses Maimon, “Hilchot Edut,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:9.
® Rael Strous, “The Shoteh and Psychosis in Halakhah with Contemporary Clinical
Application,” The Torah U-Madda Journal 12 (2004): 161-165,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/409147067?seq=1.

1 Maimon, “Hilchot Edut,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:1, 9.



https://www.jstor.org/stable/40914706?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40914706?seq=1
https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/identity-first-language/
https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/identity-first-language/
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as a shoteh." Lemhaus even remarks that the Babylonian Talmud deliberately made
the criteria for a shoteh broad and vague in order to minimize stigmatization. He
writes that the term was intended to be “open to interpretation,” and that it “[allows]
for contextual accommodations.'? While Lemhaus concedes that the term refers to an
umbrella of mental disorders and intellectual disabilities, he also emphasizes that to
Rashi, the term shoteh is not a medical definition, but a legal one. That is to say, the
term is not intended to stigmatize, but is used purely for the purposes of determining
who is exempted from mitzvot and barred from making transactions and other acts."?
It is also notable that the major contemporary Jewish movements in the US and Israel
have responded to the idea of the modern-day shoteh in their own way (though not
necessarily using that term).

At the 71st URJ Biennial in 2011, the Union for Reform Judaism made an effort to
recognize those with mental and invisible disabilities, affirming their right to
attendance and inclusion at Reform institutions, pressing for accommodations to
allow such individuals to participate in Reform Jewish life, and even encouraging its
affiliates to adapt Person First Language (referring to the person first instead of their
mental condition).'* The Rabbinical Assembly (the rabbinic arm of Conservative

Judaism in the United States) followed suit in 2014.'3

" Strous, “The Shoteh,” 158, 173-174.

2| ennart Lehmhaus, “The Shoteh in Rabbinic Sources: Intellectual Disability or Mental
lliness?,” in “Madness” in the Ancient World: Innate or Acquired? From Theoretical Concepts
to Daily Life, ed. Christian Laes and Irina Metzler (Turnhout: Brepols, 2023), 214.

3 Lemhaus, “The Shoteh,” 221; Rashi on B Chagigah 3b.

4 Union For Reform Judaism, “Resolution in Support of Access to Lifelong Jewish Learning
for Jews with Disabilities,” Union For Reform Judaism, 2011,

https://urj.org/what-we-believe/resolutions/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-j
ews-disabilities; National Institutes of Health, “Person-First and Destigmatizing Language,”

Jews with Disabilities,” Rabbinical Assembly, 2014,


https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/story/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
https://urj.org/what-we-believe/resolutions/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
https://urj.org/what-we-believe/resolutions/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
https://urj.org/what-we-believe/resolutions/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-language
https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-language
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In the Orthodox community, progress on this issue has been slower. Many would say
that there has been progress, but to the disabled Orthodox community, it is far from
satisfactory.'® Mental illness is often still stigmatized in Orthodox circles.'” And in the
case of less overt mental disorders, some Orthodox communities discourage
psychiatry and counseling, instead advocating for relief via faith and prayer.'® To
some like Paul Mendlowitz, Orthodox Judaism “has not yet conceded that mental
illness is an illness.”"

As a brief aside, I also want to make mention of Dr. Tzemah Yoreh, a Humanistic
rabbi who wrote about his experience being on the spectrum (this reflects the
terminology he uses) in his book, So Compassionate It Hurts.*® In my own life, I have
met a number of clergy whom I strongly suspect are Autistic or otherwise
neurodivergent. The decision to openly disclose such a thing is very personal, but

perhaps in a world where neurodivergence is less stigmatized, more clergy will be

open about these issues.

https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/story/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-je
~disabilities.

'® Miriam Rose, “Is the Orthodox Community Really Facing Mental Health Head-On?,”

Forward, October 24, 2017,

https://forward.com/life/385831/is-the-orthodox-community-really-facing-mental-health-head-o

n/.
'7 Linda Baron-Katz, “Suffering from Mental lliness in the Orthodox Jewish Community,”

Behavioral Health News, July 1, 2013,
https://behavioralhealthnews.org/suffering-from-mental-illness-in-the-orthodox-jewish-commu

'8 Hannah Farkas, “Orthodox Judaism: Features and Issues for Psychotherapy,” Orthodox
Union, March 20, 2013,

https://www.ou.org/community/health/orthodox-judaism-features-and-issues-for-psychotherap

® Paul Mendlowitz, “The Orthodox Jewish Community Has Not Conceded That Mental lliness
Is lliness,” Times of Israel, August 24, 2025,
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-orthodox-jewish-community-has-not-conceded-that-mental
2 Tzemah Yoreh, So Compassionate It Hurts: My Life as a Rabbi on the Spectrum (Modern
Scriptures, 2022).


https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-orthodox-jewish-community-has-not-conceded-that-mental-illness-is-illness/
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-orthodox-jewish-community-has-not-conceded-that-mental-illness-is-illness/
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-orthodox-jewish-community-has-not-conceded-that-mental-illness-is-illness/
https://www.ou.org/community/health/orthodox-judaism-features-and-issues-for-psychotherapy/
https://www.ou.org/community/health/orthodox-judaism-features-and-issues-for-psychotherapy/
https://www.ou.org/community/health/orthodox-judaism-features-and-issues-for-psychotherapy/
https://behavioralhealthnews.org/suffering-from-mental-illness-in-the-orthodox-jewish-community/
https://behavioralhealthnews.org/suffering-from-mental-illness-in-the-orthodox-jewish-community/
https://behavioralhealthnews.org/suffering-from-mental-illness-in-the-orthodox-jewish-community/
https://forward.com/life/385831/is-the-orthodox-community-really-facing-mental-health-head-on/
https://forward.com/life/385831/is-the-orthodox-community-really-facing-mental-health-head-on/
https://forward.com/life/385831/is-the-orthodox-community-really-facing-mental-health-head-on/
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/story/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/story/resolution-support-access-lifelong-jewish-learning-jews-disabilities
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It remains to be seen whether contemporary understandings of mental disability will
ever be enough to change the way the Orthodox Jewish community understands the
halachah. And even in Conservative and Reform Judaism, there is much work to be
done. In my own personal experience as a Jewish educator in Conservative and
Reform communities, I have seen that good intentions do not necessarily mean that a
synagogue understands the specifics of all learning differences. Moreover, they are
not always able to provide the resources they believe are necessary to help people
with learning differences thrive. Sometimes this means such individuals are turned
away. And of course, accepting students into a school or synagogue does not shield
them from things such as bullying.

Zeroing In On Autism

The term “shoteh” would not have applied to all neurodivergent individuals. Such a
label was dependent on observable outward behaviors. Many neurodivergent
individuals are able to pass undetected. Some would call this “invisible disability,”
though the more relevant term is known as “masking,” which is a form of covering
up” The term “masking” specifically refers to “the process of intentionally or
unintentionally hiding aspects of yourself to avoid harm.”*' When applied to Autistic
individuals (as is often the case), the term refers to attempts to blend in and mask
Autistic identity, though it can also refer to other groups, and in fact all individuals

engage in masking to a certain extent.?

21 Danielle Miller, Jon Rees, and Amy Pearson, “Masking Is Life’: Experiences of Masking in
Autistic and Nonautistic Adults,” Autism in Adulthood 3, no. 4 (December 7, 2021): 330-38,

https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2020.0083.
22 Miller, Rees, and Pearson, “Masking Is Life,” 330-38.

10


https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2020.0083
https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2020.0083
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One might argue that the term shoteh likely emerged due to an abundance of caution
and lack of understanding. If one is undeniably unable to fulfill the commandments or
act as a witness, being classified as a shoteh spares that individual from being
subjected to penalties. However, Bava Kama 86b goes so far as to say that there is no
greater humiliation than being a shoteh. Nothing can completely undo the damage of
being described this way. Still, one could conceivably mitigate the damage by
attempting to contrast this account with Torah tales and aggadot. As Gila Fine
explains, halachah is designed for the general good, but the Sages knew that it had
limitations. Therefore, they also inserted aggadot into our texts that “give voice to
those [halachah] inadvertently hurts.” Many people look to our texts for confirmation
that they were created “b tzelem Elohim.”** Indeed, it is only human to yearn to
encounter people we can relate to in our stories.

Modern media has plenty of examples of Autisticly coded characters (be they
intentional or “reclaimed”).”> Some of the examples are more flattering than others,
perhaps because Autistics were not always consulted about these characters by
showrunners.”® Regardless, the fact remains that there are no explicitly Autistic
characters in traditional Jewish texts. This is a fact that cannot be changed. It does not
help matters that the current medical definition of Autism Spectrum Disorder is

particularly static and narrow.”” While we cannot provide an explicit example of an

2 Gila Fine, The Madwoman in the Rabbi’s Attic: Rereading the Women of the Talmud
(Jerusalem: Maggid Books, 2024), XXII-XXIII.

2 Genesis 1:27.

% Jess Owen, “Autistic-Coded TV and Film Characters,” The Wyrd Sisters, September 25,

2023, hitps://thewyrdsisters.co.uk/autistic-coded-characters/; Price, Unmasking Autism, 37.

% Sarah Kurchak, “Good Riddance to the Good Doctor,” Time, May 23, 2024,
https://time.com/6981442/the-good-doctor-finale-autistic-representation/.
" Price, Unmasking Autism, 229-231.

11
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Autistic character in Jewish texts, I aim to do the next best thing: argue for an
example of a character whose behavior exhibits similarities with an Autistic
neurotype.

Still, this is still no small feat. Such arguments often hinge on perceived masking.
That is to say, an argument would have to be made that Eliezer possessed Autistic
traits despite this going unnoticed by those around him. For such a claim to hold
water, it must cite clear and consistent examples. A single verse will not suffice.
When done properly, a coherent framework for examining such figures can be labeled
as “neurodivergent Torah.”

Though the medium itself is certainly older, the term “neurodivergent Torah” was
coined very recently by Rabbanit Dr. Liz Shayne, the Director of Academic Aftairs at
Yeshivat Maharat. She explains that neurodivergent Torah “[analyzes] Jewish figures
and stories in a way that gives rise to neurodivergent interpretations of Torah and
Judaism.”?® An important feature of neurodivergent Torah is that its interpretations
are not limited to the story itself, but must always include relevant takeaways that we
can apply to our lives today.”

While Rabbanit Shane has pointed to multiple characters as potential Autistic
prototypes, I want to focus on one character in particular: Rabbi Eliezer ben
Hyrcanus.*® In presenting her rationale for this depiction of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbanit
Shane credits Isaac G. Mayer (a fellow Autistic) for giving her this idea.*! I too have a

connection with Mayer. When I began my preparations for this paper, I had no

2 Liz Shayne, “What Is Neurodivergent Torah?,” Yeshivat Maharat, April 26, 2023,
https://veshivatmaharat.org/what-is-neurodivergent-torah/.

2 Shayne, “What Is Neurodivergent Torah?.”

%0 Liz Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” The Lehrhaus, December 21, 2016,
https://thelehrhaus.com/scholarship/the-first-yeshiva-exile/.

3 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile.”

12
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knowledge of Shane’s or Mayer’s work. However, by complete chance, Mayer hosted
me and a few other Pardes students for a Shabbat dinner in Jerusalem. When I
realized we were both Autistic, I told him my understanding of Rabbi Eliezer, and he
replied that our thoughts on him were essentially one and the same. It was not
surprising that it took three Autistics to provide such a perspective on someone like
Rabbi Eliezer. After my dinner with Mayer, [ knew that [ was on the right track.
Mayer has never formally published anything on the subject, and Shayne’s brief essay
on Rabbi Eliezer was never intended to be extensive.*> And so, I aim to build upon
Shayne’s work.

Literature Review

To date, the two most significant works dedicated to analyzing Rabbi Eliezer ben
Hyrcanus are the two-part book Eliezer ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man by
Rabbi Dr. Jacob Neusner, and R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus: A Scholar Outcast by
Yitzchak Gilat, respectively. While these books are hardly new, they are outstanding
in quality.*® In my mind, it would be hard to write another comprehensive analysis of
Rabbi Eliezer without redundancy. While I am approaching Rabbi Eliezer from a new
angle, it would be wrong to approach him from an angle without first having a
traditional understanding of him. For this reason, these two works were exceptionally

useful to me.

%2 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile.”

3 Jacob Neusner, Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man (Part 1: The Tradition)
(Leiden: Brill, 1973),
https://archive.org/details/eliezerbenhyrcan0001neus/page/n5/mode/2up; Jacob Neusner,
Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man (Part Two: Analysis of the Tradition, the
Man) (Leiden: Brill, 1973),
https://archive.org/details/eliezerbenhyrcan0000neus/page/n5/mode/2up; Yitzhak Gilat, R.
Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus : A Scholar Outcast (Ramat Gan: Bar-llan University Press, 1984).

13
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To my knowledge, Rabbanit Shayne’s work on Rabbi Eliezer is the only published
work to analyze Rabbi Eliezer using an Autistic lens.** Apart from the work of
Rabbanit Dr. Shayne and the two books above, I am particularly indebted to the
following works: Unmasking Autism by Dr. Devon Price, Autism and Asperger
Syndrome in Adults, by Dr. Luke Beardon, Loving Our Own Bones by Julia Watts
Belser, Moving Forward by Jacki Edry, Judaism and Disability by Judith Abrams,
Was Yosef on the Spectrum by Samuel Levine, Esau s Blessing by Dr. Ora Horn
Prouser, The Murmuring Deep by Avivah Zornberg, and The Madwoman in the
Rabbi’s Attic, by Gila Fine.*® Dr. Price’s celebrated work provides an excellent
re-examination of autism informed by the social model of disability and based in part
on his own experiences.*® Luke Beardon’s work (despite its dated title) represents
what is in my opinion the most accurate portrayal of autism written by a
neurotypical.’” Watts Belser and Edry provide a religious or faith-based model for
disability identity, whereas Abrams’s work is dedicated to cataloging the more
traditional ways Jewish texts (particularly halachic texts) discuss disability.*® Levine,
Horn Prouser, and Zornberg (and also Watts Belser) all provide examples of what a

disability-based analysis of Jewish characters might look like, though either secular or

% Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile.”

% Price, Unmasking Autism; Luke Beardon, Autism in Adults (2017; repr., London: Sheldon
Press, 2021); Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones; Jacki Edry, Moving Forward:
Reflections on Autism, Neurodiversity, Brain Surgery, and Faith, 2021; Judith Abrams,
Judaism and Disability; Samuel Levine, Was Yosef on the Spectrum? Understanding Joseph
through Torah, Midrash, and Classical Jewish Sources (Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2019);
Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing; Avivah Zornberg, The Murmuring Deep: Reflections on the
Biblical Unconscious (New York: Schocken Books, 2009); Fine, The Madwoman.

% Price, Unmasking Autism, 230-231.

37 Beardon, Autism In Adults.

38 Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones; Jacki Edry, Moving Forward: Reflections on Autism;
Judith Abrams, Judaism and Disability.

14
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Jewish thorough citations are sometimes lacking.*® Finally, Fine’s research is an
excellent example of how to blend traditional Jewish and modern Western analysis
for Gemara character studies.*

While Levine, Horn Prouser and Zornberg wisely refrained from giving formal
diagnoses to the characters they wrote about, they nevertheless emphasized important
perceived similarities between the characters they wrote about and the neurotypes
they were highlighting.*' These authors illustrate the clear limitations of how far such
a study can go, while still providing very useful insights. The approach taken by these
authors (and also myself) has parallels to a blended subfield of social sciences known
as psychohistory. Psychohistorical analysis aims to help us understand a historical
figure’s actions, motivations, and development. The father of psychohistory was
Jewish psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, who popularized the concept through his
groundbreaking 1958 book, Young Man Luther.*

Psychohistory is rooted in Freudian concepts, though there are various offshoots by
psychologists such as Carl Jung.* Though not traditionally characterized as a
psychohistorian, Gordon Allport made a critical parallel contribution by proposing a
scientific classification system for personalities.** He also offered a then-unique view

of how people come to prejudice and discrimination.*’

3 Levine, Was Yosef. Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing; Zornberg, The Murmuring Deep,; Watts
Belser, Loving Our Own Bones.

40 Fine, The Madwoman.

41 Levine, Was Yosef; Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing; Zornberg, The Murmuring Deep.

42 Erik Erikson, Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanalysis and History (New York: W. W.
Norton & Company, 1993).

43 Paul Elovitz, The Making of Psychohistory: Origins, Controversies, and Pioneering
Contributors (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018).

4 Harvard University, “Gordon W. Allport,” Harvard University Department of Psychology,
accessed October 13, 2023, https://psychology.fas.harvard.edu/people/gordon-w-allport.

45 Gordon Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (New York: Basic Books, 1979).
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While critics of psychohistory say that it makes claims that are impossible to verify,
this does not mean it holds no value. Psychohistory can still be a very illuminating
way of looking at things and is often accompanied by extensive research. It has the
power to open our minds to new explanations, possibilities and understandings, all
without contradicting the known facts (indeed, the facts are often complimented or
enhanced by such explanations). In this regard, it is not unlike traditional parshanut
when used to explain the actions of eccentric and/or marginalized figures in a
non-definitive and non-canonical manner. It is no coincidence that Levine uses classic
parshanut and midrashim to bolster his claims in “Was Yosef on the Spectrum.”*
Levine saw himself as building on the groundwork laid by Rashi, Sforno, Abravanel,
and others. He approached matters with a different methodology though, which
involved linking the text (both pshat and drash) to known Autistic tendencies, despite
choosing to cite only classic Jewish sources.*” While I hope to incorporate this
approach, it would be inaccurate to call this paper about Rabbi Eliezer a true
psychohistory due to the impracticality of such a label.

The Limitations of Analyzing a Rabbinic Figure

It is impossible to get the complete psychological picture of Rabbi Eliezer as an
individual, both

because he lived so long ago and because the accounts of him were written by
different people in different eras. The real Rabbi Eliezer was undoubtedly different

from our received tradition of him, and the culmination of various traditions have

rendered him a composite figure. Like Rabbi Dr. Jacob Neusner, I make a distinction

46 | evine, Was Yosef.
47 Levine, Was Yosef.
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between the tradition of Rabbi Eliezer and the man himself.** Though he tackled
both, I will concentrate on our collective received tradition of Rabbi Eliezer rather
than the true unknowable individual.* I will primarily be concentrating on three key
narratives about Rabbi Eliezer: the excommunication of Rabbi Eliezer (commonly
known as the Oven of Akhhnai story), the death of Rabbi Eliezer, and the origin story
of Rabbi Eliezer. There are multiple versions of each story, often from different eras.
The most well-known (though not necessarily earliest) versions of each tale are Bava
Metzia 59, Sanhedrin 67b-68a, and Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer 1-2.

I will cite existing scholarship on Rabbi Eliezer to help untangle the web of how the
newer accounts relate to the older ones, what was eliminated, what was borrowed
from elsewhere, what was completely new, and why such changes may have
occurred. Without such information, it is impossible to bring these sources together
responsibly. While the established facts of these various accounts are not always
compatible from a narrative perspective (and were not intended to be), the relevant
perceived Autistic traits and behaviors of Rabbi Eliezer will be framed as consistent
throughout the three tales I have chosen to highlight.

The Limitations of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,

Sth Edition (DSM-5)

8 Jacob Neusner, Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man (Part 1: The Tradition)
(Leiden: Brill, 1973),
https://archive.org/details/eliezerbenhyrcan0001neus/page/n5/mode/2up; Jacob Neusner,
Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man (Part Two: Analysis of the Tradition, the
Man) (Lelden Brill, 1973)

49 Jacob Neusner EI/ezer Ben Hyrcanus The Tradltlon and the Man (Pan‘ 1: The Tradition)
(Leiden: Brill, 1973),
https://archive.org/details/eliezerbenhyrcan0001neus/page/n5/mode/2up; Jacob Neusner,
Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus: The Tradition and the Man (Part Two: Analysis of the Tradition, the
Man) (Lelden Brill, 1973)
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In analyzing the stories about Rabbi Eliezer, my analysis will often involve
highlighting behaviors and mentalities that are often associated with autism.
Therefore, it is worth dedicating some time to explaining how the DSM-5 (the manual
by which the criteria and diagnostic procedures for mental disorders are officially
defined by the medical community in the United States) describes autism, which it
specifically labels as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Notably, the DSM-5 did
away with the older term Asperger syndrome, consolidating it as a form of ASD. The
rationale behind this was that the two conditions “represent a single continuum of
mild to severe impairments in the two domains of social communication and
restrictive repetitive behaviors/interests rather than distinct disorders.”’ASD within a
single individual is classified as level 1, 2, or 3, depending on the support such
individuals typically require.’’ It is not my intention to devote space to all of the finer
points of the medical definition of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Those who are
interested are encouraged to look up the entry in the DSM-5. It is far more important
to understand that even some in the medical community believe the DSM-5 to be
“seriously flawed.”>* The DSM-5 does not represent facts, but rather, medical
opinions or approximations. Even David Kupfer, the chair behind the DSM-5,
acknowledges that DSM diagnoses are imprecise because they are not made on the

basis of biological markers.”

%0 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders:
Fifth Edition (Arlington: American Psychiatric Association, 2013), xlii.

51 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders:
Fifth Edition, 52.

52 Sarah Fay, Pathological: The True Story of Six Misdiagnoses (San Francisco: HarperOne,
2022), 256.

% Sarah Fay, Pathological: The True Story, 257.
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Because ASD is not an exact science, many in the Autistic community use the
DSM-5 definition for ASD as a loose and non-exhaustive set of guidelines rather
than the end-all-be-all limits of autism. Some people fall through the cracks of the
diagnostic tests.** Others are simply never tested or are misdiagnosed. 3 For these
reasons (and others), many like Dr. Devon Price distinguish between the “medical
model” of autism (ASD as described by the DSM-5) and the “social model” of
autism. They argue that there are numerous Autistic traits that would not constitute a
disability in a vacuum, but nonetheless put Autistics at a disadvantage because their
way of doing or thinking about things deviates from the majority (for example, Price
writes: “A world where eye contact is not required is entirely possible”).*® It is this
social model that I will use as the basis for my Autistic analysis of Rabbi Eliezer.
Additionally, it is important to note that even according to the DSM-5, roughly 70%
of those diagnosed with ASD have a comorbid (additional) mental disorder (as
defined by the DSM-5), and roughly 40% actually have two or more comorbid mental
disorders.”” For this reason, while I will not typically go out of my way to analyze
behaviors that are not commonly associated with autism, I may make the occasional
exception, particularly when such behaviors are consistent with the behaviors of my

peers whom I know to be Autistic.

5 Price, Unmasking Autism, 41-42.

% Price, Unmasking Autism, 68.

% Price, Unmasking Autism, 229-231.

57 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders:
Fifth Edition, 58-59.
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Autistic Traits To Look For In Rabbi Eliezer

The concept of the autism spectrum (and also Asperger syndrome) can be attributed
to Dr. Lorna Wing.*® While many of her findings are now recognized as dated (see
DSM-5 section above), her effort to understand autism was in large part due to her
daughter’s diagnosis, and so I view her sympathetically.” Wing correctly realized that
Autistic traits manifested themselves in “a wide variety of intensities and
combinations.”® There are even those who divide autism into subtypes (separately
from the DSM-5s division of ASD into 3 levels).®' Because autism is an inexact
science, and due the lengthy work that would be required to list all of the traits that
may be associated with autism, I will only list a rough overview of Autistic traits that
we can look to as clues to understanding Rabbi Eliezer through the lens of autism.
Even in reference to Rabbi Eliezer, this retroactively-assembled list is
non-exhaustive. Keeping this in mind, here are some of the traits that readers should
try to clue into as they read the three Rabbi Eliezer aggadot in the chapters that

follow:

%8 Christopher Gillberg, “Lorna Wing OBE, MD, FRCPsych Formerly Psychiatrist and
Physician, Social Psychiatry Unit, Institute of Psychiatry, King’s College London, Co-Founder
of the UK National Autistic Society,” BJ Psych Bulletin 39, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 52-53,

https://doi.org/10.1192/pb.bp.114.048900.
% GIU|Ia Rhodes Autlsm A Mother s Labour of Love,” The Guard|an May 24, 2011,

& John Donvan and Caren Zucker In a leferent Key The Story of Aut/sm (New York: Crown
2016) ,307

81Allison Parshall, “Four New Autism Subtypes Link Genes to Children’s Traits,” ed. Jeanna
Bryner, Scientific American (Springer Nature, July 10, 2025),
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/four-new-autism-subtypes-link-genes-to-childrens-t
raits/.
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e Difficulty with figurative language, and/or taking things too literally®

e Difficulty understanding social cues and other subtleties®

e Trouble self-regulating in larger groups (particularly when compared to
smaller groups)®

e An unusually strong relationship with nature or animals (particularly when
compared to one’s relationship with fellow humans)®

e Emotional meltdowns or shut-downs®

e Perceived defiance®’

e Stubbornness®

e A rigid understanding and enforcement of rules®

e Anxiety”

e Extreme Sensitivity’'

e Being Easily brought to tears’

62 Agustin Vicente, Christian Michel, and Valentina Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People: A
Predictive Processing Proposal,” Review of Philosophy and Psychology 15 (September 12,
2023) 1133 56,

et%26utm med|um%3Dart|CIe

8 Price, Unmasking Autism, 192.

6 Beardon, Autism in Adults, 29-30, 84.

% Price, Unmasking Autism, 170.

€6 Natalle Engelbrecht “‘Meltdowns & Shutdowns,” Embrace Autism, July 22, 2025

ion
67 Reframing Autism, “Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) and Autism: A Guide for Allies,”
Reframlng Autlsm February 21,2024,

68 Prlce Unmasking Autism, 143-144.

8 Price, Unmasking Autism, 129-133.

0 Price, Unmasking Autism, 75.

" Price, Unmasking Autism, 146.

2 Reframing Autism, “All about Autistic Meltdowns: A Guide for Allies,” Reframing Autism,
February 22, 2024,
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e A seemingly exaggerated sense of self-importance”
e Unusually strong resistance to change™

e Unusually strong nostalgia for the past”™

e Black and white thinking, or speaking in binaries or extremes’®

e Narrow interests (sometimes even just one), and an extreme dedication to and

specialization in such “special interests™’”’

What To Expect In The Coming Chapters

One does not need to memorize the above list and scan each story for these traits
immediately upon reading it. In presenting each story, I follow Fine’s example of
providing a “first reading” to establish familiarity with the tale before diving into
deep analysis.”® As Fine explains about aggadah, “the simple understanding one
comes away with after the first reading is frequently at odds with the deeper meaning
that emerges after the second.”” For the sake of brevity, the first reading will be
provided in English only. The second reading (to which analysis is devoted),
however, will be presented in the original languages (Aramaic and Hebrew,
respectively) alongside an English translation. It is the second reading of each story

where the list above will be most relevant.

3 Michael Lombardo et al., “Atypical Neural Self-Representation in Autism,” Brain 133, no. 2
(December 11, 2009): 611—24, https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awp306; Price, Unmasking
Autism, 9, 53; Roberta Schriber, Richard Robins, and Marjorie Solomon, “Personality and
Self-Insight in Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology 106, no. 1 (January 2014): 112-30, https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034950.

™ Wayne Fisher et al., “Treatment of Resistance to Change in Children with Autism,” Journal
of Applied Behavior Analysis 52 (June 20, 2019): 974-93, hitps://doi.org/10.1002/jaba.588.
s Kate Cooper and Ailsa Russell, “Insistence on Sameness, Repetitive Negative Thinking
and Mental Health in Autistic and Non-Autistic Adults,” Autism 29, no. 2 (September 14,
2014): 424-34, https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613241275468.

78 Eloise Stark et al., “Autistic Cognition: Charting Routes to Anxiety,” Trends in Cognitive
Sciences 25, no. 7 (July 2021): 571-81, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2021.03.014.

" Price, Unmasking Autism, 151.

® Fine, The Madwoman, XXIl.

® Fine, The Madwoman, XXIII.
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In imitation of classic parshanut, the second readings of each story will be presented
in chunks, with my own analysis of the story presented after each chunk. Most of this
analysis will be related to neurodivergent traits and tendencies that Rabbi Eliezer may
be exhibiting, but there will occasionally be other remarks as well. In order to
distinguish between my Autistic commentary and my more general remarks, the
Autistic points will be marked with an asterisk that precedes the first word.

The English translations in this paper are extensively (though not entirely) reliant on
the Steinsaltz Talmud translation as provided on Sefaria.*® The major exception to this
is the translation of Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story. This translation is my own, though it
was influenced by Rabbi Gerald Friedlander’s translation of Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer.*!
The Applications of This Study

Besides avoiding the obvious hazard of potentially mislabeling a historical figure,
there are other benefits to not giving a formal diagnosis to Rabbi Eliezer. The criteria
for a formal Autism Spectrum Disorder diagnosis are constantly changing and being
re-evaluated. Regardless, as Professor Majia Nadesan writes: “In modern-day expert
formulations, “Autism spectrum disorders” are defined by a clinical set of deficits.”®
Much of the focus in the medical community today is aimed at diagnosing people for
the purpose of providing government-mandated accommodations. Not all Autistic

people need such accommodations though, and there are certainly people who do not

meet this benchmark that still fit the more general Autistic neurotype. Measuring

8 Adin Steinsaltz and Adin Steinsaltz, eds., Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete
Set (42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), Bilingual (Jerusalem: Koren
Publishers, 2019).

81Gerald Friedlander, ed., Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer, ed. and trans. Gerald Friedlander (Bristol:
Intellect Books, 2009).

82 Majia Nedesan, review of Review of “Was Yosef on the Spectrum,” by Samuel J. Levine, by
Samuel Levine, 2018.
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Autism only in deficits fails to account for some of its perceived strengths. In that
regard, using the Autistic neurotype rather than a formal diagnosis will allow us to
examine Rabbi Eliezer’s strengths as well as his weaknesses, and his successes as
well as his failures. In this way, we can compare Rabbi Eliezer’s behavior to that of
people in our own era.

In both my personal and professional life, I have had the privilege of meeting many
Autistic individuals and their families. These include my students, my friends, and
countless others. Not all of them are comfortable talking about their diagnoses openly,
and sometimes they need to know they are in a safe and loving space. We as Jewish
professionals have a duty to provide such spaces. Dedicating time to studies such as
this can help promote such safe spaces.

In her own short piece about Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbanit Dr. Liz Shayne remarks that
while such a view on Rabbi Eliezer can never be seen as definitive, “Reading him
through an Autistic lens...is an invitation to imagine a world where Autistic Jews
have always been a part of our halakhic process and historical narratives. It opens a
door for Autistic [Jews] to see themselves in the text and to recognize their traits in
our leaders.”® While this work aims to be inspirational to Autistics, it also has the
added benefit of demystifying the “other” for those who know less about Autism.
Author’s Disclaimer
I am an openly Autistic Jewish professional who has been teaching about the
intersection of Judaism and autism for several years now. Some might consider this a
bias or a liability for this project. I actually believe that it is an important

qualification. I have witnessed firsthand how many well-meaning Jewish

8 Liz Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile.”
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organizations do not know how to approach issues of neurodiversity. Even in the
secular world, much of what people know about autism is changing due to the
emergence of first-hand accounts.®*® When allistics (non-Autistics) are the ones to
document Autistic stories and studies, there will always be something lost in
translation. There is much about the Autistic experience that cannot be contained in
the medical definition found in the DSM-5.% Therefore, Autistic voices should
always be consulted on these issues. On my part, I felt this was a great reason to share
my experiences and those of people like me. I believe that whatever bias I have
regarding this project pales in comparison to what allistics have to gain by reading it.
Ultimately however, I leave this up to the readers to decide.

For more on my personal Autistic journey, please see the conclusion to chapter 4 (on

Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story).

8 See Price, Unmasking Autism.
8 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders:
Fifth Edition (Arlington: American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
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The Oven of Achnai

(Bava Metzia 59a-b)

The Bava Metzia sugya is often taught with one or both of the following takeaways:
1. TItis up to the Rabbis to interpret halachah via a majority opinion.
2. Do not verbally mistreat your fellow human being.
The first takeaway above hinges on the famous phrase X7 2wa X7, “It is not in
heaven.”®® According to the Talmud, it is from this phrase that the Rabbis derive their
authority. While this interpretation of the story is admittedly self-serving for the
Rabbis, its impact cannot be understated; it serves to legitimize a new era: Rabbinic
Judaism. When this takeaway is emphasized, the story often stops after the repeated
phrase “*12 *117%1 ,°12 "1nX1” (“My children have defeated me, My children have
defeated me.”"
The second takeaway above is a closer match to the sugya as a whole, as the story

t.%® The concept

parallels the Mishnah and Gemara elaboration that precedes i
discussed in the sugya is 2°727 DRIK, or verbal mistreatment. The prohibition of XX
0727 is tied to the Gemara’s interpretation of a verse from the Holiness Code,
Leviticus 25:17.% According to this interpretation of the story, the grievances of

victims of 727 DRI are so legitimate that they have a special heavenly status. As

Ima Shalom explains at the end of the story, “IR1K *wwn yIn 25y awws 937 (“All

8 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set
(42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz
(Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 59b.

8 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.

% Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 58b-59a.

8  Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 58b.
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the gates of Heaven are apt to be locked, except for the gates of prayer for victims of
verbal mistreatment.”).”

While both of the takeaways above are valid, this has not stopped countless people
from applying alternative lenses in which to view the story.”' I believe that the story
continues to inspire new interpretations in part because the more common
interpretations leave much to be desired. While the first takeaway has important
implications for Rabbinic Judaism, and the second for halachah, there would have
been other ways to reach these conclusions without telling this story. The Yerushalmi
version of this story has no mention of 2727 NRIIX, so that cannot have been the
original takeaway of this legend.’” Present in both the Bavli and Yerushalmi versions
however, is the eccentric behavior of Rabbi Eliezer, which neither narrative addressed
head-on. It is both tragic and comic that Rabbi Eliezer, whom the Bat Kol (divine
voice) claims is always right, was not smart enough to figure out how to get others to
agree with him. Until this discrepancy can be explained, people will continue to
search for new answers and interpretations of this story. While it is probably not
the intention of the Rabbis, I believe that viewing the composite character of
Rabbi Eliezer through an Autistic lens does much to explain Rabbi Eliezer’s
behavior and mindset.

Coincidentally or not, Rabbi Eliezer exhibits many Autistic traits. And while such

traits are not the point of the story, it cannot be ruled out that the Sages knew people

% Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.

9 Fine, The Madwoman, 159-202; Charlotte Fonrobert, “When the Rabbi Weeps: On Reading
Gender in Talmudic Aggadah,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies & Gender
Issues 4 (2001): 56—83, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40326535; Tzvi Novick, “A Lot of
Learning Is a Dangerous Thing: On the Structure of Rabbinic Expertise in the Bavli,” Hebrew
Union College Annual 78 (2007): 91-107, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23508944.

92 Palestinian Talmud: Moed Katan 3:1.
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who behaved similarly. If true, then the character of Rabbi Eliezer functions not as a
stand-in for Autism, but for those who are difficult to get along with (no matter how
gifted they may be). Regardless of the Rabbis’ intentions, there is still much we can
learn from viewing the story through an Autistic lens. Eliezer’s behavior suddenly
becomes far less eccentric, and the conflict between him and his colleagues is
revealed to be a series of classic neurodivergent-neurotypical misunderstandings. As
for the conduct of the Sages, reading this story through an Autistic lens offers an
example of how not to treat those who are different.
Tracing the History of The Oven of Achnai
The Oven of Achnai story is a well-known and colorful story that is often among the
first Talmud legends (if not the first) students encounter. I will be using the most
famous version of the text, found in the Bavli version of Bava Metzia 59a-b.
However, the story is also referenced in 4 other places, some of which predate the
account in Bava Metzia. The following is a list of the accounts in their likely
chronology (the Bavli accounts are inter-changable).

1. Mishnah Kelim 5:10

2. Tosefta Eduyot 2:1

3. Y Moed Katan 3:1

4. Berachot 19a

5. Bava Metzia 59a-b
Not all of these accounts are fullblown stories. The earliest 2 versions (from the
Mishnah and Tosefta) are very bare-bones, though they hint at a larger known tale.

The Berachot account is closer to an actual story, but still falls short. Apart from the
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Bava Metzia account, only the Yerushalmi version can be considered a full story. It is
important to note what the Bavli (and Yerushalmi) took from earlier sources though,
and what may have changed.

The likely evolution of the story is as follows. The earliest written account of the
episode, in Mishnah Kelim, discusses only halachah. The Tosefta source (Eduyot) is
also mostly halachic, but it also ends with the words 2Xw°2 np12mn 127 Poyw (“For on
account of it, disagreements multiplied in Israel.”)’® The Sages likely saw that this
phrase gave them an opportunity to expand the story, and indeed a variation of this
phrase made its way into the Bava Metzia account. It is difficult to date Berachot and
Bava Metzia relative to each other, but for simplicity, we shall say that the Bava
Metzia account was the latest, as it represents the longest and most complex narrative.
That leaves the Yerushalmi account, which seems to combine elements of both the
Mishnah and Tosefta sources.”* In the Moed Katan (Y) source, the topic is
excommunication, not mistreatment as in the Bavli. It is easy to see how the
“disputes” referenced in the Tosefta could evolve into a story of excommunication.
The Yerushalmi is the first source to say that Rabbi Eliezer was actually
excommunicated, and the Bavli took that and incorporated it into both of its accounts
(the shorter one in Berachot and the longer one in Bava Metzia). Notably,
Simon-Shoshan says that the Bavli’s Berachot source actually predates the

Yerushalmi account.” Regardless, it is fair to say that the Bavli’s Bava Metzia

% B Eduyot 2:1.

% Moshe Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai: The Yerushalmi’s Accounts of the Banning
of R. Eliezer,” Journal of Jewish Studies 71, no. 1 (2020): 32,
https://doi.org/10.18647/3437/JJS-2020.

% Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 34.
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account reincorporated these earlier sources in its own way to create a coherent and
distinct narrative that suited the priorities of the Amoraim and later editors.

Out of these 5 sources, I will be focusing on the 2 that could constitute full stories.
Our primary text will be the well-known Bava Metzia account, after which I will
briefly discuss the Yerushalmi version in Moed Katan as it pertains to Rabbi Eliezer’s
character.

What To Expect

For context, an English-only translation of the Bava Metzia account can be found
below. I will then break down how each of the characters of the story can be
recontextualized according to my neurodivergent-focused model. Finally, I will
provide a side-by-side of the Aramaic text and an English translation, featuring my
neurodivergent commentary between different chunks of the story. I will be jumping
straight to the beginning of the aggadic section of the sugya, though at the end of the
second reading, I will backtrack to the beginning of the sugya in order to go over the
halachic sections. Because my comments on the halachic sections are more sparse,
the halachic sections will be featured in English only.

Going forward, any boldfaced type within the Gemarra narratives represents the
explicit words of the Gemara, and the words of the non-boldfaced type are the often
helpful but occasionally restrictive (or even misleading) inferences of the Steinsaltz

translation that aim to help improve the flow and clarity of the narrative.”

% Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a-b.
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First Reading

A. Apropos the topic of verbal mistreatment, we learned in a mishna there
(Kelim 5:10): If one cut an earthenware oven widthwise into segments,
and placed sand between each and every segment, Rabbi Eliezer deems
it ritually pure. Because of the sand, its legal status is not that of a
complete vessel, and therefore it is not susceptible to ritual impurity. And
the Rabbis deem it ritually impure, as it is functionally a complete oven.
And this is known as the oven of akhnai. The Gemara asks: What is the
relevance of akhnai, a snake, in this context? Rav Yehuda said that
Shmuel said: It is characterized in that manner due to the fact that the
Rabbis surrounded it with their statements like this snake, which often
forms a coil when at rest, and deemed it impure. The Sages taught: On
that day, when they discussed this matter, Rabbi Eliezer answered all
possible answers in the world to support his opinion, but the Rabbis did

not accept his explanations from him.

B. After failing to convince the Rabbis logically, Rabbi Eliezer said to them:
If the halakha is in accordance with my opinion, this carob tree will
prove it. The carob tree was uprooted from its place one hundred cubits,
and some say four hundred cubits. The Rabbis said to him: One does
not cite halakhic proof from the carob tree. Rabbi Eliezer then said to
them: If the halakha is in accordance with my opinion, the stream will

prove it. The water in the stream turned backward and began flowing in
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the opposite direction. They said to him: One does not cite halakhic proof
from a stream. Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in
accordance with my opinion, the walls of the study hall will prove it.
The walls of the study hall leaned inward and began to fall. Rabbi
Yehoshua scolded the walls and said to them: If Torah scholars are
contending with each other in matters of halakha, what is the nature of
your involvement in this dispute? The Gemara relates: The walls did not
fall because of the deference due Rabbi Yehoshua, but they did not
straighten because of the deference due Rabbi Eliezer, and they still

remain leaning.

C. Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in accordance with my
opinion, Heaven will prove it. A Divine Voice emerged from Heaven and
said: Why are you differing with Rabbi Eliezer, as the halakha is in
accordance with his opinion in every place that he expresses an opinion?
Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and said: It is written: “It is not in
heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12). The Gemara asks: What is the relevance of
the phrase “It is not in heaven” in this context? Rabbi Yirmeya says:
Since the Torah was already given at Mount Sinai, we do not regard a
Divine Voice, as You already wrote at Mount Sinai, in the Torah: “After
a majority to incline” (Exodus 23:2). Since the majority of Rabbis
disagreed with Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion, the halakha is not ruled in

accordance with his opinion. The Gemara relates: Years after, Rabbi Natan
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encountered Elijah the prophet and said to him: What did the Holy One,
Blessed be He, do at that time, when Rabbi Yehoshua issued his
declaration? Elijah said to him: The Holy One, Blessed be He, smiled and
said: My children have triumphed over Me; My children have

triumphed over Me.

D. The Sages said: On that day, the Sages brought all the ritually pure items
deemed pure by the ruling of Rabbi Eliezer with regard to the oven and
burned them in fire, and the Sages reached a consensus in his regard
and ostracized him. And the Sages said: Who will go and inform him of
his ostracism? Rabbi Akiva, his beloved disciple, said to them: I will go,
lest an unseemly person go and inform him in a callous and offensive

manner, and he would thereby destroy the entire world.

E. What did Rabbi Akiva do? He wore black and wrapped himself in
black, as an expression of mourning and pain, and sat before Rabbi Eliezer
at a distance of four cubits, which is the distance that one must maintain
from an ostracized individual. Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Akiva, what is
different about today from other days, that you comport yourself in this
manner? Rabbi Akiva said to him: My teacher, it appears to me that your
colleagues are distancing themselves from you. He employed euphemism,
as actually they distanced Rabbi Eliezer from them. Rabbi Eliezer too, rent
his garments and removed his shoes, as is the custom of an ostracized

person, and he dropped from his seat and sat upon the ground.

33



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

F. The Gemara relates: His eyes shed tears, and as a result the entire world
was afflicted: One-third of its olives were afflicted, and one-third of its
wheat, and one-third of its barley. And some say that even dough
kneaded in a woman’s hands spoiled. The Sages taught: There was great
anger on that day, as any place that Rabbi Eliezer fixed his gaze was

burned.

G. And even Rabban Gamliel, the Nasi of the Sanhedrin at Yavne, the head
of the Sages who were responsible for the decision to ostracize Rabbi
Eliezer, was coming on a boat at the time, and a large wave swelled over
him and threatened to drown him. Rabban Gamliel said: It seems to me
that this is only for the sake of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, as God
punishes those who mistreat others. Rabban Gamliel stood on his feet and
said: Master of the Universe, it is revealed and known before You that
neither was it for my honor that I acted when ostracizing him, nor was it
for the honor of the house of my father that I acted; rather, it was for
Your honor, so that disputes will not proliferate in Israel. In response,

the sea calmed from its raging.

H. The Gemara further relates: Imma Shalom, the wife of Rabbi Eliezer, was
the sister of Rabban Gamliel. From that incident forward, she would
not allow Rabbi Eliezer to lower his head and recite the tahanun prayer,
which includes supplication and entreaties. She feared that were her

husband to bemoan his fate and pray at that moment, her brother would be
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punished. A certain day was around the day of the New Moon, and she
inadvertently substituted a full thirty-day month for a deficient
twenty-nine-day month, i.e., she thought that it was the New Moon, when
one does not lower his head in supplication, but it was not. Some say that a
pauper came and stood at the door, and she took bread out to him. The
result was that she left her husband momentarily unsupervised. When she
returned, she found him and saw that he had lowered his head in prayer.
She said to him: Arise, you already killed my brother. Meanwhile, the
sound of a shofar emerged from the house of Rabban Gamliel to
announce that the Nasi had died. Rabbi Eliezer said to her: From where
did you know that your brother would die? She said to him: This is the
tradition that I received from the house of the father of my father: All the
gates of Heaven are apt to be locked, except for the gates of prayer for

victims of verbal mistreatment.

Character Breakdown
Now that we have a familiarity with the story, I will attempt to re-examine it through
an Autistic lens. I will start by giving a new analysis of the major characters, followed

by annotations on the full story.
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Rabbi Eliezer

In the grand scheme of things (and especially if you end the story at “°12 *217%1” (my
children, you have defeated me”), this story seems to have less to do with Rabbi
Eliezer as an individual and more with the emergence of Rabbinic Judaism and Oral
Torah following the Destruction of the Second Temple. To put it differently, I do not
believe the status of the oven is the real issue here, though for those who think
otherwise, one could still make the argument that Rabbi Eliezer’s understanding of
the oven as made up of many individual parts constitutes a different thought process
than that of his colleagues, who view the pieces of the oven as constituting a whole.
Such a contrast in understanding between Eliezer and his colleagues could essentially
be due to global-to-local interference, which is less present in Autistics (who often
focus on the smaller details) than neurotypicals (who focus on the whole).”” If one
takes for granted however, that the oven is but a prelude to the greater story, Rabbi
Eliezer and his colleagues could have easily been disputing some other ruling, and the
two classic takeaways from this story as discussed above would have remained the
same. The real issue at hand is the following: what should the process be for
determining halachah in light of the Destruction of the Second Temple?

Rabbi Eliezer is made to stand for an earlier understanding of Torah that the
establishment has moved on from. Of course, the Talmud cannot present this as a
disagreement between itself and earlier authority, so it is rendered as a disagreement

among the earlier authorities themselves.”® But such an understanding is overly

" Price, Unmasking Autism, 21, 26.

% Daniel Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend of the Stammaim: On the Invention of the Rabbis in
the Sixth Century,” in Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 169-170.
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simplistic, and gives the impression that Rabbi Eliezer’s character could easily have
been swapped out for another rabbi with no major changes to the intended takeaways
of the story. As the Yerushalmi version of the story shows, Rabbi Eliezer is hardly the
only rabbi they attempted to excommunicate. It is fair to wonder how the Achnai
story would function with someone like Rabbi Meir in Eliezer’s place.” Ultimately
though, the nuances of Rabbi Eliezer’s character make him particularly suited for this
role in a way that other rabbis would not be.

It can be argued that Rabbi Eliezer exhibits several traits commonly associated with
both the medical and social models of Autism.'® These include literalness, an
inability to self-regulate in large group settings, black and white thinking,
stubbornness, a rigid understanding of rules, an unusual connection with animals
and/or nature, and the inability to cope with change, the inability to see the forest for
the trees (including but not limited to the case of the oven itself), and more.'"!

Per Fonrobert, this story can be thought of as [a] foundation myth about establishing
the collective identity of the rabbinic beit midrash.'” Following the destruction of the
Temple, the Sages needed a “human sacrifice” to validate the authenticity of Rabbinic
Judaism at Yavne. (A case could also be made that this need was still present in the
Geonic period, as Yavne was in some ways a forerunner of the Babylonian
academies.) For maximum effect, such a sacrifice ought to be a rabbi who was active
both before and after the Destruction. Eliezer is a brilliant choice for such a role

because he literally ushered in the age of Rabbinic Judaism with Rabbi Yehoshua

%Y Moed Katan 3:1

19 Price, Unmasking Autism, 229-231.

1 Price, Unmasking Autism, 21, 26, 170, 143-144; Stark et al., “Autistic Cognition,” 571-81;
Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People;” Wayne Fisher et al., “Treatment
of Resistance;” Beardon, Autism in Adults, 29-30, 84.

192 Fonrobert, “When the Rabbi Weeps,” 59.
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when they escorted Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai’s coffin out of Jerusalem.'” This
dispute with Rabbi Yehoshua then constitutes a parting of the ways. After the
destruction of the Temple, Rabbi Yehoshua moves on and adapts, whereas Rabbi
Eliezer is unable to let go (and thus insists on resorting to direct access to God as was
the case in the age of the Temple)'™. Ironically, such symbolism is often lost on
Autistic individuals.'” Eliezer had dedicated himself to learning the “rules of the
game,” but the rules have changed after the Destruction and it seems he either did not
get the memo or refuses to adapt to his new reality. Eliezer was behind the times, and
would have won the dispute had it taken place before the Destruction. But by
resorting to supernatural displays, Rabbi Eliezer acts more like a prophet than a rabbi.
But the traditional age of prophecy had long since passed. If prophecy was still seen
as an effective means of communication with the Divine, there would be no need for
Yavne. And so, Rabbi Eliezer had to lose. His ideology was at odds with the norms
the Rabbis were trying to establish. His actions delegitimized his new institution, and
could even put his colleagues out of a job! As Daniel Boyarin writes, “[Rabbi Eliezer]
was, in effect, denying that the Oral Torah was from Sinai, and it is thus that he puts
himself beyond the pale...'° Though Eliezer’s brilliance here still shines though, he
cares not for consensus, only for absolute truth.

Rabbi Eliezer does not seem to understand the nature of his supposed crime, which is

not explicitly stated (as many Autistics would need it to be).'”” His peers do not point

103 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Gittin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set (42
Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem:
Koren Publishers, 2019), 56a.

194 Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend,” 151-201.

195 Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”

196 Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend,” 169.

97 Viicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”
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it out to him, for to them it is quite obvious. The Talmud is known to preserve
minority opinions. In a perfect world, Rabbi Eliezer could have been outvoted
without being excommunicated, but both his stubbornness and obliviousness work
against him here. If only he and his colleagues had communicated better, things could
have been quite different. But that is the point. Eliezer and his colleagues cannot
communicate well because they are essentially speaking two different languages:
Autistic and Allistic. While the date of Rabbi Eliezer famously teaches nothing that
he had not himself been taught.'”® But it is not merely that Rabbi Eliezer identifies
with an older school of thought than his colleagues. He /iterally thinks differently!
And while he may be brilliant on his own, many Autistics struggle with working in a
group, as was the norm at Yavne.'®”

As an aside, many Autistics—such as myself—thrive in a classroom environment. The
walls of the classroom offer a safe and predictable structure, and we are only
accountable to one person, the teacher. Outside of those walls though, our challenges
become more apparent. I would like to think this is what happened to Rabbi Eliezer
after he no longer had the structure of the Temple.

Gutoff writes, “Rabbi Eliezer seems uniquely in touch with the physical world.”""?
Turning back a river is a deed done by none other than the namesake of Rabbi
Eliezer’s opponent, Joshua, (while it is Eliezer who “does not deviate to the right or

to the left,” following the Torah to the letter).!"! It is not uncommon for Autistics to

198 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Sukkah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set (42
Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem:
Koren Publishers, 2019), 28a.

19 Beardon, Autism in Adults, 29-30, 84.

"0 Joshua Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw: The Catastrophic Excommunication & Paradoxical
Rehabilitation of Rabbi Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus,” Journal of Law and Religion 11, no. 2 (1994):
739, https://doi.ora/10.2307/1051385.

" Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw,” 739; Joshua 1:7
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feel an unusually strong connection to nature and animals, as opposed to with other

human beings.'"

If that is indeed what is happening here, the Talmud takes that
concept to an extreme, as good fantastical storytelling often does.

Another hallmark characteristic of Autism is a very narrow set of interests, often only
1-2 things."" It is not uncommon for Autistics to have encyclopedia-like knowledge
of their favorite subjects, known in the Autistic community as “special interests.”
Rabbi Eliezer’s special (and sole) interest is arguably Torah, and he does not appear
to do well without it. According to the Rabbis, “One who is banned may not read a
passage of Scripture to others nor may others read it to him; he may not teach Torah
to others nor may others teach him.”""* Because of the loss of his favorite
activity—which doubles as his security blanket—Rabbi Eliezer cries. Crucially, this
only happens after he understands that he has been excommunicated. If there was
any doubt as to why he cries in this tale, one would do well to remember Eliezer’s
origin story, in which he specifically states that he is crying because he longs for
Torah.!"> Without his special interest and security blanket that was Torah, Rabbi
Eliezer becomes inconsolable. When his purities are burned, Rabbi Eliezer’s conduct
mimics that of an Autistic meltdown.''"® And when he falls on his face, his conduct
mimics an Autistic shutdown.'”

Autistic Rabbanit Liz Shayne sympathizes with Rabbi Eliezer, stating that his

colleagues’ failure to accept his arguments amounted to a failure both morally and

"2 Price, Unmasking Autism, 170.

"3 Price, Unmasking Autism, 151.

"4 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Semachot” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set
(42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz
(Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 5; Fine, The Madwoman 198-199.

"% Avot d’Rabbi Natan Recension B-13

8 Price, Unmasking Autism, 34.

"7 Engelbrecht, “Meltdowns & Shutdowns.”
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intellectually. She astutely remarks that she, like Eliezer, seems to prioritize the truth
even at her own social expense. She writes that during arguments at the Shabbat
dinner table, “the rest of the room prioritizes keeping the temperature of the discourse
low, while I just want to continue the conversation until the argument is done. It feels
like being seen as the rigid one because other people are tired of listening to me. It
turns out that I am often the R. Eliezer in the room.”""® It is fair to say that based on
this model, Rabbanit Shayne has considerably more self-awareness than Rabbi
Eliezer. Many Autistics are not diagnosed until adulthood.!"” Many go undiagnosed
their entire lives.'*

Madden characterizes Rabbi Eliezer as a tragic hero with a fatal flaw: the rightness of
his interpretation of Halacha, regardless of the price that his individualism exacts
from his Rabbinic colleagues and its effect on the Jewish community.'*! Such a
conclusion is probably common in most readings of this passage, but when read in a
neurodivergent lens, I believe Rabbi Eliezer has a very different fatal flaw. His
colleagues favored making decisions via social interaction, constructive debate, and
mediation, none of which are his strong suits.'* The fact of the matter is, Rabbi
Eliezer’s conclusions were worthless to his colleagues because he could not explain
his thought process to them. In fairness to Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua did not
explain his thought process either, but his thought process was so obvious to the other

rabbis that to them it needed no formal explanation.

8 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” 2.

"% Clem Bastow, Late Bloomer: How an Autism Diagnosis Changed My Life (Collingwood:
Hardie Grant Books, 2021).

120 Price, Unmasking Autism, 41-42, 68.

21 Janet Madden, “The Talmud Revisited: Tragedy and ‘the Oven of Aknai,” Menorah Review
71 (2009): 23, https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/menorah/69/.

122 Novick, “A Lot of Learning,” 101.
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In Avot 2:8, it says that Rabbi Eliezer was so brilliant that he could stand alone
against all of his colleagues and still outweigh them. An interesting parallel then, can

be found in Eruvin 13b, which has similar language to Rabbi Eliezer’s words:

Rabbi Aha bar Hanina said: It is Y17 "5 X177 92 NONX 7327 NN
revealed and known before the One
Who spoke and the world came into PRY D2V 01 IRY 0 0305

being that in the generation of Rabbi
Meir there was no one of the Sages 390 ,mﬁ?ﬁ; TRR 5(27 ﬁﬁ;
who is his equal. Why then didn’t the
Sages establish the halakha in

accordance with his opinion? It is .mﬁﬁ "ﬁO 175_] WDEZ‘? iy
because his colleagues were unable to

1922 XY 29N 1220 wap X7 oy

ascertain how he arrived at his

conclusions.

Similar to the passage above is a sugya in Sanhedrin 5b, in which Rav’s knowledge of
blemishes is so far beyond anyone else’s that he made rulings that were impossible
for others to understand, and thus he could not be relied upon.'* It does not matter
how right Rabbi Eliezer might have been. The fact of the matter is that his colleagues
did not understand him. His proofs are inexplicable to most people, and being backed
up by the Unknowable Master of Infinite Mysteries only hammers home the point.
While the other rabbis clearly take issue with Rabbi Eliezer’s “proofs,” it is unclear
whether Rabbi Eliezer understands the reasoning they use to stake their opposing
claim regarding the oven. Ultimately, it matters little to Rabbi Eliezer how the other

rabbis choose to frame their argument. To him, the goal of debating matters of

123 Novick, “A Lot of Learning,” 95-97.
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halachah is not the debate itself, but to determine the law. To Rabbi Eliezer, halachah
was binary. Even with its exceptions, in halachah something either is or it is not. And
once that determination is reached, Rabbi Eliezer sees no need to prolong the
conversation.

According to this narrative, Rabbi Eliezer had greater halachic ability than his
colleagues, whereas his colleagues had greater ability of social interaction and
communication. While halachah is binary and absolute, the language of social cues is
far more subjective. Social cues have no rulebook, only norms. Given these clashing
styles, it was as if Rabbi Eliezer and his colleagues were speaking two different
languages and could not understand each other. Unfortunately, instead of trying to
find common ground, both parties doubled down. Given that he was alone in his
opinion, this can be seen as extreme stubbornness on the part of Rabbi Eliezer. Such
stubbornness can be a hallmark of autism.'**

Rabbi Yehoshua

Rabbi Eliezer needs a rival in this story, and Rabbi Yehoshua seems to speak for all
the other Sages in this story. As the Nasi, this role could have been filled by Rabban
Gamliel, but he and Ima Shalom were not part of the Yerushalmi account (which will
be provided later in the chapter).'*® While the Bavli expanded the story to include
more characters, Rabbi Yehoshua’s role is the same in both accounts.

As the one who carried Yochanan Ben Zakkai out of Jerusalem with Rabbi Eliezer,
Rabbi Yehoshua is a co-founder of Yavne. Unlike Rabbi Eliezer, he has thrived in the

new rabbinic institution they created. Rabbi Eliezer, though, was left behind

124 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144.
125Y Moed Katan 3:1
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(mentally if not physically). Pesikta d’Rav Kahana likens Eliezer to Moses.'?* But
Moses’s mostly-unilateral leadership style was not right for the new era that the
people were entering and neither was Eliezer’s. Instead, the people again turned to a
man named Yehoshua.

Eliezer is described in B Niddah 7b as a shamuti, which the Tosafists explain means
“a follower of Beit Shammai.”'?” Rabbi Eliezer certainly seems to have the halachic
rigidity and temperament of Shammai.'*® Rabbi Yehoshua on the other hand, was
from Beit Hillel and was “a champion of innovation in the beit midrash” and probably
quite popular too.'” Still, it would probably be wrong to characterize the debate
between Eliezer and Yehoshua as your typical Beit Hillel vs. Beit Shammai
showdown. In Chagigah 22b, we actually see that Rabbi Yehoshua is not above
admiring the brilliance of Beit Shammai, and Yair Furstenberg argues that Rabbi
Yehoshua was “highly deferential to received tradition.”"*® The true nature of this
dispute then, is likely far more personal.

In B Niddah 7b, Rabbi Eliezer cites a halachah that was unknown to Rabbi Yehoshua,
saying ““nvnw "I nynw K2 AR (“You did not hear it, but I heard it.”) To say nothing
about how this may have made Rabbi Yehoshua feel, this seems a befuddling
statement, as Rabbi Eliezer had the same teacher as Rabbi Yehoshua: Rabban

Yochanan ben Zakkai. Rabbi Eliezer is known for his memory, but it does not say that

126 Pegsikta d’Rav Kahanah 4:7

27 B Niddah 7b; Tosafot on B Niddah 7b.

128 B Shabbat 31a.

129 Fine, The Madwoman, 186; Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Chagigah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe
Color Edition, Complete Set (42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and
trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 22b; Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Rosh
HaShannah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set (42 Volumes, 4 Cases)
(Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers,
2019), 25a.

130 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 35.
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Rabbi Yehoshua forgot the halachah he was taught; he did not hear this particular
halachah at all!"*! How could he not have heard? Perhaps he had ears to listen but not
a mind to understand.'* Stated differently, Eliezer and Yehoshua think and learn quite
differently than each other. That makes Ben Zakkai a remarkable teacher, for he must
have understood differentiation to have produced two such outstanding rabbis (to say
nothing of his 3 other disciples). As we shall see, another person who seems able to
make such distinctions is Ima Shalom.

Rabbi Yehoshua is also no stranger to being on the receiving end of unjust decisions
from Rabban Gamliel, (and the inclusion of Akiva and the new moon in both stories
indicates there is at least a passive link between them.)'** While Rabban Gamliel may
have made the excuse that his actions were meant to prevent disputes in Israel, the
same cannot be said of Rabbi Yehoshua."** Given their differences, their personal
history and the fact that neither seems able to teach differentiation, it seems that
Yavne was not big enough for the both of them. In the Achani episode though,
Yehoshua is not necessarily being spiteful. His motives remain up to interpretation in
this neurodivergent reading, but one thing is certain: Yehoshua and Eliezer do not
understand each other.

As an aside, it is not only neurodivergents who can be stubborn. In B Niddah 7a, we
have a case where Rabbi Yehoshua would like to admit that Eliezer is right, but
cannot do so because he fears the precedent it would set for the opposition during his

lifetime. In some ways, such Sanhedrin partisanship mirrors modern-day political

131 Avot 2:8.

132 Deuteronomy 29:3.

33 M Rosh HaShannah 2:8-9.

3 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia 59b.
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disputes where one party is willing to admit that the opposition is right, but only
off-the-record.

Rabban Gamliel

Rabban Gamliel is not explicitly mentioned in the Yerushalmi narrative.'* There are
multiple possibilities as to why he was included in the Bavli account. Most
apparently, the Bavli account (more-so than the Yerushalmi account) focuses on how
the beit midrash should operate, so it makes sense that the Nassi would be in the
story. But Rabban Gamliel still does not make himself known during the earlier
scenes, so the above explanation is not completely satisfying to me. When analyzing
the story through an Autistic lens, a case could be made that Rabban Gamliel serves
as a contrast to Ima Shalom, who was also not in the Yerushalmi account. The fact
that Ima Shalom is caught between these two men seems almost a little too
convenient for the narrative, and the Bavli feels the need to spell out the various
relationships as if readers were not already familiar with them. Per Gila Fine, Ima
Shalom was not originally Rabban Gamliel’s sister, but the Bavli made it so two great
rabbis (Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Eliezer) were related, almost as an act of “fan
service.”"*® Without Rabban Gamliel and Ima Shalom being siblings in the
Yerushalmi, it makes sense that one of them was absent from the Yerushalmi account
(though in this case, they are actually both absent from it)."*” More to the point, the
Bava Metzia sugya focuses on 0°727 nRIIX. If Rabbi Eliezer was excommunicated, it
stands to reason that the nasi (Rabban Gamliel) would be held accountable for the

Sages’ decisions even if he himself did not partake in the decision-making process. At

13%Y Moed Katan 3:1.
136 Fine, The Madwoman, 179.
37Y Moed Katan 3:1.
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the very least, he stood idly by and failed to contain the escalation of the dispute
between two key rabbis. And if it were not for the Ben Zakkai connection and the fact
that Rabbi Yehoshua was already a key part of the Yerushalmi account, it would not
be surprising to see Rabban Gamliel taking Rabbi Yehoshua’s role in this narrative.
But as he cannot do that, the redactors create a new role for him in this story.

Even outside this narrative, Rabban Gamliel is known to mistreat others. Ima
Shalom’s potential error in calculating the new moon is poetic justice for his
mistreatment of Rabbi Yehoshua in Rosh HaShannah 25a. Still, I would like to try to
assume the best of Rabban Gamliel for a moment. His justification before God “x5w
ORI M1 127°” (“So that disagreements do not multiply in Israel””) reminds me
of a classroom teacher who lacks the training and/or resources to meet the needs of a
student with learning differences. Such teachers usually realize that the special needs
student is getting the short end of the stick, but nevertheless remove the child from
the classroom for the sake of the larger group. Rabban Gamliel may feel responsible
for both Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua. But since he cannot meet the needs of
both at once, he sides with the majority. He has a job to do, after all! He may think
that such a solution is the best way to meet the needs of both parties. As a teacher, |
used to think this way myself. Now I see Rabban Gamliel as short-sighted, but [ am
sympathetic to his plight. God does indeed accept his explanations, until He sees just
how miserable the arrangement is making Rabbi Eliezer. It would seem that God
Himself is sensitive to the experiences of anyone who is unusually sensitive. This
reflects Rabbi Helbo’s statement immediately preceding the aggadic portion of this

tale.!®

138 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.
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The Sages

The Sages likely see Rabbi Eliezer as either an insufterable know-it-all, a false
prophet, or a man who is still living in the past. His diction is startling and can be
seen as blunt and self-centered. Who in their right mind after all, would say things
such as °nn> 1277 oX (“if the halachah is in accordance with me”) or 17°2v D7w: 1~
(“proof will come from Heaven.”). The tone of the language reminds me of the
Torah’s account of Joseph’s dream, to which the brothers respond incredulously,
“Woy Tonn 192! (“Do you mean to reign over us?!)'*? Joseph too was a favored
individual who made others feel overlooked and caused resentment. He is even
mentioned as a possibly proto-Autistic character by countless individuals, most
notably Samuel Levine.* I doubt Rabbi Eliezer would be a popular havruta choice.
As Shayne comments, Rabbi Eliezer does not give in to peer pressure. He is
“argumentative, obstinate, [and] obsessed with his own interests to the exclusion of
everything else.”'*!

But such statements by or related to Rabbi Eliezer and Joseph do not have to be seen
in a negative light. Many Autistic individuals speak in blunt statements. This is
sometimes seen as a lack of empathy.'* But when Autistics are actually able to relate
to an experience or a person, many of them are actually quite capable of feeling

empathy.'*® Assuming the words of the Bat Kol are not newsworthy to the other

rabbis, Eliezer’s colleagues know that in the game of halachah, Eliezer’s clout will

139 Genesis 37:5-8.

40 |evine, Was Yosef.

"1 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” 2.

142 Eva Silvertant, “Autism & Empathy,” Embrace Autism, February 6, 2019,
https://embrace-autism.com/autism-and-empathy/.

43 Lesley Kimber, Diarmuid Verrier, and Stephen Connolly, “Autistic People’s Experience of
Empathy and the Autistic Empathy Deficit Narrative,” Autism in Adulthood 6, no. 3

(September 16, 2024): 321-30, https:/doi.org/10.1089/aut.2023.000.

48


https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2023.000
https://embrace-autism.com/autism-and-empathy/
https://embrace-autism.com/autism-and-empathy/

Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

always outweigh their own.'** And so to remain relevant, they arguably changed the
rules of the game. The Sages could also argue that in light of the Destruction, the
rules had already changed. Eliezer was just late to the party. In this new rabbinic age,
the Sages “value [the] process of consensus” more than inexplicable truths.'®
According to the Ran, we are supposed to follow the decisions of the Sages regardless
of whether or not they are correct.'*® Regarding this opinion, Bednarsh writes: “It is
impractical to make the Halakha dependent on the power of prophecy or access to the
supernatural, because not every generation merits prophecy or supernatural
providence...More importantly, logical reasoning can be analyzed and rebutted and
subject to a degree of scrutiny that would ferret out any vacuous arguments or hidden
errors. Supernatural proofs, however, can easily be falsified.'*” Guttoff comments that
the Rabbis may have seen Eliezer as having gone mad without the Temple, writing:
“Some people are unable to bear a loss, and their grief is suppressed to such an extent
that they convince themselves that the loss has not really occurred.”'*® Eliezer may
have memorized all of the old halachot, but to his peers, he cannot seem to open
himself up to new possibilities.

Alternatively, the Sages may have been indignant that Rabbi Eliezer invoked Heaven

even after the Destruction, and absolutely flabbergasted when the Heavens responded.

How is Rabbi Eliezer able to do this when his peers cannot? It is enough to make

144 Avot 2:8.

145 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” 1.

146 Assaf Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” In-Person, ed. Leora Bednarsh (June 3, 2019),
4-5,
https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/issues-jewish-thought/issues-mussar-and-faith/lo-ba-shama

yim-hi.
47 Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 4-5.
48 Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw,” 744.
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even the best of us feel self-conscious, even though it does not excuse what happened
afterwards.

Finally, it says in Sukkah 28a that Rabbi Eliezer modeled his conduct upon that of his
mentor Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai. Accordingly, he was always the first one to
arrive the beit midrash, and the last to leave, and he never engaged in idle
conversation. All three of these are reasons that the other Sages may have cause to
resent him. The last reason is critical. Rabbi Eliezer did not seem to socialize in the
beit midrash, and depending on our interpretation of the text, he may not have
socialized outside of it either. Perhaps like many Autistics, he had no desire to do
s0.'” But for the Sages, socialization was part of building relationships, which were
essential for productive beit midrash collaboration. ‘7 1173 (It seems to me)” that
the Sages felt shut out by Rabbi Eliezer, who then shut him out in turn. How often
such misunderstandings arise!

God/Bat Kol

In this story, God clearly plays the role of the overprotective parent. Eliezer was being
ganged up on and was in need of rescue, so God intervened. According to the Tosafot,
Rabbi Eliezer was not even correct in his assertion about the Oven of Achani, but the
Bat Kol backed him up to save him the embarrassment.'”® To the Bat Kol, a
neurotypical individual would not have the audacity to make such a request after the
Destruction, and yet Eliezer, in his naivete, asks anyway. There seems to be an

absence of the (perceived) humility that the Bat Kol so clearly favors in Eruvin 13b.

149 Beardon, Autism in Adults, 87-88, 92.
1% Tosafot on B Yevamot 14a; Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 2.
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According to Ora Horn Prouser, “many gifted children exhibit a marked
inconsistency between their intellectual maturity and their social, emotional, and
physical development.”!*! Might Eliezer be such an individual? Horn Prouser also
remarks that gifted individuals are often subject to social isolation, which certainly
fits the Achnai story as well as my own until I was able to self-advocate properly.'*?
Regarding familial relationships, she writes “The disability of a family member
typically has a strong effect on every individual in the family and on their
relationships with one another...Studies have shown that parents not only are
overprotective of the child with the disability, but also make excessive demands on
the non-handicapped siblings.”'>* She notes that it is harder for disabled individuals to
find acceptance amongst siblings who are the same gender and close to them in
age."™

Note that when Eliezer prays at the end of this story, he does not pray explicitly for
the death of Rabban Gamliel. But God sees his anguish, and delivers justice. It is fair
to question the effectiveness of this justice though. Killing Rabban Gamliel did
nothing to restore Rabbi Eliezer to his former position. Could God have been a better
parent to Eliezer and the Sages in this story? Without a doubt. The Sages are just as
deserving of God’s love as Eliezer, and it could have been explained to them that

Eliezer was different and needed more attention and compassion. But one can only

parent with the knowledge you are equipped with. Like Rabban Gamliel, God’s heart

" Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 48.
2 Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 46.
'%3 Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 35, 36.
% Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 43.
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was probably in the right place in this story. Even the best of us make mistakes, and it
cannot be forgotten that this tale was crafted by the Sages, not God.

Rabbi Akiva

Rabbi Akiva knows his master Eliezer better than anyone except perhaps Ima Shalom
(and God). Akiva respects Rabbi Eliezer and has his best interests at heart. He
believes that he has the ability to calm his master where others would enrage him. But
at the same time, Akiva is a neurotypical. As such, the olive branch he extends is
better suited for a fellow neurotypical than for an Autistic. He uses imprecise
language and visual imagery, neither of which Rabbi Eliezer would have an easy time
understanding. He does eventually mirror Rabbi Akiva’s display of mourning, but
only once the connection is spelled out for him.

Moreover, Eliezer believes strongly in the student-master relationship. In such a
pairing (or zug), it is the master’s job to disseminate information, and the student’s
job to absorb it. Rabbi Eliezer famously refused to teach in front of his own master,
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai.'>> For Akiva to side with the Sages against his master
is nothing less than the ultimate betrayal to Eliezer. Eliezer knew his master’s rulings
well, even to the point of correcting him about his own teachings.'*® But it is
important to keep in mind that in addition to Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua was also a
master of Rabbi Akiva. There is at least one example in which Yehoshua forces Akiva
to choose a side and make his allegiances clear.'” This sort of political game is not

Eliezer’s strong suit.

15 Avot d’Rabbi Natan Recension B 13; Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer 2

%% Fine, The Madwoman, 186; Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Pesachim” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe
Color Edition, Complete Set (42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and
trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 69a.

%7'Y Pesachim 6:3
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Akiva is a rising star in his generation, and for the sake of passing on his teachings,
he sides with the establishment instead of taking a stand with his original master.
Imagine where we would be today if Rabbi Akiva was excommunicated and did not
have his teachings passed down! Still, Rabbi Akiva is apologetic. He tries to let his
master down the gentle way, but ultimately fails. Nobody from the court at Yavne
could appease Eliezer. Fittingly, it was another marginalized individual (a woman)
who could reach Eliezer the way no other human could.

Ima Shalom

Ima Shalom is aptly named “Mother of peace.” At first glance, it would seem that she
brings not peace, but death. But nowhere in the story does it explicitly say that Rabbi
Eliezer is actually appeased. I would argue however, that she appeases him better than
Rabbi Akiva or even God. After all, it is not the death of Rabban Gamliel that Rabbi
Eliezer desires, but to engage in the world of halachah that he has been barred from.
While confined to the house, Eliezer still manages to engage in Torah learning via his
wife.

Fine argues that act 2 of this story (Rabbi Akiva) is meant to mirror act 4 (Ima
Shalom).'*® Rubenstein concurs, stating that act 3 (Rabban Gamliel) parallels act 1
(the beit midrash).'*’ It is true that Ima Shalom was able to appease Rabbi Eliezer
better than Rabbi Akiva. There is however, another way to look at it. I feel that the
scene with Rabban Gamliel can be contrasted with the one involving Rabbi Akiva.

The scene with Ima Shalom then, contrasts how Rabbi Eliezer is received at home vs.

%8 Fine, The Madwoman, 193.

%9 Jeffrey Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame, and ‘the Oven of Akhnai,” in Talmudic Stories:
Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press,
1999), 38-39.
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at work in scene 1. Ima Shalom has spent years getting to know and understand her
husband intimately, including all of his quirks and value system. Since there is no
longer a place for him at Yavne, Rabbi Eliezer is essentially under “house arrest,” and
will be spending much more time with Ima Shalom than before. Fortunately for
Eliezer, Ima Shalom is the ideal person to be holed up with. Not only does she
understand him, but she is brilliant and able to engage in halachic discussion (whether
he would allow it is another issue). But despite all this, what Rabbi Eliezer really
wants is to be included among his peers. I have seen this in my own life. As a
religious school teacher, I no longer send my neurodivergent students to work in a
different classroom with the special education teacher even if they make more
academic progress when isolated. I have found that the social toll it takes on them is
not worth the benefit.

Like a skilled partner or sibling advocate, Ima Shalom walks between two spheres (3
if you include the sphere of women). She understands the way people see her
husband, but she also knows that there is more to him than meets the eye. And so,
Ima Shalom truly is a blessing upon her and Eliezer’s house, fulfilling Rav Helbo’s
words from earlier in the sugya: “INWX 2°2w2a XX Q7R 2w 1N°2 TIN2 7787 7972 PR.
(“Blessing is found in a man’s house only on account of his wife”).16

Second Reading'®

I will now analyze the story piece by piece. As a reminder, my Autistic notes (as
opposed to my more general notes) will be distinguished by an asterisk preceding the

first word.

60 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.

61 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a-b.
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Apropos the topic of verbal mistreatment, we
learned in a mishna there (Kelim 5:10): If one cut
an earthenware oven widthwise into segments, and
placed sand between each and every segment,
Rabbi Eliezer deems it ritually pure. Because of
the sand, its legal status is not that of a complete
vessel, and therefore it is not susceptible to ritual
impurity. And the Rabbis deem it ritually impure,

as it is functionally a complete oven.

1°2 291 1031 ,N°73In 9900 10T 1IN
0N YRR 730 - R R

TR0 DI

Commentary:

1) *Tzvi Novick writes: “R. Eliezer deems the oven pure, or more precisely, incapable of
being impure. Since the oven segments are interrupted by sand, they do not form a whole,
and so the “oven” is not in fact a vessel, but a collection of shards, and shards cannot
contact impurity. The Sages, by contrast, view the oven as a whole vessel, and thus
capable of becoming impure. For R. Eliezer, there is the bare fact of intervening sand; it
is impossible to bridge this physical gap between the oven segments.”'** Essentially, this
is a black and white issue to Rabbi Eliezer. | would go a step further than Novick. Just as
Rabbi Eliezer believes there are gaps in the oven, there is also a gap between his own
communication style and that of his colleagues. Sadly, this gap proves impossible for

them to bridge, and so the outnumbered Rabbi Eliezer never had a prayer of winning this

fight.

And this is known as the oven of akhnai. The
Gemara asks: What is the relevance of akhnai, a

snake, in this context? Rav Yehuda said that Shmuel

P9X32Y X% ORIV DY 73R RIT )

162 Novick, “A Lot of Learning,” 98-99.
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said: It is characterized in that manner due to the fact
that the Rabbis surrounded him with their
statements like this snake, which often forms a coil

when at rest, and deemed it impure.

ORVAY MR T 27 N
T RV 0737 [Popay

ATINBY)

Commentary:

1) The word Achnai likely actually refers to a person. It can be traced to the earliest

version of the story in Kelim 5:10.'® Note the contrast between this term and “Ben

Dinai” in that mishnah.

2) *There is a key difference here between this account and the much shorter version

in Berachot 19a. The current account says “They surrounded him with words like

a snake (X323 027 [1]0°paw). In Berachot however, it says “nisg 3moopay

*R12¥32” (They surrounded him with halachot like a snake.) The Steinsaltz

translation of Berachot actually elaborates: “like a snake surrounds its prey.”'®* It

is for this reason that I disagree with the Steinsaltz translation of the Bava Metzia

account, which says that the direct object of 3m19°p;] refers to the oven, not Rabbi

Eliezer.'® As Rubenstein explains, “‘surround with words’ has a negative

connotation, suggesting that the sages spoke with cunning and guile. That they

‘surrounded him’ with their words also rings of a personal assault.”'*® Indeed, to

Rabbi Eliezer, the actions of his colleagues probably felt sudden, confusing, and

163 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 32.

184 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Berachot” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set
(42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz

(Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 19a.

185 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.

86 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 40.

56




Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

even threatening. He may have felt he was tricked, as he was unable to pick up on
the social cues that might have alerted him to his colleagues’ animosity towards

him before it was too late.

Rabbis did not accept his explanations from him.

The Sages taught: On that day, when they discussed STYOOKR 920 W 297 NN XIN
this matter, Rabbi Eliezer answered all possible

answers in the world to support his opinion, but the 1‘73’? N171 ,D?WQW niwn ]7;

RElakhy!

1)

2)

Commentary:

*@ila Fine writes, “Having argued the matter to death, and failed to convince his fellow
rabbis, Rabbi Eliezer turns to a less conventional mode of dispute.”'” From Rabbi
Eliezer’s perspective, his colleagues are not listening to reason. He has literally made all
the attempts in the world to explain himself, and thus there is nothing more he could have
done. Such an illogical situation can be infuriating and lead to a meltdown.'®® This may
explain why the previously rational Rabbi Eliezer switches to proofs that no longer make
sense, at least to his colleagues.

*Rabbi Eliezer has given all the explanations in the world, but his colleagues did not
explicitly offer any support for their opinion whatsoever. Later, they argue that halachic
disputes must follow the majority. Rabbi Eliezer was probably familiar with this
explanation, but should the majority really decide if the majority is uninformed and

wrong? From a certain point of view, Rabbi Eliezer actually attempts to play by his

%7 Fine, The Madwoman, 187.

168

https://embrace-autism.com/meltdowns-and-shutdowns/#Meltdowns_Expression_Not_Explos
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3)

colleagues’ rules of engagement. If the Rabbis cite each other and witnesses/proofs, Rabbi
Eliezer will bring his own witnesses.'® Why should the opinion of a carob tree or a river
count for less than the opinion of a rabbi if the former is correct and the latter is wrong? If
Rabbi Eliezer is feeling attacked, he would be even more prone to the miscalculation
above. Still, there is a certain logic to everything Rabbi Eliezer does, even if most people
disagree with it. Rabbanit Liz Shayne of Yeshivat Maharat—herself Autsitic—writes, “I
take Rabbi Eliezer’s side every time...The failure to accept the truth strikes me as not
merely an intellectual failure, but a moral one. More to the point, it feels like every
argument I have at the Shabbat table when the rest of the room prioritizes keeping the
temperature of the discourse low while I just want to continue the conversation until the
argument is done.”'"

* An interesting contrasting tale is the famous story of Rabbi Yochanan and Reish Lakish
in Bava Metzia 84a. In this story, a verbal dispute leaves someone feeling ill, and the
wife/sister caught in the middle of a dispute urges her brother to pray for her husband’s
recovery. When Reish Lakish passes away, Rabbi Yochanan laments the loss of his
havruta, who would bring countless (24) counter-arguments against his opinions. Based
on this story, Rabbi Eliezer’s endless supply of arguments should be seen as a positive by
his peers, but they are clearly not. One can only conclude that there was something about

Rabbi Eliezer that made him an undesirable havruta. Whatever it was, it clearly was not a

lack of intellect.

169 Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw,” 739.
70 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile, ” 2.
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After failing to convince the Rabbis logically, Rabbi 2977 — °nin3 71297 OX 002 X
Eliezer said to them: If the halakha is in
accordance with my opinion, this carob tree will atallahinlolaRuk ity lin oA Wy oh Kby

prove it. The carob tree was uprooted from its

place one hundred cubits, and some say four IR MR AN 237? 1N R
hundred cubits. The Rabbis said to him: One does .
2T TR R PRI PR 132 I

not cite halakhic proof from the carob tree.

Commentary:
1) For a further comment on Rabbi Eliezer appearing to his colleagues as a prophet, see my
note on Rambam that corresponds to the quote ”’X*77 o°»°wa X2’ (“It is not in Heaven”).
2) *Per Tzvi Novick, “He claims that his view corresponds with the fact of the matter, and
thus that reality is on his side, in the most literal way: it is actually on his side, obedient to
his demands.”'”" Such literal interpretations of language are a hallmark of Autism and a

common cause for misunderstandings between Autistics and allistics.'"

Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in —nind ;'D’?;_'J N ZD;,'J’? mlahelalix
accordance with my opinion, the stream will prove - a o
it. The water in the stream turned backward and Q%7 DR 0 A0 o0 DR
began flowing in the opposite direction. They said to
N TR0 TR 11D N . Ding?

him: One does not cite halakhic proof from a

stream.

0720 NRRn

7" Novick, “A Lot of Learning,” 100.
72 Viicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”

59



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

Commentary:

1) *Having just demonstrated his worth to the group, Rabbi Eliezer probably cannot
understand why he is still on the outside looking in. I am reminded of when I used to tell
funny stories about myself at parties thinking that if I could make someone laugh, it could
lead to new friends. In reality, the people were laughing at me, not with me. I however,
kept on telling more and more stories and Eliezer kept on producing more and more

miracles, not realizing we were only digging a deeper hole for ourselves.

Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in
accordance with my opinion, the walls of the study
hall will prove it. The walls of the study hall
leaned inward and began to fall. Rabbi Yehoshua
scolded the walls and said to them: If Torah
scholars are contending with each other in matters
of halakha, what is the nature of your involvement
in this dispute? The Gemara relates: The walls did
not fall because of the deference due Rabbi
Yehoshua, but they did not straighten because of
the deference due Rabbi Eliezer, and they still

remain leaning.

2013 3077 AT WTRT N2 7onis
°27 072 3 71877 W TR 2
U9 TR DX 1077 MR LYY
Ak DOX ,72792 7] DY A 2RI
27 PV 97127 °38% 1793 X7 700270

°27 7Y 17923 *39% 19RT X2 LYW

TR TR T LIY0N

Commentary:

1) *This is Rabbi Eliezer’s first proof that does not rely on nature. Yavne (and by extension,
its walls) is a manmade institution. Understanding the natural (and supernatural) laws of

the universe will be of no help to him here. Why then do the walls tilt at his invitation?
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Likely out of sympathy for Rabbi Eliezer. The final resting place of the walls hints that
Yavne/God wants this to be a place where both Rabbi Eliezer and his opponents can
co-exist.

2) *To the Rabbis, Eliezer is threatening the literal stability of the institution they are trying

to create. Such subtle symbolism may have been lost on Rabbi Eliezer.

Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in m— 5_m733 n;?a ahs Dﬂ? TR In
accordance with my opinion, Heaven will prove it.
A Divine Voice emerged from Heaven and said: %3P N2 DR A2 2w
Why are you differing with Rabbi Eliezer, as the
IYO2K "3 73N 027 M AN

halakha is in accordance with his opinion in every

place that he expresses an opinion?

.aipn 922 ining naaw

Commentary:

1) Though it comes from another story that may not have continuity with this one, Rabbi
Eliezer does not believe in the power of a human being to interpret halachah for
themselves.'” They can say only what others have taught them. Can that well-known
story have had an impact on this one? It cannot be ruled out, particularly the version from
Avot d’Rabbi Natan Recension B (the version in Bereshit Rabba 42 does not include this
detail). If indeed there is a connection, Yael Shahar’s words become relevant here. She
writes, “The man who never said anything he didn’t hear from his teachers now calls
upon the ultimate Teacher to back him up.”'’* Again, this feels quite logical from a certain

point of view.

73 Avot d’'Rabbi Natan 6; Avot d’'Rabbi Natan Recension B 13
74 Yael Shahar, “The Tanur Shel Akhnai: A Tale of Two Methods,” Yaelshahar.com/, July 18,

2016, https://www.yaelshahar.com/tanur-akhnai-tale-two-methods/.
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2)

3)

4)

Rav Nissim Gaon infers that the words “pn 922 1mnd 7097w” actually mean that while
halachah normally follows Rabbi Eliezer, this case was the exception.'”” A second
comment from Rav Nissim Gaon suggests that God is merely testing the Rabbis by
appearing to support Rabbi Elizer, as described in Deuteronomy 13:1-4.'7

According to the Tosafot, Rabbi Eliezer is at least partially correct in that the words of a
Bat Kol are generally an acceptable halachic proof. In this case however, Rabbi Eliezer
was wrong and the Bat Kol was merely protecting his honor after he had gotten himself
into trouble.'”’

*While these texts are not necessarily meant to be linked with the Oven of Achnai story,
Y Sotah 9:16 and its Bavli counterpart Sotah 49a offer a possible window into Rabbi
Eliezer’s mindset, explaining why he felt the need to call upon heaven as a nuclear option.
It quotes Rabbi Eliezer, who said: “ from the day the Temple was destroyed, the Sages
were diminished to be like scribes, the scribes like community servants, the community
servants like common people; the common people go and degenerate, nobody desires and
nobody asks. On whom can we rely? On our Father in Heaven.” In the context of the
Oven of Achnai story, this can be taken to mean that Rabbi Eliezer felt the other Rabbis
were no longer wise enough to understand things without the Temple standing. They had
moved on to the era of Rabbinic Judaism. But Rabbi Eliezer was unable to move on or let

go of the past, so he remained as sharp as ever. Both rumination and having trouble

75 Rav Nissim Gaon on Berachot 19b; Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 4.
176 Rav Nissim Gaon on Berachot 19b; Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 4.
7 Tosafot on B Yevamot 14a; Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 2.
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dealing with change are Autistic hallmarks.'”® God was the ultimate source of wisdom, so

it was upon God that Rabbi Eliezer called to back him up.

Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and said: It is Nl alahs! 15’73j Sy YW 020 Ty
written: “It is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12). S
The Gemara asks: What is the relevance of the Yk shBaRalvil XD ORn " IR QMNY2
phrase “It is not in heaven” in this context? Rabbi _ _
Yirmeya says: Since the Torah was already given AR AN W 17777 727 N
at Mount Sinai, we do not regard a Divine Voice,

,237 D22 PIoAn AR TR L1010

as You already wrote at Mount Sinai, in the
Torah: “After a majority to incline” (Exodus 23:2). AR SR °1°0 52 AAND 20w
Since the majority of Rabbis disagreed with Rabbi
Eliezer’s opinion, the halakha is not ruled in _"}'ﬂgf{? 0°a7

accordance with his opinion.

Commentary:

1) According to Rambam, people are not to introduce halachic innovations regarding matters
on which the Torah does not command us, as such people are false prophets. Even if this
false prophet performs a miracle, they are subject to the death penalty. Rambam’s citation
for this is 8771 0w2 X.'” This claim bolsters the idea that Rabbi Eliezer’s colleagues saw
him as performing duties traditionally confined to prophets before the Destruction.

2) Although continuity between Talmudic aggadot cannot always be assumed, I would be

remiss not to mention a story about Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas in Yevamot 16a. The

78 Shivani Patel et al., “Association between Anger Rumination and Autism Symptom
Severity, Depression Symptoms, Aggression, and General Dysregulation in Adolescents with
Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Autism 21, no. 2 (April 19, 2016): 181-89,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361316633566]; Wayne Fisher et al., “Treatment of Resistance;”
Cooper and Russel, “Insistence on Sameness.”

7% Moses Maimon, “Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:1-4; Bednarsh, “Lo
Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 3.
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3)

4)

parallels are too numerous to be coincidental, and Rabbi Yehoshua’s hypocrisy regarding
a Bat Kol becomes apparent. Whether the hypocrisy is in one story of the other depends
on authorship and redaction dates, which are quite messy. I will touch on this story in
more detail later.

*The quote from Deuteronomy that Rabbi Yehoshua uses here is likely either confusing
or infuriating to Rabbi Eliezer (possibly both). Surely he is familiar with it, but with a
memory like his, he would also know that it is taken out of context. Rabbi Eliezer would
have been unlikely to approve of even if he understood the game Rabbi Yehoshua is
playing. It is a credit to Rabbi Eliezer that he at least had the good sense not to directly
question Rabbi Yehoshua’s knowledge of Torah, as this would be disrespectful and
unproductive.

* An argument can be made that Rabbi Yehoshua’s citation of Deuteronomy 30:12 is
actually quite appropriate for his argument, particularly if one casts their eyes to the end
of the idea being expressed, which extends through verse 14. At the rhetorical question *»
MY ADR NYRY 1Y J0pN Tnwa 197078 (“Who among us can go up to the heavens and
get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?”, Rabbi Eliezer might innocently
respond: “I can, and I just did.”'*" Similarly, he can respond that he can cross the sea, as
he had just reversed the flow of a river. Unfortunately for Rabbi Eliezer, these questions
are rhetorical, as Rabbi Yehoshua’s position reflects verse 14. In a sense, he is saying, “It
does not matter what nature does. All that matters is the words that come out of our (the
Rabbis’) mouths.” I imagine Rabbi Eliezer would have a snappy rebuttal, retorting: “Yes!

The truth is very close to you! It’s coming out of my mouth, and if you would just respect

18 Deuteronomy 30:12
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my ability to memorize halachot, I would have no need to invoke miracles! There is no

need to vote if you already know the indisputable truth!” Gila Fine hints that Rabbi

Eliezer is missing the point here, saying “The Rabbis’ deliberate decontextualization

enacts the transfer of authority from the Divine Author of the verse to their human

readers.”'™!

5) *Even if one wants to make the argument that Rabbi Yehoshua’s quote from
Deuteronomy was not taken out of context, Rabbi Yirmeyah’s quote from Exodus is
surely out of context, and wildly so. But being an Amora who lived long after this episode
took place, such out of context quotes were commonplace in Babylon, thanks perhaps to
the efforts of Rabbi Yehoshua and his colleagues.

6) *The Ran acknowledges that the ruling of the majority can be wrong, but says that it must
be followed anyway. Perhaps such a comment would have pacified Rabbi Eliezer.

7) The Ketzot HaChoshen goes so far as to say that God created humans to see what
halachic rulings they would make, regardless of whether they were correct or not.'*?

8) *Perhaps my favorite comment on this entire story comes from Rabbi Yosef Delmedigo
of Candia in Ta’alumot Chochma. He says that since the true law is known only to God,
we have no choice but to follow the majority ruling, as God instructed us at Sinai. We are
not liable for errors in judgment so long as we follow the ruling of the majority. However,

“he whom God has graciously distinguished from among the other sages in discovering

the essential truth of things from another source has no need to go along the ordinary

¥ Fine, The Madwoman, 188.
82 Aryeh Leib Heller, Shev Shmateta, n.d., Introduction; Bednarsh, “Lo Ba-Shamayim Hi,” 6.
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path.”'® Essentially, Rabbi Eliezer and the Rabbis were both correct, even if Rabbi
Eliezer’s ruling applied only to himself. This is a great outcome for a dispute where the

two sides were essentially speaking two different languages.

The Gemara relates: Years after, Rabbi Natan :,—.p? miah ,m:bxb 03 °27 H’TDWX
encountered Elijah the prophet and said to him:
What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do at that N772 X377 9072 RYTIP 772V XD
time, when Rabbi Yehoshua issued his declaration?
Elijah said to him: The Holy One, Blessed be He, , X ST N IFP? R 7&05727

smiled and said: My children have triumphed
"!’J:;I 1NN !’;; REIE
over Me; My children have triumphed over Me. ) '

Commentary:

1) *Given the lack of punctuation in the original text of the Talmud, it cannot be ruled out
that God is being sarcastic here. Such is the opinion of Rabbi Moses of Bisencz in Darash
Moshe."® And as for Elijah, he might be in on the secret. Rabbi Eliezer does not hear God
say this, but it is just as well. He might not have understood the sarcasm anyway.'®

2) Rabbi Natan lived after the time of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua, so he is not the
most convincing witness. Moreover, his reliance on a prophet—albeit one who lived before
the Destruction—is ironic. It suggests that Rabbi Yehoshua’s disagreement with Rabbi

Eliezer was more personal than substance-based.

The Sages said: On that day, the Sages brought all ningw 59 I8°37 297 NIR K

the ritually pure items deemed pure by the ruling

'8 |zhak Englard, “Majority Decision vs. Individual Truth: The Interpretations of the ‘Oven of
Achnai’ Aggadah,” Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 15, no. 1 (1975): 146,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23258495.

'8 Englard, “Majority Decision,” 145.

18 Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People;” Price, Unmasking Autism,
192.
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the Sages said: Who will go and inform him of his
ostracism? Rabbi AKkiva, his beloved disciple, said
to them: I will go, lest an unseemly person go and

inform him in a callous and offensive manner, and

of Rabbi Eliezer with regard to the oven and R 019701 YRR 20 ey
burned them in fire, and the Sages reached a
consensus in his regard and ostracized him. And 722 77 :3TMRY,173972) 1PHY 1NN

IR IRDPY 027 077 MR 2997

TINT I1RY OTR 77 KRy 79K

2)

H 1d thereby destroy the enti 1d. 3 s
e wou ereby destroy the entire wor D‘?WD 173 NR 27 RYD1 LIV
49313
Commentary:
1) *Rabbi Akiva is not wrong to worry about what might happen if the wrong person broke

the news to Rabbi Eliezer. But the true power belongs to God, who is acting on Rabbi
Eliezer’s behalf. This is consistent with Rabbi Elazar’s explanation in the prelude to this
story.'¢ Per Jeffrey Rubenstein, Rabbi Akiva’s cause for concern is not that he knows his
teacher is powerful, but that a great sin has been committed, and that God may react
accordingly. Who has the power to destroy the entire world? Surely only God can do such
a thing. The words 21 X¥»11 allow for this interpretation.'®” Rabbi Eliezer is less special
and more-so has a protected status under God as someone who is disadvantaged by
societal norms.

*Rabbi Akiva is familiar with Rabbi Eliezer and his values. And according to the account
in Pesachim 69a, he even has experience pacifying him despite initially coming under

threat, saying: “5an °1223Pn 72...°27.” “My teacher, such is the teaching I received from

18 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.
87 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 42.
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you.” But as we soon see, even Rabbi Akiva makes mistakes, just as neurotypical allies
sometimes forget how to accommodate their Autistic companions.

3) *Rabbi Akiva seems to know that the entire world is at stake, but surely Rabbi Eliezer
would not destroy the world intentionally. Perhaps alexithymia is at play here, and

perhaps Rabbi Akiva has seen this before from his mentor.'s®

What did Rabbi Akiva do? He wore black and D’Wﬁmﬁ' W25 ?ND’P}Z 99 Sty an

wrapped himself in black, as an expression of
mourning and pain, and sat before Rabbi Eliezer at P73 1’;2‘? WM ,2°7INY AuYNN

a distance of four cubits, which is the distance that
one must maintain from an ostracized individual. '1757’]7?{ 1 17 R MAR VAR
Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Akiva, what is different . )
o) -39 R ?D’DZD Q1 7R ,N2PY
about today from other days, that you comport '

yourself in this manner? Rabbi Akiva said to him: ax . D"?"@ D’T?D‘éf "? TR
My teacher, it appears to me as if your colleagues
are distancing themselves from you. He employed VYN ,1’725];73 ’r"?f:ﬂ 17332 ¥R NI
euphemism, as actually they distanced Rabbi Eliezer
from them. Rabbi Eliezer too, rent his garments Y272 °23 53.7 2@721
and removed his shoes, as is the custom of an

ostracized person, and he dropped from his seat and

sat upon the ground.

Commentary:

1) *Gila Fine writes, “"The Talmud considers excommunication to be a form of social death,

29189

and many of its rituals are patterned after those of mourning.”"® If excommunication is a

social death, it can also be argued that for Rabbi Eliezer, socialization is a form of death.

18 Price, Unmasking Autism, 126.
'8 Fine, The Madwoman, 190.
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2)

3)

That is not to say that he cannot enjoy the company of others, but being around them
comes at a cost to him and all involved. Autistic individuals often need more time to
recharge their social battery than their neurotypical peers, and when they do not have the
chance to do so, it can lead to Autistic burnout, which is more extreme than neurotypical
burnout. '

The connection of excommunication with death may well come from this very episode!
See the statements of Rav and Shmuel regarding the etymology of the term for
excommunication in Moed Katan 17a. Of course, the activity of the Stammaim cannot be
ruled out.

*Per Fine, “Rabbi Eliezer, still unaware of the turmoil he has caused at Yavneh, doesn’t
understand Rabbi Akiva’s conduct.”"' Rabbi Eliezer does not seem to understand the
implication behind Rabbi Akiva’s actions. Subtleties are often lost on Autistics.'”> Being a
learned man, Eliezer surely knew the laws of mourning. But particularly since he was not
expecting the excommunication, he did not see the connection.'”® He may as well have

asked Akiva: “Who died?” When Akiva clarifies with a (slightly) less subtle explanation,

Rabbi Eliezer too begins to imitate the laws of mourning.

4) *The phrase w °2 nm7n3 (“it appears to me as if”) is extremely ambiguous and could be

1% Katie Oswald, “Autistic Burnout: What It Is and How to Prevent It,” Powerpoint
Presentatlon accessed December 29, 2025,

h

Oswald Autlst|c Burnout presentation-March- 2022 pdf.

%! Fine, The Madwoman, 190.

192 Alexandra Sturrock et al., “The Impact of Subtle Language and Communication Difficulties
on the Daily Lives of Autistic Children without Intellectual Disability: Parent Perspectives,”
International Journal of Lanquage & Communication Disorders 58, no. 4 (February 20, 2023):
1232-50, hitps://doi.org/10.1111/1460-6984.12859.

193 Eleanor Cole, Katie Slocombe, and Nick Barraclough, “Abilities to Explicitly and Implicitly
Infer Intentions from Actions in Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders 48, no. 5 (December 6, 2017): 1712-26,
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late.

confusing to Rabbi Eliezer. Furthermore, the term 0°°72 is not always used negatively.

194

In the Yerushalmi version however, Rabbi Akiva uses no such subtleties.'*

5) *Levine rightly points out that Rabbi Akiva’s words seem to be derived from the epilogue
of the Yerushalmi account: ““niX 1°27pn 2 ooy nit.” (“It seems as though today my
friends are drawing near to me.”)'*® It is both fitting and ironic that when Rabbi Eliezer
tries to use ambiguous terminology, his understanding of the real-world situation he is
referencing is incorrect and naive. What he gets correct however, is the biblical citation
from Psalm 113, which applies to this situation quite literally but not figuratively.

6) *As a personal note, friends distancing themselves from me for reasons that ultimately
boil down to neurodivergent misunderstandings is something that I have indeed
experienced. I had only one friend group at the time, and being excommunicated from it
felt like my world was ending. Only years later was I able to piece together what likely

happened. A simple heart-to-heart could easily have diffused the problem, but it was too

The Gemara relates: His eyes shed tears, and as a
result the entire world was afflicted: One-third of
its olives were afflicted, and one-third of its wheat,
and one-third of its barley. And some say that even
dough kneaded in a woman’s hands spoiled. The
Sages taught: There was great anger on that day,
as any place that Rabbi Eliezer fixed his gaze was

burned.

WY 0w R% ,NIVDT 1Y 1Y)
Al IR aiclyinR7alrli7E IR abis b ol
PX2 AR 2 MIR U .0Miva

127 2173 AR 1RID MDY AWK TV

%4 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 43.
19 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 58-59; Y Moed Katan 3:1

% Nachman Levine, “The Oven of Achnai Re-Deconstructed,” Hebrew Studies 45 (2004): 38,

https://doi.org/10.1353/hbr.2004,0023; Y Moed Katan 3:1
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2 103V oipn 223Y 0977 iniNa

A1 — YR 21 Y

1)

2)

Commentary:

*Earlier in the sugya, there is a debate regarding whether one should follow the advice of
one’s wife."’ In the halachic prelude to this story, Rav warns people against mistreating
their wives, stating that women cry easily and thus punishment for mistreating them will
be swift."”® Ima Shalom later refutes this stereotype, but it is true that the feelings of the
sensitive ought to be protected. In this story, the one who cries is actually Rabbi Eliezer.
Fine argues that this amounts to gender role reversal and even a “feminization” of Rabbi
Elizer."”” But while it is problematic to call Eliezer a woman or say women are easily
brought to tears, there are other demographics that this might apply to. Some Autistics are
indeed brought to tears easily.?* Still, all demographics have something to contribute and
deserve to have a seat at the table.

*Might Rabbi Eliezer be being defiant here? Such an attitude is not uncommon in
Autistics, and likely stems from sensitivity.””! Moreover, this could be seen by Eliezer as
“an eye for an eye.”*” The Rabbis burned his purities, so he would burn things in return.

There is a sense of literalness to this that is even somewhat logical.

197 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.

1% Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.

% Fine, The Madwoman, 200; Fonrobert, “When the Rabbi Weeps,” 57-71.

200 Reframing Autism, “All about Autistic Meltdowns;” Gianluca Esposito, Noboru Hiroi, and
Maria Luisa Scattoni, “Cry, Baby, Cry: Expression of Distress as a Biomarker and Modulator
in Autism Spectrum Disorder,” International Journal of Neuropsychopharmacology 20, no. 6
(February 15, 2017): 498-503, https:/doi.org/10.1093/iinp/pyx014.

201 Reframing Autism, “Pathological Demand Avoidance.”

202 Shahar, “The Tanur Shel Akhnai.”

71



https://doi.org/10.1093/ijnp/pyx014

Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

3) Destruction following the mistreatment of prominent rabbis is a common rabbinic trope,
and can be found in many places, such as Shabbat 33b, Moed Katan 25b, Bava Kama
117a, Bava Metzia 84a, and Bava Bartra 9b.” The most striking example is in Moed
Katan 17b, which directly corresponds to the broad sugya in the Yerushalmi that also
contains the Oven of Achnai Story (Y Moed Katan 3:1).

4) *All tropes aside, in a vacuum this episode can be seen as a full-blown Autistic
meltdown.?” Rabbanit Liz Shayne elaborates: “Parents often talk about the unpredictable
and frighteningly big anger they see in their autistic kids. The sense of explosion is no less
frightening on the inside; I almost wish my eyes could shoot lasers if it would disperse the
all-consuming anger I feel at the world not being as it ought to be.”?%

5) *Rabbi Eliezer’s actions here also fit the description of one of the more recently added
conditions to the DSM-5, called Impairing Emotional Outbursts. It includes uncontrolled
crying and destruction of property. According to the DSM-5, this condition can occur both
independently and in the context of Autism Spectrum Disorder.

6) *Per Fine, “The rejection of Rabbi Eliezer’s 3 miracles is avenged by 3 natural
disasters.”®"” There is a beautifully logical consistency to this, though the Rabbis may not

have noticed. It cannot be assumed that Rabbi Eliezer was unintentional about this.

7) *Rabbi Eliezer is well-known for eye imagery, most famously in Avot 2:9. The eye

203 Fine, The Madwoman, 171.

204 Engelbrecht, “Meltdowns & Shutdowns.”

205 | jz Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” 3.

206 American Psychiatric Association, DSM-5-TRTM Update Supplement to Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, Text Revision (American Psychiatric
Association, 2023), 15,
https://www.psychiatry.org/getmedia
-Update-September-2023.pdf.

207 Fine, The Madwoman, 191.
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imagery in this story though is slightly more literal. Rabbi Eliezer takes the literalness to
an extreme in Chagiga 3b causing a colleague’s eye to fall out, saying bluntly to him:
“Pry 2ap) T VWD 0. (“Yossi, hold out your hands and catch your eyes.”)*® What did
Rabbi Eliezer do immediately after? He wept. Though it may be a coincidence, it is
notable that this story in Chagiga 3b is immediately followed by the halachot for a shoteh.
Given how a shoteh s status here seems to be dependent on rational explanations for
behavior, perhaps one’s status as a shoteh is ironically in the eye of the beholder. Rabbi

Yossi probably felt Rabbi Eliezer was acting quite irrationally here, and vice versa.

And even Rabban Gamliel, the Nasi of the 7Y .71°002 X2 77 bN’bDR 127 9X)
Sanhedrin at Yavne, the head of the Sages who were
responsible for the decision to ostracize Rabbi " RITRD NK .W;D]? ‘71!27'?:1} 1"2317

Eliezer, was coming on a boat at the time, and a
large wave swelled over him and threatened to 12 '1757’5& a7 5’:@3 N?N a7 VNW
drown him. Rabban Gamliel said: It seems to me .
that this is only for the sake of Rabbi Eliezer ben DM

Hyrcanus, as God punishes those who mistreat

others.

Commentary:
1) *Rabban Gamliel makes the same mistake as Rabbi Akiva with his ambiguous wording
(¥ °% nm17m3). Why then was Rabban Gamliel successful where Rabbi Akiva was not? The
former’s words function as a soliloquy (or else as a remark to the all-knowing God), so
there was no misunderstanding. Rabbi Akiva on the other hand, effectively failed to

code—switch.?” His words were not appropriate for his audience.

208 | evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 37-38.
209 Price, Unmasking Autism, 63.
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2) *While not explicitly part of the story until now, Rabban Gamliel is a fitting stand-in for
the rest of the Rabbis here because of the way his mind sees the world. He immediately
makes the connection between a symbolic action (a tidal wave) and the source of God’s
displeasure. Rabbi Eliezer did not seem to have this skill in the earlier scene with Rabbi
Akiva, as he cannot connect the latter’s symbolic actions with the decision to
excommunicate him.?'° Rabbi Eliezer does not think like the nasi, who arguably sets the

tone for the entire beit midrash.

Rabban Gamliel stood on his feet and said: Master 5Y 11927 N 15531 Sy Iy .
of the Universe, it is revealed and known before . I
You that neither was it for my honor that I acted 79227 KW 7395 vIT) 193,00
when ostracizing him, nor was it for the honor of
the house of my father that I acted; rather, it was ”D’WSJ NIX 172 ﬂ:l;’? N,ﬂ ”D’wy
for Your honor, so that disputes will not

Nipi2nn 137 X9 779237 RIN

proliferate in Israel. In response, the sea calmed

from its raging. 1537173 0% 1 ‘7&1}27’3

Commentary:
1) Rabban Gamliel’s words echo that of an earlier (and shorter) version of this story in
Tosefta Eduyot 2:1, where it says “ 5&Ww°2 np17nn 127 voyw.” (“Because of it,
disagreements arose in Israel.”)*"!

2) *We shall see that Rabban Gamliel’s sister is more comfortable than him in invoking her

father’s house. In this way she is more like her husband than her brother. Or at the very

210 \Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”
2" Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 48.
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least, she knows how to code-switch better than the latter.?'?

The Gemara further relates: Imma Shalom, the wife ,WTSJ"?N Y277 3N°2T ,mﬂg’ N1R
of Rabbi Eliezer, was the sister of Rabban
Gamliel. From that incident forward, she would RTan NG 17&"773} 1277 900X

not allow Rabbi Eliezer to lower his head and
A7 TRV MY R? 77N APy

recite the tahanun prayer, which includes

supplication and entreaties. She feared that were her
DR 99 9207 MY V277

husband to bemoan his fate and pray at that moment,

her brother would be punished.

Commentary:

1) *While clearly not the intent of the authors and redactors, there is a parallel here with

stimming (self-stimulatory behavior characteristic of ASD and other mental disorders).*"?

Ima Shalom doesn’t allow Rabbi Eliezer to fall on his face and lower his head in prayer.
In most social settings (but especially in the classroom), Autistic students are often not
allowed to bob their head up and down because others find it distracting. As both a
teacher and an Autistic, I am sympathetic to both sides of this debate. But at the end of the
day, stimming hurts no one and is nearly impossible to regulate without drastic

interventions such as Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy.*'* Indeed, Ima Shalom’s

attempt to regulate her husband’s body movements here ultimately prove to be futile.

212 price, Unmasking Autism, 63.

213 Merriam-Webster, “Stlmmlng, in Merr/am Webster (Sprmgfleld Merrlam Webster)
accessed March 14, 2026, -

214 Joy Johnson, “From Harm to Healing: Building the Future of ABA with Autistic V0|ces

Societies 15, no. 3 (March 17, 2025), hitps://doi.org/10.3390/s0c15030072.
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A certain day was around the day of the New q‘vn’m_ ;710 RO WO Rp$ NI

Moon, and she inadvertently substituted a full

thirty-day month for a deficient twenty-nine-day NON DOANT XN 70?317 N‘?@ 72 A2

month, i.e., she thought that it was the New Moon,
when one does not lower his head in supplication, but
it was not. Some say that a pauper came and stood
at the door, and she took bread out to him. The
result was that she left her husband momentarily

unsupervised.

DD A7 R DR RN NP1 K1Y

T T - .

Commentary:

1)

2)

3)

*Though there is no basis for this comment, it is almost as if Rabbi Eliezer was so
determined to pray via supplication that he actually changed the date of Rosh Chodesh,
saying, “Let the moon prove it.” Autistics can be very stubborn.?!®

While the two stories may not be connected, this passage is not in alignment with Rabbi
Eliezer’s famous view in Mishnah Berachot 4:4 that true prayer comes from supplication
and is not fixed (2°3170 In990 X ,¥2p 7in9on 7ivd)”. In that account, there is no wrong
time for supplication according to Rabbi Eliezer.?'® This may actually be a moot point, as
Ima Shalom is not meant to have calculated the date for Rosh Chodesh incorrectly. That
bit was added to most Talmudic manuscripts later, and Tachanun (the supplication prayer)
was not yet fixed at the time, and would thus be permitted on Rosh Chodesh.?"’

Though it is impossible to know for sure, I believe that the explanation with the pauper

was the original cause of Ima Shalom’s error. Paupers at the door are a common Talmudic

215 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144.
218 Fine, The Madwoman, 172.
27 Fine, The Madwoman, 172-173.
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trope that signifies danger (though the characters sometimes survive).?'® The bit about the
new moon was likely added as an irony relating to the tale of Rabban Gamliel and the
new moon in Rosh HaShannah 24b-25a. That story also features all of our main players
from this one, and the connection is consistent with what we know about Ima Shalom’s
Rosh Chodesh error not being present in all manuscripts.?'” Most importantly, in Rosh
Hashannah 25a, Rabban Gamliel cites a tradition from his father’s house.?* It cannot be
ruled out that the stammaim are responsible for this. Oddly enough, Rabbi Eliezer is
inadvertently avenging Rabbi Yehoshua here, who was himself a victim of 71X1IX at the

hands of Rabbban Gamliel.

When she returned, she found him and saw that he =95 7K L00] S5y 77937 TORMOWR

had lowered his head in prayer. She said to him:
Arise, you already killed my brother. Meanwhile, IARS apvhup] (nkb nohup) 0
the sound of a shofar emerged from the house of

Rabban Gamliel to announce that the Nasi had 77N”7?3:_& Dj— n°an N?Q’W PQ; ’:’UT?’_{

died. ,
20T

Commentary:
1) *When Rabbi Eliezer falls on his face, this may be seen an Autistic shutdown, which is
distinct from a melt-down. In some cases, this can even immobilize the individual and

leave them unable to speak.??' The latter phenomenon is known as selective mutism,

218 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 45; B Shabbat 156b; B Moed Katan 28a.

21% Fine, The Madwoman, 172-173.

220 |_evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 44.

221 Katie Paris et al., “Shutdowns Are like You're Stuck on the Blue Screen of Death’: A
Metaphor Analysis of Autistic Shutdowns,” Autism in Adulthood, February 12, 2025,

https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2024.0193.
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2)

which is distinct from autism but often overlaps.??? To be clear, some Autistics are
non-verbal at all times.)** By falling on his face, Rabbi Eliezer both literally and
figuratively collapses. Rabbi Eliezer does not pray for Rabban Gamliel’s death. He is in
too much pain to pray for anything at all. God notices this, and—playing the role of
overprotective parent-revises His earlier decision to let Rabban Gamliel live. The
blowing of the shofar is a Talmudic trope that signals that an authority figure has made a
decision, often an excommunication.??* Perhaps it was blown by God Himself, as if to say
that Rabban Gamliel died due to his culpability for Rabbi Eliezer’s excommunication. If
s0, God certainly has a sense of humor!

Rabbi Eliezer prays from the heart, and so his prayers are answered. This is in accordance
with his words in Berachot 30b, in which he says that those who cannot focus their hearts
should not pray. Conversely, the fact that his prayer resulted in a death can be seen as
support for the idea that his heart was not focused when praying in the Achnai story. As

the cherry on top, the passage in Berachot 30b contains the new moon.

know that your brother would die? She said to him:
This is the tradition that I received from the house aRaliirh] b? SR2AN AN N°2AN ’J]?:“PD
of the father of my father: All the gates of Heaven
are apt to be locked, except for the gates of prayer

for victims of verbal mistreatment.

Rabbi Eliezer said to her: From where did you 72 =95 =9 X 20Y7° X379 0N

RIIR g I o0hyn

222 Debra Bercovici, “Selective Mutism & Autism,” Embrace Autism, May 5, 2023,
https://embrace-autism.com/selective-mutism-and-autism/#Social_anxiety_vs_selective_muti

sm.

223 Price, Unmasking Autism, 32.
224 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 46; B Kiddushin 70a (ms Vatican Ill); B Moed Kattan 16a
17a-b; B Shavuot 36a; B Chulin 105b; B Sanhedrin 7b.
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2)

3)

Commentary:

1) According to Rubenstein, Rabbi Eliezer’s words to Ima Shalom are deliberately meant to

be the inverse of a story in which Rabbi Eliezer correctly predicts the death of a student.
Ima Shalom wonders how he knew that the death would occur, and asks her husband if he
is a prophet. He responds that he merely received the tradition that those who issue
halachic rulings in front of their teachers will die.””® In the Achnai story however, Rabbi
Eliezer wonders how his wife knew something he did not, and she cites a tradition that
she has received. For all of Rabbi Eliezer’s attitudes about women, his wife was brilliant.
But then, an argument can be made that since she grew up with the same family teachings
as the Nasi, Rabbi Eliezer treats her as “one of the boys”.??® This is certainly not the case
though in Nedarim 20a-b.?’

*In other texts Rabbi Eliezer is clearly against women engaging in rabbinic learning.??*
This is not unlike the attitude of Rav in the prelude to this story, (though Rav makes an
exception for household matters.)*** It is not clear what Rabbi Eliezer’s attitude toward
women is in the Achnai story, but the fact that he bothers to ask his wife where she
learned something shows that here—as in the case of his suspected heresy— Rabbi Eliezer
prioritizes the truth over the outsider status of the person speaking it.*

* Another explanation for this is that Torah is Rabbi Eliezer’s special interest. In both this

225 Sifra (Shemini, Mekhilta DeMiluim Il 33); Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Eruvin” in Koren Talmud
Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set (42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition),
ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), Eruvin 63a; Y Gitin 1:2,
43c; Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 56.

226 See Shabbat 116a-b for a tale of Ima Shalom teaming up with her brother to outwit a
Christian philosopher; Fine, The Madwoman, 179.

22T Fine, The Madwoman, 177.

228 M Sota 3:4

229 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.

230 T Chulin 2:24; B Avodah Zarah 16b-17a; Kohelet Rabba 1:8
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tale and his origin story, he cries without Torah.”' And even for the man who thinks he
knows everything, Rabbi Eliezer still needs a havruta. All he has left is his wife, and so
for the sake of engaging in his special interest, he now permits her to engage in certain
discussions that he would not have before.

4) By honoring the words and family teachings of his wife, Rabbi Eliezer is following the
words of Rabbi Helbo, who in the prelude to the story said that a blessing only falls on
one’s house for the sake of his wife.*> The Torah quote he uses (Genesis 12:16) fittingly
belongs to another tale of trickery involving someone playing both wife and sister. If God
is truly protecting Rabbi Eliezer though, a different verse from Genesis 12 might be more
fitting: “IRX 779271 72727 71272817 (“And I shall bless those who bless you, while cursing
those who curse you.”

5) *Surely Rabban Gamliel remembers this teaching as well as Ima Shalom. Why then, did
he not account for the possibility of this scenario? Simply put, it does not occur to him
because he did not understand Rabbi Eliezer’s pain. What was Rabban Gamliel’s great
sin? Even more-so than 0727 nX1X, he failed to recognize that Rabbi Eliezer was created
DoR 09%a.

6) *Per Goldin, until the days of Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai, received traditions were
“almost the exclusive principle governing the methods to arrive at a conclusion, or [the]
resolution of [a] disagreement.”*** The death of Rabban Gamliel did not mean a return to

the old ways for the Rabbis, but at least in his own home, Ima Shalom can give Eliezer a

1 Avot D’'Rabbi Natan 6

2 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.

23 Judah Goldin, “On the Account of the Banning of R. Eliezer Ben Hyrqanus: An Analysis
and Proposal,” Journal of the Ancient near Eastern Society 16, no. 1 (January 1, 1984): 89,
https://janes.scholasticahq.com/article/2328-on-the-account-of-the-banning-of-r-eliezer-ben-h
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taste of the old days by valuing received traditions.

The Sages taught: One who verbally mistreats the 12Y ,937 NN 7IRNT 17327 10
convert violates three prohibitions, and one who

oppresses him in other ways violates two. D02 NIy ,IXnivo IR Iwhwa
Commentary:

1) *A convert, like an Autistic, must learn the rules and societal norms of a group that they

were not born into, in hopes of finding a home (and acceptance) amongst that group.

The Gemara asks: What is different with regard to Pm? ﬂ(é/‘?W 20027 ,TIRD N;W A
verbal mistreatment, that three prohibitions are
written concerning it: “And you shall neither 2 RN 712 °2Y” ,"ﬂ;ﬁﬂ XY A"
mistreat a convert” (Exodus 22:20); “And when a

1230 897 ,7iNR 3130 KD 0J¥X3

convert lives in your land, you shall not mistreat

him” (Leviticus 19:33); “And you shall not . . .
iy 2222 71 ,7I0nY DY YR

mistreat, each man his colleague” (Leviticus

25:17), and a convert is included in the category of U
colleague? With regard to one who also oppresses a T T
convert as well, three prohibitions are written: TN N“ﬂ:n ,"VU’? n N 3" ,"u._xﬂ?ﬂ

“And you shall neither mistreat a convert, nor
oppress him” (Exodus 22:20); “And you shall not N ,N‘?N IR ‘7]23; ) a"mé;"]? 1?2
oppress a convert (Exodus 23:9); “And you shall L
not be to him like a creditor” (Exodus 22:24). This TKZ]’?WD LT Al
last prohibition is a general prohibition, in which
converts are included. Consequently, it is not
correct that one who oppresses a convert violates
only two prohibitions. Rather, both this one, who

verbally mistreats a convert, and that one, who

oppresses him, violate three prohibitions.

81



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

Commentary:
1) *The inherent inequality with Autistics having to learn to navigate the rules of a
neurotypical society, the inverse is not true. As such, the quoting Leviticus 19:33 is

doubly apt.

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Eliezer the galola) IR ’ﬁua WTU’%{ °27,82D
Great says: For what reason did the Torah issue
warnings in thirty-six places, and some say in mivivalapivivlvcla il byin e
forty-six places, with regard to causing any distress

to a convert? It is due to the fact that a convert’s HWWW D’EJ;I'R;IZI IH? "173?51 ,mmp@

inclination is evil, i.e., he is prone to return to his o o
L7 1M0Y °1an ?W}:;l LN

previous way of living.

Commentary:
1) *This is the first time the sugya refers to Rabbi Eliezer as “21727 (The Great).” While
Rabbi Eliezer carries this title in numerous other texts, I would like to think that in this
tale, his status becomes elevated at the very end as a result of his great suffering and

trials.”** This is admittedly unlikely, but I find it to be quite beautiful.

What is the meaning of that which is written: “And uxnbn NB] 7390 X9 121 29027 X7
you shall not mistreat a convert nor oppress him, o o N R
because you were strangers in the land of Egypt” | ,X1°10 7"0°7¥% 77182 0N 073 3
(Exodus 22:20)? We learned in a baraita that Rabbi
Natan says: A defect that is in you, do not mention TRA 778 :IDW o N 104°20
it in another. Since the Jewish people were .
PRIT OWPR MMRT 17T 71302

themselves strangers, they are not in a position to

demean a convert because he is a stranger in their

24 For some examples of Rabbi Eliezer carrying the title HaGadol, see M Sota 9:15 and B
Berachot 32a.
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midst. And this explains the adage that people say:

One who has a person hanged in his family
|bidyotkei], does not say to another member of his
household: Hang a fish for me, as the mention of

hanging is demeaning for that family.

A9 RP1 KRG LARNITA RDPT A7

RIP2 PRT AMA07

Commentary:

1) Rabbi Natan’s teaching may be why Rabbi Eliezer can no longer fault Ima Shalom for

speaking about divine matters. It is not as though he is permitted to do so either.

2) *This final statement can be seen as alluding to the shame of having an Autistic or

otherwise handicapped person in the family. This shame, while unwarranted, is a very real

phenomenon.*

Backtracking To The Halachah

I will now backtrack to the halachic framing sections of the sugya. While this is still a

worthwhile endeavor for our purposes, my comments will be less frequent. For this

reason, I am only including the text in English (as translated by Steinsaltz).*

MISHNA: Just as there is a prohibition against exploitation [ona’a] in buying and selling, so

is there ona’a in statements, i.c., verbal mistreatment. The mishna proceeds to cite examples of

verbal mistreatment. One may not say to a seller: For how much are you selling this item, if

he does not wish to purchase it. He thereby upsets the seller when the deal fails to materialize.

The mishna lists other examples: If one is a penitent, another may not say to him: Remember

your earlier deeds. If one is the child of converts, another may not say to him: Remember

2% Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 43-44.

236 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 58b-59a.
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the deeds of your ancestors, as it is stated: “And a convert shall you neither mistreat, nor

shall you oppress him” (Exodus 22:20).

GEMARA: The Sages taught: It is written: “And you shall not mistreat [fonu] one man his
colleague; and you shall fear your God, for I am the Lord your God” (Leviticus 25:17). The
tanna explains: The verse is speaking with regard to verbal mistreatment. The baraita
proceeds: Do you say that it is speaking of verbal mistreatment [be’ona’at devarim], or
perhaps it is speaking only with regard to monetary exploitation [be’ona’at mammon]?
When it says in a previous verse: “And if you sell to your colleague an item that is sold, or
acquire from your colleague’s hand, you shall not exploit [fonu] his brother” (Leviticus
25:14), monetary exploitation is explicitly stated. How then do I realize the meaning of the
verse: “And you shall not mistreat one man his colleague”? It is with regard to verbal

mistreatment.

Commentary:

1) The first quoted verse (Leviticus 25:17) does more than instruct us not to mistreat each
other. The other key point of that verse is not immediately stated (though it will be later
in the sugya). In the Achnai tale (and in rabbinic Judaism in general), the quotes
involved by the rabbis often ignore important context. Rabbi Yehoshua seems to quite
literally lack the fear of Heaven (2w nX7°) when he cites the quote X7 2°nwa X? from

Deuteronomy 30:12.

How so? If one is a penitent, another may not say to him: Remember your earlier deeds. If

one is the child of converts, another may not say to him: Remember the deed of your
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ancestors. If one is a convert and he came to study Torah, one may not say to him: Does the
mouth that ate unslaughtered carcasses and animals that had wounds that would have
caused them to die within twelve months [tereifot], and repugnant creatures, and creeping

animals, comes to study Torah that was stated from the mouth of the Almighty?

Commentary:

1) *Given the postscript to this sugya in Bava Metzia 59b, it seems that Rabbi Eliezer is
familiar with the tradition of not reminding a convert of their ancestry. On the surface, it
is easy to discount a story like that of Rabbi Eliezer and the haftarah reader in Megillah
25b by saying that the stories are independent of each other. When seen from a
neurodivergent lens however, it is less outlanding to argue that perhaps Rabbi Eliezer’s
zeal for the law caused him to briefly forget to look out for the man’s feelings. To borrow
a phrase from his heresy episode, it is easy to picture Rabbi Eliezer saying *1n7517”! (You

have only just caused me to remember!)**’

If torments are afflicting a person, if illnesses are afflicting him, or if he is burying his
children, one may not speak to him in the manner that the friends of Job spoke to him: “Is
not your fear of God your confidence, and your hope the integrity of your ways?
Remember, I beseech you, whoever perished, being innocent?” (Job 4:6—7). Certainly you

sinned, as otherwise you would not have suffered misfortune.

Likewise, if donkey drivers are asking to purchase grain from someone, and he has none, he

may not say to them: Go to so-and-so, as he sells grain, if he knows about him that he

27T Chullin 2:6
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never sold grain at all. He thereby causes the donkey drivers and the would-be seller anguish.
Rabbi Yehuda says: One may not even cast his eyes on the merchandise for sale, creating
the impression that he is interested, at a time when he does not have money to purchase it.
Verbal mistreatment is not typically obvious, and it is difficult to ascertain the intent of the
offender, as the matter is given to the heart of each individual, as only he knows what his
intention was when he spoke. And with regard to any matter given to the heart, it is stated:

“And you shall fear your God” (Leviticus 25:17), as God is privy to the intent of the heart.

Commentary:

1) *If we think of ona’at devarim not only as willful mistreatment, but also inadvertent
social misunderstandings, such understandings are a 2-way street. Autistics can verbally
mistreat someone just as a neurotypical can. Rabbi Eliezer’s conduct had the effect of
being hurtful. Why then did God take his side? Arguably, God saw into Eliezer’s heart
and realized there were no ill intentions. In the case of someone like Rabbi Yehoshua
though, God may have decided that even without advocacy and sensitivity training, the
neurotypical rabbi should have realized at least to some extent that his actions were
wrong. After all, excommunicating a rabbi is bound to cause them pain regardless of

possible neurodivergence.

Rabbi Yohanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai: Greater is the transgression
of verbal mistreatment than the transgression of monetary exploitation, as with regard to
this, verbal mistreatment, it is stated: “And you shall fear your God.” But with regard to
that, monetary exploitation, it is not stated: “And you shall fear your God.” And Rabbi

Elazar said this explanation: This, verbal mistreatment, affects one’s body; but that, monetary
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exploitation, affects one’s money. Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani says: This, monetary

exploitation, is given to restitution; but that, verbal mistreatment, is not given to restitution.

The Gemara relates that the tanna who recited mishnayot and baraitot in the study hall taught a
baraita before Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak: Anyone who humiliates another in public, it is as
though he were spilling blood. Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said to him: You have spoken well,
as we see that after the humiliated person blushes, the red leaves his face and pallor comes in
its place, which is tantamount to spilling his blood. Abaye said to Rav Dimi: In the West, i.c.,
Eretz Yisrael, with regard to what mitzva are they particularly vigilant? Rav Dimi said to
him: They are vigilant in refraining from humiliating others, as Rabbi Hanina says:

Everyone descends to Gehenna except for three.

The Gemara asks: Does it enter your mind that everyone descends to Gehenna? Rather, say:
Anyone who descends to Gehenna ultimately ascends, except for three who descend and do
not ascend, and these are they: One who engages in intercourse with a married woman, as
this transgression is a serious offense against both God and a person; and one who humiliates
another in public; and one who calls another a derogatory name. The Gemara asks with
regard to one who calls another a derogatory name: That is identical to one who shames him;
why are they listed separately? The Gemara answers: Although the victim grew accustomed to
being called that name in place of his name, and he is no longer humiliated by being called that

name, since the intent was to insult him, the perpetrator’s punishment is severe.

Rabba bar bar Hana says that Rabbi Yohanan says: It is preferable for a person to engage

in intercourse with a woman whose married status is uncertain and not humiliate another
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in public. The Gemara asks: From where do we derive this? The Gemara answers: It is from
that which Rava interpreted, as Rava interpreted: What is the meaning of that which is
written: “And when I limped they rejoiced and gathered...they tore and did not cease
[damu]” (Psalms 35:15)? The term “damu’ can also be understood as a reference to blood.
Concerning the fasting he undertook to atone for his sin with Bathsheba (see II Samuel, chapters
11-12), David said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, it is
revealed and known before You that if my tormenters were to tear my flesh, my blood

[dami] would not flow to the ground, due to excessive fasting.

And moreover, they torment me to the extent that even at the time when they are engaged in
the public study of the halakhot of leprous sores and tents in which there is a corpse, i.¢.,
halakhic matters that have no connection to my sin, they say to me: David, one who engages in
intercourse with a married woman, his death is effected with what form of execution? And I
say to them: One who engages in intercourse with a married woman before witnesses and
with forewarning, his death is by strangulation, but he still has a share in the
World-to-Come. But one who humiliates another in public has no share in the
World-to-Come. The transgression of you, who humiliate me, is more severe than my

transgression.

Commentary:

1) To coin a phrase, X177 211 X!

And Mar Zutra bar Toviyya says that Rav says; and some say Rav Hana bar Bizna says

that Rabbi Shimon Hasida says; and some say Rabbi Yohanan says in the name of Rabbi
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Shimon ben Yohai: It is more comfortable for a person to cast himself into a fiery furnace,
than to humiliate another in public to avoid being cast into the furnace. From where do we
derive this? From Tamar, daughter-in-law of Judah. When she was taken out to be burned, she
did not reveal that she was pregnant with Judah’s child. Rather, she left the decision to him, to
avoid humiliating him in public, as it is written: “And Judah said: Bring her forth, and let her
be burnt. When she was brought forth, she sent to her father-in-law, saying: I am pregnant
by the man to whom these belong. And she said: "Examine these, whose are these, the signet,

and the cords, and the staff?”” (Genesis 38:24-25).

Commentary:

1) The fiery furnace imagery clearly foreshadows an oven.

Rav Hinnana, son of Rav Idi, says: What is the meaning of that which is written: “And you
shall not mistreat each man his colleague [amito]” (Leviticus 25:17)? The word amito is
interpreted as a contraction of im ito, meaning: One who is with him. With one who is with you
in observance of Torah and mitzvot, you shall not mistreat him. Rav says: A person must
always be careful about mistreatment of his wife. Since her tear is easily elicited,

punishment for her mistreatment is immediate.

Rabbi Elazar says: Since the day the Temple was destroyed the gates of prayer were
locked, and prayer is not accepted as it once was, as it is stated in lament of the Temple’s
destruction: “Though I plead and call out, He shuts out my prayer” (Lamentations 3:8). Yet,
despite the fact that the gates of prayer were locked with the destruction of the Temple, the

gates of tears were not locked, and one who cries before God may rest assured that his prayers
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will be answered, as it is stated: “Hear my prayer, Lord, and give ear to my pleading, keep

not silence at my tears” (Psalms 39:13).

Commentary:

1) *All (obvious) foreshadowing aside, the gates of prayer may have been locked for most
people at the destruction of the Temple, but for Rabbi Eliezer this may be a moot point,
even without a case of 2727 XK. Eliezer clearly has the ability to connect with the
supernatural even without the Temple standing. Such an ability would be confusing to

his colleagues, and possibly even unnerving.

And Rav says: Nevertheless, anyone who follows the counsel of his wife descends into
Gehenna, as it is stated: “But there was none like Ahab, who did give himself over to do that
which was evil in the sight of the Lord, whom Jezebel his wife incited” (I Kings 21:25). Rav
Pappa said to Abaye: But don’t people say a popular proverb: If your wife is short, stoop
and whisper to her and consult with her? The Gemara answers: This is not difficult, as this
statement of Rav instructs that one not follow her counsel in general matters; and that proverb
instructs that one follow her counsel in household matters. The Gemara presents another
version of this distinction: This statement of Rav maintains that one should not follow her
counsel in divine matters; and that proverb maintains that one should follow her counsel in

general matters.

Commentary:

1) *This point about wives is clearly refuted by Ima Shalom in the aggadah that follows.
Surely the redactors realized this, so it must be deliberate. According to Fine, the Rabbis
knew that for all the good intentions found in halachah, standardized regulations can
sometimes infringe upon people who don’t fit certain norms. And so, “alongside

halakhah they gave us aggadah, stories which critique their own legal system,
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acknowledge its limitations, and give voice to those it inadvertently hurts.”***

2) It may be splitting hairs, but it is notable to me that Rabbi Eliezer does not ask for his
wife’s opinion for the purpose of following it or making a decision. Rabban Gamliel’s

death was already over; Eliezer only asked her for an explanation after-the-fact.

Rav Hisda says: All the gates of Heaven are apt to be locked, except for the gates of prayer
for victims of verbal mistreatment, as it is stated: “And behold, the Lord stood upon a wall
built with a plumb line, and a plumb line in His hand” (Amos 7:7). God stands with the
scales of justice in His hand to determine if one has been subjected to injustice. Rabbi Elazar
says: In response to all transgressions, God punishes the perpetrator by means of an agent,
except for mistreatment [ona’al, as it is stated: “And a plumb line [anakh] in His hand.”
The term for mistreatment and the term for plumb line are spelled in a similar manner,

indicating that God Himself inflicts retribution.

Commentary:

1) Per Fine, Rav Hisda’s statement ““is the background against which the Aknhai narrative
must be read.”*® There may also be some minor foreshadowing about walls, though here
the root for the term is 7”7, not n13.

2) This supports the notion that the destruction seemingly caused by Rabbi Eliezer is

actually God’s doing.

Rabbi Abbahu says: There are three sins before whose transgressors the curtain [hapargod]

between the world and the Divine Presence is not locked; their sins reach the Divine Presence.

28 Fine, The Madwoman, xxii-xxiii.
2 Fine, The Madwoman, 183.
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They are: Verbal mistreatment, robbery, and idol worship. Mistreatment, as it is stated:
“And a plumb line in His hand”; robbery, as it is stated: “Violence and robbery are heard
in her, they are before Me continually” (Jeremiah 6:7); idol worship, as it is stated: “A

people that angers Me before Me continually; that sacrifice in gardens, and burn incense upon

bricks” (Isaiah 65:3).

Commentary:
1) The 3 sins are identical in number to the 3 natural disasters that God brings about on
Rabbi Eliezer’s behalf.
2) These quotes from Jeremiah and Isaiah are no accident. In the former verse, we have on7
T7” (cruelty and devastation).” In the latter, we have the root 7vp, which invokes

burning.

Apropos the topic of how a man should approach his household, Rav Yehuda says: A person
must always be careful about ensuring that there is grain inside his house, as discord is
found in a person’s house only over matters of grain, as it is stated: “He makes your
borders peace; He gives you plenty with the finest wheat” (Psalms 147:14). If there is the
finest wheat in your house, there will be peace there. Rav Pappa said: This is in accordance
with the adage that people say: When the barley is emptied from the jug, quarrel knocks

and enters the house.

Commentary:
1) *This wordplay is so literal that many Autistics would pick up on it (perhaps even

more-so than. Only when Rabbi Eliezer destroys the wheat and barley does the tale of
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his grievance bring us to his home. Like someone under house arrest, his permitted
boundaries literally begin and end with shalom; Ima Shalom. And being holed up with
someone as brilliant as Ima Shalom probably brought at least a small measure of peace
to Rabbi Eliezer, who might not have been fully relaxed in a large group setting such as
the Sanhedrin anyway.

2) *In rabbinic literature, a wife is seen as essential to a good home, sometimes even to the
point of the terms “wife” and “home” being used interchangeably.?*’ Unlike at work,
Rabbi Eliezer is supported in his home, and thus probably feels the need to mask their
less. A supportive environment is a great indicator of the success an Autistic will find in

said environment.>*!

And Rav Hinnana bar Pappa says: A person must always be careful about ensuring that
there is grain inside his house, as the Jewish people were characterized as poor only over
matters of grain, as it is stated: “And it was, if Israel sowed, and Midian and the children of
the east ascended” (Judges 6:3); and it is written: “And they encamped against them and
they destroyed the crops of the land” (Judges 6:4); and it is further written: “And Israel was

greatly impoverished due to Midian” (Judges 6:6).

And Rabbi Helbo says: A person must always be careful about sustaining the honor of his
wife, as blessing is found in a person’s house only because of his wife, as it is stated in
allusion to this: “And he dealt well with Abram for her sake, and he had sheep and oxen”

(Genesis 12:16). And that is what Rava said to the residents of Mehoza, where he lived:

240 Fine, The Madwoman, 162; B Shabbat 118b; M Yoma 1:1; See also B Berachot 10a, 51b;
B Pesachim 62b, B Yevamot 63a, B Ketubot 65a, B Kiddushin 81b; and B Avoda Zara 18a
241 Beardon, Autism in Adults, 11.
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Honor your wives, so that you will become rich.

Commentary:
1) In yet another traditional gender-role reversal, Ima Shalom honors her husband and is

thus rewarded by being arguably the hero of the story.

Framing The Yerushalmi A nt: Y Moed Katan 3:1

As shown above, the Bavli’s account of the Oven of Achnai episode features an
Eliezer that shares many common traits with Autistics. There is also the Talmud
Yerushalmi account to be considered.*** For the sake of brevity, I do not normally
dedicate much time to alternate accounts, but the Yerushalmi version of the Oven of
Achnai story is an important exception. The Autistic traits portrayed within it are
fewer and less detailed, but they are also somewhat different. While it is still worth
discussing, I will not be doing a “first reading” of this account.

The Yerushalmi story has many differences from its Bavli counterpart, but I will not
address most of them. Rather, my goal is to concentrate on the elements of the
Yerushalmi story that are relevant to understanding Rabbi Eliezer in a neurodivergent
lens. Regardless, despite the Yerushalmi version not being explicitly about nXIIX
0°17, it is actually more consistently and unequivocally pro-Eliezer.**

In Y Moed Katan 3:1, the mishnah under discussion is that certain categories of
people are eligible to shave on a festival day. For our purposes, the most important
category of people are those who had an excommunication against them lifted. The

Yerushalmi then begins listing people whom the rabbis excommunicated or attempted

242'Y Moed Katan 3:1
243 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 46-47.
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to excommunicate. The list begins with Rabbi Meir, but it seems the attempt to
excommunicate him was unsuccessful because he said to the Sages, “ 7v 027 yniv/ "%
TTID 027 702 9Y) PTI Tn PY) 7T on nX o7 1mRay.” (“1 will not hear you until you
tell me the following halachot regarding excommunication: whom is
excommunicated, why are they excommunicated, and how many reasons are there for
excommunicating?”’) Essentially, Rabbi Meir was smarter than his peers, and being a
know-it-all in this passage saved his career and his place amongst the Jewish people.
We have seen that the same was not true for Rabbi Eliezer in the Bavli.

(In the Bavli, they were more successful at punishing Rabbi Meir, who was not fully
excommunicated but did not have his opinions written under his own name,
somewhat (though not entirely) like the statement of Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi in Y
Moed Katan 3:1 about R. Eliezer’s name being switched. This story about Rabbi Meir
in the Bavli can be found in Horayot 13b-14a, and in many ways can be seen as a
successor story to the sacking of Rabban Gamliel. Unlike Rabbi Eliezer in the Achnai
story, Rabbi Meir is somewhat malicious in this story and intentionally plans a coup,
even if he does so for good reasons. For this reason, Yehuda HaNassi is less
sympathetic to Rabbi Meir in B Horayot 14a than he is to Rabbi Eliezer in Y Moed
Katan.)

After the short story about Rabbi Meir, the Yerushalmi continues with its version of
the Achnai story, which begins with the words: “31¥°% 27 X ni737 Wwp»a.” (“They
attempted to excommunicate Rabbi Eliezer.”). It seems that the story opens this way
to parallel the similar opening about Rabbi Meir that preceded it (‘27 nX NiT17 Wp2

7°X7.””) But this is not the true beginning of the story. The Yerushalmi account is

95



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

difficult to traverse because the events of the story are seemingly out of sequence.
The correct chronology is not universally agreed upon. Jeffrey Rubenstein has an
excellent breakdown of the story, but I am instead going to order the story according
to Moshe Simon-Shoshan.?** My reasoning is two-fold: First, Simon-Shoshan keeps
the opening the way the Yerushalmi text has ordered it, which parallels the Rabbi
Meir story that preceded it. Even though Simon-Shoshan’s chronology requires a
flashback, the story is more elegant and still reads smoothly.?*> More importantly
though, I strongly disagree with the way Rubenstein understands the ending of Rabbi
Eliezer’s story. Rubenstein writes, “The PT concludes with an optimistic note that the
sages will forgive Eliezer and bring him back into the fold.”** My understanding of
the ending is close to Simon-Shoshan’s, and because this is perhaps the most
important point in the Yerushalmi story when reading the text through a neurodiverse
lens, I opted to go with Simon-Shoshan’s chronology, with one minor exception. Like
Rubenstein, I put the statement attributed to Rabbi (Yehuda HaNassi) last, as it

functions well as an epilogue and also represents a jump forward in time.?*’

244 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 48-61.; Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 27-28.
245 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 27-28.

2% Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 58.

%47 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 58.
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The Text of Y Moed Katan 3:1

English

Hebrew/Aramaic

[The rabbis] banned R. Eliezer. They said, ‘Who
will go and inform him?” R. Akiba said, ‘I shall go
and inform him.” He went to him and said to him,

2

‘Master, Master, your colleagues are banning you.

TR LTYH 027 IR MY W2
72°PY 027 AR 2700 YT DIR IR
AR 70237 ROX .00 YT 9T RIR

".92 P7In Tvan 020 2" 0o

Commentary:

1) *The doubling of the word "2 is significant (and not found in the Bavli.) On the
surface, it represents a sign of the extraordinary level of respect that Akiva still has for
his master. In actuality, it is a trope that signifies a student mourning a master. Other
significant occurrences of 27 727 or "2k "aX include Joshua mourning Moses in Sifrei
Devarim 305, and Elisha mourning Elijah in II Kings 2:12 (Yoash, one of Judah’s better
kings, also said this about Elisha when the latter was dying.)*** Given the name Joshua
and Elijah and Elisha’s affiliation with the age of classical prophecy, these characters
are not insignificant. The latter quote is repurposed by Rabbi Akiva in the Bavli at the
death of Rabbi Eliezer.**’ It is easy to see how the Bavli altered this to Akiva mimicking
mourning traditions in Bava Metzia, and we have seen why the latter is problematic for

many neurodivergent individuals*'. This phrasing is not very common in the Talmud.

28 1] Kings 13:14.

29 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, Noe Color Edition, Complete Set
(42 Volumes, 4 Cases) (Hebrew and English Edition), ed. and trans. Adin Steinsaltz

(Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2019), 68a.
20 Price, Unmasking Autism, 192.
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The only other occurrence that does not seem to be referring to Elisha is Y Taanit 3:4,

which is also a story featuring Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akiva as the main characters.

He (Eliezer) took him and went outside. He said, IR .XD2Y Y Pl 71°N01
‘Carob, Carob, if the law is according to their
words, uproot yourself”, but it did not uproot itself. 79%0 TR ,RN°20 800210
‘If the law is according to my words, uproot

yourself’, and it uprooted itself. ‘If the law is X2 PIPWNR 07372
according to them, return’,

,2°7272 171990 PR NPy

and it did not return. ‘If the law is according to my
words, return’, and it returned. =955 PR .APYRRY PR

PR" NI RS PN L1770

DT PN, 11270 1990

Commentary:

1) The term for carob tree (Xn°21717) here sounds very close to “havruta,” (study partner),
and this may be intentional. Rabbi Eliezer seemingly acts alone in this story. Just who is
his havruta? It may be the Bat Kol, perhaps his only friend in the world (excluding Ima
Shalom).

2) Note that in this version of the tale, Rabbi Eliezer does not resort to miracles until after
he already knows he has been excommunicated. What then, is Rabbi Eliezer trying to
accomplish with these miracles? According to Shahar, he wants to reassure himself that
God is on his side.”' Also, the Yerushalmi does not say anything about Eliezer first

having used every argument in the world, though the reference to halachah here

251 Yael Shahar, “The Tanur Shel Akhnai.”
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indicates a dispute.

3) *Rabbi Eliezer takes Rabbi Akiva outside. The term X127 can also mean “to the
field.”*** Despite his brilliance, Rabbi Eliezer’s home turf is outside, not in the
overstimulating beit midrash full of colleagues who do not appreciate or understand
him. We have seen that Autistics sometimes have an unusual connection with nature or

animals.??

All this glory, and the law is not according to R. 5919 997 OO LXMW 1971 59

Eliezer? R. Hanina said, ‘When [the Law] was
given, it was given only [with the proviso] “incline 7INOIWR" 100 220 R 209K
after the majority” (Exod. 23:2).” But did not R.

Eliezer know about ‘incline after the majority’? He .MU 027 MR XX ,1AN] X7
only became angry because they burned his purities

0°27 INRY Y70 WYY 220 1o

in front of him.

70 5V ROR L7990 K2 2nwnh

7192 1PMAAY 1Y

Commentary:
1) There is no direct mention of an oven in the Yerushalmi story. To Simon-Shohan, this
suggests that the dispute is not just over a single case, but over “the entire corpus of R.
Eliezer’s rulings “*** Still, the burning of his purities in the Yerushalmi was retained in

the Bavli.

252 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 40.
23 Price, Unmasking Autism, 170.
254 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 40.
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2)

3)

4)

It should be noted that the question of whether Rabbi Eliezer knew of the principle of
“incline after the majority” does not appear in all manuscripts, and seems to have been
added to the MS Leiden as an editorial insertion that has remained popular.’

The anonymous voice narrating here seems to argue on Rabbi Eliezer’s behalf, while
taking for granted that Rabbi Eliezer’s rulings were not followed in the present day.?*®
* Autistics and allistics often misunderstand each other.”>” However, misunderstandings
are often mollified by a simple explanation. After Rabbi Eliezer gives his “proofs,” his
colleagues do not offer a convincing rebuttal showing that Eliezer is wrong. As the
readers however, we get the benefit of Rabbi Hanina’s explanation of “majority rules”.
It is unclear whether this explanation was offered to Rabbi Eliezer himself. Regardless,
he was not set off by the bigger issues (his excommunication or the halachic principle
of “majority rules.”) Instead, he is preoccupied with his purities, which are a
comparatively smaller issue, particularly for one who has already been
excommunicated. This is supported by Simon-Shohshan, who writes: “according to this
interpretation of events, R. Eliezer did not challenge the rabbis’ legal authority. He
objected only to the way in which they exercised this authority, which was needlessly
harsh and vindictive.”*® It can even be argued that Rabbi Eliezer’s concern for his
colleagues outweighs his concern for himself. Rabbi Eliezer may be excommunicated,

but friends still don’t let friends unknowingly follow the wrong halachot.

2% Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 27.

2% Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 40-41.

%7 Brett Heasman and Alex Gillespie, “Perspective-Taking Is Two-Sided: Misunderstandings
between People with Asperger’s Syndrome and Their Family Members,” Autism 22, no. 6

(July 7, 2017): 740-50, https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317708287.
258 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 41.
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We learned there: If he cut [an oven] into segments
and placed sand between the segments, R. Eliezer
rules that it is pure and the sages rule that it is
impure. This is the oven of hakhinai (m.Kelim
5:10). Rabbi Yirmeyah said, “A great tribulation
occurred on that day.” Every place that R. Eliezer
cast his eye was blasted. Not only that, but even
one grain of wheat, half of it was blasted and half
of it was not blasted. And the columns of the
assembly house were trembling. R. Yehoshua said
to them, “If the colleagues are fighting, what care is
it of yours?” A heavenly voice went forth and said,
“The law accords with my son Eliezer.” R.

Yehoshua said, “It is not in heaven” (Deut. 30:12)

27 301 ,N19I0 1907 $33°IN AN
q1Yoh 929 .RIMH RPN P2

7 i bl i B Alalalal e atoinh Whe Friela
2173 7917 ,7°17° 927 NR L0190
TNOW 2PN 92 .00 NN WYl
ATWI 107 NV YD 527 KW Y
MR 770977 1999R ,ROK TV XD
P ATWI RY ORM ,ATWI 77080
112 AR .0%991 1 TYNT N°2 CTIAY
,0°AMPN7 0°a0 aR LYW a0
217 N2 ARY™Y 7022 N9I°R 1 anv
527 R 12 TYIHRI 7997 7R

X7 2w KDy

Commentary:

1) *In the Yerushalmi, the Bat Kol emerges only as a response to the question that Rabbi
Yehoshua poses to the pillars. This is significant. Autistics often misunderstand or

completely miss social cues and symbolism, but the great irony here is that according to
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2)

Simon-Shoshan, the one who misses the symbolism here is actually Rabbi Yehoshua.?”
Rabbi Yehoshua believes that Rabbi Eliezer is threatening the collapse of the beit
midrash as another attempt to prove that he is correct, as was the case with the carob
tree. Had this been the Bavli account, Rabbi Yehoshua would have been correct. But
here, Rabbi Eliezer is nowhere to be seen. The one threatening the structural integrity of
the beit midrash is none other than God, Who is signaling His disapproval over what
was being done to Rabbi Eliezer. Here, Rabbi Eliezer does not call upon God to help
him. God comes of His own accord. As Simon-Shoshan says, Rabbi Yehoshua “fails to
recognize [God’s] hint.”* Just as there is the poetic justice of “an eye for an eye” when
Rabbi Eliezer burns things as a result of others burning his purities, there is something
very fitting about God providing a hint so subtle that not even an Allistic could pick up
on it in real time. It is as if God is saying to Rabbi Yehoshua, “before you marginalize
Rabbi Eliezer, you must walk a mile in his shoes.”

*Only in the Yerushalmi account does the Bat Kol refer to Rabbi Eliezer as “my son.”
The Bat Kol likely invites envy by only referring to Rabbi Eliezer this way but not to
them as well. This should not be taken to mean that the Sages are not also children of
God, but from the Sages point of view there is favoritism going on, not in the Joseph
story. As it says in Genesis 37:3: “37 223171272 1127727 A99"NK 278 PR (“And
Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other children, for he was a child in his old
age.”) It can be argued that Rabbi Eliezer, despite having reached physical maturity (old

age), still had the innocent mind of a child. has the innocent mind of a child. Perhaps

259 Price 192; Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 42-43; Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini,
“Literalism in Autistic People.”
260 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 42-43.
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this 1s why the Bat Kol seems to take the initiative of coming to Rabbi Eliezer’s defense
despite being uninvited. If we consider the Sages of Yavne to be a family, it is not

uncommon for siblings of a disabled child to feel neglected by their parents.*®!
Furthermore, Dr. Ora Horn Prouser uses the story of Joseph to describe how a

neurodivergent individual (even one who may be gifted) may struggle to form

relationships and feel isolated from their siblings (all the more so if there is alexithymia

He said, “It seems that today my colleagues
will bring me near, as it is written:

‘He lifts up the needy from the refuse heap.’”

at play.)*®
3) In fairness to the Bat Kol, this is hardly the only time such language as °12 is used.?®
4) For a different understanding of the rationale for of the words “*32 71¥°%8,” see the link
between Hillel HaZaken, Shmuel HaKatan, and Rabbi Eliezer in Y Sotah 9:16.
Once he was passing through the market XTT DA ,XPIWA N2y 70 32T TN
and a woman swept out the dirt of her house,
and she threw it out and it fell on his head. N1 NPHYY ,RN2T N0 RNOXR

MM DAY T K LW 0

Q%7 MOWNRA :2°N27 ,°)NIR 1°27Pn

(Ps. 113:7).
JPAR
Commentary:
1) *Out of all the differences between the Yerushalmi and Bavli accounts, this one is the

most significant for our purposes. Only in the Yerushalmi is this section included. On

%1 Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 44.

%2 Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 46; Price, Unmasking Autism, 126.

263 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Gittin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 5b; Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Chagigah” in
Koren Talmud Bavli, 15b; Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 54.
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2)

3)

the surface, it seems as though the Bavli incorporated the “it seems” phrase by
repurposing it for Rabbi Akiva and Rabban Gamliel.*** As I have shown, such vague
wording is not helpful to Rabbi Eliezer. But by comparing the way the Yerushalmi and
Bavli accounts use this phrase (with the key root 717), we actually gain a much deeper
understanding. When Rabbi Akiva and Rabban Gamliel use this wording in the Bavli, it
makes sense (though not to Rabbi Eliezer). But when Rabbi Eliezer uses this wording in
the Yerushalmi, it is not an apt usage. It seems as though Rabbi Eliezer actually brings a
more relevant citation than his colleagues, but Rabbi Eliezer misses the mark here. Yes,
there is literal garbage here, but the ban is not being rescinded at all! He takes his own
quote far too literally. Not only does Rabbi Eliezer misread existing signs, but he sees
signs when in fact such signs are not meant to be read that way. Is the garbage truly a
sign? At best, it is an ambiguity, and we have seen that Rabbi Eliezer does not do well
with ambiguities. To Rabbi Eliezer, I would say “stop trying to use the logic of your
peers, as you will not excel that way. You of all people should know that not everything
needs to have a symbolic meaning. Sometimes garbage is just that: garbage.”

*Even after being banned, Rabbi Eliezer still sees the Sages as his friends and
colleagues (“>7°2n”). If he only knew how they felt about him, I doubt he would still
use this term.**

Some scholars such as Jeffrey Rubenstein believe that Rabbi Eliezer truly was
reincorporated into the Jewish community in the Yerushalmi account, and that Rabbi

Eliezer was correct in interpreting the garbage to be a sign.?*® I disagree, and not only

264 | evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 46.
%5 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 46.
266 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 58.
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on neurodivergent grounds. One needs to look no further than the statement of Rabbi
Krispi for evidence that Rabbi Eliezer’s excommunication endured, at least in the
Yerushalmi story. This is to say nothing of the fact that even in the Yerushalmi, there is
an account of his excommunication being lifted only after death. This account serves as
the source material for the Bavli’s version of his death in Sanhedrin 68a, as well as the

account in Avot d’Rabbi Natan 25.2%’

R. Krispi, R. Yohanan in the name of Rabbi said, OX :°27 QW3 137 °27 °H0°p "N
“If someone says to me, ‘Thus teaches Rabbi
Eliezer,” then I teach according to his words. But ,7757"7 17 7w 72,07 D AR

the reciters reverse them.

X*INT XK 197270 IR W

9900

Commentary:

1) This section is quite tricky! The status of the ban on Rabbi Eliezer seems to still be up
for debate during the time of Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi (the compiler of the Mishnah).?®®
Essentially, because Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi believes Rabbi Eliezer’s rulings are valid
and worth following, he teaches according to Rabbi Eliezer and thus advocates for his
positions in the Mishnah. But the Mishnah rarely decides things in accordance with
Rabbi Eliezer.”®® How can this be? It is because the other Sages refused to teach
according to Rabbi Eliezer, and thus transmitted the text with the names reversed. This

is my own understanding. Simon-Shoshan presents a muddier and more nuanced

267'Y Shabbat 2:7; Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 46.
%8 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 44-45.
269 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 44.
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picture: because Yehuda HaNassi knew the Sages would not accept rulings attributed to
Rabbi Eliezer, he purposely switched the attribution to make his rulings anonymous, but
the Sages caught on to this and switched them back.””’ I disagree with Simon-Shoshan
because it does not say that Yehuda HaNassi reversed the attributions, only that the
reciters did. Either way, the notion that Yehuda HaNassi himself sided with Rabbi
Eliezer is just one of several instances in which the Yerushalmi seems to sympathize

271 I

with Rabbi Eliezer even more-so than the Bavli. still agree with Simon-Shohan that

there are limits to .7 2w3a X7 As Simon-Shoshan explans, “No rabbi has the

authority to reject an explicit ruling from God.”*"

A Worthwhile Detour

As a closing note, it would be remiss not to bring up one critical character to compare
with Rabbi Eliezer: Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas, who was a contemporary of Yochanan
ben Zakkai, which is to say that like Rabbi Eliezer, he too lived while the Temple was
still standing. It is impossible to see the name ben Horkinas and not think of the far
more famous Eliezer ben Hyrcanus. This similarity seems intentional, as both the
Mishnah and Babylonian Talmud have placed ben Horkinas in stories that are
begging to be compared with ben Hyrcanus.?”> And as it happens, these stories
involve Rabbi Yehoshua as well.

In Mishnah Rosh Hashannah 2:8-9 (the aforementioned sacking of Rabban Gamliel),

Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas had the courage to oppose a ruling of Rabban Gamliel

270 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 44-45.

211 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 44-45.

22 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 45.

23 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Rosh HaShannah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 25a; R Adin Steinsaltz,
ed., “Yevamot” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 16a; Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 54.
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regarding the new moon. He explained his rationale to Rabbi Yehoshua, who was able
to understand him. Once Rabbi Yehoshua understood the logic of ben Harkinas’s
explanation, he too stood up for the truth and fought against Rabban Gamliel. As in
the Oven of Achnai story, Rabbi Akiva goes to console someone, but this time that
person is Rabbi Yehoshua, who was signaled out by the Nasi. But Rabbi Akiva
seemed unable to console him. The one who eventually appeased him was Rabbi
Doas ben Harkinas, who relented and said that they cannot argue against decisions
made by the court, as it creates a very slippery slope. Only then does Rabbi Yehoshua
submit to Rabban Gamliel. When the Gemara addresses these mishna ot, it opens
with Rabban Gamliel’s explanation for his ruling regarding the new moon. He says
something that is quite relevant to the Oven of Achnai story: “Xax a8 n°an *1723pn 727
(This is the tradition that I received from the house of my father’s father.”)*”

The more interesting story with Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas however, can be found in
Yevamot 16a. This lengthy story also involves Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Akiva. I
am choosing to include the majority of the story below, as the comparison with the
Oven of Achnai story is so striking. Any omissions for the sake of brevity will be
indicated by an ellipsis. Readers who seek additional context are encouraged to look
up the sugya for themselves in Yevamot 16a. Particularly striking comparisons will

be highlighted in green.

274 Adin Steinsaltz, ed., “Rosh HaShannah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 25a.
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In the time of Rabbi Dosa ben
Harkinas the Sages permitted the rival
wife of a daughter to the brothers. In
other words, it became known that
Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas deemed
permitted a daughter’s rival wife. And
this matter was difficult in the eyes of
the Rabbis because he was a great
Sage and his decision in favor of Beit
Shammai carried great weight. They
could not approach him immediately, as
he was very old and his eyes had
dimmed so much that he was incapable

of coming to the study hall.
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Harkinas’s house: His maidservant

entered and said to him: Rabbi, the
Sages of Israel have come to you. He
said to her: Let them enter, and they

entered.
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Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas grabbed
Rabbi Yehoshua, with whom he was
already acquainted, and sat him on a

bed of gold, as Rabbi Dosa was
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extremely wealthy....Rabbi ben Dosa
said to him: Rabbi, call your other
disciple so that he may sit. He said to
him: Who is that? He said to him:
Akiva ben Yosef. Rabbi Dosa said to
him: You are Akiva ben Yosef, whose
name has spread from one end of the
world to the other? Even Rabbi Dosa
had heard of Rabbi Akiva’s reputation
as a great man. ., my son, . May

the likes of you mulfiply in Israel.

227512 W20 N RN
A9 K . R 70907 i
A9 R 991 12 R2OPY 2RI oM
TRWY 0P 13 RYPY X7 0N

3 173010 Ty oYy Aten 1290
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until they came to the case of the rival
wife of a daughter. They said to him:
What is the halakha with regard to the
rival wife of a daughter? He said that
it is a matter of dispute between Beit
Shammai and Beit Hillel. They asked

him: According to whose statement is

the halakha? He'said to'them: The
opinion of Beit Hillel| They said to

him: But didn’t they say in your name
that the halakha is in accordance with

the opinion of Beit Shammai?
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He said to them: Did you hear that 12 IN ’angw NQﬁ Dﬂ? miah
Dosa ben Harkinas issued this ruling, or
did you hear that it was stated by ben .20 >0 012 17K 20RynY 030371
Harkinas? They said to him: On your
life, Rabbi, we heard simply ben ¥ uR IR 1007 IR 1YnY ong
Harkinas. He said to them: If so, it is L . .
no wonder, as I have a younger KT, 1AW 0P80 10 103 ”7?
brother who is the firstborn of the SRPY TINOAN
Satan, i.e., he is extremely sharp and as
brazen as a demon. And his name is
Yonatan, and he is among the
disciples of Shammai. It is he who

issued this ruling.
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... The Sage taught: When they nno3a 10391 — WDJDJWD N3,
entered, they all entered through one
entrance. When they left, they left ﬂfé]’?W: INYY — IRXYD IR

through three entrances, in an effort to

try to find Rabbi Dosa’s brother. Rabbi _ 003
Akiva encountered him._ _

The similarities are too numerous to be coincidental. In both stories, the Sages
approach a perceived opponent with guile. In the story above though, Rabbi
Yehoshua takes no issue with received tradition, prophetic proofs, or wisdom that
only made sense in Temple times (such as when the prophet Haggai lived).?”
However, he took great issue with the endless wisdom of Yonatan ben Harkinas,
because he disagreed with Yehoshua’s preferred halachic conclusions. In the Yevamot
story, Rabbi Yehoshua is successful only because he had the brilliant Rabbi Akiva
fighting for his point of view. If only Rabbi Eliezer always agreed with Rabbi
Yehoshua, the latter would be thrilled to have such a brilliant mind on his team,
regardless of any quirks or peculiarities he may have, and even if working with such a
person presents minor inconveniences. If Rabbi Eliezer did anything wrong, it pales

in comparison to the added value he clearly brought to the beit midrash.

275 For a rebuttal to this point, see B Berachot 51b-52a, B Pesachim 114a, and B Eruvin
6b-7a. Aggadot in the Talmud do not need to be consistent with each other, though when they
are, such stories were likely common knowledge at the time
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Modern Neurodivergent Applications of the Oven Of Achnai Story

There is much we can learn from the character of Rabbi Eliezer in regards to
neurodivergence in the modern era. I would not be so bold as to claim that Rabbi
Eliezer himself was actually neurodivergent. For one thing, the various accounts of
Rabbi Eliezer have rendered him into a composite character. Moreover, aggadah is
often more fantastical than historical, and even halachic disputes cannot be taken for

granted as truth?’

. But that does not mean we cannot learn from this story. While
scholarship on this issue is sparse, I happen to know from personal interactions that
many Autistic Jews see themselves in Rabbi Eliezer, and I imagine that informed (and
even non-informed) caretakers and family members would see their loved ones in him
if someone helps them to connect the dots. On the Allistic side of things, this story
can be used as a learning tool. From exposure and explanation comes tolerance and
understanding. And from tolerance and understanding, we can minimize the
difficulties that allistics have when dealing with Autistic individuals. From the
Autistic reader’s perspective, recognizing certain traits and habits in a character can in
turn help them to recognize such things in themselves. To the degree that each
Autistic is able, self-awareness can help with self-regulation. As Autistic individuals
living in a world governed by neurotypical norms, I would argue that neurotypicals
should bear the responsibility of being more welcoming to their Autistic cousins, who

are often unable to control themselves anyway. Still, all parties should do the best

they can to meet in the middle.

276 Shaye Cohen, “The Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis, and the End of Jewish
Sectarlanlsm Hebrew Union College Annual 55 (1984): 27— 53
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Gila Fine writes: “Exclusion doesn’t just wrong the others excluded. It also wrongs
us, who are deprived of the good that others might bring.”*”” Along these lines, it says
in Y Sotah 9:16 that “when Rabbi Eliezer died, the book of wisdom was hidden.” In
the Bavli version (Sotah 49a), it says that when he died, “the Torah scroll was
hidden.” In actuality, these two quotes are but a few in a lengthy list of things that
were lost following the Destruction as various generations of sages died out. In the
case of Rabbi Eliezer though, one can argue that an entire way of understanding
Torah died with him. When Autistic voices are not given a seat at the table, we miss
out on nuances and wisdom that may be overlooked by others.

I want to take a moment to address not Rabbi Eliezer himself, but the story of the
Oven of Achnai. When read with a neurodivergent lens, this tale does a masterful job
of illustrating the harmful effects that come from isolating neurodivergent individuals
from their peers, even if it is done under good intentions. While the Talmud often
offers instruction on how to conduct ourselves, this tale is actually an example of how
not to act. I will now give a brief example of how things could have been different if
they had acted differently.

Imagine a world in which people like Rabbi Eliezer are able to work and live in
harmony with colleagues like Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabban Gamliel, and the other Sages.
What if Rabbi Eliezer provided all the arguments in the world, and his colleagues
understood them, but gave a thorough and kind explanation as to why they disagreed?
Perhaps under different circumstances, Rabbi Eliezer would not feel the need to win
every argument so long as he felt heard and seen. To be clear, he may still insist that

he is in the right, but perhaps his opposition would not be so fierce when it is

2’7 Fine, The Madwoman, 202.
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explained to him that he is simply outnumbered (which does not necessarily mean he
is wrong). According to the Yerushalmi at least, Rabbi Eliezer understood the concept
of majority rules. If the Sages had only valued Rabbi Eliezer for what he excelled at
and nurtured those skills, he could have been the court historian or walking
encyclopedia, and all of Yavne would have benefited. If this reading of the story helps
move society even a little closer to that goal, the world would be a better place.

In fact, a close reading of the texts indicate that making the world a better place is
often indeed the point of agaddah. According to Simon-Shoshan, the Oven of Achnai
story is just one of many tales that constitute “the Yavne cycle.” He explains that
“The true star of the Yavneh cycle is perhaps Yavneh itself.”?’® While on the one
hand, Yavne serves as a model for the ideal society, it also “serves to highlight flaws
in later Talmudic society, thereby offering a social critique of that world.”?” (For
another example of social critiques in a Yavne cycle story, see the tale of the sacking
of Rabban Gamliel in M Rosh Hashannah 2:8-9.)

To Simon-Shoshan, the authors and redactors of the Talmud believed that they had
long since corrected the problems they were illustrating in their tales about Yavne. A
deeper look at the full sugya in the Yerushalmi account of the Oven of Achnai tale
(unlike the Bavli account) shows that to the authors, excommunication should be used
very sparingly and with limited severity.”® By the time they attempted to
excommunicate Rabbi Meir, they had advanced enough as a society that he was able

to successfully defend himself. The sugya tells us that by the time the Sanhedrin was

278 Moshe Simon-Shoshan, “Creators of Worlds: The Deposition of R. Gamliel and the
Invention of Yavneh,” AJS Review 41, no. 2 (2017): 288,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26847279.

27% Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 50; Cohen, “The Significance of Yavneh,”
27-53.

280Y Moed Katan 3:1; Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 47-48.
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located at Usha, they voted not to excommunicate ordained rabbis any longer.”®' At
worst a rabbi may be confined to their home, with their title still intact.?®> But this
does not mean that Jewish society no longer had problems that needed fixing.
Unfortunately, many of the flaws of that world are still present in our own society. To
say nothing of people with disabilities, would a brilliant woman like Ima Shalom be
welcome in a beit midrash today? Not everywhere. Ultimately, the least harmful way
to ensure that disagreements do not multiply (in Israel or anywhere else) is to better

understand where other parties are coming from.

281 Simon-Shoshan, “The Oven of Hakhinai,” 47-48; Y Moed Katan 3:1
282'Y Moed Katan 3:1
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The Death of Rabbi Eliezer

(Sanhedrin 67b-68a)

We have seen that reimagining Rabbi Eliezer via in Autistic lens in the Oven of
Achnai story leads to numerous new understandings. Therefore, in looking for other
aggadot about Rabbi Eliezer to examine, it is only right that we turn to the sugya of
his death in Sanhedrin 67b-68a, which contains an aggadah that is very much
dependent on the aforementioned Oven of Achnai story.?®* Because this story very
much serves as an extension of the Oven of Achnai story, it needs less framing.

I will briefly address other versions of this story later. For now, let us familiarize
ourselves with this sugya, the aggadic portion of which begins at the bottom of page

67b, as follows (I am also including the halachic conclusion that ends the sugya).

First Reading?*

In the mishna, Rabbi Akiva says in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua that two people
can each gather cucumbers by sorcery, one of whom is exempt, as he merely

deceives the eyes, and one of whom is liable, as he performs real sorcery.

The Gemara asks: And did Rabbi AKkiva learn these halakhot from Rabbi

Yehoshua? But isn’t it taught in a baraita: When Rabbi Eliezer took ill, Rabbi

83 Jeffrey Rubenstein, “The Death of Rabbi Eliezer: Bavli Sanhedrin 68a,” in Hakol Kol
Yaakov: The Joel Roth Jubilee Volume, ed. Robert Harris and Jonathan Milgram (Leiden:
Brill, 2021), 309,

https //www academla edu/45104001/Jeffrev L_Rubenstein The Death_of Rabbi_Eliezer B

v The. Jool Rath. Jubilee. Voloms L sidon Bril 2021 303 343,

284 Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 67b-68a.
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Akiva and his colleagues came to visit him. He was sitting on his canopied bed
|bekinof'], and they were sitting in his parlor [biteraklin]; they did not know if

he would be able to receive them, due to his illness.

And that day was Shabbat eve, and Rabbi Eliezer’s son Hyrcanus entered to
remove his phylacteries, as phylacteries are not worn on Shabbat. His father
berated him, and he left reprimanded. Hyrcanus said to his father’s colleagues:
It appears to me that father went insane, since he berated me for no reason.
Rabbi Eliezer heard this and said to them: He, Hyrcanus, and his mother went
insane. How can they neglect Shabbat preparations with regard to prohibitions
punishable by stoning, such as lighting the candles and preparing hot food, and
engage in preparations concerning prohibitions by rabbinic decree, such as

wearing phylacteries on Shabbat?

Since the Sages perceived from this retort that his mind was stable, they entered
and sat before him at a distance of four cubits, as he was ostracized (see Bava

Metzia 59b). 1t is forbidden to sit within four cubits of an ostracized person.

Rabbi Eliezer said to them: Why have you come? They said to him: We have
come to study Torah, as they did not want to say that they came to visit him due to
his illness. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: And why have you not come until now?
They said to him: We did not have spare time. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: I
would be surprised if these Sages die their own death, i.e., a natural death.

Rather, they will be tortured to death by the Romans. Rabbi Akiva said to him:
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How will my death come about? Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Your death will be

worse than theirs, as you were my primary student and you did not come to study.

Rabbi Eliezer raised his two arms and placed them on his heart, and he said:
Woe to you, my two arms, as they are like two Torah scrolls that are now being
rolled up, and will never be opened again. I have learned much Torah, and I
have taught much Torah. I have learned much Torah, and I have not taken
away from my teachers, i.e., [ have not received from their wisdom, even like a
dog lapping from the sea. I have taught much Torah, and my students have
taken away from me, i.c., they have received from my wisdom, only like the tiny

amount that a paintbrush removes from a tube of paint.

Moreover, I can teach three hundred halakhot with regard to a snow-white
leprous mark [bebaheret], but no person has ever asked me anything about
them. He could not find a student who could fully understand him in those matters.
Moreover, I can teach three hundred halakhot, and some say that Rabbi Eliezer
said three thousand halakhot, with regard to the planting of cucumbers by
sorcery, but no person has ever asked me anything about them, besides Akiva

ben Yosef.

Rabbi Eliezer described the incident: Once he and I were walking along the way,
and he said to me: My teacher, teach me about the planting of cucumbers. I
said one statement of sorcery, and the entire field became filled with

cucumbers. He said to me: My teacher, you have taught me about planting
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them; teach me about uprooting them. I said one statement and they all were

gathered to one place.

After these comments, the Sages asked him questions of halakha: What is the
halakha, with regard to ritual impurity, of a ball made of leather and stuffed with
rags, and likewise a last, the frame on which a shoe is fashioned, which is made of
leather and stuffed with rags, and likewise an amulet wrapped in leather, and a
pouch for pearls, wrapped in leather, and a small weight, which is wrapped in
leather? Rabbi Eliezer said to them: They are susceptible to impurity, and their
purification is effected by immersing them in a ritual bath as they are, as there is

no need to open them up.

They asked him further: What is the halakha with regard to a shoe that is on a
last? Is it considered a complete vessel, which needs no further preparation, and is
therefore susceptible to impurity? Rabbi Eliezer said to them: It is pure, and with
this word, his soul left him in purity. Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and said:
The vow is permitted; the vow is permitted; i.c., the ostracism that was placed on

Rabbi Eliezer is removed.

Rabbi Akiva was not present at the time of his death. At the conclusion of
Shabbat, Rabbi Akiva encountered the funeral procession on his way from
Caesarea to Lod. Rabbi Akiva was striking his flesh in terrible anguish and regret
until his blood flowed to the earth. He began to eulogize Rabbi Eliezer in the

row of those comforting the mourners, and said: “My father, my father, the
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chariot of Israel and its horsemen” (II Kings 2:12). I have many coins, but I do
not have a money changer to whom to give them, i.c., | have many questions, but

after your death I have no one who can answer them.

The Gemara returns to the matter at hand: Apparently, Rabbi Akiva learned the
halakhot of gathering cucumbers through sorcery from Rabbi Eliezer, not from
Rabbi Yehoshua. The Gemara answers: He learned it from Rabbi Eliezer but he
did not understand it. Later he learned it from Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi

Yehoshua explained it to him.

The Gemara asks: How could Rabbi Eliezer have performed that act of sorcery?
But didn’t we learn in the mishna that one who performs an act of sorcery is
liable? The Gemara answers: Performing sorcery not in order to use it, but in order
to teach oneself the halakhot is different, and it is permitted; as the Master says
that it is derived from the verse: “You shall not learn to do like the abominations
of those nations. There shall not be found among you...one who uses divination, a
soothsayer, an enchanter, or a sorcerer” (Deuteronomy 18:9-10), so that you shall
not learn, i.e., it is prohibited for you to learn, in order to do, but you may learn,
i.e., it is permitted for you to learn, in order to understand the matter yourself and

teach it to others.
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Second Reading”

Having now (re-)familiarized ourselves with the story, I will now analyze it via an

Autistic lens, similarly to the process in the previous chapter.

English Hebrew/Aramaic

In the mishna, Rabbi Akiva says in the name of Rabbi "27 K7) .19 R2PY 27 NN
Yehoshua that two people can each gather cucumbers by
sorcery, one of whom is exempt, as he merely deceives | 772 773 YW 270 R2pY
the eyes, and one of whom is liable, as he performs real
sorcery. The Gemara asks: And did Rabbi AKkiva learn ,7T3]’17N e H?UWD Ry
these halakhot from Rabbi Yehoshua? But isn’t it

, PN RRY 27 101
taught in a baraita: When Rabbi Eliezer took ill, ' o

Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues came to visit him. He "ﬁ P2 9 RIT .ﬁﬁi?
was sitting on his canopied bed [bekinof |, and they

were sitting in his parlor [biteraklin]; they did not ]’5?1_@3 AV 1M ,1’7W
know if he would be able to receive them, due to his

illness. 15([7
Commentary:

1) *Rabbi Eliezer himself may be seen as one who “deceives the eyes.” When
neurotypicals do not have the understanding or the language to explain a
neurodivergent’s behavior, it comes across as eccentric at best, or as unstable at
worst. While Rabbi Eliezer may very well have had real deficiencies in some areas,
he was hardly out of his mind, as he soon proves.

2) One might wonder how Rabbi Eliezer’s colleagues knew he was ill (and dying) if he

285 Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 67b-68a.
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had been excommunicated. Ordinarily, the answer would be that this aggadah has
nothing to do with the Oven of Achnai aggadah, and thus Rabbi Eliezer is not
excommunicated at the start of this tale. But as we shall soon see, these two tales
are indeed meant to be paired together. Notably, in the Avot D’Rabbi Natan version
of this tale (which is difficult to date and may well have come later), it is Rabbi

Eliezer’s son who alerts the Sages.?¢

And that day was Shabbat eve, and Rabbi Eliezer’s i n;z; 27y a)ihy jmm:
son Hyrcanus entered to remove his phylacteries, as
phylacteries are not worn on Shabbat. His father VW‘?T'(]? 112 011737 019N
berated him, and he left reprimanded. Hyrcanus said
to his father’s colleagues: It appears to me that father 12712 REN 12 3 .1’?9@
went insane, since he berated me for no reason. Rabbi

. . TR (T2 177 N
Eliezer heard this and said to them: He, Hyrcanus, and 7 o

his mother went insane. How can they neglect =51 RAR OU IRYTY IR
Shabbat preparations with regard to prohibitions
punishable by stoning, such as lighting the candles and MR Ny ﬁ}-'ﬂ:m_ ],‘(’2 N
preparing hot food, and engage in preparations
concerning prohibitions by rabbinic decree, such as MR PR R !'—‘Q_NQJ
wearing phylacteries on Shabbat? Since the Sages ‘
perceived from this retort that his mind was stable, TORA TR ﬂ?’PQ
they entered and sat before him at a distance of four ey WNWTW 3 23t
cubits, as he was ostracized (see Bava Metzia 59b). It is
forbidden to sit within four cubits of an ostracized 10393 ,13?5,7 }'DWWJ ) mJ'_fW
person.

VI PN PI97 129

286 Avot D’Rabbi Natan 25
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Bahlohs

1)

2)

3)

Commentary:

Because the Sages sat 4 cubits away from Rabbi Eliezer, we can take for granted
that he has been excommunicated. And as there is no other story in which Rabbi
Eliezer is excommunicated except the Oven of Achnai story (in all of its variations),
readers can only conclude that these stories are linked. Rashi concurs. Rubenstein
adds that the Oven of Achnai story must have been well-known even in early
times.?"’

*If Rabbi Eliezer’s mind was indeed unsound here, this does not mean that it was so
before. After all, people do lose some capabilities when they are older and closer to
death.”® Alternatively, perhaps Rabbi Eliezer’s mind is and was always sound!
Rabbi Eliezer’s son coming to him at the onset of Shabbat mirrors Rabbi Eliezer’s
own father coming to him on Yom Tov in Eliezer’s “origin story” in Avot D’Rabbi
Natan Recension B 13 and Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer 1-2.%%° In those stories, Rabbi
Eliezer’s father had to decide whether to disinherit him, while in this story, the
Sages come to decide whether to lift his excommunication. This Bavli tale predates
Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer— and likely the Avot D’Rabbi Natan Recension B version as

well. It does not predate the Bereshit Rabbah version, though notably, that version

27 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 309.

288 National Institute On Aging, “How the Aging Brain Affects Thinking,”
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/brain-health/how-aging-brain-affects-thinking (National
Institutes of Health, June 27, 2023),
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/brain-health/how-aqging-brain-affects-thinking.

289 | evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 45.
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4)

5)

does not mention if it is Yom Tov.*”

Rubenstein says that it is forbidden to wear tefillin when you are dead, and that
this—not Shabbat— is why Rabbi Eliezer’s son comes to remove the tefillin.
Rubenstein derives this from Berachot 18. While B Berachot 18 does not explicitly
say this, there is merit to his inference.?’! Rav Dr. Yonatan Feintuch of Yeshivat Har

Etzion concurs.??

We know from Mishnah Eduyot 5:6 that people who are
excommunicated have their coffins stoned. Therefore, Eliezer being on his deathbed
represents a final opportunity for the Sages to reverse his excommunication before
it becomes permanent via his death.** Steinsaltz’s commentary supports this
conclusion.?*

*Gutoff notes that the transition into Shabbat can also be seen as “a transition from

295 If however, Rabbi Eliezer had traits in common with

one realm into the other.
Autism, it is questionable whether he would have understood this symbolism and
that in point 3 above. I would like to believe that he did indeed understand the
symbolism, as he is now an older and wiser man who has learned how to recognize
and compensate for inherent deficiencies that had earlier ruined his life. My

reasoning comes from my own experience as an Autistic. [ was once pressured to

drop out of a graduate teaching program because—among other Autistic signs—I did

2% Bereshit Rabbah 42.

21 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 311.

292 Yonatan Feintuch, “The Story of the Death of R. Eliezer (Part I),” In-Person (March 6,
2016), 2,
https://www.etzion.org.il/en/talmud/studies-gemara/midrash-and-aggada/story-death-r-eliezer-

part-i.

23 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 310.
2% Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 68a.
2% Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw,” 746-747.
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6)

7)

not make sufficient eye contact with people.?® Humiliated, I did indeed drop out of
the program. However, I resolved never again to let poor eye contact stand in the
way of my professional goals. And so, I soon mastered the skill through sheer
determination.

This story likely influenced Rabbi Eliezer’s appearance in the minor tractate B
Tefillin (which likely originated from B Sukkah 28a), though the use of “4 cubits” is
repurposed.?’” It says there: “he never walked four cubits without tefillin. In this
manner did R. Eliezer make the commandment of fefillin a permanent practice.”
Rabbi Eliezer thus became somewhat of an expert on tefillin in later Rabbinic
tradition. In that same Tefillin entry, Rabbi Eliezer also says “put tefillin on your
heads and on your arms and I shall account it to you as if you meditated in the Torah
day and night.” This quote is quite telling. In stories where Rabbi Eliezer is implied
to be excommunicated, he would not have been able to engage in Torah directly.
But with tefillin, he could do the next best thing.

* As shown above, Rabbi Eliezer berates his son for trying to remove his tefillin. In
the Avot d’Rabbi Natan version, Rabbi Eliezer actually cries when the tefillin are
removed.?® We know that in Bava Metzia 59b, Eliezer cries when he is
excommunicated. And in Avot D’Rabbi Natan B 13, Eliezer cries when he is
deprived of Torah, which for him is arguably a parallel with Autistic special
interests. In light of the Bava Metzia story if not the Avot d’Rabbi Natan story

(which may have come later), one could argue that the tefillin are a comfort object

2% Price, Unmasking Autism, 100.
27 |evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 46.
2% | evine, “The Oven of Achnai,” 46.
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of sorts for Rabbi Eliezer—the only Torah that he has left, and a reminder of
happier times.”® Some refer to this as “object personification.>” This would explain
why he does not wish to have his tefillin removed despite being close to death. To
Rashi, not removing the tefillin despite being close to death was evidence of Rabbi
Eliezer’s insanity. This is not necessarily so. Regardless, the Sages determine that
he is sane enough to interact with.

8) *According to Dr. Price, some Autistics have a strong reaction to "strangers in their
home rearranging or cleaning their things.”**! It is possible that in his old age, Rabbi
Eliezer did not recognize his son, if only for a moment. Regardless of whether or
not the person is a stranger, Price adds that some Autistics “need cleaning tasks to
be done in a very particular way,” often creating a frustrating experience for those
trying to take care of them.*” It is my belief that Rabbi Eliezer strongly wanted to
be responsible for removing his own tefillin, even if such a responsibility was
unrealistic for him in his current state.

9) Rabbi Eliezer may have a minority tefillin tradition. In Y Moed Katan 3:5, it says
that he followed a different set of tefillin rules than Rabbi Yehoshua.

10) *Though Rabbi Eliezer’s excommunication is the true reason that his former
colleagues cannot fully approach him, it is still worth mentioning the prevalence of

loneliness in Autistics. Autistics often feel misunderstood, and it is statistically

29 Price, Unmasking Autism, 170.
300 price, Unmasking Autism, 170.
301 Price, Unmasking Autism, 171.
302 Price, Unmasking Autism, 171.
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harder for them to make friends compared to their neurotypical peers.>” In my own
case, I am blessed to have neurotypical friends, but I still do not feel that they truly

understand me.

Rabbi Eliezer said to them: Why have you come? 1N 7DDN;1 ,—‘@‘2 ‘055 NN

They said to him: We have come to study Torah, as B
they did not want to say that they came to visit him due N IIR2 770 7173]:7‘? ;39
to his illness. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: And why

have you not come until now? They said to him: We X7 ﬂ@? 1"(;7';)3_7 Y Dﬂ?
did not have spare time. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: I

17 727 X9 137 108 20083
would be surprised if these Sages die their own ' i

death, i.e., a natural death. Rather, they will be tortured AN IR TN ]'_‘]7 TAR ORID
to death by the Romans. Rabbi Akiva said to him: T ’ '
How will my death come about? Rabbi Eliezer said to 7 R JRXY DDA AN,

him: Your death will be worse than theirs, as you

were my primary student and you did not come to study. AN 7 ’5!27 RPY

AW YR 7Y 117

Commentary:

1) *As in the Berachot 19a version of the Oven of Achnai story, the Sages are not
being fully honest about their intentions with Rabbi Eliezer. Even though the Sages
might have good intentions here, this is no study session. It is an interrogation! As
in the aforementioned Berachot source, it is said that they surrounded Rabbi Eliezer

“like a snake,” or as Rubenstein remarks: “with cunning and guile.”*** To an

303 Aieshea Banks et al., “Very Misunderstood’: Self-Perceived Social Communication
Experiences of Autistic Young Adults,” Youth 4, no. 4 (November 19, 2024): 1628—46,
https://doi.ora/10.3390/youth4040104.

304 Rubenstein, “Torah, Shame,” 40.
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Autistic who cannot even understand normal social cues to begin with, such a lack
of transparency would lead one to feeling suddenly attacked (not unlike a snake
attack).>®

2) *Again, it is worth questioning whether Rabbi Eliezer would pick up on this
behavior by his former colleagues the second time around. I believe that he did, for
he had learned from his earlier mistake in the oven story. This would explain why
he responds with such bitterness. Eliezer is no longer so trusting of Akiva and the
other rabbis. Rather, he has become jaded from his prior experiences. If the Sages
had truly come to decide whether or not to reverse Rabbi Eliezer’s
excommunication, it would have served them well to simply be honest about it.
Such honesty is highly recommended for any interaction with an Autistic.

3) *What is the opposite of “dying your own death,” or dying of natural causes? It
would be dying by supernatural or Heavenly causes! Eliezer is essentially saying to
his former student: “don’t blame me when you die an unnatural death! X°7 o7wa! It

"9

is in Heaven that this has been determined!” Rabbi Eliezer seems very spiteful here.
This is further demonstrated by his use of the words ax 1% 770 (“It would surprise
me if.””) These words mimic Akiva’s words in the Oven of Achnai story. In that tale,
Akiva beat around the bush and refused to use precise language, saying ¥ *% 731713

(“It appears to me that...).**® These words were also used by Rabban Gamliel in the

Oven of Achnai story, though Eliezer was not there to hear them.*”” Regardless,

305 Price, Unmasking Autism, 192.
306 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
%07 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
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4)

5)

using imprecise language around Autistics can lead to misunderstandings.*”® Rabbi
Eliezer seems to have been ruminating over this for many years, hoping that a
moment would arise in which he could throw such language back in Akiva’s face.’”
This seems to be a reference to Akiva’s grotesque fate in B Menachot 29b, though
there is an additional layer to this irony that may not be fully appreciated. Rabbi
Eliezer correctly predicting people’s deaths is not unique to this story. We also see it
in Eruvin 63a, in which he says to Ima Shalom that those who issue a ruling in the
presence of their teacher are liable to die. It seems that his understanding of this is
derived from his explanation of the death of Nadav and Avihu, whom he argued had
given a halachic ruling before Moses. It is none other than Moses who witnesses
Akiba’s flesh in the butcher shop in B Menachot 29b! It also stands to reason that
given Rabbi Eliezer’s intense views about the master-student relationship, he
resents Akiva more than any of the other Sages. Perhaps he should have expected
Rabbi Yehoshua to act against him in the Oven of Achnai story, but for Akiva to go
along with it constituted the ultimate betrayal to Rabbi Eliezer. Thus, only Akiva is
signalled out individually by his dying master. Rabbi Eliezer is so angry at Rabbi
Akiva that he signals him out even further!

For other versions of Rabbi Akiva’s death, see B Berachot 61b and Y Berachot

9:5.310

308 Maureen Dennis, Anne Lazenby, and Linda Lockyer, “Inferential Language in
High-Function Children with Autism,” Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders 31
(February 2001): 47-54, https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005661613288.

309 Shivani Patel et al., “Association between Anger.”

310 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 332.
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6)

7)

A final note on B Menachot 29b: Rabbi Akiva’s Torah was not understood by
Moses! This is commonly understood to mean that our understanding of Torah had
evolved under Rabbi Akiva. This was not necessarily a positive thing to the editors
of this sugya (after all, the same story says he was met with a gruesome fate). Rabbi
Eliezer was against innovation in Torah-study.’!" As it says in Deuteronomy 4:2, he
did not believe that anything should be “added or taken away” from it.Rabbi Eliezer
essentially rejected his student Akiva’s innovations. After all, if something could
not be understood by Moses, how accurate could it truly be?!

In addition to Menachot 29b, Eliezer’s prediction of Akiva’s death seems to invoke
B Pesachim 69a. In that episode, Rabbi Eliezer was arguing with his student Akiva
about the laws of slaughtering. Akiva appears to side with Rabbi Yehoshua (Eliezer
retorted: “AKkiva, you have lightheartedly responded to me with a faulty a fortiori
inference with regard to slaughter. [Your| death will be with slaughter!” In fact,
in the Yerushalmi version of this account (Y Pesachim 6:3), Rabbi Yehoshua
actively recruits Akiva, telling him to abandon his master Eliezer, saying: 1] X737

2 OnPm 7RY R RY 12 pORD WK av7.“Is this not the people which you despised; go
now and fight against it!*'?

Returning to the Bavli source in Pesachim 69a, Akiva responds to Rabbi Eliezer’s
rebuke by replying that he had only said what Eliezer himself had taught him, and

that Eliezer was remembering incorrectly (a version of this also appears in Avodah

Zarah 46b). Regardless, to Eliezer, Akiva did not show such loyalty to his master in

31 Steinsaltz, ed., “Sukkah” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 28a.
312 Judges 9:38
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8)

9)

the Oven of Achnai story, despite addressing him as “master” (*27) in both
sources.’!® For one final connection between these sources, in the main Bavli
account of the Oven of Achnai, it says “I¥°73% 722 °n” (“who will go and inform
him?,”) after which Akiva volunteers to bring the upsetting news to his master
Eliezer. Ironically, Rabbi Yehoshua is only able to recruit Rabbi Akiva to his cause
in Y Pesachim 6:3 because Rabbi Eliezer refused to acknowledge him (Rabbi
Akiva) for 13 years.

The Aramaic of Rabbi Eliezer’s retort, 172Wn nwp 79W (“Yours will be worse than
theirs”) to Akiva is virtually identical to the one that Rabbi Sheila claims God gave
to the original Yehoshua (though in that case, the context was death, not sin.
Regardless, the name Yehoshua is significant in both cases.)*'*

*There is something to be said here about Autism, meltdowns, and spite.*"* For
instance, Joseph is a character that arguably displayed several Autistic behaviors.*'®
I would liken Rabbi Eliezer’s behavior here to Joseph’s. What did Joseph do when
he finally came face to face again with the brothers who had ruined his life? He

kidnapped his brother Simeon, and later framed his brother Benjamin!*!’

on his heart, and he said: Woe to you, my two arms,
as they are like two Torah scrolls that are now being NY DD? N N a2y
rolled up, and will never be opened again. I have

learned much Torah, and I have taught much Torah.

Rabbi Eliezer raised his two arms and placed them Sy 13°37 1°DIVIIT Ry S0l

190 AW TIY , O]

313 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.

314 Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 44a.; Rubenstein, “The Death,” 332.
315 Reframing Autism, “Pathological Demand Avoidance.”

318 | evine, Was Yosef.

317 Genesis 42:24 and 44:2
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I have learned much Torah, and I have not taken
away from my teachers, i.e., I have not received from
their wisdom, even like a dog lapping from the sea. I
have taught much Torah, and my students have
taken away from me, i.c., they have received from my
wisdom, only like the tiny amount that a paintbrush

removes from a tube of paint.

AR 7277 1077y 7in

SRTEY? 7R 72731, NTRY

N?1,°n707 17 1273
1223 19°0K Nian *Aen
7R 7273 .00 T PR2RA
"TPR PIRN K7, 0T

NDIDWA 2inond RN

Commentary:

1) *Rubenstein notes that Rabbi Eliezer comparing his arms to Torah scrolls has no
clear parallel in the Talmud, and though he still tries to find one.*'® I would argue
that the lack of parallels may be due (at least in part) to the fact that it is a flawed
simile. A neurotypical would be more likely to say that his fongue or heart is like a
Torah scroll, not his arms! (And if one would counter that a heart or tongue cannot
be wrapped up, this only bolsters the view that this is a flawed simile.)

2) *Surely Rabbi Eliezer has transmitted more than a little bit of knowledge in his
time. He seems to be speaking in extremes or binaries, which are not uncommon in
Autistic rhetoric.*'’ Steinmetz sees it slightly differently, noting: “If Torah is a body
of knowledge that can only be acquired through transmission, then there is an

inevitable diminution of the totality of Torah from generation to generation. R.

318 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 333; T Sotah 15:3; B Sanhedrin 101a.

319 Eloise Stark et al., “Autistic Cognition.”
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3)

4)

5)

Eliezer’s metaphors make this clear, as he shifts from describing the body of Torah
in the largest possible terms—as an ocean—to describing it as contained in the
smallest receptacle—a make-up tube.”*

*Rubenstein remarks: “It is perhaps not accidental that R. Yohanan laments the
death of the study-partner with whom he engaged in debate, whereas R. Eliezer
laments his own death.”**!' For R. Eliezer, the unasked questions were not the
“questions and answers, objections and solutions” of argumentation, but
straightforward inquiries of law. Again, Rabbi Eliezer sees halachah as binary.**
*Regarding the deteriorating knowledge of Torah scholars, Rabbi Eliezer says in
Sotah 49a-b: ““ From the day the Second Temple was destroyed, the generations
have deteriorated: Scholars have begun to become like scribes that teach children,
and scribes have become like beadles, and beadles have become like
ignoramuses, and ignoramuses are increasingly diminished, and none ask and
none seek. Upon whom is there to rely? Only upon our Father in Heaven.” An
exaggerated sense of self-importance is common in some Autistics.**

*What is Rabbi Eliezer’s biggest regret? It was not being excommunicated. It was

that nobody saw the world the way he saw it, and thus it was impossible for others

320 Devora Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls That Have Been Rolled Up: The Story of the Death
of Rabbi Eliezer in BSandedrin 68a,” in Tiferet LeYisrael : Jubilee Volume in Honor of Israel
Francus (New York: JTS Press, 2010), 21,

https://www.academia.edu/1541287/ Like Torah Scrolls That Have Been Rolled Up The

Stor:

eltzer and Yaacov Francus eds Tiferet LeYisrael JTS 2010 .

of the Death of Rabbi Eliezer in_bSandedrin_68a_in_Joel Roth Menahem_Schm

32 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 313.
322 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 313.
323 Schriber, Robins, and Solomon, “Personality and Self-Insight.”
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to understand Eliezer’s full brilliance or extract more than a paintbrush’s worth of

paint from the tube that is his scholarly intellect.

6) In this metaphor, Elizer is the receptacle (the tube of paint). That matches some of

the other imagery in this story, such as the tefillin , the ball, the amulet, and the

pearls.

Moreover, I can teach three hundred halakhot with
regard to a snow-white leprous mark [bebaheret],
but no person has ever asked me anything about
them. He could not find a student who could fully
understand him in those matters. Moreover, I can teach
three hundred halakhot, and some say that Rabbi
Eliezer said three thousand halakhot, with regard to
the planting of cucumbers by sorcery, but no person
has ever asked me anything about them, besides
Akiva ben Yosef. Rabbi Eliezer described the incident:
Once he and I were walking along the way, and he
said to me: My teacher, teach me about the planting
of cucumbers. I said one statement of sorcery, and the
entire field became filled with cucumbers. He said to
me: My teacher, you have taught me about planting
them; teach me about uprooting them. I said one

statement and they all were gathered to one place.
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1)

2)

3)

4)

Commentary:

*In the Oven of Achnai story, I wrote that Autistics often put up strong resistance to
change.’”* In the passage above, Guttoff remarks: leprosy is no longer an active
category [of halachah]. There is no one asking [about leprosy] because there is no
longer a shrine to which lepers cannot go. When Eliezer cries for the unasked
questions, he cries for a society that no longer exists, a society with the physical
manifestation of God at its center.”?

Rabbi Eliezer may also be citing laws of leprosy because leprosy is something that
requires isolation. Rabbi Eliezer too has been isolated!

This is not the only time Rabbi Eliezer has disagreed with the Sages about white
leprous marks. It also happens in B Berachot 34a-b. If the Sages have truly come to
see Rabbi Eliezer on his deathbed to see if he will recant his previous halachic
opinions, this may foreshadow that Eliezer will do no such thing. Though Boyarin

disagrees, Rubenstein concurs.**

For a strong parallel, see my note elsewhere in this chapter about Rabba Bar

324 \Wayne Fisher et al., “Treatment of Resistance.”
325 Joshua Gutoff, “The Necessary Outlaw,” 746.
3% Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend,” 179.; Rubenstein, “The Death,” 315.
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5)

6)

Nachmani in B Bava Metzia 86b.

*This is quite the guilt trip! I have already mentioned Y Pesachim 6:3, in which it
seems Rabbi Eliezer does not formally acknowledge Rabbi Akiva over the course of
13 years. Though Rabbi Akiva’s reaction is not explicit, I interpret his response to
be an almost apologetic defection from Rabbi Eliezer’s camp. While the two stories
do not acknowledge each other, this understanding of Y Pesachim 6:3 would go
well with the Oven of Achnai story, and by extension the story of Rabbi Eliezer’s
death here in Sanhedrin.*”’ Here in the Sanhedrin story though, it appears that Rabbi
Eliezer has always cared for Rabbi Akiva! I believe there is a way to harmonize
these sources instead of saying that they are not connected. Many Autistics do not
show affection in the same way as neurotypicals. For example, they are often
resistant to touch, and they speak in a very direct and matter-of-fact way that has a
tendency to come across as cold.*?® Some of my best Autistic friends never hug me
hello or goodbye. While this makes me sad, I have to remind myself that hugging
and terms of endearment are not a reasonable standard to set for them. Along these
lines, it is very easy to see how from Rabbi Akiva’s point of view, Rabbi Eliezer
had ignored him. Regardless, in this moment Rabbi Eliezer shows just how much he
truly cares for Rabbi Akiva!

*In telling the story about the cucumbers, Rabbi Eliezer recalls a nostalgic moment

327 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59; Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin,” in
Koren Talmud Bavli,67b-68a.

328 Yuta Ujiie and Kohske Takahashi, “Associations between Self-Reported Social Touch
Avoidance, Hypersensitivity, and Autistic Traits: Results from Questionnaire Research among
Typically Developing Adults,” Personality and Individual Differences 184 (January 2022),

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111186; Price, Unmasking Autism, 192.
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7)

from his past. Many Autistics have trouble letting go of the past.*”” When I applied
for an autism diagnosis, I had to have my family members write a list of odd or
peculiar behaviors of mine. My brother noted that I liked to live in the past so much
that I would hoard various useless trinkets from days gone by. I rarely touched
them, and it would appear as if I did not use them and should throw them away. But
whenever anyone tried to suggest this, I took it very personally, as if they were
attacking not just the objects, but the pastimes they represent to me.

*The root of the word used here for uprooting (107°?¥) is also used in the Oven of
Achani story for the carob tree being uprooted.** This is deliberate, but I have yet to
see an article that discusses its implications. We know from later in this story that
Rabbi Akiva did not seem to understand Rabbi Eliezer’s lesson about uprooting
cucumbers. But still, Rabbi Eliezer tried to teach him! If Akiva had only understood
the lesson, he may also have been able to explain to the Sages just how Rabbi
Eliezer was producing prophet-like miracles in the Oven of Achani story. But as we
know, Akiva was not actually a good intermediary between Eliezer and the other
sages. Ultimately, it was not cucumbers or a carob tree that were uprooted, but
Rabbi Eliezer himself. Like the cucumbers, Rabbi Eliezer too was confined to one
place. Or at least, he was not allowed in the beit midrash. In fact, his statement here
(“I said one statement and they all were gathered to one place”) can actually be
inverted. In the Oven of Achani story, Rabbi Yehoshua said one thing (“It is not in

heaven.”), and as a result, Rabbi Eliezer was confined to one place.*!

32% Cooper and Russell, “Insistence on Sameness.”
330 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
331 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
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of halakha: What is the halakha, with regard to ritual
impurity, of a ball made of leather and stuffed with m”‘?ma 919%Y ¥yOnpm
rags, and likewise a last, the frame on which a shoe is
fashioned, which is made of leather and stuffed with
rags, and likewise an amulet wrapped in leather, and a

pouch for pearls, wrapped in leather, and a small

to them: They are susceptible to impurity, and their
purification is effected by immersing them in a ritual

bath as they are, as there is no need to open them up.

After these comments, the Sages asked him questions DIANT 77 30 1R

TR 7R 73R NIPY

T2 10T, TRIY 17 1107

weight, which is wrapped in leather? Rabbi Eliezer said Jav

1)

2)

Commentary:

Even for a Talmudic text, this is an abrupt line of questioning. It recalls when the

Sages encircled Rabbi Eliezer with halachot in Berachot 19a.%*

*This can be seen as a litmus test for just how stubborn Autistics can often be.**
According to Rashi and Steinmetz, these objects (apart from the small weight) have
all been the subject of former halachic disputes between Rabbi Eliezer and his
peers.** However, one very important object from those passages is not included in
this passage: tefillin. Tefillin seem to have been incorporated into this story in a
different way. Also, one of these passages also lists a money pouch (nivng 717Y), a
term which seems to (partially) manifest itself later in this story when Rabbi Akiva

mourns Rabbi Eliezer.*> Regardless, Rabbi Eliezer does not change his rulings on

these objects, even when his fate seemingly hangs in the balance. He had already

332 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 316.

333 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144.

334 M Kelim 23:1; T Kelim Batra 2:3; M Kelim 26:2; Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls,” 9-10.
335 M Kelim 26:2.
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3)

4)

5)

lost everything by refusing to sacrifice his integrity, and will remain stubborn until
the end.>*

Rubenstein notes that these 5 objects have never been listed together in one source
(and in the case of the weight, he finds no prior tradition, leading him to believe that
the rabbis were citing a ruling unknown to the readers).*’

To Goshen-Gottstein, the lack of a prior disagreement about these five objects
specifically is enough to convince him that the Sages are not testing Rabbi Eliezer,
and have truly come to study Torah.**® Like Rubenstein however, I reject this
(particularly because of the shoe on the last, which has yet to be mentioned).**
*These objects—and also tefillin as mentioned in the point above—are all receptacles
that have been sealed. Steinmetz notes that Rabbi Eliezer too is a receptacle, saying:
“R. Eliezer sees himself as a container of Torah...that will never be able to be
accessed by others.”** Regarding the fact that tefillin appear missing from the
Sages’ list despite their presence in the disputes they are referencing here, Steinmetz
99341

remarks about Rabbi Eliezer: “he is tefilin—he has Torah rolled up inside him.

Rubenstein argues against this point of view, noting that “the metaphors are not

33 For an interesting comparison, see the case of Akabyah ben Mahalalel in M Eduyot 5:6-7.
%7 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 316-317.

338 Alon Goshen-Gottstein, “A Lonely Sage on His Death-Bed: The Story of Rabbi Eli'ezer
(Sanhedrin 68a), an Ideological Analysis” [in Hebrew],” in Mehkarim BaTalmud UvaMidrash:
Sefer Zikkaron LeTirzahl Lifshitz, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher, Joshua Levinson, and Berachyahu
Llfsh|tz (Jerusalem Bla|lk 2005) 92- 93

bed The Deathof Rabbl Eliezer in_Moshe Bar Asher ed Stud|es |n Talmudlc and M|d

hi

Li

ebrew .
339 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 316-317.
340 Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls,” 17.
341 Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls,” 17-18.

in Memory of Tirzah Lifshitz lem_Bialik _In 2 79 112 H
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6)

7)

8)

straightforward.”** I feel that Rubenstein misses Stenmetz’s point, which was not
that the metaphor was perfect, but rather that this is how Rabbi Eliezer sees himself.
We have already seen that he used an imperfect metaphor in this scene when he
compared his arms to Torah scrolls. As previously noted, difficulty making or
understanding figurative comparisons is a known Autistic phenomenon.**

*It is notable that Rabbi Eliezer suddenly addresses the Sages without insulting
them. Perhaps when confronted with questions of Torah and halachah (his possible
special interests, as noted earlier), Rabbi Eliezer found himself unable to resist
engaging in the activity that had been forbidden to him for so long.

*In the Yerushalmi version of this tale (Y Shabbat 2:7), Rabbi Eliezer seemingly
agrees with the Sages about the status of the items they question him about (77
7§77 7ITET YY) KXY RHLD 2Y 137 i), This may be seen as a misplaced Autistic
masking technique called fawning, though it would be out of character for him to do
so. Indeed, the Bavli version of this story is much more suitable for the purposes of
this paper.

*The words “their purification is as they are,” may also refer to Rabbi Eliezer
himself. This reading becomes more plausible in light of Rabbi Yehoshua’s
interpretation of Rabbi Eliezer’s last words in the next section of this text. Based on
this understanding, Rabbi Eliezer has always been pure just the way he is.*** There
is nothing wrong with him, he is simply different. Such is how Autistics long to be

seen and treated.

342 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 317.
33 Dennis, Lazenby, and Lockyer, “Inferential Language.”
344 Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls,” 13.
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They asked him further: What is the halakha with
regard to a shoe that is on a last? Is it considered a
complete vessel, which needs no further preparation,
and is therefore susceptible to impurity? Rabbi Eliezer
said to them: It is pure, and with this word, his soul
left him in purity. Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet
and said: The vow is permitted; the vow is
permitted; i.e., the ostracism that was placed on Rabbi

Eliezer is removed.
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Commentary:

him, and thus does so alone

striking similarities to both this tale and the Oven of Achnai tale.

feats, as he is able to turn his face backward

1) Rubenstein notes that the prior disagreement about the shoe on the last (23 ¥ 733
0aR) comes from T Eduyot 2:1, which, as we have seen, is one of the many
sources alluding to the Oven of Achnai case.* This should erase any remaining
doubt that these tales are meant to be connected, and that this is a test.

2) This is not the only case in the Talmud where a rabbi dies saying the word “pure.”

The case of Rabba bar Nachmani in B Bava Metzia 86a contains the following

346

a) Rabba bar Nachmani seems capable of performing unnatural or miraculous

b) The integrity of a wall is altered on account of Rabba bar Nachmani

c) After a series of events, Rabba bar Nachmani has no one to study Torah with

d) Rabba bar Nachmani claims to be an authority figure in the field of halachot

345 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 332.
346 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 328.
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surrounding leprosy

e) Rabba bar Nachmani is selected to die in order to go resolve a halachic
dispute taking place in Heaven, which would have been a perfect rebuttal for
Rabbi Eliezer to have uttered in the Oven of Achani story, as this is the
literal opposite of X771 07w2a X7 (“It is not in Heaven.”).*"

f) On account of Rabba bar Nachmani, there is a water-based natural disaster
(a hurricane, not a tidal wave) that subsides after someone attempts to reason
with God.

g) Not only does Rabba bar Nachmani die saying the word “pure,” but God
seems to favor him, saying “Happy are you, Rabba bar Nachmani, as
your body is pure and your soul left you with the word: Pure.” Such an
explanation may be intended to lend credibility to the Sages reversing Rabbi
Eliezer’s excommunication on account of the word he uttered as he died, as
there is no halachic basis for doing this.

3) A case with similar wording to the one above can be found in Avodah Zarah 27b,
which features a story about the death of ben Dama.**® The Avodah Zarah source
features a snake. At first glance, it might seem like a stretch to compare this with
the Oven of Achnai story, but it becomes far more plausible when you group it with
the Rabba bar Nachmani story above (and by extension, the Oven of Achnai story).
It also cannot be ruled out that the issue of associating with a heretic in B Avodah

Zarah 27b is a connection to Rabbi Eliezer’s trial for heresy, found in T Hullin 2:24,

%7 Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”
348 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 328.
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4)

5)

6)

again in B Avoda Zara 16b-17a, and a final time in Kohelet Rabba 1:8.

Rabbi Yehoshua standing on his feet is a direct reference to the Oven of Achnai
story, in which he stands on his feet to say X’ 2»wa &> (“It is not in Heaven.”)**

* As Rubenstein notes, if the Sages do not reverse an excommunication by the time
of that person’s death, they are irredeemable and their coftin must be stoned. Thus,
Rabbi Yehosua had “no legal justification” for reversing the ban, as Rabbi Eliezer
had already died by the time of the reversal.**® In my opinion, this supports the
conclusion that the force behind Rabbi Eliezer’s excommunication was more social
than halachic, and therefore it could be socially reversed at any time, regardless of
halachic considerations. Indeed, Autistic adults are at higher risk for feelings of
isolation than their neurotypical peers.**! In regard to the nature of the
excommunication being more social than halachic, there is a known example of
Rabbi Yehoshua ruling against Rabbi Eliezer despite knowing that the latter’s ruling
was correct. In B Niddah 7b, Rabbi Yehoshua refuses to acknowledge Rabbi
Eliezer’s ruling during his lifetime strictly due to political considerations (as
opposed to halachic ones). He does not want to validate the ruling of a “shamuti,”
which can be understood either as “one who is excommunicated,” or a follower of
beit Shammai.*** Given the context clues, the latter definition seems a better fit (at

least in this sugya in B Niddah 7b).

*Boyarin explains that it does not matter if Rabbi Eliezer agreed with his colleagues

349 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b; Rubenstein, “The Death,” 319.
30 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 319.

%1 Gavin Stewart et al., “Experiences of Social Isolation and Loneliness in Middle-Aged and
Older Autistic Adults,” Neurodiversity 2 (April 17, 2024),
https://doi.org/10.1177/27546330241245529.

%2 Shayne, “The First Yeshiva Exile,” 3.
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on halachic issues or not, as the ban was reversed not based on the dispute itself but
on the way the dispute was handled (through proper beit midrash disagreement
discourse). He writes, “ We see a shift in the very nature of Rabbi Eli'ezer's
personality. From a mantic who relies on absolutely unchanging tradition, prophetic
signs, oracles, and magic, Rabbi Eli'ezer is transformed [in death] into a proper
talmudic sage.” If this is indeed the case, then Rabbi Eliezer only finds himself
included in his desired community when he is neutered of all that makes him
different. That is to say, he must conform with normal (or neurotypical) behavior.
Boyarin goes on to refer to the beit midrash as exclusionary, writing “The
possibility of pluralism...was won precisely by excluding any possibility of real

dissent.””3**

Rabbi Akiva was not present at the time of his death. At 599 32 VA NAY ’NEVD?
the conclusion of Shabbat, Rabbi Akiva encountered . R
the funeral procession on his way from Caesarea to a0 .ﬂ]?‘? 0P 1°2 N2PY
Lod. Rabbi Akiva was striking his flesh in terrible .
anguish and regret until his blood flowed to the earth. il 1?3:{'(27 Ty ﬁ‘(;/;l:;l gEla

He began to culogize Rabbi Eliezer in the row of those

RiERSRER QLY.

comforting the mourners, and said: “My father, my
father, the chariot of Israel and its horsemen” (II ‘7&7}2]’ 27 "2 2K MK
Kings 2:12). I have many coins, but I do not have a
money changer to whom to give them, i.c., I have L7y nivn 1277 .Y
many questions, but after your death I have no one who
can answer them. The Gemara returns to the matter at -UJWTU? ’JU?W; ’? )
hand: Apparently, Rabbi Akiva learned the halakhot

353 Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend,” 180.
354 Boyarin, “The Yavneh Legend,” 180.
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Eliezer, not from Rabbi Yehoshua. The Gemara
answers: He learned it from Rabbi Eliezer but he did N?W 7T57"7N gollalitinlab!
not understand it. Later he learned it from Rabbi

Yehoshua, and Rabbi Yehoshua explained it to him.

of gathering cucumbers through sorcery from Rabbi 277103 YRR 227 ,wj?x

"2 A3 7T A0

2T 0K YU

1)

2)

3)

Commentary:

It seems strange that Rabbi Akiva is implied to not have been with Rabbi Eliezer
when he died. Rubenstein recalls a conversation he had with Dr. Rabbi Shraga
Bar-On, who suggested that Rabbi Akiva’s inclusion in the deathbed scene may
have been a later addition to the text. Rabbi Akiva is also not mentioned in the
Yerushalmi version of this story, and the quote from II Kings is instead spoken by
Rabbi Yehoshua.*>

Regarding the issue of whether of whether an excommunicated sage can be properly
rehabilitated after death, Rubenstein compares the master-student relationship of
Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akiva to that of Elisha ben Abuya (Acher) and Rabbi Meir
in Chagigah 15b. It is an interesting comparison, but even if there is a connection, I
am not sure what can be learned from it. It can be argued that even Rubenstein
concedes this, as he writes: “[ The story of Rabbi Eliezer] focuses more on the
psychological-emotional dimension of the tension, the story of Elisha b. Abuyah on
99356

the theological dimension.

In tractate Semachot 9, we find a new take on this story. There it is written: “When

355 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 319; Y Shabbat 2:7.
356 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 322.
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4)

R. Eliezer died, R. ‘Akiba bared both shoulders and kept on beating his heart until
the blood flowed, and he cried out, ‘My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and
the horsemen thereof!”” Given the clear inspiration for this quote, it can be argued
that Rabbi Akiva felt guilty for not having been a better ally to his former master,
and is trying to make up for it by showing him the respect that would normally be
reserved for a deceased nasi (according to Semachot 9). If we choose to see this
story as an alternative ending for our main story in Sanhedrin 68a, it seems that
Rabbi Eliezer’s earlier guilt trip was extremely effective.

The doubling of the term *aX (my father) is very rare in the Bavli. Outside of this
story and the aforementioned Semachot source (which is a later minor tractate),
there are only 3 examples. Two of them are quite similar, and seem to be the
original source material for part of the B Semachot 9 source (and in turn likely stem
from Y Moed Katan 3:7).**” The final example is in B Makkot 24a. However,
given that the actual phrasing there is 7% >3 ,°27 °27 ,°2% "2X (“my father, my father,
my master, my master, my teacher, my teacher”), it is uncertain if this should be
counted as an example.

By having Rabbi Akiva say this quote at Rabbi Eliezer’s funeral procession, he is
invoking perhaps the greatest master-student connection in all of the Tanach: that of
Elijah and Elisha. The only other contender for such a distinction is the relationship
between Moses and Joshua, though it is unclear just how much teaching Moses

actually imparted to Joshua in his lifetime. Such a question is addressed in Sifrei

357 Steinsaltz, ed., “Moed Katan” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 26a; Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in
Koren Talmud Bavili, 60a.
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5)

Devarim 305, which also features a similarly worded quote from Joshua following
Moses’s death, crying 770 1722w 527 2197w "R °27 °27 °2K "R (“My father, my
father. My master, my master. My father who raised me, my master who taught me
Torah!). Given Joshua’s name, it may have been more appropriate to have Rabbi
Yehoshua speak this quote at Rabbi Eliezer’s funeral, as he does in the Yerushalmi
account of this story.**® Regardless, given that Akiva likely knew that Eliezer
viewed the master-student relationship model as practically sacred, I would like to
imagine that Rabbi Akiva chose the quote that Eliezer would have most liked to
hear at his funeral.

*Does Rabbi Akiva truly have no money changer now that Rabbi Eliezer is dead?
We certainly know that Rabbi Yehoshua can explain some of Rabbi Eliezer’s
teachings to Akiva better than Eliezer ever could. But actually, Rabbi Akiva’s
statement about money changer is quite apt. Rabbi Eliezer was essentially one of a
kind in the way that he approached things.. Even if there existed others like him, it
is fair to assume that they (like Rabbi Eliezer himself) would not be welcomed in
the beit midrash during their lifetimes. Without Rabbi Eliezer, the beit midrash had
less diversity. When everyone at a think tank approaches problems in the same way,
it leads to stagnation. In my own career, I have had neurodivergent students point
out fallacies to me in hermeneutical approaches that are so commonplace that no
neurotypical individual would think to question them. Strong communities need
such people who—like Rabbi Eliezer—challenge our conception of what is possible

(or what is pure).

358 Y Shabbat 2:7.

147




Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

6)

7)

8)

As Rubenstein explains, the Gemara is essentially trying to resolve an inconsistency
between two older accounts: M Sanhedrin 7:11 and T Sanhedrin 11:2.3%

*“It seems to me” that Rabbi Yehoshua had some of the same knowledge that Rabbi
Eliezer did.** Is it possible that not all of Rabbi Eliezer’s knowledge died with him,
and perhaps that he had exaggerated his own importance? Speaking about one’s self
in grandiose terms is not uncommon for Autistics, nor is the inference by others that
Autistics have an inflated sense of self.*! This stems not from narcissism, but from
only being able to see the world in first person, through their own experiences.*®
Some Autistics cannot relate to anything that they themselves do not experience,
often using their own experiences to build connections with others in relation to
something the other person has said. In my own experience, this often backfires
spectacularly, leaving the other individual to remark, “I’m trying to tell a story here!
Why do you have to have to make this all about you?” Sadly, the other person rarely
realizes that the Autistic is not as “egocentrically anchored” as it may seem.*®
*Why did Rabbi Yehoshua succeed in teaching this to Rabbi Akiva while Rabbi
Eliezer failed? I imagine it was because Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Eliezer had
different methodologies for arriving at the same conclusion. Even to someone as
brilliant as Rabbi Akiva, Rabbi Eliezer could not be consistently understood. That is
not to say that Rabbi Eliezer is a bad teacher. I imagine that he and his students

were often just operating on different frequencies. Steinmetz notes the importance

%9 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 336-337.

360 B Bava Metzia 59b.

31 Schriber, Robins, and Solomon, “Personality and Self-Insight.”
%2 _ombardo et al., “Atypical Neural Self-Representation.”

%3 Heasman and Gillespie, “Perspective-Taking.”
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of “[a] teacher’s ability to make [a] teaching accessible to the student within the
student’s own experience and understanding.”*** I myself have had a lot of success
in teaching fellow Autistics that my neurotypical colleagues had trouble reaching.
But there are some Autistics that even I have trouble connecting with. After all, the

Autistic community is not monolithic.

The Gemara asks: How could Rabbi Eliezer have 730 JART ?3::‘ gty
performed that act of sorcery? But didn’t we learn in
the mishna that one who performs an act of sorcery is 120 — apyn npiva
liable? The Gemara answers: Performing sorcery not in
order to use it, but in order to teach oneself the R RN ,’JNW 7737?1'1;'(’7
halakhot is different, and it is permitted; as the Master .. .. ]
says that it is derived from the verse: “You shall not mw;z? a way? 7@?5 X7
learn to do like the abominations of those nations. 7@12 Aol 59K ’7@12 0N X
There shall not be found among you...one who uses
divination, a soothsayer, an enchanter, or a sorcerer” . nﬁﬁﬂ‘?a ]’3,:(’7
(Deuteronomy 18:9—10), so that you shall not learn,
i.e., it is prohibited for you to learn, in order to do, but
you may learn, i.e., it is permitted for you to learn, in
order to understand the matter yourself and teach it to

others.

Commentary:
1) *Given that the term for uprooting (7p¥) appears both in this tale and in the Oven of
Achnai story (Bava Metzia 59b), were the Sages not correct to excommunicate
Rabbi Eliezer in the latter tale (on the grounds of sorcery)? I would advocate for one

of the following two possibilities: perhaps Rabbi Eliezer never truly uprooted the

34 Steinmetz, “Like Torah Scrolls,” 21.
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carob tree, but merely deceived the eyes of his colleagues as indicated at the
beginning of this sugya. More likely, while Eliezer’s fellow sages thought he
uprooted the carob tree to demonstrate that God favored his halachic opinions over
those of his colleagues, Eliezer actually only uprooted the carob tree in a failed
attempt to teach his colleagues the logic behind his point of view. Even among
masters, he was trying to act as a teacher. Indeed, the teaching profession is seen as
one of the jobs that Autistics are more likely to succeed in.** It allows for not only
the indulgence of working in a field where one is paid to talk about their special
interest, but also relative independence compared to other positions. A teacher is
often the only adult in the room, and is accountable to their department chair and/or
head of school rather than a larger team of peers. For these very reasons, [ have
taught for over a decade and am currently working towards my MA in Jewish
Education. And like Rabbi Eliezer, there have been those who felt I was unqualified
to teach simply because I did not fit the mold of how successful teachers normally

operate.

I will now backtrack to the beginning of the sugya (Sanhedrin 67a), which I had
skipped over before in favor of jumping straight to the agaddah. Afterwards, I will

give a summary of my analysis.

MISHNA: With regard to the case of the subverter listed among those liable to be

executed by stoning, this is one who says to a multitude of people: Let us go and

365 Price, Unmasking Autism, 9, 53, 332.
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worship idols. The warlock is also liable to be executed by stoning. One who
performs a real act of sorcery is liable, but not one who deceives the eyes,
making it appear as though he is performing sorcery, as that is not considered
sorcery. Rabbi AKkiva says in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua: For example, two
people can each gather cucumbers by sorcery. One of them gathers cucumbers
and he is exempt, and the other one gathers cucumbers and he is liable. How so?
The one who performs a real act of sorcery is liable, and the one who deceives

the eyes is exempt.

Commentary:

1) *As noted above, it could be argued that Rabbi Eliezer is someone who
deceives the eyes. He is not what he appears. Today, it is acknowledged that
Autism sometimes constitutes an “invisible disability.”** “Deceiving the
eyes” may also relate to Autistic masking, which—for better or for worse—is
not always as effective as said Autistics hope.*” If we are to view the phrase
hyperliterally (as some Autistics would), one could even argue that it has to

do with Autistics making poor eye contact with others.**®

GEMARA: With regard to the case of subverters mentioned in the mishna, Rav
Yehuda says that Rav says: The Sages taught here the case of the subverters of
an idolatrous city. Accordingly, there is no halakhic difference between one who

incites individuals to idolatry and one who subverts an entire city; both are liable to

36 Miller, Rees, and Pearson, “Masking Is Life,” 330-338.

%7 Price, Unmasking Autism, 51-88.

368 \Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People;” Price, Unmasking Autism,
100.

151



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

be executed by stoning. The mishna teaches that the case of the warlock is
referring to one who performs a real act of sorcery. The Sages taught in a
baraita: The verse: “You shall not allow a witch to live” (Exodus 22:17), does not
refer only to a female who practices sorcery; both a man and a woman are
included. If so, why does verse state “a witch”? This is because most women are

familiar with witchcraft.

In what manner is their death sentence administered? Rabbi Yosei HaGelili says:
It is stated here: “You shall not allow a witch to live,” and it is stated there,
with regard to the conquest of the Canaanites: “You shall allow nothing that
breathes to live” (Deuteronomy 20:16). Just as there, the Canaanites were to be
killed by the sword (see Numbers 21:24), so too here, the execution of a witch is
administered by the sword. Rabbi Akiva says: It is stated here: “You shall not
allow a witch to live,” and it is stated there, with regard to Mount Sinai: “No
hand shall touch it, for he shall be stoned, or thrown down; whether it be animal
or man, it shall not live” (Exodus 19:13). Just as there, the verse speaks of

stoning, so too here, a witch is executed by stoning.

Rabbi Yosei HaGelili said to him: I derived the meaning of the verse “You shall
not allow a witch to live” from the verse “You shall allow nothing that breathes
to live” via a verbal analogy between two similar phrases, but you derived the
meaning of the verse “You shall not allow a witch to live” from the verse “It shall
not live,” which is a less similar phrase. Rabbi Akiva said to him: I derived a

halakha concerning Jews from a halakha concerning Jews, with regard to whom
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the verse included many types of death penalties. Therefore, the fact that the
expression “It shall not live” refers to stoning when stated with regard to Jews is
especially significant. But you derived a halakha concerning Jews from a halakha
concerning gentiles, with regard to whom the verse included only one type of
death penalty, namely, decapitation. Since that is the only type of capital
punishment that applies to gentiles, it cannot be derived through a verbal analogy

that the same type applies to a Jewish sorcerer.

The baraita continues: Ben Azzai says that it is stated: “You shall not allow a
witch to live” (Exodus 22:17), and it is stated in the following verse: “Whoever
lies with an animal shall be put to death” (Exodus 22:18). The fact that the Torah
juxtaposes this matter to that matter is to teach that just as one who lies with an
animal is executed by stoning (see Leviticus, chapter 20), so too, a warlock is
executed by stoning. With regard to this derivation, Rabbi Yehuda said to him:
And because the Torah juxtaposes this matter with that matter, shall we take
this person out to be stoned? Should he be sentenced to the most severe type of
capital punishment on that basis? Rather, the source is as follows: A necromancer
and a sorcerer were included in the general category of warlocks, and why were
they singled out from the rest, with their prohibition and punishment stated
independently? This was done in order to draw an analogy to them and say to
you: Just as a necromancer and a sorcerer are executed by stoning, so too, a
warlock is executed by stoning. The Gemara asks: According to the opinion of

Rabbi Yehuda as well, let the punishment with regard to a necromancer and a
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sorcerer be considered two verses that come as one, i.c., that teach the same
matter, and therefore the halakha of other cases cannot be derived from it,
according to the principle that any two verses that come as one do not teach
about other cases. In other words, if a halakha 1s taught with regard to two
individual cases in the Torah, the understanding is that this halakha applies only to
those cases. Had this halakha applied to all other relevant cases as well, it would
not have been necessary for the Torah to teach it twice. The fact that two cases are

mentioned indicates that they are the exceptions rather than the rule.

Rabbi Zekharya says: This means that Rabbi Yehuda holds that two verses that
come as one do teach about other cases. § Rabbi Yohanan says: Why is sorcery
called keshafim? Because it is an acronym for: Contradicts the heavenly
entourage [shemakhhishin pamalia shel mala]. Sorcery appears to contradict the
laws of nature established by God. The verse states: “To you it was shown, so that
you should know that the Lord is God; there is none else besides Him”
(Deuteronomy 4:35). Rabbi Hanina says: This is true even with regard to a
matter of sorcery; sorcery is ineffective against a righteous person. The Gemara
relates: There was a certain woman who was attempting to take dust from
under the feet of Rabbi Hanina in order to perform sorcery on him and harm him.
Rabbi Hanina said to her: If you succeed, go and do it. I am not concerned about

it, as it is written: “There is none else besides Him.”
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Commentary:
1) Rabbi Eliezer (who is accused of sorcery) did not appear to side against the
heavenly entourage, but the Rabbis certainly did in the Oven of Achnai

story certainly do.**’

The Gemara asks: Is that so? But doesn’t Rabbi Yohanan say: Why are sorcerers
called mekhashefim? Because it is an acronym for: Contradicts the heavenly
entourage. This indicates that one should be wary of sorcery. The Gemara answers:
Rabbi Hanina is different, as his merit is great, and sorcery certainly has no
effect on such a righteous person. Rabbi Aivu bar Nagri says that Rabbi Hiyya
bar Abba says that in the verse: “And the magicians of Egypt did in that manner
with their secret arts [belateihem]” (Exodus 7:22), these words are describing
acts of employing demons, which are invisible, and their actions are therefore
hidden [balat]. With regard to the similar term “belahateihem” (Exodus 7:11),
these are acts of sorcery, which sorcerers perform themselves, without using
demons. And likewise it says: “And the flaming [lahat] sword that turned every
way” (Genesis 3:24), referring to a sword that revolves by itself. Abaye says: A
sorcerer who is particular about using a certain utensil for his sorcery is
employing a demon; one who is not particular about using a certain utensil is

performing an act of sorcery.

%9 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.

155



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

Abaye says: The halakhot of sorcery are like the halakhot of Shabbat, in that
their actions can be divided into three categories: There are some of them for
which one is liable to be executed by stoning, and there are some of them for
which one is exempt from punishment by Torah law but they are prohibited by
rabbinic law, and there are some of them that are permitted ab initio. Abaye
elaborates: One who performs a real act of sorcery is liable to be executed by
stoning. One who deceives the eyes is exempt from punishment, but it is
prohibited for him to do so. What is permitted ab initio is to act like Rav Hanina
and Rav Oshaya: Every Shabbat eve they would engage in the study of the
halakhot of creation, and a third-born calf would be created for them, and they
would eat it in honor of Shabbat. Rav Ashi said: I saw Karna’s father perform a
magic trick in which he would blow his nose and cast rolls of silk from his
nostrils by deceiving the eye. With regard to the verse: “And the magicians said
to Pharaoh: This is the finger of God” (Exodus 8:15), Rabbi Eliezer says: It is
derived from here that a demon cannot create an entity smaller than the size of
a barley grain. Consequently, the magicians were not capable of duplicating the
plague of lice, and they realized that this was not an act of sorcery but was

performed by God.

Rav Pappa said: By God! They cannot create even an entity as large as a camel.
They do not create anything. Rather, they can gather these large animals, leading
them from one place to another, but they cannot gather those small animals. Rav

said to Rabbi Hiyya: I myself saw a certain Arab who took a sword and sliced
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a camel and then beat a drum [betavla], and the camel arose from the dead.
Rabbi Hiyya said to him: Was there blood and excretion afterward in that place,
which flowed from the camel when it was sliced? Rather, since there was none,
that was clearly a deception of the eyes and not sorcery. The Gemara relates:
Ze’eiri happened to come to Alexandria of Egypt. He bought a donkey. When
he was about to give it water to drink the magic thawed when the donkey
touched the water and it was revealed that it was not a donkey, and it turned into
the plank of a bridge. The ones who sold it to him said to him: If you were not
Z.¢’eiri, a distinguished person, we would not refund you the money for the
donkey. Is there anyone who buys an item here and does not examine it first
with water? Since sorcery was widespread there, anyone who bought an item
examined it in order to find out if it was affected by sorcery, and if one did not
examine an acquired item by exposing it to water and it turned out to be under a

spell, he suffered the loss.

The Gemara relates: A man named Yannai arrived at a certain inn. He said to the
innkeepers: Give me water to drink. They brought him flour mixed with water.
He saw that the lips of the innkeeper woman were moving, and he cast a bit of
the drink to the ground, and it turned into scorpions, and he understood that the
innkeepers performed sorcery on the drink. Yannai said to them: I drank from
yours; you too drink from mine, and he also performed sorcery on the drink. He
gave it to her to drink and she turned into a donkey. He rode upon her and

went to the marketplace. Her friend came and released her from the sorcery,
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and people saw him riding on a woman in the marketplace.

It is stated with regard to the plagues of Egypt: “And the frog came up and
covered the land of Egypt” (Exodus 8:2). Noting that the term “the frog” is
written in the singular, Rabbi Elazar says: At first it was one frog; it spawned
and filled the entire land of Egypt with frogs. The Gemara comments: This
matter is subject to a dispute between tanna’im: Rabbi Akiva says: It was one
frog, and it spawned and filled the entire land of Egypt with frogs. Rabbi Elazar
ben Azarya said to him: Akiva, what are you doing occupying yourself with the
study of aggada? This is not your field of expertise. Take your statements to the
tractates of Nega’im and Oholot. In other words, it is preferable that you teach the
halakhot of the impurity of leprosy and the impurity imparted in a tent, which are
among the most difficult areas of halakha and are within your field of expertise.
Rather, the verse is to be understood as follows: It was one frog; it whistled to the

other frogs, and they all came after it.

Commentary:

1) *Due to their highly restricted interests, Autistics are often specialists in
highly specific fields (even as children).’”® Rabbi Akiva however, is
attempting to be a jack of all trades. He is no less brilliant for not restricting
himself to one specialty (either halachah or aggadah), but he is perhaps less
useful when he splits his time between two fields. As Rabbi Elazar ben

Azarya alludes to, specialists are often highly valued. In modern times,

370 Price, Unmasking Autism, 98, 175, 188.
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almost all fields value specialists, from academia to sports. Rabbi Elazar
ben Azarya suggests that Rabbi Akiva dedicate his time to the halachot of
leprosy. And as we soon see, these are the exact halachot that Rabbi Eliezer

specializes in (and was therefore trying to impart to his student, Akiva).

Summary of Findings

When compared to the Oven of Achnai story, the Autistic traits in the sugya above are

less obvious to the naked eye. It is important to remember however, that this story

functions as a continuation of the Oven of Achnai story, and thus the Rabbi Eliezer in

this story would have the same Autistic traits as in the earlier one, even if they are not

all explicitly repeated. Rabbi Eliezer still has quite a few noticeable Autistic-like

quirks in this story, both “old” and “new.” These include:

99371

Masking/”Deceiving the eyes
Defiance/Spitefulness®’

Rumination’”?

Stubbornness (to one’s own detriment)*”

Excessive nostalgia for the past®”

A preference for small groups (such as mentor-teacher pairings)*’®

Having one’s sanity questioned by others®”’

371 Miller, Rees, and Pearson, “Masking Is Life,” 330-38; Price, Unmasking Autism, 11.
372 Reframing Autism, “Pathological Demand Avoidance.”

373 Shivani Patel et al., “Association between Anger.”

374 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144.

378 Cooper and Russell, “Insistence on Sameness.”

378 Beardon, Autism in Adults, 29-30, 84.

377 Price, Unmasking Autism, 75-77, 241, 246.
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® An apparent feeling of self-importance®”®

e Speaking or thinking in binaries®”

e Use of faulty metaphors or symbolism**
One major difference between this story and the Oven of Achnai one is that here,
Rabbi Eliezer gets a happy ending and is reincorporated into the community (albeit
posthumously). Let us now turn our attention to other versions of this story:
Bavli vs. Yerushalmi Differences
As Rubenstein explains, the Bavli’s Sanhedrin account is actually derived from 2
different sources (not including Mishnah Sanhedrin 7:11 on which it elaborates). One
of these 2 sources is the Yerushalmi account of the tale in Y Shabbat 2:7. The other is
not a complete story, but rather a short snippet from Tosefta Sanhedrin 11:2.°*' The
Bavli and Yerushalmi accounts of Rabbi Eliezer’s death have much in common with
each other. Unsurprisingly however, the Bavli account is longer and offers more to
analyze (as it did with the Oven of Achnai story). While the vast majority of this
chapter is therefore dedicated to understanding the Bavli account, I will reference the
Yerushalmi account in the context of pointing out a few important differences
between the stories. The following list is by no means exhaustive, but will suit our
purposes:

1. Rabbi Akiva is not mentioned in the Yerushalmi account

2. Rabbi Eliezer’s former colleagues do not visit Rabbi Eliezer. It is instead

Rabbi Eliezer’s own students who ask him halachic questions. While Rabbi

378 Schriber, Robins, and Solomon, “Personality and Self-Insight;” Lombardo et al., “Atypical
Neural Self-Representation.”

37 Stark et al., “Autistic Cognition.”

380 Vicente, Michel, and Petrolini, “Literalism in Autistic People.”

38! Rubenstein, “The Death,” 330-331.
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Yehoshua does enter to give the quote from II Kings 2:12 attributed to Rabbi
Akiva in the Bavli account, Yehoshua only enters the story after Rabbi Eliezer
has died.

3. It is said that Rabbi Eliezer answered all of the halachic questions correctly in
the Yerushalmi version. Given that the questions are asked by Rabbi Eliezer’s
students instead of his peers, it should go without saying that they agree with
Rabbi Eliezer’s rulings

4. The Yerushalmi account proceeds to talk about the interaction between a
cistern (712) and purity (and impurity). This may be a nod to Avot 2:8, in
which Rabbi Eliezer is compared to a cistern due to his memory.

Avot D’Rabbi Natan 25 and Sanhedrin 101

Because of the first 3 differences above, the Yerushalmi account does not carry the
same Autistic connotations as the Bavli. It is Rabbi Eliezer’s complicated
relationships with the Sages which gives the story much of its Autistic richness. There
is however, one other difference between these stories that I would like to mention. It
is already Shabbat in the Yerushalmi version, whereas it is implied at the start of the
Bavli account that Shabbat had not yet begun. This difference is critical to the
Yerushalmi’s framing device for this story, which concerns obligations that one must
fulfill prior to the start of Shabbat (whereas the Bavli’s framing device was trying to
resolve an apparent textual inconsistency regarding sorcery). The question of the
timing of Shabbat is actually quite relevant to the third and final major variation of

Rabbi Eliezer’s death: Avot D’Rabbi Natan 25.
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Though the precise dating of Avot d’Rabbi Natan is unknown, its story of Rabbi

Eliezer’s death is largely similar to the one in the Bavli. [I am actually inclined to

believe that the Bavli account was first, as the Avot d’Rabbi Natan offers multiple

explanations of the interaction between Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akiva (2 mx w),

and thus seems aware of competing interpretations.]| Therefore, I will only be

devoting attention to a few important differences. Firstly, in Avot d’Rabbi Natan 25,

Rabbi Eliezer’s death is preceded by the following statement by ben Azzai:

If someone dies with a clear mind, that
is a good sign; with a confused mind, a
bad sign. If someone dies while
speaking, that is a good sign; in silence,
a bad sign. If someone dies while
speaking words of Torah, that is a good
sign; while speaking trivial words, a bad
sign...If someone dies during the Ten
Days of Repentance, it is a good sign;
just after Shabbat, a bad sign. If
someone dies on the evening of Yom
Kippur, it is a bad sign; just after Yom
Kippur, a good sign.
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References to the High Holy Days aside, all of this bodes extremely well for Rabbi

Eliezer, especially if one infers that dying on erev Shabbat is a good sign, as Rabbi
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David Kasher does in his translation of this text. This interpretation seems likely, as
the text then immediately proceeds with the story of Rabbi Eliezer’s death, which
clearly occurs on erev Shabbat in this text. It can thus be argued that the Avot d’Rabbi
Natan text is the most supportive of Rabbi Eliezer, as Rabbi Yehoshua offers no
halachic justification for reversing Rabbi Eliezer’s excommunication in the Bavli. In
fact, the most striking difference to me in the Avot d’Rabbi Natan account is actually
what is said about Rabbi Eliezer just after his death (by Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah,

who is not mentioned in the Bavli or Yerushalmi accounts):

He (Rabbi Eliezer) kept answering N0 S RAY XAV DY WA 0N
questions about what was pure and what
was impure, until his soul departed in a 002 IR ANXOw 7Y MAaY

state of purity. Immediately, Rabbi
PIA DR TATY 12 R YIP 71

Elazar ben Azariah tore his clothes and

wept. Then he went out and said the ST DRI AR REM 9

sages: My Masters, come and see Rabbi

Eliezer, who will be pure in the World to S0 TYIOR 5993 IR IR

Come (because) his soul left in a state of

purity. AW TNXW (°57) 27MYH RN
aava.

Strikingly, the Avot d’Rabbi Natan text makes no mention of the excommunication
being reversed. Either the excommunication never happened to begin with in this

version of the narrative, or it had been reversed already.
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There is one other important difference to mention about this text: Though perhaps
implied via the reversal of his excommunication, the Bavli makes no explicit mention
of Rabbi Eliezer’s status in the world to come.**? Avot d’Rabbi Natan however, makes
it clear that Rabbi Eliezer will be welcomed in Heaven. For our purposes, I will use
this as a segway between this story and a seemingly unrelated story about Rabbi

Eliezer in Sanhedrin 101, as told below (in English for brevity’s sake):

Rabba bar bar Hana says: When Rabbi Eliezer fell ill, his students entered to
visit him. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: There is intense wrath in the world, and it
is due to that wrath of the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who is angry at His world,
that [ am suffering from these afflictions. His students began to cry due to their
teacher’s suffering, and Rabbi Akiva was laughing. They said to him: Why are
you laughing? Rabbi Akiva said to them: And for what reason are you crying?
They said to him: Is it possible that Rabbi Eliezer, who is as much an exemplar of

Torah as a Torah scroll, is afflicted with pain and we will not cry?

Rabbi Akiva said to them: It is for that reason that I am laughing. As long as I
would see for my teacher that neither does his wine ferment and spoil, nor is his
flax stricken, nor does his oil spoil, nor does his honey turn rancid, I would say
to myself: Perhaps, Heaven forfend, my teacher has already received his world
in reward for the mitzvot that he fulfilled, and will not receive a reward in the
World-to-Come. But now that I see my teacher overcome with suffering, I am

happy. He is receiving punishment in this world for the few transgressions that he

32 See also: the relationship between B Berachot 28b and Avot 2:10.
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might have committed, ensuring that he will receive a complete reward in the
World-to-Come. Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Akiva, have I failed to fulfill any
portion of the entire Torah? Rabbi Akiva said to him, you taught us, our
teacher: “For there is not a righteous man upon earth who does good and sins

not” (Ecclesiastes 7:20).

The Sages taught in a baraita: When Rabbi Eliezer fell ill, four Sages entered to
visit him: Rabbi Tarfon, and Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya,

and Rabbi AKkiva.

Rabbi Tarfon responded to the situation with words of encouragement and said:
You are better for the Jewish people than a drop of rain, as a drop of rain
provides benefit in this world, and my teacher provides them benefit in this

world and in the World-to-Come.

Rabbi Yehoshua responded and said: You are better for the Jewish people
than the sphere of the sun, as the sphere of the sun provides benefit in this
world, and my teacher provides benefit in this world and in the

World-to-Come.

Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya responded and said: You are better for the Jewish
people than a father and mother, as a father and mother provide benefit in this

world, and my teacher provides benefit in this world and in the World-to-Come.

Rabbi Akiva responded and said: Afflictions are cherished. When Rabbi Eliezer

heard this he said to his attendants: Support me so I can sit and hear the
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statement of Akiva my student, who said: Afflictions are cherished. Rabbi
Eliezer said to him: Akiva, from where do you derive this? Rabbi Akiva said: I
interpret a verse in order to derive it. It is written: “Manasseh was twelve years
old when he began to reign and he reigned fifty-five years in Jerusalem...And
he performed that which was evil in the eyes of the Lord” (II Kings 21:1-2).

And it is written:

“These too are the proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah, king of
Judea, copied” (Proverbs 25:1), indicating that Hezekiah taught Torah and
disseminated it to the multitudes. And is it conceivable that Hezekiah, king of
Judea, taught Torah to the entire world and to Manasseh his son he did not
teach Torah? Rather, Hezekiah certainly taught Manasseh much Torah;
nevertheless, from all his exertion to teach him and from all his toil to teach
him, it was only afflictions that elevated him to the path of good, as it is stated:
“And the Lord spoke to Manasseh and to his people but they would not heed.
And the Lord brought upon them the captains of the army of the king of
Assyria, who took Manasseh with hooks, and bound him with chains, and

carried him to Babylonia” (II Chronicles 33:10-11).

And it is written thereafter: “And when he was in distress, he sought the Lord
his God, and humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers, and he
prayed to Him and He was entreated of him, and He heard his supplication,
and brought him back to Jerusalem into his kingdom; then Manasseh knew

that the Lord He was God” (II Chronicles 33:12—-13). You learned from this that
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afflictions are cherished.

Apropos Manasseh’s repentance, the Gemara cites that the Sages taught in a
baraita: Three came with a demand, and these are they: Cain, Esau, and
Manasseh. Cain came with a demand, as it is written: “My punishment is too
great to bear” (Genesis 4:13). Cain said before God: Master of the Universe, is
my transgression greater than the transgression of the 600,000 who are destined
to sin before You with the Golden Calf, and You will nevertheless forgive them?
There should be atonement for my transgression as well. Esau came with a
demand, as it is stated: “Have you but one blessing, my father?” (Genesis
27:38). With regard to Manasseh, initially he called to multiple gods, and his
prayers were not answered, and ultimately he called to the God of his
forefathers with the demand: If God does not answer my prayer, then apparently

all the gods are equal to the God of my forefathers.

While some Autistics do not view their condition as an “affliction,” it is certainly at
the very least, a hardship. I would like to think that for Autistics, the world to come
will be kinder than this life. If people such as Manasseh, Cain, and Esau— all of whom
are viewed negatively in Judiasm-receive Divine mercy, all the more-so for someone
like Rabbi Eliezer. As stated in Avot d’Rabbi Natan 25, Rabbi Eliezer is welcomed in
the world to come. This is so regardless of whether there he was welcome on earth.
That does not mean however, that greater incorporation of Autistics into the general

community in ¢his lifetime is not something worth striving for.
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Rabbi Eliezer’s Origin Story
(Avot d’Rabbi Natan B-13)

Eliezer, Autistics, And Coming Of Age

The last major Rabbi Eliezer story I want to look at is actually first chronologically, at
least if measured by the period of Rabbi Eliezer’s life it depicts (as opposed to its
actual origin date). Considering that it covers the story of how Eliezer became a rabbi,
I am going to refer to it as Eliezer’s origin story (indeed, one of its iterations is placed
directly following Rabbi Akiva’s origin story in Avot d 'Rabbi Natan A-6).

While the legend of Rabbi Eliezer’s death in b Sanhedrin 67b-68a is clearly intended
as an extension of the Oven of Achnai legend, it cannot be taken for granted that
Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story is meant to co-exist alongside the other two stories.
However, if we can suspend disbelief and think of these three stories as a trilogy
(though one that I have purposely analyzed out of its would-be sequence), this initial
chapter is quite compatible with the other two in terms of the Autistic tendencies
displayed by Rabbi Eliezer.

Though not a purely Western narrative, Eliezer’s origin story is also a coming of age
story and arguably a Hero’s Journey.’® For our purposes, I will define a coming of
age story as the story of how one becomes independent. And in fiction, I would add
that a coming of age story often includes finding one’s place in the world (reality is

often messier and less romantic). In modern times, a Western neurotypical coming of

383 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949; repr., Novato: New World
Library, 2008).
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age story would likely include elements such as moving out of one’s parents’ house,
going to university, getting a job, and perhaps a significant romance.

Some of the elements above are certainly present in Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story. It is
worth noting however, that the requirement of achieving independence in a coming of
age story does not fit so neatly when one applies it to an Autistic narrative. Some
Autistics require more support than others, and some of them never achieve
independence in the traditional sense.*® These Autistics never leave home the way
neurotypicals would.*®® Some Autistics however, can become fully independent, but
only under the right circumstances. This often means finding a lifestyle that works
with one’s Autistic quirks instead of against them.

For people in this category, part of their coming of age stories might include learning
they are Autistic and grappling with what that means (though this is hardly exclusive
to this category of Autistics). This category is the lens through which I view Eliezer’s
origin story. Perhaps not so coincidentally, it is also a subgroup of Autistics to which I
personally belong, making this the most personal chapter for me. I will occasionally
make a comment about aspects of Rabbi Eliezer’s story that I can relate to, especially
if it concerns tendencies that often go under the radar. It must be stated that there is a
danger in reading too much of yourself into a story. But given that this is a story that
has rarely (if ever) been told this way, I believe the benefits outweigh the risks.
Ultimately, most coming of age stories are meant to be relatable, and my personal

comments are in service of that goal.

384 Einat Waizbard-Bartov et al., “Autism Severity and Its Relationship to Disability,” Autism

Research 16, no. 4 (February 14 2023): 685-96, https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2898.

35 David Mason et al., “Autistic People and Moving Home: A Systematic Review,” Autism in

Adulthood 30, no. 5(August 30, 2023): 236-47, https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2022.0016.
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To get the most out of Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story, we need to identify the exact text
we are using.

Choosing A Source Text

Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story is a fairly well-known midrash. There are four major
variations of this story: Bereshit Rabbah 42, Avot d’Rabbi Natan A-6, Avot d’Rabbi
Natan B-13, and Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer (PRE) 1-2. For the purposes of this chapter
though, it would be beneficial to focus on a single version. Therefore, we must
choose 3 texts to “eliminate.”

The most obvious variation to eliminate is PRE 1-2. There are several reasons why [
am choosing not to use this text. Scholars believe this text was written in 8th-9th
century Palestine, making it a much later edition than the others.* It is also not a
“normal” midrash collection. It incorporates many genres, including apocalypse,
biography, polemic, and more.*’ It may also be influenced by a number of unusual
sources, including heichalot literature, Targum Psudeo-Yonatan, piyyutim,
cosmology, Syriac texts, apocryphal and pseudepigraphical works, and Islamic
traditions.**® The PRE chapters in question are different from the rest of the work, and
are almost a verbatim reiteration of the Avot d’Rabbi Natan B source, which—while
difficult to date—is generally acknowledged to be earlier than PRE.* According to

Keim, the entire purpose of this quotation from Avot D’Rabbi Natan B is “to suggest

386 Katharina Keim, “Pirqei DeRabbi Eliezer: Structure, Coherence, Intertextuality, and
Historical Context” (PHD Thesis, 2014), 17-53,
https://pure.manchester.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/54562314/FULL_TEXT.PDF.

387 Keim, “Pirgei DeRabbi Eliezer,” 17-53.

388 Keim, “Pirqei DeRabbi Eliezer,” 17-53.

389 Keim, “Pirqei DeRabbi Eliezer,” 237.
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a connection between the teaching of PRE and the discourse delivered by Rabbi
Eliezer in Yohanan’s Beit Midrash.””**

After PRE, the next version of the story to consider is Bereshit Rabbah 42. This text
is likely the earliest of the 4, so it is perhaps unsurprising that the story is not as
elaborate as the other versions, meaning there is less to analyze®'. For this reason, |
will not proceed with it as my main text. Still, I wish to briefly call attention to the

opening of this iteration of the story:

There was an incident involving Rabbi DiIPT 12 AIYION "a02 avyn
Eliezer ben Hurkenos, that his brothers
were plowing in the plain and he was NI W2 2N 1PN PIY

plowing on the mountain. His cow fell

,772W1) 179 77911 172 WIin

and was incapacitated. He said: It was

for my benefit that my cow was . .
M2 ,°072 T3V "NIT07 N

incapacitated. He ran away and went to

study under Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai. >X3T 12 709 *27 byr lem

The cow above is not present in the other 3 versions of this story, and seems to be a
reference to Saul’s origin story in I Samuel 9. The bit about the brothers however,
seems to have evolved in the other versions of the story (most particularly in Avot
d’Rabbi Natan B and PRE) into a reference to David’s origin story.*? This bridging of
the gap between Saul and David’s origin stories forms a triangle with a third origin
story involving a wandering livestock: that of Joseph in Genesis 37. This is notable as

Joseph has been cited by some as another character possessing autistic traits.*”*

3% Keim, “Pirgei DeRabbi Eliezer,” 119.

%1 | oanwords in Rabbinic Literature, “Genesis Rabbah.”
392 | Samuel 16:11, | Samuel 17:58.

393 | evine, Was Yosef.
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Of the two remaining sources (Avot d’Rabbi Natan A-6 and B-13), I am choosing to
base this chapter on Avot d’Rabbi Natan B-13. The two Avot d’Rabbi Natan sources
have much in common. For instance, both tell Rabbi Eliezer’s origin story only after
first telling Rabbi Akiva’s. The edition from recension B however, has slightly more
points for me to comment on. Moreover, it was clearly used as the source text for
PRE 1-2, allowing me to call attention to many of the points raised in PRE 1-2
without any qualms about the latter text’s late “authorship™* Ironically, it was easy to
find an English translation for PRE 1-2, but I found none for its predecessor text,
Avot D’Rabbi Natan B-13. The English translation below therefore, is largely my
own. I am indebted however, to Rabbi Gerald Friedlander’s English translation of
PRE 1-2, which I referred to and occasionally copied in a few places.*®® Also notable
is the translation of Anthony Saldarini.**

Let us now (re-)familiarize ourselves with Avot D’Rabbi Natan B-13, as translated
into English below. This will be followed by a second reading, similarly to how it was

organized in the previous two chapters.

First Reading

Avot d’Rabbi Natan B-13

It is told of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus that he requested to learn Torah. His father
had many ploughmen, and he (Eliezer) was ploughing a stony plot. He sat and

cried. His father said to him, “My son, why are you crying? Might you be pained

394 Rachel Adelman, The Return of the Repressed: Pirqge De-Rabbi Eliezer and the
Pseudepigrapha (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 27.

3% Friedlander, ed., Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer.

3% Anthony Saldarini, “Chapter 13,” in The Fathers according to Rabbi Nathan, Version B, ed.
Jacob Neusner, trans. Anthony Saldarini (Leiden: Brill, 1975), 98—104.
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because you are plowing stony ground? Tomorrow, come and plow a field suitable
for plowing!”

He (Eliezer) sat in the plowable field and cried. His father said to him: “Why are
you crying?” He (Elizer) said to him, “Because I wish to learn Torah!”

He (Hyrcanus) said to him: “Behold, you are 28 years old and you are asking to
learn Torah?! Rather, go and take a wife for yourself and father sons who will go to
school (to learn Torah)!”

He (Eliezer) was distressed for 3 weeks, until Elijah appeared before him, saying to
him: “Go to Ben Zakkai, to Jerusalem!” He went [there], and (nevertheless still) sat
and cried. (Ben Zakkai) said to him: “Whose son are you,?”” But he (Eliezer) did
not tell him. [Ben Zakkai said], “What are you crying for? What do you want?”
(Eliezer) said to him, “[I wish] to learn Torah.” [Ben Zakkai replied], “Never in
your days did you go to school? Never have you learned the recitation of the
Shema, the Amidah, or Birkat HaMazon?” “No,” he replied. [Ben Zakkai] rose and
taught him all 3 of these. He said to him, “What are you seeking to learn? The
written law or the oral law?”” And he said to him: “The oral law.”

He taught him two halachot every day of the week, and on Shabbat he (Eliezer)
would repeat them perfectly, having absorbed them.

He went 8 days without tasting anything, until the scent of his mouth reached [Ben
Zakkai], who told him to leave his presence. Again, [Eliezer] sat and cried. [Ben
Zakkai] said to him, “Why are you crying?” He replied to him, “Because you told
me to leave your presence as one would direct one struck by boils/leprosy!”

[Ben Zakkai] said to him, “whose son are you?” He replied to him, “I am the son of
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Hyrcanus.” [Ben Zakkai] responded to him, “You were the son of one of the
world’s greats and you did not inform me? Dine with me.” He said to him, “I have
already eaten with my host’s children. Rabban Yochanan sent for [Eliezer’s] host’s
children, asking them: “Did Eliezer eat with you today?” They replied, “No. In fact,
he has not tasted anything in 8 days!”

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya, Rabbi Yossi the Priest, and Rabbi Shimon ben
Netanel (presumably the messengers) went and told Rabban Yochanan, “Behold, he
has not tasted anything in 8 days!”

And when Rabban Yochanan ben Zakai heard this, he stood and rent his clothes. He
said to him: “Woe is to you, Rabbi Eliezer, that you were cast out from amongst
us!” But I will reassure you, “Just as the [bad] scent of your mouth rises up, so too
will the teachings of your mouth go forth from one end of the world to the other. I
proclaim of you, “And the name of that one is Eliezer.” (Exodus 18:4.)

The [other] sons of Hyrcanus said to their father, go and disinherit Eliezer from
your estate. He went to Jerusalem to disinherit him, and Yom Tov was being
observed there by Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, and all the greats of the land were
his guests. Among them were ben Tzitzit haKeset, Nakdimon ben Gurion, and ben
Kalba Savua. Why did they call him ben Tzitzit haKeset? It is because he reclined
at a higher position than all the greats of the land. It is said of Nakdimon ben
Gurion, he had 40 Kur of golden gardens in his home. They said of ben Kalba
Savua that he had 3 years worth of sustenance for each individual in Jerusalem. But
when the Sicarii arose and burned the storehouses of Jerusalem they measured how

much he possessed, and found 3 years worth of sustenance for everyone in
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Jerusalem.

Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Shim’on ben Netan’el went and said to Rabbi Yochanan
ben Zakkai: “Behold, the father of Rabbi Eliezer is coming.” [Rabban Yochanan]
said to them, “Set a place for him!” So they set a place for him and sat him amongst
them. Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him, “Eliezer, give us a word of
Torah!” He responded, “I will relate to you a parable. How am I similar to this
cistern? It is because one cannot draw from it more than was put in.” He (ben
Zakkai) said to him, “I will relate to you a parable. To what is this matter
comparable? To a well that produces and emits water of its own accord. This is how
you can say words of Torah beyond what was said to Moses at Sinai.”

He said to him two or three times, and he did not accept it. Rabban Yochanan ben
Zakkai went out and left him, and Rabbi Eliezer then sat and expounded words of
Torah that exceeded what was said to Moses at Sinai. And his face radiated light
like the sun, and rays of light emerged from his face as they did from Moses’s face,
and no one could tell whether it was day or night.

Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Shim’on ben Netan’el went and said to Rabban
Yochanan ben Zakkai: “Come and see! Rabbi Eliezer is sitting and expounding
more than what had been said to Moses at Sinai, and his face is lit up like the sun!
His rays of light are shining like those of Moses, and no one knows if it is day or
night!”

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai came from behind Rabbi Eliezer and kissed his
forehead, saying: “Happy are you, Abraham Isaac and Jacob, that this one has come

from your loins!” Rabbi Eliezer’s father said to them, “About whom are you saying
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these things?” They said to him: “About your son, Eliezer!” He said to them: “Did
you really have to say as such, “Happy are you Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that this
one has come from your loins? It did not have to be said. Rather, happy am I that he
came from my loins!”

Rabbi Eliezer was sitting and expounding, and his father stood on his feet. [Eliezer]
said to him: “Father, I cannot sit and expound and learn words of Torah while you
are standing on your feet!” He (Rabbi Eliezer) went and seated him (his father) next
to him [in the place of honor]. And he (Hyrcanus) said to him: “My son, I did not
come to acclaim you for this, I came only to disinherit you from my estate! And
now that I have come and seen and rejoiced in your teaching of Torah, behold, it is
your brothers that are disinherited from it! Their [portion] is given to you as a gift!”
He (Eliezer) said to him: “Exclude me [from the inheritance] until I am equal to
each of them [in what I receive].” He continued, saying to him: “If I had asked God
for silver and gold, He would have given them to me, as it is written: “Mine is the
silver and mine is the gold...(Hagai 2:8).” Had I asked God for lands, He would
have given them to me, as it is written: “God’s is the land and all it contains (Psalm
24:1).” I did not ask anything of God, except that I should be worthy of Torah, as it
is written: “Truly, I walked honestly by all your statues, hating every false way

(Psalm 119:128).”

Just as in the Oven of Achnai story, and to a lesser extent, the death of Rabbi Eliezer

tale, the narrative above has Eliezer engaging in several odd behaviors for an adult.>’

%7 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b; Steinsaltz, ed., “Sanhedrin” in
Koren Talmud Bavli, 67b-68a.
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These include (but are not limited to): crying, refusing to eat, and refusing a desirable
inheritance offered to him. Short of calling Eliezer “strange for the sake of strange,” it
would seem that most modern readers would not be satisfied until these behaviors are

explained. We shall now see what answers an Autistic reading of the text has to offer

for these behaviors.

Second Reading

English

Hebrew

It is told of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus
that he requested to learn Torah. His
father had many ploughmen, and he
(Eliezer) was ploughing a stony plot. He
sat and cried. His father said to him,
“My son, why are you crying? Might
you be pained because you are plowing
stony ground? Tomorrow, come and
plow a field suitable for plowing!”

He (Eliezer) sat in the plowable field
and cried. His father said to him: “Why
are you crying?” He (Elizer) said to him,

“Because I wish to learn Torah!”
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Commentary:

1) *Gila Fine writes, “Just as in the Aknai narrative, he sits on the ground and
cries, longing to learn.”**® We shall see that tears are not irregular for Rabbi
Eliezer, particularly when it comes to Torah. Torah is arguably a special
interest of his. Autistics often have very narrow interests that become
obsessions for them.* When they are denied access to their special interest,
a meltdown can be triggered. In this way special interests also act as a
security blanket.*”

2) *As mentioned in the Oven of Achnai chapter, uncontrollable crying is also
a symptom of a condition called Impairing Emotional Outbursts, which can
occur either independently or as a product of Autism Spectrum Disorder.*"!

3) *Another way to look at Eliezer’s tears in this specific context is through
the lens of Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA). Though originally
intended to refer to children, this is a term created by Elizabeth Newson to
describe Autistics with “obsessive resistance to everyday demands and

requests.” In an effort to avoid these everyday demands, Autistics

exhibiting PDA might resort to “socially shocking behaviors” and may

3% Fine, The Madwoman, 199.

39 Price, Unmasking Autism, 151-152.

400 Sgrah Kurchak, “Some Autistic People Find Comfort in Specific Objects. What Happens

When They’re Not Available Anymore?,” Vox, October 4, 2019,
//lwww.vox.com/the- 2019/10/4/2 14 tism-

eqgies.

401 American Psychiatric Association, DSM-5-TRTM Update Supplement,” 15.

402 Flizabeth O’Nions et al., “Identifying Features of Pathological Demand Avoidance’ Using

the Diagnostic Interview for Social and Communication Disorders (DISCO),” European Child

+ Adolescent Psychiatry 25 (July 30, 2015): 407-19,
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4)

5)

seem to display an “obsessive need for control.”*** While this term is not
acknowledged in the DSM-5, it is increasingly recognized and used by both
medical professionals and Autistics.*™ In this case, one could make an
argument that Eliezer’s tears are a manifestation of his extreme resistance to
doing agricultural work.

*Hyrcanus’s initial hypothesis for the source of Eliezer’s tears is completely
incorrect.*”> One would imagine that after 28 years of being Eliezer’s father,
Hyrcanus would have a better read on his son’s emotions and desires. This
leads me to two possibilities: either Hyrcanus is a poor and neglectful
father, or Eliezer is simply that hard to read. Of these two possibilities, |
strongly favor the latter. Autistics have notoriously difficult facial
expressions to decipher.*®® I have had countless people question why I
always look so disinterested or unhappy. Whether such people are family
members, romantic partners, prospective supervisors, or others, my answer
is always the same: “Do not read into my facial expressions. The lack of a
smile does not mean I am unhappy. Don’t look (at me), just listen. If I am
unhappy, I will tell you explicitly.”

*Even if Hyrcanus was correct in his assessment of Eliezer’s difficulty, he

offers relief and gratification the next day, not immediately. While this is

403 Elizabeth O’Nions et al., “Identifying Features.”

404 Elizabeth O’Nions et al., “Identifying Features.”

405 Jonathan Mandsager, “A Tale of Two Fathers: Leadership between the Estate and the
Study House in the Origin Story of Eliezer Ben Hyrcanus,” Journal of Religious Competition in
Antiquity 3, no. 1 (2023): 6-7, https://soar.stonehill.edu/jrca/vol3/iss1/2/.

406 Dominic Trevisan, Maureen Hoskyn, and Elina Birmingham, “Facial Expression Production
in Autism: A Meta-Analysis,” Autism Research 11, no. 12 (November 4, 2018): 1586—1601,
https://doi Q[g!j 0.1002/aur. 2Q3ZDIQI3|% 200biject%20Identifier% ZQ(DQ )
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rather different from the concept of delayed gratification, I still want to
point out that delayed gratification is something that many Autistics
struggle with.*” In fact, this is something that Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) therapy is supposed to mollify.**® It is unknown whether the notion
of relief the next day is something that would please Eliezer in the moment.

6) *Many Autistics have fine motor and proprioception difficulties.*”® Farm
work was probably not suited to Eliezer. The only time I was ever yelled at
in school was when I failed to hold a pencil properly. To this day, I still
cannot hold a pencil without my hand shaking, and have been granted
keyboard accommodations since kindergarten. Like Eleizer, I see Torah as a
security blanket of sorts. It is a field that plays to my strengths, and more
importantly, hides my deficiencies, allowing me to mask more effectively.
Even a relatively easy agricultural task presents great challenges for Eliezer.
Price goes into great detail about the types of careers that typically suit
Autistics well.*!?

7) *The text uses the word w111 here to to describe Eliezer’s plowing (7°71 X177

w02 v/ he was plowing a stony plot.”) I interpret the word

differently though. I see the word wn as mute (7). This line of reasoning

407 Susan Faja and Geraldine Dawson, “Reduced Delay of Gratification and Effortful Control
among Young Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders,” Autism 19, no. 1 (December 11,
2013): 91-101, https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361313512424.

408 Magnet ABA Therapy, “How ABA Therapy Helps with Waiting and Delayed Gratification,”
Magnet ABA Therapy, May 27, 2025,
https://www.magnetaba.com/blog/how-aba-therapy-helps-with-waiting-and-delayed-gratificati
on

409 Elise C. Taverna et al., “The Interaction of Fine Motor, Gesture, and Structural Language
Skills: The Case of Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders 86
(2021), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2021.101824.

410 Price, Unmasking Autism, 98, 175, 188.
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raises two questions with the same answer. 1) if Rabbi Eliezer is mute, how
is he also able to speak in this story? 2) if the term is to refer to mutism
instead of plowing, how would one explain the leftover 1? It is because this
is no ordinary mutism, but selective mutism (SM), which often overlaps
with Autism. In essence, selective mutism is when one’s ability to speak is
dependent on the situation they are in. One who often speaks normally may
actually become non-verbal in certain situations.*'" This is in contrast to
Autistics who are non-verbal all of the time.*'> When he is engaged in
farmwork, Eliezer cannot speak, and can only cry. When his father stops to
talk to him, he is able to string together a response of a few words. [ myself
have experienced selective mutism to a certain extent. It feels like paralysis,
and it can result in a lot of loved ones being angry at you for suddenly
“forgetting how to talk.” Might one argue that Moses also experienced
selective mutism?*'® It is harder to make such a case, but it would lend itself

well to the comparison of Eliezer to Moses later in this story.

He (Hyrcanus) said to him: “Behold, DR TNR 20w Mo 12 sjl—n] 5"

you are 28 years old and you are asking

to learn Torah?! Rather, go and take a '|]7 A '|17 [Nb& inblalbfalrly 7jpialal

wife for yourself and father sons who

i 1299971 012 IR T TR

will go to school (to learn Torah)

He (Eliezer) was distressed for 3 weeks, ,
nIN2W '3 AYV¥A 7°7 .7907 102
until Elijah appeared before him, saying

41" Bercovici, “Selective Mutism & Autism.”
412 Price, Unmasking Autism, 32.
413 Exodus 6:12.
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to him: “Go to Ben Zakkai, to 15 oY R TOR 1OV TR TY

Jerusalem!”

079w ROT J2 DN

1))

2)

Commentary:

*There is a certain logic to Hyrcanus’s words. If Eliezer has never learned
Torah by the age of 28, why start now? But given that Eliezer goes on to
become a great scholar later in this story, it is fair to say that he is a late
bloomer. This is hardly unique in rabbinic contexts (see the origin of Rabbi
Akiva that is listed just above the version of this story in Avot d’Rabbi
Natan A6). Nevertheless, this is still vital information for analyzing Eliezer
through a neurodivergent lens. Oftentimes, when parents have a child with a
disability, they go into denial and tell others that their child is just a late
bloomer.*"* If in fact the child grows up to overcome this perception, parents
might feel that this vindicates their earlier claim about their child simply
being a late bloomer. But of course, disability and being a late bloomer are
not mutually exclusive categories.

*From a certain point of view, Hyrcanus might be seen here as
compassionate. But the version of the story of Avot d’Rabbi Natan A6
leaves no room for doubt that Hyrcanus mistreats his son, responding to his
request to study Torah by ordering that he (Eliezer) must go without food

until he finishes his farmwork*'"®. For me, this brings up the uncomfortable

414 Kathy Heith, “My Son’s Autism Diagnosis Drove Me to Denial and Grief—but It Made Me a
Better Mother,” Motherly, October 14, 2021, https://www.mother.ly/life/autism-diagnosis-grief/.
415 Mandsager, “A Tale of Two,” 4-5.
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parallel of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy. Touted as a treatment
for Autism, this harmful therapy sometimes involves withholding food until
desirable behavior is demonstrated.*'®

3) Eliyahu functions here almost like Eliezer’s guardian angel. This is in stark
contrast to the function Eliyahu has in the Oven of Achnai tale (unless one
believes Eliyahu is being sarcastic in the latter example, which is a
possibility).*'” Though the two texts are not necessarily connected, in my
opinion the irony is both real and deliberate (perhaps Eliyahu was inserted

into the current narrative by the stammaim).*'®

He went [there], and (nevertheless still) M1 SR 9972 0 D awe [17537]
sat and cried. (Ben Zakkai) said to him:
“Whose son are you,?” But he (Eliezer) | 1 11212 7INK 771 1% T°37 X921 70K
did not tell him. [Ben Zakkai said],

“What are you crying for? What do you AN TN27 2R wpan
want?”

(Eliezer) said to him, “[I wish] to learn

Torah.”

Commentary:
1) *See earlier note on uncontrollable crying towards the beginning of the
second reading.
2) *Now that Eliezer has come before Yochanan ben Zakkai, he seemingly has

no reason to cry. All he has to do is ask ben Zakkai to teach him Torah. But

416 Ujiie and Takahashi, “Associations between Self-Reported.”
417 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavili, 59b.
418 Rubenstein, “The Death,” 335.
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3)

4)

instead, he cries. It might be fair to say that crying is not abnormal behavior
for Rabbi Eliezer, who appears as sensitive as a wife in the Oven of Achnai
story (in which the sugya remarks that wives are predisposed to crying).*!’
But there is actually more to these tears than mere sensitivity. Rabbi Eliezer
uses tears to get what he needs. Is this manipulative? Perhaps on the
surface. But just like an infant, Rabbi Eliezer cries in order to get what he
needs in situations when other forms of communication are difficult or
impossible. Rabbi Eliezer is likely shy around new people.**’ Even worse,
introductions often require small talk, which many Autistics dread. Even as
a teenager, I used to use tears to alert people to the fact that something was
not ok with me. It is not so easy in today’s society for an adult to say to
another adult, “I am not ok.” But when someone sees you crying, they are
predisposed to feel compassion and try to help. Such was certainly the case
for God when Eliezer cried in the Oven of Achnai story, and it is not a
stretch to say ben Zakkai acted similarly here.**!

*The question “Whose son are you” is an unmistakable quote from I
Samuel 17:58 in which Saul meets David and wants to know of his origins
after he slays Goliath. In that chapter, David is underestimated and ridiculed
by his brothers, which I feel is paralleled in this story.

*Unlike David, Eliezer does not answer the question of what family he

comes from. Given that his father is well-respected by society, perhaps

41° Fine, The Madwoman, 198; Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a.
420 Price, Unmasking Autism, 54, 56.
421 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
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Eliezer does not want special treatment. As the son of a rabbi, I have

experienced such feelings before. More likely however, he does not want

anyone looking into his family history due to the embarrassment it would

cause him (and possibly his family as well). How is it that the son of

Hyrcanus does not know Torah? If the public started asking such questions,

the answers might be unflattering.

[Ben Zakkai replied], “Never in your
days did you go to school? Never have
you learned the recitation of the Shema,
the Amidah, or Birkat HaMazon?”
“No,” he replied. [Ben Zakkai] rose and
taught him all 3 of these. He said to him,
“What are you seeking to learn? The
Written Law or the Oral Law?”” And he
said to him: “The Oral Law.” He taught
him two halachot every day of the week,
and on Shabbat he (Eliezer) would
repeat them perfectly, having absorbed

them.

99077 N°2% ND121 KL o B
7790 KDY YW DRI NTRY RN
7Y IRD 9"R T D202 K
Wpan ANk 1 PR Nwhw 17
77 .0IR DR LIwh IR mMapo
n2aw: NIn° 92 NIOYa NY 1IN

P27 POV NN T DAY

Commentary:

1) *Why has Eliezer not learned before when it is seemingly expected? Is it

possible that his father was unable to accommodate his needs? I ask a

similar question when doing workshops on Joseph: Why is Joseph not with

his brothers in Genesis 37:12-14? Would it not be expected for all of Jacob’s

children to be with the flock?
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2)

3)

* Adelman writes, “Hyrcanus’ resistance to his son’s learning leads to his
displacement and substitution by a ‘spiritual/intellectual father’ — R.
Yohanan.”*? I believe that Adelman hits on something very important here.
While not an Autistic trait in and of itself, children who feel de-valued or
underestimated by their parents naturally search for love and validation
from other elders. Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai never implied that Eliezer
was incapable of learning, and took it upon himself to give him the
education that he never received at home. Moreover, it was under Ben
Zakkai’s tutelage that Eliezer showed his first signs of academic potential,
which in our ableist societies, can be a measure of self-worth.*** Perhaps
Hyrcanus is not entirely wrong about his son’s shortcomings when it comes
to farmwork. But in a rabbinic setting, Rabbi Eliezer is brilliant. As an
Autistic, finding a place in society where your abilities allow you to thrive
is like a homecoming of sorts. Therefore, it is no wonder he would view
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai as a father figure.

*Eliezer is not immediately accepted by Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai. In
fact, he is rebuked. First impressions for Autistics can often be tough. But to
his credit, ben Zakkai does not use Eliezer’s suspicious past as an excuse to
turn him away. Rather, he meets Rabbi Eliezer where he is and offers to
teach him, allowing for that strange first impression to give way to a

wholesome master-student relationship.

422 Adelman, The Return,” 30-32.
423 \Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones,” 47-48

186




Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

4) *When given the choice between learning Written Torah and Oral Torah,
Eliezer opts for the latter. It has been documented that people with
disabilities (including myself) often attempt to pursue lofty academic and
professional goals as if to try to prove their worth to society. Regardless of
whether this truly changes the public’s perception of them, this ultimately
stems from low self-esteem (which may be rooted in how others have
treated them in the past).***

5) *Rabbi Eliezer seems to have a great skill for retaining information. This is

consistent with his depiction in Avot 2:8.

He went 8 days without tasting 7Y 0190 vy KO 2°0° NN vy
anything, until the scent of his mouth
reached [Ben Zakkai], who told him to 271997 17701 17397 15 100 VY

leave his presence. Again, [Eliezer] sat

"
and cried. [Ben Zakkai] said to him, NN 12 9K 1012 M0 2w

“Why are you crying?” He replied to
yare you eyig P (77199) "IN TAYaw 2K 7913

him, “Because you told me to leave your

presence as one would direct one struck 7’?33773] X1 07RO ['|’JD'7?3]
by boils/leprosy!”

[Ben Zakkai] said to him, “whose son JONW a0 [1’]9‘773
are you?” He replied to him, “I am the

son of Hyrcanus.” [Ben Zakkai] IR 0PI 2 2"R NX N 12 "R

responded to him, “You were the son of

R?1 299977 99173 72 R R9 DR

one of the world’s greats and you did

not inform me? Dine with me.” He said

424 Renske van der Cruijsen and Bianca Boyer, “Explicit and Implicit Self-Esteem in Youth with
Autism Spectrum Disorders,” Autism 25, no. 2 (October 15, 2020): 349-60,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361320961006.
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to him, “I have already eaten with my
host’s children. Rabban Yochanan sent
for [Eliezer’s] host’s children, asking
them: “Did Eliezer eat with you today?”
They replied, “No. In fact, he has not
tasted anything in 8 days!” Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Chananya, Rabbi Yossi
the Priest, and Rabbi Shimon ben
Netanel (presumably the messengers)
went and told Rabban Yochanan,
“Behold, he has not tasted anything in 8
days!” And when Rabban Yochanan ben
Zakai heard this, he stood and rent his
clothes. He said to him: “Woe is to you,
Rabbi Eliezer, that you were cast out
from amongst us!” But I will reassure
you, “Just as the [bad] scent of your
mouth rises up, so too will the teachings
of your mouth go forth from one end of
the world to the other. I proclaim of you,
“And the name of that one is Eliezer.”

(Exodus 18:4.)

SPXR TVI0 DR 3177 03907 NN
°12] (PRI02R) DX °NTYD 120 PR
5125 a1 120 YW DY [R2I100K
0% MR W [X2100K] (PRI0DK)
12 977K .07 TYOOR TYV0 DIOHER
R2W Qo1 730w 19 W 7 IRY

') 702317 72 YWY 020 .0190 avY
1077 DRINI 12 NYRW MY 17957 S0
TIAW 17 W O A0 1279 1K)
'Y YWY 11°21 .00 OvL XYW 2N’
27732 DR YIPY TRV OROT 12 70
NP MYHR TP R DR
[72IK 21X 22R] 1nIan Town
(19%7) 0 1P YW owd 0
TRYY D Mwn Xan 70 [*197]
IR XTP] 1910 TV 2w on
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Commentary:
1) *Why does Eliezer refuse to eat? Of all of Eliezer’s Autistic traits, this is

my favorite to comment on as it is little-understood. First, I want to rule out
the possibility that Eliezer is fasting for spiritual reasons. Fasting as a
spiritual practice is not unheard of in the Talmud, and Eliezer is no
exception.*” But surely ben Zakkai and the other sages would understand
this, and instead they ridicule him for it. When viewing this story through
an Autistic lens, I can think of two possibilities: one is that Eliezer is so
engrossed in his special interest (Torah) that he loses track of time and
forgets to eat, as he does not feel the urge. Eight days is a long time to go
without food, but the Talmud often exaggerates certain details in order to
prove a point. Even so, Dr. Price notes that when some Autistics hyperfixate
on a special interest, they “Get so engrossed in them that [they] forget to
eat.”*%

There is a more compelling possibility though: perhaps Eliezer is not eating

because now that he has left home, he finds himself in a strange new place

where there is nothing he is willing to eat. To merely say that some Autistics

are picky eaters does not actually give us a true understanding of this

behavior.*” Many Autistics suffer from Avoidant Restrictive Food Intake

425 For example, see Y. Taanit 3:4.
426 Price, Unmasking Autism, 27.
427 Price, Unmasking Autism, 27, 93.
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Disorder (ARFID). This has little to do with lack of exposure to certain
foods. People with ARFID are repulsed by all sorts of food for a variety of
reasons, often having nothing to do with taste. It may be that they are put off
by the texture, odor, or color of the food. Many people with ARFID eat the
same meal repeatedly, referring to it as a “safe food.” While safe foods vary
from person to person, they are often selected for their bland and/or
predictable taste. For example, a bag of processed chips is a lot more
consistent than a peach (and also lacks the runny juices that flow when one
bites into it).*® People with ARFID may make any excuse not to eat in
public if the food is not to their exact liking. When I meet people for a meal,
I often lie as Eliezer did and say that I had already eaten. While everyone
close to me knows that I am a picky eater, I often blame it on my chronic
gastrointestinal disease, which comes with a lengthy list of foods that I am
not allowed to eat. It is a half-truth that is a lot easier to explain to people
than ARFID. I often go to restaurants with my friends for the sake of their
company, but find myself repulsed even by being at the same table as what
they are eating, even if it is a relatively normal meal. In these situations, |

often try to limit my breathing. One Autistic named Dani describes the

428 Dani Shapira, “ARFID, Cultural Impacts, and Self Directed Safe-Foods Expansion,” RD’s
for Neurod:vers:ty (blog) accessed February 26, 2026,

btn295WDe4dYU15g Prlce Unmaskmg Autlsm 3 27 Cleveland CI|n|c
“Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder (ARFID),” Cleveland Clinic, April 4, 2023,

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/24869-arfid-avoidant-restrictive-food-intake-dis
order.
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phenomenon perfectly: “I spent a large chunk of my life absolutely terrified
of food. Every meal was like torture...A food could look good, smell good,
[and] even taste good to me, but my body physically wouldn’t let me
swallow it. It was as if foods were inappropriately setting off alarm bells in
my body, reacting as if [ were trying to poison it...Forced exposure was
unhelpful, and even harmful towards my efforts to expand my list of
tolerable foods.” He adds: “I do not believe ARFID is something that needs
to be inherently fixed.*” There is even an intertextual connection here with
Joseph, who is commonly thought of by Autistics as biblical representation
(as in Samuel Levine’s book).*° In Genesis 43:31-34, Joseph is not seated
with his brothers for the meal. He sits with the Egyptians, and depending on
one’s understanding of the Hebrew, he may even have his own isolated seat
at the table among the Egyptians. As the one in charge, Joseph determines
the menu, ensuring that there is something for him to eat. But this does not
mean he would like the foods that the others were eating. He may be
repulsed by them. The Torah even clues us in with the word 72yin
(something disgusting or repugnant)! The local custom of Egyptians not
eating with Israelites is a convenient excuse for Joseph to minimize the food
on the table in front of him, as is carving out a special section of the table
for himself as the ruler. This is just one of many connections between

Joseph’s story and this one. If we are to see Eliezer in this story as someone

42% Shapira, “ARFID, Cultural Impacts.”
40 | evine, Was Yosef.

191



Docusign Envelope ID: 0E00C630-2060-872B-8149-0A115AE12577

2)

3)

4)

5)

with ARFID, he will likely adjust to life in Jerusalem, learning to eat new
foods and/or prepare his own meals (which he might not have done at
home). But at the beginning, it was preferable for him to starve himself! It is
relatively simple for him to lie about having eaten or about why he has not
eaten. In comparison, the truth is actually hard for many to believe!

Even when Eliezer is crying (and arguably having a melt-down due to being
rejected by someone he thought had accepted him), he demonstrates applied
knowledge when referring to the halachot of boils.

*When ben Zakkai tells Eliezer to leave his presence, it is worth wondering
if Eliezer is used to rejection. In either case, it is fair to say that he is a
highly sensitive person.

*Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai clearly treats Eliezer with extra respect once
he learns of his parentage. For instance, comparing Eliezer to the son of
Moses is laying it on a little thick. Nevertheless, ben Zakkai’s words here
represent something beautiful for Eliezer. He openly admits that Eliezer is
quirky (in this case, that he has bad breath), but then turns that peculiarity
into a positive! Note that ben Zakkai did not say that Eliezer’s bad breath
would go away. Rather, he said that his bad breath would not hinder his
success.

This is the first time ben Zakkai (or anyone in this story) refers to Eliezer as
a rabbi. This may or may not be related to ben Zakkai’s respect for Eliezer’s
father, whose identity has just been revealed to him. I prefer to see it as a

sign of Eliezer’s academic achievement. Either way, Eliezer is being treated
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6)

with respect here (even if ben Zakkai has an awkward sense of humor).
Ben Zakkai renting his clothes while also calling Eliezer rabbi for the first
time is an ironic foreshadowing of Rabbi Akiva renting his clothes before

Eliezer in the Oven of Achnai story when the latter is excommunicated.*!

about Elijah above).

7)

every turn.

In this story however, ben Zakkai rents his clothes for having previously
cast Rabbi Eliezer out. In renting his clothes, ben Zakkai is actually
bringing Eliezer back into the fold! Though there is no evidence that the
Oven of Achnai story acknowledges the current story, the current story

seems to be acknowledging the Oven of Achai story (see also: my note

Ben Zakkai is quoting Exodus 18:4, which explains the rationale for the
name of Moses’s son Eliezer: Eli (‘““3%21 »1v2 *2% *128. The God of my

father helped me and delivered me.”) Indeed, God seems to help Eliezer at

The [other] sons of Hyrcanus said to
their father, go and disinherit Eliezer
from your estate. He went to Jerusalem
to disinherit him, and Yom Tov was
being observed there by Rabban
Yochanan ben Zakkai, and all the greats
of the land were his guests. Among
them were ben Tzitzit haKeset,

Nakdimon ben Gurion, and ben Kalba

7% 7°ARY DIIPT DY 1712 1NN
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431 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59b.
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Savua. Why did they call him ben
Tzitzit haKeset? It is because he
reclined at a higher position than all the
greats of the land. It is said of Nakdimon
ben Gurion, he had 40 Kur of golden
gardens in his home. They said of ben
Kalba Savua that he had 3 years worth
of sustenance for each individual in
Jerusalem. But when the Sicarii arose
and burned the storehouses of Jerusalem
they measured how much he possessed,
and found 3 years worth of sustenance

for everyone in Jerusalem.
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Commentary:

1) *The actions of Eliezer’s brothers again remind me of the Joseph story. The

brothers want their father to put their sibling out of his mind. Joseph is dead,

and Eliezer has gone to Jerusalem and is never coming back. Why do

Eliezer’s brothers harbor such animosity towards him? Horn Prouser writes
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2)

3)

that the siblings of children with learning differences and/or disabilities
often feel neglected, causing them to resent their sibling, their parent(s), or
both.*2

*Why do the brothers direct their father to go to Jerusalem in order to
disinherit Eliezer? According to Jewish law, he does not need to go to
Jerusalem in order to formally disinherit him. And yet, he is told to go. It is
easy to say that he is told to go for plot purposes. But for a more
“in-universe” explanation, I believe the brothers want to embarrass Eliezer.
They probably don’t think he is succeeding in his endeavor to learn Torah.
They might want their father to witness Eliezer’s failure. It is also possible
that the brothers want the sages in Jerusalem to be made aware that Eliezer
was disinherited, lest his shortcomings reflect poorly on their family.
*While the descriptions of the greats of the land are effectively a detour
from the main story, it is worth acknowledging that these are likely
associates of Eliezer’s father. Hyrcanus would fit right in with this crowd,
and indeed, he soon arrives. This type of crowd would give anyone anxiety,
but particularly someone like Eliezer, who is known to cry when he is

overwhelmed.

Netan’el went and said to Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakkai: “Behold, the 77 °RDT 72 130 275 17K 1995
father of Rabbi Eliezer is coming.”

[Rabban Yochanan] said to them, “Set a

Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Shim’on ben 5RI1N] 12 YA 27 YW 02

432 Horn Prouser, Esau’s Blessing, 43.
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"’

place for him!” So they set a place for
him and sat him amongst them. Rabban
Yochanan ben Zakkai said to him,
“Eliezer, give us a word of Torah!” He
responded, “I will relate to you a
parable. How am [ similar to this
cistern? It is because one cannot draw
from it more than was put in.” He said
to him, “I will relate to you a parable. To
what is this matter comparable? To a
well that produces and emits water of its
own accord. This is how you can say

words of Torah beyond what was said to

Moses at Sinai.”
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Commentary:

1) Eliezer’s father is well known, but here he is referred to not as Hyrcanus,

but as “Eliezer’s father.” To the Sages, Eliezer’s honor exceeds his father’s

honor. Here, he is not an appendage or offshoot of a national celebrity, but is

humanized and respected in his own right. No longer is he the man who

cannot learn. As the son of a rabbi, I too have found that sometimes the best
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2)

way to chart a life for yourself is to go where nobody knows your name.
*Mandasger writes that Eliezer appears shy in front of ben Zakkai.**
Readers familiar with Rabbi Eliezer would say this is a classic example of
Eliezer not wanting to expound anything that has not been taught to him by
his master.** On the whole, I am inclined to agree. And perceived shyness
is certainly in line with common Autistic behavior.*** But if we view this
text as freestanding, there is another possibility: Mandsager writes that
“Eliezer is depicted as traveling between two worlds, the world of the
agricultural estate and the world of the Rabbinic study house.”* I would
argue that Eliezer is not so much traveling between two worlds as much as
being trapped between them. In the beit midrash, his abilities allow him to
pass as neurotypical. But this is not the Eliezer that his family members
know (regardless of whether they love him). If Eliezer is a cistern, then he
cannot act as someone who knows more than what his father imparted to
him at home. I confess that I have never brought my friends home to meet
my family. While I am certain that my friends would be well-received by
my family, to me it represents a masking dilemma. I truly would not know
how to act when in the presence of both groups at once. I have to imagine
this is a very awkward moment for Rabbi Eliezer. It is no wonder he has

performance anxiety when his father and mentor are in the same space. Ben

433 Mandsager, “A Tale of Two,” 12.

434 As expressed in Steinsaltz, ed., “Eruvin” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 63.
435 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144.

438 Mandsager, “A Tale of Two,” 2.
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Zakkai ends up having to leave Eliezer “alone” with his father to ease his

anxiety, allowing him to become a well. This imagery is a nod to the way

Eliezer and Eleazar ben Arach are described by ben Zakkai in Avot 2:8.

He said to him two or three times, and
he did not accept it. Rabban Yochanan
ben Zakkai went out and left him, and
Rabbi Eliezer then sat and expounded
words of Torah that exceeded what was
said to Moses at Sinai. And his face
radiated light like the sun, and rays of
light emerged from his face as they did
from Moses’s face, and no one could tell
whether it was day or night.

Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Shim’on ben
Netan’el went and said to Rabban
Yochanan ben Zakkai: “Come and see!
Rabbi Eliezer is sitting and expounding
more than what had been said to Moses
at Sinai, and his face is lit up like the
sun! His rays of light are shining like
those of Moses, and no one knows if it

is day or night!”
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1)

2)

3)

Commentary:

*Eliezer is quite stubborn, a known Autistic trait that is no less present here
than it is in the Oven of Achani story!*’

*Barry Holtz describes the title of “Tana” in the post-Mishnaic age as
someone whose job description was simply “to memorize older traditions
and then to recite them when needed.”**® The qualifications for this role
were “an excellent memory and a general lack of imagination.”* This
seems to describe Rabbi Eliezer well, and people were writing about him
long after his time, so the post-Mishnaic dating of this role is of little
consequence. But if people think having a photographic memory means you
cannot be creative, they would be wrong. Indeed, Goldin emphasizes that
while Eliezer refuses to expound in front of his teachers, this does not mean
that Eliezer has no original ideas.**” While his personality seems quite rigid,
he is actually quite creative!

*Due to his radiant face, Moses had to cover himself with a veil in order to
interact with the public. This is not to suggest that Moses had Autistic traits,
but in the case of Eliezer, the veil he wears is effectively his Autistic

masking.

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai came IPWI PITRA ORIT 12 331 M X2
from behind Rabbi Eliezer and kissed

437 Price, Unmasking Autism, 143-144; Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli,

59b.

438 Robert Goldenberg, “Talmud,” in Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts,
ed. Barry Holtz (1984; repr., New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2006), 154.

43 Goldenberg, “Talmud,” in Back to the Sources, 154.

440 Goldin, “On the Account of,” 90
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his forehead, saying: “Happy are you,
Abraham Isaac and Jacob, that this one
has come from your loins!”” Rabbi
Eliezer’s father said to them, “About
whom are you saying these things?”
They said to him: “About your son,
Eliezer!” He said to them: “Did you
really have to say as such, “Happy are
you Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that this
one has come from your loins? It did not
have to be said. Rather, happy am I that
he came from my loins!”

Rabbi Eliezer was sitting and
expounding, and his father stood on his
feet. [Eliezer] said to him: “Father, I
cannot sit and expound and learn words
of Torah while you are standing on your
feet!” He (Rabbi Eliezer) went and
seated him (his father) next to him [in
the place of honor]. And he (Hyrcanus)
said to him: “My son, I did not come to
acclaim you for this, I came only to
disinherit you from my estate! And now
that I have come and seen and rejoiced
in your teaching of Torah, behold, it is
your brothers that are disinherited from
it! Their [portion] is given to you as a

gift!”
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1)

2)

3)

4)

Commentary:

*Hyrcanus’s initial question implies that he cannot believe that Eliezer
would merit such praise. When he is told that ben Zakkai is talking about
his son (whom he has to name for it to register to Hyrcanus,) it is even
possible that Hyrcanus does not recognize his own son! In this moment,
Hyrcanus is viewing his son with new eyes, as if for the first time.
*Hyrcanus, who had never seemed proud of his son before, publicly claims
him for his own at this moment, and arguably wants to be credited for
raising Eliezer well. Adelman questions whether he deserves such credit.*"!
It is telling that Hyrcanus only becomes possessive over his son when he
witnesses someone else (Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai) giving Rabbi
Eliezer a fatherly display of affection (in this case, a kiss on the forehead).
*Eliezer has good reason to reject his father, having become successful
despite him and arguably having surpassed him. But Eliezer makes it clear
that he has always been looking for his father to treat him this way, with
love and pride. Is all forgiven? Not necessarily. But human beings are
strange creatures, Autistic or not.

*There are different ways to interpret Eliezer’s remark to his father here.
When I asked one of my rabbis (Rabbi Abraham Greenstein) about it, [ was
given the explanation that Eliezer was trying to honor his father in this

moment by refusing to let him stand. I, however, view the situation

differently. While Hyrcanus’s honor certainly precedes him, I believe that

41 Adelman, The Return,” 30-32.
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Eliezer is unable to spread his wings while he is quite literally in his father’s

shadow. In order for Eliezer to take center stage, Hyrcanus must make

himself smaller.
He (Eliezer) said to him: “Exclude me 595 W CIRY TV IR DY O'K
[from the inheritance] until I am equal to
each of them [in what I receive].” He 31997 "NWPA 1R "R 0N TR

continued, saying to him: “If I had asked
5199 7197 211 00 2PN

God for silver and gold, He would have

given them to me, as it is written: “Mine .
AR =hin " 027 B R

1s the silver and mine is the

gold...(Haggai 2:8).” Had I asked God 7 nwpa 199K ('ﬂ 5 ’lﬁ)
for lands, He would have given them to

me, as it is written: “God’s is the land 9 MR Y 1M1 3°%0 MypPAPR
and all it contains (Psalm 24:1).” I did

not ask anything of God, except that I N7 (N = D’b'—m) XY [@ahg

should be worthy of Torah, as it is y .
5

written: “Truly, I walked honestly by all AN7 AIIRY XX A2 N2

your statues, hating every false way

(Psalm 119:128).”
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Commentary:
1) *Eliezer knows his strengths and weaknesses; thus, he has no interest in the
inheritance other than being treated as an equal. After all, what use is
farmland to him? Rather, let his brothers inherit his father’s land while

Eliezer remains in Jerusalem, where he thrives as a Torah scholar. This
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stands in contrast to the ending in Avot d’Rabbi Natan A6 and Bereshit
Rabbah 42, where Eliezer keeps the full inheritance.*** And strikingly, in the
Pirke D’Rabbi Eliezer version of this text (which is mostly lifted from this
very version), Eliezer even says of his brothers: “agn 783 MY "X I8 71”7
(“Truly, I am not equal to one of them!).*** This may very well be true, but
only in regards to farm work. It has nothing to do with Eliezer’s worth as a
human being (or for that matter, as a Torah scholar). Ever the rabbi, Eliezer

chooses to express this by quoting the Tanach.

Reframing Rabbi Eliezer’s Origin Story

If read from an Autistic lens, this is not just the story of how Eliezer became a rabbi
or even the story of him leaving his father’s house to move to Jerusalem. It is, among
other things, the story of how Eliezer noticed his current lifestyle was not compatible
with his needs and abilities. It is the story of how Eliezer advocated for himself (as
best he could) in pursuit of a lifestyle where his quirks were assets instead of
liabilities. It is about leaving behind people who are intolerant or place unfair
limitations on you without truly knowing you (as I have done both socially and
professionally), and instead choosing to surround yourself with allies who value you
both as a human being and for the skills you do bring to the table instead of those you
do not.

Rabbi Eliezer’s father means well and clearly wants his son to be successful. You can

even argue that by giving Eliezer softer land to plow, he is offering his son some type

442 Mandsager, “A Tale of Two,” 14-15.
443 Friedlander, ed., Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer.
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of accommodation. But at the end of the day, Hyrcanus chooses to measure his son’s
worth (or success) by the only metric he understands: work completed.

While it is easy to say that Eliezer’s skillset made him a better match for rabbinics
than agricultural work, it is important to explore why that is the case. First, rabbinic
success is not measured by work completed. That is to say, it is not measured by the
number of prohibitions decreed or by the number of commandments one can expound
on. A rabbinic debate can go on until the end of time with no conclusion and still not
be called a waste of time. It is about the process more than the results! Moreover, in
rabbinics, people who think differently are valued for their unique perspectives.
While efficient farmwork might mean taking a uniform approach to things, rabbis
were meant to challenge each other. The sages needed someone like Eliezer to join
their ranks, as having another carbon copy of Rabbi Yehoshua served no practical
purpose. It is as Rabbi Yochanan remarked after the death of his havruta Reish
Lakish: “Do I not know that what I say is good?”*

Hyrcanus only looks upon his son with pride after he sees others praise him. This
does not mean that Hyrcanus actually understands and appreciates the Torah that his
son is expounding. But when he sees that others view Eliezer as successful, he is
quick to claim credit for it. When he offers Eliezer the inheritance, Hyrcanus is
essentially saying to his child, “I was wrong before. Let me make it up to you.”
Ordinarily, this would make a great end to a hero’s journey. Eliezer reaps some major
reward, and comes home a changed man. But Eliezer does not want to come home,
nor does he want to own his father’s farmland that is a physical reminder of his prior

unhappiness. Instead, Eliezer chooses to stay in Jerusalem and create a new life for

444 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 84a.
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himself under conditions where he thrives. In choosing to leave home and study
Torah, Eliezer has successfully self-advocated and reaped the rewards, and now he
wants to continue reaping them forever. For someone like Eliezer, there is no better
happy ending.

Full Circle Moment

As I alluded to in the introduction to this paper, I myself am Autistic. I am chasing
my own happy ending. My own Autistic coming of age story started when I did not
even know I was Autistic. Because of certain differences related to Autism, I was
shunned by a Jewish graduate institution that had already admitted me. This
institution told me that I would not make a good rabbi or teacher. In their defense, |
did not know I was Autistic, so there was a lot I had to learn about myself to be able
to successfully self-advocate in the workplace. Eventually I came to Jerusalem (like
Eliezer) and taught an autism-focused text workshop there and was lauded for a
lesson that a neurotypical person would be unlikely to deliver. Suddenly, my goals
changed. I no longer wanted to pass for a neurotypical rabbi. I wanted to be out and

proud about being an Autistic rabbi.
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Conclusion

Revisiting This St ’s Limitation

In examining these three Rabbi Eliezer stories, we encounter numerous examples of

behavior and thought processes that mirror the way many Autistics act. In order to

draw the proper conclusions however, it is important to stress four important

limitations of this work:

1.

While it is not always obvious what conclusions the Sages meant for us to
draw from aggadic tales, it is safe to say that viewing these three stories
through an Autistic lens was not the Sages’ primary intended take-away for
us. Even if we are so bold as to take for granted (as I personally do) that the
behavior of Rabbi Eliezer is patterned after real neurodivergent traits that our
Sages observed in others during their lifetime, the Sages would not have
recognized these traits as Autistic. While I believe there is much to be gained
in comparing Rabbi Eliezer’s actions in various aggadot and looking for any
consistencies between them, such an understanding could only be applied to
Rabbi Eliezer’s character cumulatively. If Rabbi Eliezer behaves similarly in
different agaddot, the reason for this probably has a lot more to do with
continuity than proving a point about neurodivergence.

Most aggadot exist in a vacuum. They are not meant to have continuity with
other agaddot. While the stories about Rabbi Eliezer in Bava Metzia 59 and
Sanhedrin 68 are notable exceptions to this, there is no explicit indication that

they are meant to be combined with Avot D’Rabbi Natan B-13. Even so,
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modern scholarship on Talmudic narratives suggests that the Stammaim were
very active in altering or redacting aggadot to make them more compatible
with each other.*”

Moreover, there are countless other stories about Rabbi Eliezer that have not
been examined in this study. I believe that similar Autistic analysis can be
applied to other Rabbi Eliezer stories such as his trial for heresy in Avodah
Zarah 16b-17a, his prayer for rain in Taanit 25b, Avot 2:8-10. It is my hope
that such formal analysis will be done at a future date, perhaps by another
individual. But even if there are more Eliezer stories this methodology can be
applied to, it certainly does not apply to all of them. As such, saying anything
definitive about Rabbi Eliezer requires people to be very selective in their
understanding of him.

It is impossible to diagnose someone who lived long ago in a time before
neurodivergence was truly understood. Even the people who wrote and
compiled stories about Rabbi Eliezer did not know him personally. Therefore,
anything we read about Rabbi Eliezer is at best third-hand information.
Third-hand information does not lend itself well to psychoanalysis, which
would have its skeptics even using firsthand information. If that were not
enough, it is important to remember that many aggadot are not meant to be
taken at face value. Supernatural occurrences and illogical characterizations

are often employed for the sake of making a point to the readers. When stories

443 Jeffrey Rubenstein, “Criteria of Stammaitic Intervention in Aggada,” in Creation and
Composition: The Contribution of the Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the Aggada, ed. Jeffrey
Rubenstein (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 417—40,
https://as.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu-as/faculty/documents/RubensteinStammaiticAggada.pd,

417.
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are not meant to be taken at face value, it is hard to say how much of a
characterization is truly “real.”

4. Even if Rabbi Eliezer were alive today, he would not necessarily qualify for
an autism diagnosis. The qualifications to pass as Autistic are both very
narrow and actively evolving.**® The main purpose of an Autism diagnosis is
to identify who is eligible to receive accommodations. However, many people
who could benefit from accommodations (such as myself) fall through the
cracks of a diagnostic test, and there are many Autistics who do not actually
need certain accommodations (though they may need less obvious ones). For
these reasons, the internal Autistic community prefers to use the broader
“social model” of Autism instead of the narrow medical one.**” Most of the
tendencies about Rabbi Eliezer that I have highlighted in the previous chapters
would fall under the umbrella of the social model of autism. Such traits are
not disabling in a vacuum, and as they are more subjective and harder to
directly measure, they often would not affect the results of a standard autism
evaluation from the medical community.*®

Despite these limitations, I believe that an Autistic reading of Rabbi Eliezer has much

to offer us. David Lambert warns against retroactively reading Western values and

49 |

lenses into biblical narratives. strongly disagree with him. By the time of the

446 Fred Volkmar and James McPartland, “From Kanner to DSM-5: Autism as an Evolving

Diagnostic Concept,” Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 10 (March 2014): 193-212,
10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032813-153710; Price, Unmasking Autism. 41-42.

447 Noah Sasson et al., “Neurotypical Peers Are Less Willing to Interact with Those with

Autism Based on Thin Slice Judgments,” Scientific Reports 7 (February 1, 2017),

https://doi.ora/10.1038/srep40700; Price, Unmasking Autism, 229-231.

448 Price, Unmasking Autism; 229-231.

44 David Lambert, “Putting Characters Back in Their Place: Posthumanism, Translation, and

the Poetics of Biblical Narrative,” Hebrew Bible and Ancient Israel 13, no. 2 (2024): 221-53.
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Ketuvim period, Israeli society had already come into contact with Greek
narratives.*’ By the Rabbinic period, Israeli society was even more familiar with the
outside world (due to exposure to Roman culture).**' While the Greeks and Romans
knew nothing of autism, that does not mean that people with Autistic profiles did not
exist back then. Medical and social conditions always exist long before we have a
label for them. Given the behaviors that Rabbi Eliezer exhibits in rabbinic literature,
it is only logical to assume that the Sages had encountered individuals with such a
profile before. This does not mean however, that highlighting these tendencies of
Rabbi Eliezer was the originally intended takeaway for these aggadot.

Particularly in the Oven of Achnai story, the Sages likely intended Rabbi Eliezer to be
an example of someone whose halachic opinions were fundamentally incompatible
with the norms they wished to establish for Rabbinic Judaism. He may also reflect the
Sages’ understanding of someone who is difficult to collaborate with. Along those
lines, many Autistics prefer to work alone. The difficulty of working with such
personalities is often reason enough to exclude them from social life entirely. But
instead of using these difficulties as an excuse to not incorporate someone into the
fold, it is worthwhile for society to examine why these difficulties exist in the first
place. By understanding the nature of someone’s difficulties, we are better able to
accommodate them. Despite all of the signs that Rabbi Eliezer may have been
“different,” he clearly belonged at Yavneh. Due to clashing communication styles, we

so often cast people out the way that Rabbi Eliezer was excommunicated in the Oven

450 Anthony Saldarini, “The School of Rabban Johanan Ben Zakkai and His Disciples: A New
Way of Life,” in Scholastic Rabbinism: A Literary Study of the Fathers according to Rabbi
Nathan (Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 1982), 79-92.

451 Saldarini, “The School,” 79-92.
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of Achnai story.*? But if the other rabbis had taken more initiative to bridge the gap
between them and Rabbi Eliezer, all of Israel would have benefited from his
knowledge. Whether in the Gemara or in modern times, everyone stands to benefit
from a better understanding of their fellow human beings.

It is also worth noting that autism comes in many different forms. Rabbi Eliezer was
academically exceptional. Even if we wanted to frame him as Autistic, he would be a
savant of sorts. Most of us will never be an Eliezer, and some Autistics might not be
able to relate to him whatsoever. It would be quite ableist of us if we only valued
Rabbi Eliezer for his academic abilities! Nevertheless, if we can argue that people
with certain Autistic traits were included at Yavne, we can follow the Sages’ example
and then improve upon it by including all Autistics in the Jewish community. While I
would like to see Rabbi Eliezer as a role model, it is more useful to think of him as a
cautionary tale. The Torah advocates for oppressed demographics, such as the
stranger, the orphan, and the widow.*** If the gates of prayer are never locked for
victims of mistreatment, God will always look out for the people who are excluded
from society. But it is not in heaven. It should not be God’s job to balance the scales
of injustice; it should be ours!

Revisiting the Halachah

There is no perfect parallel for a neurodivergent individual in the Gemara, and I have
previously made reference to the shoteh (see introduction), a category that is
mentioned in Chagigah 3b directly following an example of Rabbi Eliezer acting out.

Though it may be seen as precautionary and compassionate for the shoteh not to be

452 Steinsaltz, ed., “Bava Metzia” in Koren Talmud Bavli, 59a-b.
453 Deuteronomy 24:19, among other examples.
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expected to uphold mitzvot or act as a witness, I believe that our texts sell the shoteh
short. Just because they may struggle in one respect, should we treat them as if they
struggle in all respects? Even in the Mishneh Torah, it says that a shoteh may very
well have full competency in certain areas, struggling only in regard to other
matters.**

From a certain point of view, the shoteh may not be disabled at all! Therefore, I think
there is a more apt term for neurodivergence: peti, which is often translated as
“simple.”*** Dr. Devon Price writes, even the modern term “neurodiversity” refers
less to having a specifically categorized deficit and more about “being different in a
way others struggle to understand.”**® According to the Mishneh Torah, the true
deficiency of the peti is simply being unable to think about things the way that the
majority does (regardless of whether the majority is correct or has a monopoly on
truth).*” I do not mean to sugarcoat matters. The peti may indeed have a true
disability. But even if so, neurotypicals have an inherent deficit of their own: the
ability to understand neurodivergence. Because categorizing someone as a peti can
sometimes be highly subjective, Rambam leaves that determination up to the judge.*®
In doing this study, I hope to give neurotypicals the tools to be better judges via an
improved understanding of one subtype of a neurodivergent mindset.

Concluding Remarks

There is much more work to be done, but by understanding Rabbi Eliezer in this way,

we can better understand our contemporaries who behave like him. Research by

4% Maimon, “Hilchot Edut,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:9.
4%5 Proverbs 14:15.

4% Price, Unmasking Autism, 30-31.

457 Maimon, “Hilchot Edut,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:10.

48 Maimon, “Hilchot Edut,” in Mishneh Torah, n.d, 9:10
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McAndrew, Koehnke, and Sasson shows that when people are confronted with
individuals who do not conform to their understanding of how a person should act,
such individuals are ostracized and even seen as creepy. Our brain is hardwired to
think this way as a defense mechanism against the unpredictability of such
individuals.** It is fair to wonder how such individuals fight back against this
neurodivergent predisposition. According to Dr. Devon Price, many Autistics lean on
their intellect or other skills to gain social acceptance.*®® They believe that their
negative understanding of their own disability, their lives are “only as valuable as
[their] savant-like skills are to other people.”**! This can certainly be applied to Rabbi
Eliezer’s mentality. But not only should this pathway to acceptance be unnecessary,
but it is also ironically ableist. People should have value regardless of their
capabilities. Therefore, the path to tolerance and inclusion is to get to know
neurodivergents and demystify their tendencies. I believe that viewing Rabbi Eliezer
through a neurodivergent lens is in service of this goal. And if this tool causes
Autistics and their loved ones to feel a deeper connection to Jewish tradition, nix 7y

21 3 (this is a wonderful added bonus)!

4% Francis McAndrew and Sara Koehnke, “On the Nature of Creepiness,” New Ideas in
Psychology 43 (March 16, 2016): 10—-15; Sasson et al., “Neurotypical Peers.”

460 price, Unmasking Autism, 5.

481 Price, Unmasking Autism, 19.
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