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Heroines of the Bible 

Rachel, wife of Rabbi Akiva 

With Adina Landa 

Rachel’s story, in short: 

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

that he was one of the greatest Scholars of all times. With his sharp mind the 

Sages said, he could "uproot mountains," and he explained every single letter of 

the Torah, even the little crowns that adorn many of the letters of the Torah. 

Rabbi Akiba- was one of four great Sages who tried to enter the deepest secrets 

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

body and sane of mind. 

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

all Tanaim was due to the self sacrificing love of Torah of his wife? 

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

into the house of a scholar. He had to get everything the hard way. He was born 

as the child of a very poor family and became an ignorant shepherd, one of the 

many who took care of the thousands of flocks of the wealthy Kalba Sabua, about 

whose riches the Talmud tells many stories. The daughter of this fabulous man, 

was a beautiful and G-d fearing girl. The richest and most learned young men of 

that time would have considered themselves fortunate to marry her. But Rachel, 

Kalba Sabua's only child, the heir to his riches, had observed the shepherd Akiba 

and some inner voice told her that this ignorant youth had the making of a great 

scholar. On the condition that he would leave her father's work to go and study 

Torah, she married him secretly. 

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

her secret marriage to his former shepherd. He was very angry and he vowed that 

he would have nothing to do with her or her husband. Gladly, the only child of the 

richest man of those days left all the luxuries and comforts to which she had been 

used, and went to live with Akiba in a shack, sleeping on a bundle of straw, and 
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working hard with her own, soft hands, so that her husband could devote himself 

to the study of Torah. 

After his first 12 years away, when he was finally returning home, he overheard a 

neighbor challenging his wife, “Why are you still married to this fellow? You’re 

practically a living widow!” Without hesitation, she responded, “On the contrary, I 

support my husband! I would encourage him to go learn for another 12 years!” 

Hearing her words and conviction, Rabbi Akiva did an about-face and spent 

another 12 years away from home studying. 

Upon Rabbi Akiva’s return from over two decades of study, surrounded by 24,000 

students, he announced to them with much admiration, “All I have, and by 

extension all that you have, truly belongs to my wife. For she gets all the credit.” 

 

Rachel’s story is not one of martyrdom, but of love. Love for the Torah, love for 

her husband, and an appreciation for what he was devoting his life to. 

Text 1: Rashi on Talmud Ketubot 62: 

He was named Kalba Savua. Because whoever came to his house hungry like a 

dog would leave satisfied. 

Text 2: Pesachim 49b. 

Rabbi Akiva was such an ignoramus at the time that he did not know a single 

halacha. Furthermore, he harbored hatred toward Torah scholars  

 

Text 3: Rambam – Maimonides 

Rabbi Akiva was poor, and the son of a convert.  

 

Text 4: Avot d'Rabbi Nosson Chapter 6 

One day, while sitting by a brook, Akiva noticed a steady trickle of water hitting a 

rock. It was only a drip, but it was constant – drop after drop after drop. Akiva 

observed something incredible: A hole had been carved out by that steady drip of 

water. He wondered how that could be. He concluded: If something as soft as 
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water can carve a hole in solid rock, how much more so can words of Torah – 

which is hard as iron – make an indelible impression on my heart. 

 

Text 5: Ketubot 62  

 

Kalba Savua’s daughter saw that he was modest and of fine character. She asked 

him, “If I become betrothed to you, will you go to the academy to study Torah?” 

He said to her, “Yes!” He betrothed her in secret. 

 

Text 6: Yerushalmi Shabbat 6:1 

The daughter of Kalba Savua became betrothed to R. Akiva.  When her father 

heard about it, (he threw her out of the house) and pronounced a vow prohibiting 

her to benefit from any of his possessions. She then went and became married to 

Rabbi Akivah in the winter. (As a result of their poverty), they would sleep on 

straw, and Rabbi Akivah would pluck the straw from her hair.  He said to her, “If I 

had the means, I would place upon you a Jerusalem of Gold”.  

 

(Jerusalem of Gold was a gold ornament for a woman upon which was engraved a 

picture of Jerusalem. According to Rashi, it was a tiara) 

 

Elijah the prophet came, appearing to them in the guise of a person, and he called 

out at the door. Elijah said to them, “Please give me a little straw, for my wife has 

given birth and I have nothing upon which to lay her down”. Rabbi  Akivah said to 

his wife (to comfort her), “See, here is a person who lacks even straw!” 

 

(During this period, Rabbi Akiva supported his wife and children by gathering 

wood and selling some of it. Rachel also contributed by selling her hair (for the 

production of wigs) 

 

 

Text 7: Midrash Hagadol, Shemot 4:68 

Rachel closed her eyes and leaned back heavily on her bed.  Until now her hopes 

and dreams had worked magic on her dingy surroundings.  But what if Akiva’s 
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embarrassment kept him from taking that first step?  What if her future would be 

no different from her life today?  What of her dreams of a husband great in Torah 

learning?  Would she remain a shepherd’s wife forever?  Was it for this that she 

had forsaken not only her wealth but her father’s love? Rachel knew she had to 

do something.  But what?  Argue?  Threaten? 

 

She fell asleep still wondering, but in the morning she awoke with an answer. The 

sun had just begun to rise when she tiptoed out of the house.  Bringing the 

donkey to the front of the shack, she tied it to a post, packed moist earth all over 

its back, and sprinkled seeds on the dirt. By now Akiva had come outside, where 

he stood watching his wife in amazement. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Be patient,” she answered mysteriously.  “You 

will see.” 

 

Finally the seeds sprouted and grew tall.  It looked as if a bed of wild weeds were 

growing right out of the donkey’s back. “Akiva,” called Rachel one day, “we have 

run out of flour.  Would you please take our donkey to the marketplace and buy 

some?” Akiva looked at the beast and then back at Rachel. “Take our donkey to 

the market?” “Of course,” Rachel replied matter of factly as she unhitched the 

donkey from the post.  “How else will you carry the flour?” “But everyone will 

laugh at me,” Akiva protested. “Don’t worry,” answered Rachel as she handed 

him the reins. 

 

“Every soul was given its portion of Torah wisdom,” she thought as she watched 

Akiva and the donkey disappear in the distance.  “My husband is as obligated as 

anyone else to become a scholar and share his portion with the world.  Can he 

allow people’s laughter to stand in his way?” 

 

“Does a man cease to eat because of laughter?”   

 

Text 8: Ketubot 62: 

Rabbi Akiva went and spent twelve years at the academy. When he returned 

home he brought with him twelve thousand disciples. While in his home town he 
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heard an old man saying to her, “until when will you lead the life of a living 

widowhood?”  “If he would listen to me,” she replied, “he would sit in the 

academy another twelve years”.  

 

Rabbi Akiva said: “I am acting with my wife’s permission.” And he departed again 

and spent another twelve years at the academy. When he finally returned he 

brought with him twenty-four thousand disciples.  

 

Text 9: Ketubot 62 

 

His wife heard of his arrival and went out to meet him. Her neighbors said to her, 

'Borrow some respectable clothes and dress yourself.”  “She said to them, “A 

righteous man knows his animal’s soul.” (A righteous person knows what even his 

animals lack. Her meaning was that Rabbi Akiva knew of her poverty and would 

not distain her on account of it) 

 

When she reached him she fell on her face and kissed his feet. His attendants 

pushed her away, when R. Akiva said to them, 'Leave her alone! The Torah that is 

mine and the Torah that is yours is really hers”.   

 

Text 10: Rashi Ibid 

The Torah knowledge that you and I have acquired is the result of her efforts. 

 

Text 11: Talmud Ketubos 62b, 63a  

 

Her father heard that a great man had come to town.  He said, “I shall go to him; 

Perhaps he will annul my vow.”  He came to Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Akiva asked 

him, “Did you make the vow with the intent that it would apply even if your son in 

law becomes a great man?” He replied, “Even if he would know just one chapter 

of Mishnah, or even one Halacha, I would not have made the vow!”  

 

 Rabbi Akiva said to him, “I am he”.  Kalba Savua fell on his face and kissed him on 

his foot. And he gave Rabbi Akiva half of his possessions.  
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Text 12: Talmud Nedarim 50a 

Rabbi Akiva become wealthy from a number of sources, one of them from his 

father in law Kalba Savua.   

 

The Gemara  relates this here to dispel any doubt that Rabbi Akiva’s wealth 

accrued from tuition he charge his thousands of students. Rather, the students 

were taught free of charge, and his wealth came to him through other means.  

 

Text 13: Shabbat 59a.: 

After Rabbi Akivah became wealthy, he fulfilled his promise he had made to 

Rachel long before to give her a Jerusalem of Gold.  

 

Text 14: Avos D’Rabbi Nassan 6:2: 

According to Ben Yehoyada, Rabbi Akiva himself fastened the tiara upon her 

head. This evoked a complaint from his disciples. Rabbi Akiva replied, “She 

suffered with me greatly for Torah, and is therefore deserving of this honor.  

 

Text 15 : Jerusalem Talmud, Shabbat 6:1;Talmud, Shabbat 25b. 

In appreciation of his wife’s sacrifice, Rabbi Akiva presented his wife with an 

elaborate gold pendant, engraved with the domes and hills of the holy city 

of Jerusalem. When the wife of another great Torah sage, Rabban Gamliel, saw 

Rachel’s necklace, she enviously asked her husband to gift her with something 

similar. 

He replied, “Would you do for me what Rachel did for Rabbi Akiva?” 

The necklace symbolized the mutual commitment the couple had for each other 

and for their values. 

 

Text 16: Talmud Ketubos 62b, 63a: 
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The daughter of Rabbi Akiva did the same with Ben Azzai (she too sent her 

husband away from home to study Torah).  And this is that which people say, “A 

ewe follows a ewe; As does the mother, so does the daughter”.   

 

Text 17: Avos DRabbi Nassan 6:2: 

 

This is a play on the name of Rabbi Akiva’s wife which was Rachel.  Rachel is an 

ewe.   

 

Text 18: Shabbat 156b 

 

Rabbi Akiva’s daughter once went to the market to buy things for the home. As 

she passed a group of star-gazers and fortune–tellers, one of them said to the 

other: “See that lovely girl? What a dreadful calamity is awaiting her! She is going 

to die on the very day of her wedding. Mark my word!” 

Rabbi Akiva’s daughter overheard the words of the star-gazer, but paid no 

attention to him. She had often heard it from her great father that he who 

observes the Mitzvoth of the holy Torah need fear no evil. 

 

As the happy day of her wedding approached, she had forgotten all about that 

star-gazer. On the day before her wedding, there was much to do, and at night 

she retired to bed, tired but happy. Before going to bed, she removed her golden 

hair-pin and stuck it in the wall, as she had done before. 

 

The following morning, she pulled her pin from the wall, and in doing so dragged 

a small but very poisonous snake with it. Horrified, she realized that she had killed 

the snake that was lurking in the wall's crevice when she stuck the pin into the 

wall the night before. What a wonderful miracle! 

 

Then she remembered the words of the star-gazer, and shuddered. She heard a 

knock on the door. “Are you alright, daughter? I heard you shriek,” her father 

said. Then he saw the dead snake still dangling from the pin. She told her father 

what happened. 
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“This is indeed a miracle,” Rabbi Akiba said. “Tell me, daughter, what did you do 

yesterday? There must have been some special Mitzvah that you performed 

yesterday to have been saved from this.” 

“Well, the only thing that I can remember was this. Last night, when everybody 

was busy with the preparations for my wedding, a poor man came in, but nobody 

seemed to notice him, so busy everbody was. I saw that the poor man was very 

hungry, so I took my portion of the wedding-feast and gave it to him.” 

Rabbi Akiba had always known that his daughter was very devoted to the poor, 

but this was something special, and he was very happy indeed. “Tzedaka (charity) 

delivers from death,” he exclaimed.  

 

Text 19: Shabbat 25b. 

Rabbi Akiva stated, “Who is a rich man? One who has a wife full of beautiful 

deeds”  

Text 20 : Maharatz Chayot and Maharsha ibid. 

Rabbi Akiva was reflecting on his spiritual fortune, as opposed to material wealth.  

Text 21: Iyun Yaakov ibid. 

Alternatively, in the above phrase, “beautiful deeds” refers to acts of tzedakah, 

charity. Women encourage their husbands to distribute their wealth to poor 

people, which enables G-d’s blessing to infuse their businesses and bring them 

riches.  

 


