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אחד ומיוחד

One: Unique and Unifying
Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Nechunya
What is the secret of “long life”? How can we attain this blessing?
The Gemara dedicates an entire passage to exploring this issue, quoting a
host of long-lived Tannaim and Amoraim [Talmudic Sages from before and
after the destruction of the Second Temple] who explain to their students
the “secrets” of their longevity. Let us examine, for instance, the following
fascinating Talmudic exchange between two Torah giants, Rabbi Akiva and
Rabbi Nechunya HaGadol:
R. Akiva asked R. Nechunya: “How did you merit such long life?”
R. Nechunya’s servants [took oﬀense and] wanted to strike R. Akiva,
who ran and climbed a tree to escape them. He then yelled down: “If
the Torah says ‘lamb,’ why does it say ‘one’?” (This question will be
explained below.)
R. Nechunya then said to them: “Don’t touch him, he is a Torah
scholar.”
R. Akiva climbed down from the tree, and R. Nechunya said to him:
“The word ‘one’ in the verse that you quoted means ‘special,’ in that
the chosen lamb should be unique in its ﬂock.”
R. Nechunya then answered R. Akiva’s original question: “I merited
long life because of three things: I never received gifts, I was willing
to forego my honor, and I gave in easily in monetary disputes.”
(Megillah 28a)
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R. Nechunya’s servants originally mistakenly thought that R. Akiva meant
to insult their master, as if to say, “When will you die already?!” But of
course, Rabbi Akiva meant only to ask his secret for long life, in order that
he could learn the proper way to behave and possibly merit the same.
In light of the misunderstanding, R. Akiva attempted to clarify his intention
with his second question. R. Nechunya understood him, and we, too, must
try to understand the connection between the two. This second question
was based on the following seemingly strange verse in Parashat Pinchas:
...ֶאת ַה ֶּכ ֶבש ֶא ָחד ַּת ַע ֶשה ַבּב ֶֹקר
Prepare the one lamb in the morning, and the other one in
the afternoon [for the daily Tamid sacriﬁces]. (Bamidbar 28,4)

The problematic nature of this verse lies in its grammar. In English, phrases
such as “the blue sky” or “the one lamb” require “the” only once - at the
beginning. Hebrew, however, is diﬀerent in two ways: First of all, the noun
precedes the adjective: “the sky blue” and not “the blue sky.” Secondly, in
Hebrew we place “the” not only before the ﬁrst word, but before all the
words. In the case at hand, the Torah should have written “the lamb the
one.” Why, then, did it write הכבש אחד, “the lamb one,” leaving out “the”
before “one”? (It cannot be that the purpose was to emphasize “only one
lamb,” because by writing “lamb” in singular, that point is already made.)
The question intensiﬁes given that the same phrase appears in the same
context in Parashat Tetzaveh (Sh’mot 29,39) in the correct format: הכבש האחד,
“the lamb the one,” as it should be! Why, then, is it not the same in Parashat
Pinchas?
We must also clarify R. Nechunya’s answer to R. Akiva’s original question,
and why those three speciﬁc character traits contributed to his longevity
of life.

The Uniﬁer
The question about “the one” leads us to the fundamental verse Shma
Yisrael, which ends with the words ה' אחד, Hashem is One. The Gemara
(B’rachot 13b) quotes a Sage named Sumchus as teaching: “Whoever extends
the word One while reciting this verse, Hashem will extend his days and
years.”
We see that both Rabbi Akiva and Sumchus found a link between “one”
and longevity of life. Rabbi Akiva chose to ask about the word “one” while
seeking to understand how long life is achieved, and Sumchus noted
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the connection even more directly. What is the exact nature of this link
between “one” and long life?
The words “Hashem is One” come not only to stress G-d’s singularity, but
also to assign us the responsibility of uniting all of existence under His
leadership. How is this done? The Kriat Shma passage tells us, via the
following four pairs of contrasting elements, that we must study Torah
under many diﬀerent conditions:
When you sit in your home, and
when you walk on the way,
when you go to sleep
and when you awake.
You shall bind them as a sign
upon your hand,
and they shall be frontlets
on your head.
You shall write [and place] them
on your doorposts
and on your gates.

- יתָכ
ֶ ְּב ִש ְב ְּתָכ ְּב ֵב
,ּובלֶ ְכ ְּתָכ ַב ֶּד ֶרְכ
ְ
– ּוב ָש ְכ ְּבָכ
ְ
.קּומָכ
ֶ ּוב
ְ
ּוק ַש ְר ָּתמ לְ אֹות
ְ
- ַעל יָ ֶדָכ
טטפת
ָ ְוְ ָהיּו ל
.ֵּבינ ֵעינֶ יָכ
ּוכ ַת ְב ָּתמ
ְ
- יתָכ
ֶ ַעל ְמזּוזות ֵּב
.ּוב ְש ָע ֶריָכ
ִ

We must study G-d’s word in every situation and in every place, even when
they contrast with each other, and thus unify and render singular G-d’s
Name. In light of this clear lesson, our Sages reinforced it by adding some
contrasting pairs of their own to the Kriat Shma commandments of loving
G-d and declaring His oneness:
You must love Hashem
With all your heart –
with both your good inclination
and your evil inclination
and with all your soul –
even if He takes it;
in your lifetime and when you die

*ֹלהיָכ
ֶ וְ ָא ַה ְב ָּת ֵאת ה’ ֶא
ְּב ָכל לְ ָב ְבָכ

ּוב ָכל נַ ְפ ְשָכ
ְ
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.ּוב ָכל ְמא ֶֹדָכ
ְ

And what does Kriat Shma tell us in its second passage?
יכמ
ֶ יכמ ַעל ָה ַא ָד ָמה ַא ֶשר נִ ְש ַּבע ה' לַ ַאב ֵֹת
ֶ ֵימי ְבנ
ֵ ִיכמ ו
ֶ לְ ַמ ַענ יִ ְרּבּו יְ ֵמ
.ימי ַה ָּש ַמיִ מ ַעל ָה ָא ֶרצ
ֵ לָ ֵתת לָ ֶהמ ִּכ
[If you do the above,] you and your children will merit
longevity on the land G-d swore to your ancestors, to give it to
them as long as the heavens are above the earth. (D’varim 11,21)

This tells us clearly that the secret of longevity is connected with the
fundamental concept of unity. Let us explain how.

Long Life
Each of us comes to the world with a mission, and we are equipped with
hours and minutes of life by which we might successfully fulﬁll it. Nearly
half of our lives, however, are generally not fully utilized, such as the time
we spend sleeping, traveling, etc. If we are able to make the most of these
times as well, we thus lengthen our lives by that much! If we make sure to
attain “longevity” in this manner, then we may ask Hashem for “extra years.”
With this, let us turn to two short passages in the Book of Proverbs, where
King Solomon makes exactly this point:
.ְּת ִחּלַ ת ָח ְכ ָמה יִ ְר ַאת ה' ְו ַד ַעת ְקד ִֹשימ ִּבינָ ה
.יפּו ּלְ ָכ ְשנֹות ַחּיִ ימ5יֹו
ִ ְִּכי ִבי יִ ְרּבּו יָ ֶמיָכ ו
The beginning of wisdom is the fear of G-d,
and the knowledge of the holy ones is understanding.
For with me shall your days increase, and they will
add you years of life. (Mishlei 9,10-11)

The verse refers ﬁrst to “your days will increase,” meaning that each day is
worth more, and then “years of life” will be added. Similarly:
. ּומ ְצו ַֹתי יִ ּצֹר לִ ֶּבָכ
ִ ּתֹור ִתי ַאל ִּת ְש ָּכח
ָ ְּבנִ י
.יפּו לָ ְכ5יֹו
ִ ּושנֹות ַחּיִ ימ וְ ָשלֹומ
ְ ִּכי א ֶֹרְכ יָ ִמימ
My son, forget not My instruction, and may your heart keep
My commandments; for they shall add length of days and
years of life and peace to you. (3,1-2)
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In Kriat Shma, the Torah advises us exactly how to take full advantage of
our sleep time and our travel time: “Review the Torah and think about its
words and mitzvot when you arise and when you sleep, when you are at
home and when you travel...” By doing so, we extend our lives. We must do
so, our Sages say, even when we feel depressed or overtaken by sad events:
We must learn how to turn these times into a source of strength by which
to come closer to G-d: “With all your soul – even when He takes your soul...
With all your essence – in every way that He deals with you...”
Let us return to the story in the Gemara. After R. Akiva’s strange question
about “the lamb one,” R. Nechunya answered that the word “one” appears in
this unique manner to teach that that the chosen lamb should be unique in
its ﬂock. The word meyuchad (unique) comes from the same root as both
echad, one, and l’ached, to unite. That is, the chosen lamb must be unique,
a leader that unites the entire ﬂock behind him.
The leader knows how to dole out jobs and responsibilities in accordance
with each one’s unique skills, for the sake of a single common goal. A wise
leader knows how to harness even those who oppose him, the “un-utilized
portion of the ﬂock” – just as we learn from Kriat Shma that we must take
advantage of all our time, even at night, even when we travel, and even
when we are depressed.
This answer by R. Nechuniah – that “the one” means “the special one,”
the leader – corresponds precisely to the giant personality of R. Akiva. He
held fast to the concept of G-d’s unity all his life, even during his very last
minutes when he died for the Sanctiﬁcation of G-d’s Name with the words
G-d is One on his lips. As the Gemara so dramatically records:
When the Romans led R. Akiva out for his execution, it was the time
for the recital of Shma. As they combed his ﬂesh with iron combs, R.
Akiva accepted upon himself the yoke of Heaven. His disciples said to
him: ‘O master, even to this extent?!’
He said to them: ‘All my life I was troubled by this verse, “You shall
love the Lord your G-d ...with all your soul” – [meaning,] even if He
takes your soul. I asked myself when I would have the opportunity to
fulﬁll this. Now that the opportunity has arrived, should I not fulﬁll it?’
He protracted the word One [in the phrase G-d is One], so that his
soul departed with that word. A heavenly voice issued forth, saying:
‘Happy is Rabbi Akiva, whose soul departed with the word One.’”
(B’rachot 61b)
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In his last dramatic seconds, Rabbi Akiva explained to his students that
throughout his life, “I extended my best eﬀorts to ‘unify’ G-d – that is, to
show that the entire world functions harmoniously under His supervision.
I did this in every situation, even contrasting ones, as required in Kriat
Shma: when I went to sleep and when I awakened, when I traveled and
when I sat at home, when things went well and when they did not. But I
never got to fulﬁll this mitzvah “with all [my] soul,” that is, in both life and
death. When ﬁnally this chance has arisen, should I not jump at it?!”
And in fact, Rabbi Akiva apparently learned the secret of longevity, meriting
to live 120 years.

Torah Text Twice, Translation Once
Based on the above, we can explain a famous Rabbinically-prescribed
practice, known as shnayim mikra v’echad targum. It means reviewing the
appropriate Torah portion every week three times: twice the text itself, and
once in its Aramaic translation. The Gemara (B’rachot 8a-b) states as follows:
Rav Huna bar Yehuda said in the name of R. Ami: “One should always
complete with the congregation the reading of the weekly Torah
portion – even the list of cities Atarot and Divon, etc. (Bamidbar 32,3)
– twice from the Torah and once from the Targum, for whoever does
so will merit long life.”

No source is mentioned for the promise of long life. But a comparison
between Kriat Shma and this teaching will help us ﬁnd one. Let us look
at the structure of Shma, and we will ﬁnd that it embodies shnayim mikra
v’echad targum, and even explains why we must repeat each verse twice.
In the ﬁrst verse we ﬁnd this two-part phrase: “Hashem is our G-d, Hashem
is One.” Initially it seems to tell us some general information, but when we
read it again, we see that it is very speciﬁc and negates any other possibility.
The second part is actually the deep meaning of the ﬁrst part. That is, when
we say Hashem is our G-d, we mean Hashem is One, because Hashem ﬁlls
our entire world, and there is no room for anything else. However, when we
ﬁrst read Hashem is our G-d, it is hard to plumb the depths of its meaning
and realize that it also means G-d’s exclusivity. We therefore repeat: G-d is
One, thus making it perfectly clear that He and only He ﬁlls our world.
We thus see the importance of shnayim mikra v’echad targum and why
we must repeat each verse twice – in order to go beyond its superﬁcial
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understanding. Even this is not suﬃcient, however; we also require
a Targum, a translation. The word “Targum” in Aramaic parallels
“commentary” in Hebrew. This tells us that even a text that is read twice
requires a commentary afterwards. When R. Yehuda rebuked R. Chiya
(B’rachot 18a), he said to him: “If you read it once, you did not read it twice; and
if you read it twice, you did not read it three times; and if you read it three
times, it was not explained to you.” This tells us that the third time must be
accompanied by an explanation, without which it cannot be understood no
matter how many more times it is read.
We saw in Shma Yisrael “twice the text,” but where is the Targum? Where
is the explanation? The answer lies in that which we said above, that the
passage of Shma itself explains how to implement “G-d is One” via the pairs
of contrasts that must be uniﬁed: at home and on the way, teﬁllin on your
arm and on your head, etc.
In short, the passage of Kriat Shma exempliﬁes shnayim mikra v’echad
targum, beginning with the verse and continuing in the V’ahavta passage.
Even the very teaching that “one should always complete the reading of the
weekly Torah portion with the congregation” ﬁnds its expression in Kriat
Shma, as follows: The two portions of V’ahavta and V’haya im shamo’a
have very similar themes. Aside from the “reward and punishment” aspect
in the second passage, however, there is a major diﬀerence between them:
The ﬁrst is written in singular, talking to the entire national entity, while
the second is written in plural form, addressed to the various individuals.
(We ﬁnd a similar singular-plural format when it comes to counting: The
verse “you must count [the Jubilee years]” (Vayikra 25,8) is written in singular,
referring to a mitzvah incumbent only upon the Sanhedrin, representing
the entire nation. On the other hand, “you must count [the Omer]” (23,15) is
written in plural, incumbent upon each individual.)
The combination of the two Shma passages teaches that each individual
should try to be in tandem with the community, in learning the weekly
portion, in prayer, and in Kriat Shma. And if he does so, what will be his
reward? The end of the second passage of Shma tells us:
...יכמ ַעל ָה ַא ָד ָמה
ֶ ֵימי ְבנ
ֵ ִיכמ ו
ֶ לְ ַמ ַענ יִ ְרּבּו יְ ֵמ
So that your days and those of your children will
be lengthened upon the land... (D’varim 11,21)
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This, then, is the source for that which we learned in the above Gemara:
“Whoever completes the reading of the weekly Torah portion with the
congregation will merit long life.”

Atarot and Divon
Why does the Gemara specify “even the verse of Atarot and Divon” as one
that must be read with its translation? Rashi explains that this is a verse
that has no Aramaic translation, and one might have thought that it need
not be read more than twice; this is why even this verse must be read with
its “translation,” i.e., a third time in Hebrew. But this does not explain why
speciﬁcally this verse was chosen, out of the many verses of names of places
and people that have no Aramaic translation?
To answer this, let us study the verse itself in context:
... ַע ָטרֹות ְו ִדיבֹנ ְויַ ְעזֵ ר וְ נִ ְמ ָרה...ֹאמרּו ֶאל מ ֶֹשה
ְ אּובנ ַוּי
ֵ ּובנֵ י ְר
ְ ַוּיָ בֹאּו ְבנֵ י גָ ד
...ָה ָא ֶרצ ַא ֶשר ִה ָּכה ה' לִ ְפנֵ י ַע ַדת יִ ְש ָר ֵאל ֶא ֶרצ ִמ ְקנֶ ה ִהוא וְ לַ ַע ָב ֶדיָכ ִמ ְקנֶ ה
The descendants of Gad and Reuven came and spoke to
Moshe... saying, “Atarot, Divon, Ya’zer and Nimrah... is a land
for livestock, and your servants have livestock.”
;ֹאמרּו ִאמ ָמ ָצאנּו ֵחנ ְּב ֵעינֶ יָכ יֻ ַּתנ ֶאת ָה ָא ֶרצ ַהּזֹאת לַ ַע ָב ֶדיָכ לַ ַא ֻחּזָ ה
ְ ַוּי
.ַאל ַּת ַע ִב ֵרנּו ֶאת ַהּיַ ְר ֵּדנ
And they said, “If it pleases you,
let this land be given to your servants as an inheritance;
do not take us across the Jordan.” (Bamidbar 32,2-5)

The sons of Gad and Reuven open by saying that the land is good for
livestock – a broad hint that that is why they want it. They then specify
clearly that they have livestock; surely now no one can fail to realize that
they want that land. Despite this, Moshe Rabbeinu does not respond, as if
not understanding what they want. The Torah therefore tells us that they
presented their claims yet again: “And they said: ‘If it pleases you, let this
land be given to your servants...”
In short, the entire structure of this passage is one of shnayim mikra
v’echad targum: The request is repeated twice, and then explained for yet a
third time. This is why the Gemara says that even the verse of Atarot and
Divon must be repeated a third time, as if to say: “Even a Torah passage that
itself includes a repetition plus an explanation must be read over by each
individual in this fashion.”

330

|

B o r n e Up o n a Sp i r i t

|

Va ti s a’eni Ru a ch

The Uniting Force
The phrase “Hashem is One” has still another very special meaning: “G-d
is He Who uniﬁes the entire universe; without Him, it would collapse and
fall apart.”
We can understand this “unity-or-collapse” structure by looking at the
world of physics, on the atomic level. Every atom in the world has a nucleus,
which itself has positively-charged protons and no-charge neutrons. In
constant orbit around the nucleus are electrons, a third type of particle that
is negatively-charged. What holds the electrons in orbit around the nucleus?
Why don’t they simply ﬂy oﬀ into space? The answer lies in the dynamic
relationship between positive and negative charges. The positively-charged
protons “pull” the negatively-charged electrons, and don’t let them ﬂy away.
But this leads to a perplexing question: What holds the protons together
in the nucleus? They are all similarly charged positively, so why don’t they
push each other away? They should act like two magnets that repel each
other when their northern (or southern) sides are held side by side! Why
don’t the protons do the same, thus possibly even causing the nucleus to
explode?
The answer is that within the nucleus exists a very potent power known as
the Strong Nuclear Force (one of the four basic forces in nature). This keeps
all the protons together united in one bloc, preventing them from repelling
each other and sending them oﬀ in diﬀerent directions.
Hashem – the One, the Uniﬁer – thus holds the entire universe together via
the Strong Nuclear Force that unites the inﬁnite number of protons in their
nuclei. Hashem uniﬁes all; He is the ultimate “Strong Force” without which
everything would fall apart and turn into nothingness. This is “Hashem is
One.”

Unity of Soul and Body
Though R. Akiva linked long life with unity, R. Nechunya took a diﬀerent
approach. In answer to the question of what he had done to deserve
longevity, he said he conducted his life as follows: “I never received gifts, I
was willing to forego my honor, and I gave in easily in monetary disputes.”
What is the common denominator that links these three?
The answer is: Giving up on material ambitions in favor of spiritual
pursuits. R. Nechunia reasons as follows: The soul is eternal and the body
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is transient. To lengthen a body’s life, it must be brought into sync with the
ambitions of the soul. To this end, we must decrease the material drives
and bring them more in line with what the spirit strives for – and this unity
will bring long life.
This goal is attained by the three points that Rav Nechunya mentioned.
Firstly, he did not accept gifts – for when one receives gifts, he accustoms
his body to crave what does not belong to him, thus increasing the
materialistic drives. By not accepting gifts, he brought these strivings more
in line with his spiritual desires.
He said he also gave in on monetary disputes, because when one adheres
to money and acts as if it were a part of his personality, this increases his
materialistic side.
Similarly, the need for honor, the third aspect that Rav Nechunya ceded,
and the inability to forego a slight to one’s dignity, also increases one’s ego
and arrogance.
To be sure, there is no essential drawback in having wealth and property.
The problem arises when one becomes addicted to a need for riches and
prestige, and cannot separate himself from them even to perform deeds of
kindness. But one who views his riches as a tool by which to help others
less fortunate than him, can consider himself connected to the desires of
the spirit – and thereby to the secrets of long life.
R. Nechunya strove, all his life, to give in on monetary matters, and not to
stand on every penny. He also tried to give in when it came to his ego. And
the crowning achievement was his custom not to accept gifts, thus fulﬁlling
the verse, “One who hates gifts will live.” (Proverbs 15,27)

