Lecture Series With Reb T, The Show Where We talk A Topic Per Session with Some Practical
Lessons: “The Prism of Optimism : The Inspiration of Rebbe Akiva”

Sources from Sefaria (unless noted otherwise)

All Shirum on shiurenjoyment.com/shiurim/shiurim-reb-t/ -Shoutout to Jake W.!

Email: Rebt@shiurenjoyment.com

Shiur dedicated liyluy nishmas Chaim Yitzchok Ben Michoel Shlomo and Menachem Tzvi Ben
Chaim Yitzchak

What is the idea of optimism or positivity? How would you define such a term and such an
attitude? The dictionary defines positivity as “the practice of being or tendency to be positive or
optimistic in attitude.” The dictionary further defines “optimism” as “hopefulness and confidence
about the future or the successful outcome of something.” These terms then really are types of
life outlooks and ways to go about your existence on this Earth. When we think about different
characters in history, especially Jewish history and throughout Tanach, we find this element to be
prevalent. So many people had so much stacked up against them and yet they stood up, stayed
positive, and tackled whatever came their way. Think about Rabbi Akiva, who led a very difficult
life—starting with learning torah at 40, through difficulties and a tragic death, and yet he seemed
to be the essential optimist. David Hamelech also had great difficulties and tragedies yet if you
look at Tehillim, you could easily see his positivity, hope and faith in Hashem.

Think about the idea of the Klausenberg Rebbe, a very close friend of my wife’s great
grandfather’s family. Wikipedia even explains the remarkable story of this man:

Rabbi Yekusiel Yehudah Halberstam (January 10, 1905 — June 18, 1994) was
an Orthodox rabbi and the founding Rebbe of the Sanz-Klausenburg Hasidic dynasty.

Halberstam became one of the youngest rebbes in Europe, leading thousands of followers in the
town of Klausenburg, Romania, before World War II. His wife, eleven children and most of his
followers were murdered by the Nazis while he was incarcerated in several concentration camps.
After the war, he moved to the United States and later to Israel, rebuilt Jewish communal life in
the displaced persons camps of Western Europe, re-established his dynasty in the United States
and Israel, founded a Haredi neighborhood in Israel and a Sanz community in the United States,
established a hospital in Israel run according to Jewish law, and rebuilt his own family with a
second marriage and the birth of seven more children

This story and character is remarkable to me What power and self preservance and optimism to
live through what he did and get up and accomplish all that he did! Would anyone ever have
blamed him if he wanted to just lie down and give up? Would anyone have faulted him for
wanting to?

ou.org points out the famous example of *



The pessimist looks at the half filled glass and bemoans that it is half empty. “Oh poor me! There
is only half a glass. It is very nearly empty.” The optimist looks at the very same glass and
rejoices that it is half full.

chabad.org also points out that this trait was found within the Lubavitcher rebbe:

The Rebbe was an uncompromising optimist, not because he wasn t a realist or because he was
uninformed about all the difficulties of the Jewish people and humankind. The Rebbe was
actually one of the best informed people on earth because he had more than one

thousand shlichim couples who were situated literally around the world. He knew from them all
the problems and all the issues. He was a realist, but he approached reality from the perspective
of optimism.

He insisted on using language to express positive thinking and optimism rather than negativism.
For example, he never used the traditional Hebrew word for hospital — beit cholim, which
literally means a house of sick people. He insisted on calling it a beit refuah, a house of healing.
Why? Because he wanted the people who were in that hospital to know that they were there to
gain greater health and not because they were desperately ill. He wanted to focus their minds on
the solution rather than on the problem.

When he visited with handicapped soldiers who had been wounded in the wars of Israel, he
refused to call them nechai Tzahal - handicapped, he used the word metzuyanim- exceptional.
He told them that “if a person has been deprived of a limb or a faculty, this itself indicates

that G—d has also given him special powers to overcome the limitations and to surpass in other
areas the achievements of ordinary people. You are not disabled or handicapped but special and
unique, as you possess potential that the rest of us do not.

When there was a lot of pressure for him to finish a project, he never referred to the finishing
time as a “deadline.” He didn t like that word. Instead, he used the word “due date.” Deadline
connotes death, while due date connotes birth.

The Rebbe never dwelled on the Holocaust. When he occasionally spoke of it, his emphasis was
not on the six million martyrs but on how the survivors rebuilt their lives. He turned the
preoccupation with the catastrophe into a celebration of achievement.

He had the same optimism when it came to religion. When he met a person who said he wasn t
religious, he would ask him or her to do a mitzvah; to start lighting candles before Shabbat, or to
put on tefillin or put a mezuzah on his or her home. But he would go further. He would say: “Are
you honest? Do you give charity? Do you pay your employees on time? These are religious acts
too! Why do you focus on what you are not? G-d loves you for all you are, for the mitzvot you
do, and now why not add to those mitzvot?



How are there some people who are just so positive and optimistic? Where does such an outlook
come from? How can we acquire such a type of worldview? I think the key is to look at famous
characters and examples and learn from their life and their views, specifically the great Rabbi
Akiva and his rebbe.

Personal Note: March is the hardest month of the year (both yartsheits in march) yet also the
happiest month of the year, the time when I got married—same month, drastically opposite
feelings —all about outlook and what we focus on (especially in nowadays crazy times)

We’re going to move around some sources on positivity/optimism and then focus on Rabbi
Akiva (and his teacher), one of my personal favorite heroes from the Talmud.

Sources found with the help of sefaria.org as well as others

Before we look into the life of Rabbi Akiva and his teacher, let’s see a clear example of his
outlook:

Makkot 24a-b
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§ Apropos tribulations of exile and hope for redemption, the Gemara relates: And it once was
that Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya, Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi Akiva were
walking along the road in the Roman Empire, and they heard the sound of the multitudes of
Rome from Puteoli at a distance of one hundred and twenty mil. The city was so large that
they were able to hear its tumult from a great distance. And the other Sages began weeping and
Rabbi Akiva was laughing. They said to him: For what reason are you laughing? Rabbi
Akiva said to them: And you, for what reason are you weeping? They said to him: These
gentiles, who bow to false gods and burn incense to idols, dwell securely and tranquilly in
this colossal city, and for us, the House of the footstool of our God, the Temple, is burnt

77731 70 DAR Y 11X WY T2 1MET 2T 781 PrRa PIR 797 179 0K 17921 89 wRa



by fire, and shall we not weep? Rabbi Akiva said to them: That is why I am laughing. If for
those who violate His will, the wicked, it is so and they are rewarded for the few good deeds
they performed, for those who perform His will, all the more so will they be rewarded.
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The Gemara relates another incident involving those Sages. On another occasion they were
ascending to Jerusalem after the destruction of the Temple. When they arrived at Mount
Scopus and saw the site of the Temple, they rent their garments in mourning, in keeping with
halakhic practice. When they arrived at the Temple Mount, they saw a fox that emerged
from the site of the Holy of Holies. They began weeping, and Rabbi Akiva was laughing.
They said to him: For what reason are you laughing? Rabbi Akiva said to them: For what
reason are you weeping? They said to him: This is the place concerning which it is written:
“And the non-priest who approaches shall die” (Numbers 1:51), and now foxes walk in it;
and shall we not weep?
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Rabbi Akiva said to them: That is why I am laughing, as it is written, when God revealed the
future to the prophet Isaiah: “And I will take to Me faithful witnesses to attest: Uriah the
priest, and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah” (Isaiah 8:2). Now what is the connection
between Uriah and Zechariah? He clarifies the difficulty: Uriah prophesied during the First
Temple period, and Zechariah prophesied during the Second Temple period, as he was among
those who returned to Zion from Babylonia. Rather, the verse established that fulfillment of
the prophecy of Zechariah is dependent on fulfillment of the prophecy of Uriah.
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In the prophecy of Uriah it is written: “Therefore, for your sake Zion shall be plowed as a
field, and Jerusalem shall become rubble, and the Temple Mount as the high places of a

forest” (Micah 3:12), where foxes are found. There is a rabbinic tradition that this was
prophesied by Uriah. In the prophecy of Zechariah it is written: “There shall yet be elderly
men and elderly women sitting in the streets of Jerusalem” (Zechariah 8:4). Until the
prophecy of Uriah with regard to the destruction of the city was fulfilled I was afraid that the



prophecy of Zechariah would not be fulfilled, as the two prophecies are linked. Now that the
prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, it is evident that the prophecy of Zechariah remains valid.
The Gemara adds: The Sages said to him, employing this formulation: Akiva, you have
comforted us; Akiva, you have comforted us.

Even society can recognize the power of this thinking:

Martin Seligman, Founder of Positive Psychology Movement

Pessimists believe their flaws cannot be overcome, whereas optimists are convinced that they
can.

R Meir Soloveitchik

"Akiva" is essentially an Aramaic variant of Yaakov, or Jacob. Like Akiva, the patriarch Jacob is
depicted as having a remarkable capacity to persevere, mainly by working for his deceitful uncle
Laban for fourteen years in order to earn the right to marry his beloved Rachel. Moreover, the
names Jacob and Akiva both derive from the word ekev, or heel.!3 As my father, Rabbi Eliyahu
Soloveichik, once pointed out, the heel is the lowest portion of the body, yet, at the same time, it
is the first part of the body used to take a step forward. In other words, it is precisely one's initial
downfall that can ultimately emerge as a key to progress.
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Keeping An Optimistic Feeling:
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Psalms 100:2

(2) worship the L-RD in gladness; come into His presence with shouts of joy.

The Dignity of Difference p. 206
Rabbi Sacks

“One of the most important distinctions I have learned in the course of reflection on Jewish
history is the difference between optimism and hope. Optimism is the belief that things will get
better. Hope is the belief that, together, we can make things better. Optimism is a passive virtue,
hope an active one. It takes no courage to be an optimist, but it takes a great deal of courage to



have hope. Knowing what we do of our past, no Jew can be an optimist. But Jews have never —
despite a history of sometimes awesome suffering — given up hope”
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Psalms 126:1-6

A song of ascents. When the LORD restores the fortunes of Zion —we see it as in a dream— our
mouths shall be filled with laughter, our tongues, with songs of joy. Then shall they say among
the nations, “The LORD has done great things for them!” The LORD will do great things for us
and we shall rejoice. Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like watercourses in the Negeb. They who
sow in tears shall reap with songs of joy. Though he goes along weeping, carrying the seed-bag,
he shall come back with songs of joy, carrying his sheaves.

Sefer HaChinukh 241:2

(2) It is from the roots of the commandment that a person know and put into his heart that
everything that happens to him - good and bad - the cause of it coming to him is from God,
blessed be He. And from the hand of man - from the hand of a man to his brother - there would
not be anything without the will of G-d, blessed be He. Hence, when a person caused him pain or
hurt him, he should know for himself that his [own] sins caused [it], and that G-d, may He be
blessed, ordained this for him. And he should not place his thoughts to taking vengeance from
[the one who pained him], since he is not the cause of his evil, but rather the sin is the cause; like
David, peace be upon him, stated (II Samuel 16:11), "leave him to curse, since the Lord told him
[so]" - he made the matter depend upon his [own] sin, and not upon Shimei ben Gera. And there
is also a great benefit found in this commandment, in quieting a dispute and removing enmity
from the heart of people. And when there is peace among people, G-d, may He be blessed, will
make peace for them.

Guide for the Perplexed, Part 3 17:6
(6) Fifth Theory.--This is our theory, or that of our Law.

Another fundamental principle taught by the Law of Moses is this: Wrong cannot be ascribed to
God in any way whatever; all evils and afflictions as well as all kinds of happiness of man,
whether they concern one individual person or a community, are distributed according to justice;
they are the result of strict judgment that admits no wrong whatever. Even when a person suffers
pain in consequence of a thorn having entered into his hand, although it is at once drawn out, it is
a punishment that has been inflicted on him [for sin], and the least pleasure he enjoys is a reward
[for some good action]; all this is meted out by strict justice; as is said in Scripture, "all his ways
are judgment" (Deut. 32:4); we are only ignorant of the working of that judgment.

Berakhot 60b:7
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We learned in the mishna: One is obligated to recite a blessing for the bad that befalls him just
as he recites a blessing for the good that befalls him. The Gemara asks: What does it mean: One
is obligated to recite a blessing for the bad just as for the good? If we say this means that just
as one recites a blessing for a positive event with the formula: Who is good and does good, so
too one recites a blessing for a calamity with the formula: Who is good and does good, didn’t
we learn in our mishna that over good tidings one recites: Who is good and does good, while
over bad tidings one recites: Blessed...the true Judge? Rather, Rava said: The mishna’s
statement was only necessary to instruct us to accept bad tidings with the same joy with which
we accept good tidings, not to instruct with regard to which blessing to recite.
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Berakhot 60b:12

Rav Huna said that Rav said that Rabbi Meir said; and so it was taught in a baraita in the
name of Rabbi Akiva: One must always accustom oneself to say: Everything that God does,
He does for the best.
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Ben Yehoyada on Berakhot 60b:1

It only means to accept it happily:

When you count the hidden part of the Gematria of the word "Simcha", you get 520, which is the
same Gematria as "True Judge" (Dayan HaEmes) — 520.

This hints to the idea that one must bless the True Judge happily.

"

This is why the Talmud later says, "'in Elokim we will praise' — this is the trait of catastrophe..."
As the word Elokim has 5 letters, and the Hebrew word "Chamisha", 5, is an anagram for
"Simcha", happiness.

chabad.org:

Nahum Ish Gamzu was Rabbi Akiva's rabbi for 22 years. He is called by this name because he
always said the expression: "This is also for the good." (in Hebrew: ish gamzu = the man (who



says) this is also [good]) And his student Rabbi Akiva also would say: "All that G-d does is for
the good." He was called by the title 'Ish Gamzu' - because whenever anything unpleasant
happened to him, he would say 'Gam Zu le'Tovah'.

The connection of the Two:

Chagigah 12A
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§ The Gemara relates: Rabbi Yishmael asked Rabbi Akiva a question when they were
walking along the way. He said to him: You who served Nahum of Gam Zu for twenty-two
years, who would expound and learn that every appearance of the word ef in the Torah is
meant to teach something, what would he expound from the phrase: “The heaven and the
earth” [et hashamayim ve’et ha’aretz] (Genesis 1:1)? He said to him: These words should be
expounded as follows: Had it stated: In the beginning God created hashamayim veha aretz, i.e.,
the heaven and the earth, without the word ez, I would have said: Shamayim is the name of the
Holy One, Blessed be He, and the same goes for aretz, and the verse would sound as if it meant
that God, whose name is Shamayim and Aretz, created the world. Since it states “et
hashamayim ve’et ha’aretz,” it is clear that these are created objects and that shamayim means
the actual heaven and aretz is the actual earth. It is for this reason that the word ef is necessary.

Berachot 22A
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Our Rabbis have taught : A Ba'al Keri upon whom nine Kabs of water have been poured
becomes clean. Nahum, the man of Gam Zu, whispered this to R. 'Akiba, who whispered it to
Ben ‘Azzai...

Let’s See the Story of NaChum ISh Gamzu:

Taanis 21A
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§ The Gemara relates another story about a rundown building. They said about Nahum of Gam
Zu that he was blind in both eyes, both his arms were amputated, both his legs were
amputated, and his entire body was covered in boils. And he was lying in a dilapidated
house, and legs of his bed were placed in buckets of water so that ants should not climb
onto him, as he was unable to keep them off in any other manner. Once his students sought to
remove his bed from the house and afterward remove his other vessels. He said to them: My
sons, remove the vessels first, and afterward remove my bed, as I can guarantee you that as
long as I am in the house, the house will not fall. Indeed they removed the vessels and
afterward they removed his bed, and immediately the house collapsed.
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His students said to him: Rabbi, since you are evidently a wholly righteous man, as we have
just seen that as long as you were in your house it did not fall, why has this suffering befallen
you? He said to them: My sons, I brought it upon myself. Nahum of Gam Zu related to them
the following: As once I was traveling along the road to my father-in-law’s house, and I had
with me a load distributed among three donkeys, one of food, one of drink, and one of
delicacies. A poor person came and stood before me in the road, saying: My rabbi, sustain
me. I said to him: Wait until I unload the donkey, after which I will give you something to eat.
However, I had not managed to unload the donkey before his soul left his body.
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I went and fell upon his face and said: May my eyes, which had no compassion on your
eyes, be blinded; may my hands, which had no compassion on your hands, be amputated;
may my legs, which had no compassion on your legs, be amputated. And my mind did not
rest until I said: May my whole body be covered in boils. Nahum of Gam Zu prayed that his
suffering might atone for his failure. His students said to him: Even so, woe to us that we have
seen you in this state. He said to them: Woe is me if you had not seen me in this state, as this
suffering atones for me.
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The Gemara inquires: And why did they call him Nahum of Gam Zu? The reason is that with
regard to any matter that occurred to him, he would say: This too is for the good [gam zu
letova]. Once, the Jews wished to send a gift [doron] to the house of the emperor. They said:
Who should go and present this gift? Let Nahum of Gam Zu go, as he is accustomed to
miracles. They sent with him a chest [sifta] full of jewels and pearls, and he went and spent
the night in a certain inn. During the night, these residents of the inn arose and took all of
the precious jewels and pearls from the chest, and filled it with earth. The next day, when he
saw what had happened, Nahum of Gam Zu said: This too is for the good.

O3 MAR] ORTIT 215777 RP MR 1772197 10H0pnD R XY [RIDY 1917 10217 RYD°07 W] onT Xun %D
17T RIOY W AT 0T KT PITIAR DNART RIDYNA KDY R RNDT DR WD 00 77 DTN WTPOR ROK [72107 77
WP AT WP 1277 19Y 100 (2,81 17°YW) 22037 213 11 0902 1990

When he arrived there, at the ruler’s palace, they opened the chest and saw that it was filled
with earth. The king wished to put all the Jewish emissaries to death. He said: The Jews are
mocking me. Nahum of Gam Zu said: This too is for the good. Elijah the Prophet came and
appeared before the ruler as one of his ministers. He said to the ruler: Perhaps this earth is
from the earth of their father Abraham. As when he threw earth, it turned into swords, and
when he threw stubble, it turned into arrows, as it is written in a prophecy that the Sages
interpreted this verse as a reference to Abraham: “His sword makes them as the dust, his bow
as the driven stubble” (Isaiah 41:2).
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There was one province that the Romans were unable to conquer. They took some of this
earth, tested it by throwing it at their enemies, and conquered that province. When the ruler saw
that this earth indeed had miraculous powers, his servants entered his treasury and filled
Nahum of Gam Zu’s chest with precious jewels and pearls and sent him off with great honor.

Now Let’s Look at the story of Rabbi Akiva:

Avot D'Rabbi Natan 6:2




(2) What were Akiva's beginnings? It is said: Up to the age of forty, he had not yet studied a
thing. One time, while standing by the mouth of a well in Lydda, he inquired, "Who hollowed
out this stone?" and was told, "Akiva, haven't you read that 'water wears away stone' (Job
14:19)? - it was water falling upon it constantly, day after day." At that, Rabbi Akiva asked
himself: Is my mind harder than this stone? I will go and study at least one section of Torah.
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Nedarim 50A

In the winter they would sleep in a storehouse of straw, and Rabbi Akiva would gather
strands of straw from her hair. He said to her: If I had the means I would place on your head
a Jerusalem of Gold, a type of crown. Elijah the prophet came and appeared to them as a
regular person and started calling and knocking on the door. He said to them: Give me a bit
of straw, as my wife gave birth and I do not have anything on which to lay her. Rabbi Akiva
said to his wife: See this man, who does not even have straw. We should be happy with our
lot, as we at least have straw to sleep on.

Yevamot 62b
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Rabbi Akiva says that the verse should be understood as follows: If one studied Torah in his
youth he should study more Torah in his old age; if he had students in his youth he should
have additional students in his old age, as it is stated: “In the morning sow your seed, etc.”
They said by way of example that Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of students in an
area of land that stretched from Gevat to Antipatris in Judea, and they all died in one period
of time, because they did not treat each other with respect.
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And the world was desolate of Torah until Rabbi AKkiva came to our Rabbis in the South
and taught his Torah to them. This second group of disciples consisted of Rabbi Meir, Rabbi
Yehuda, Rabbi Yosei, Rabbi Shimon, and Rabbi Elazar ben Shamua. And these are the
very ones who upheld the study of Torah at that time. Although Rabbi Akiva’s earlier students
did not survive, his later disciples were able to transmit the Torah to future generations.

Berachot 60b
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Rav Huna said that Rav said that Rabbi Meir said; and so it was taught in a baraita in the
name of Rabbi Akiva: One must always accustom oneself to say: Everything that God does,
He does for the best.

— RIQ0Y TIYT 227 MY A7 2] XY RPOYIN RYD ,XDD ROTT7 KU RTIND IR MTT RPPY 277 K7 0D
RZINT 2R KWW ROY RIW? 77232 RP>T KDY X3 X201 RZ13370 70702 7191 ,87373 12 218 730
WY D7 R RO AW RO ROK KIP292 72 ."207 — RO TAT 227 10N KR IR N KDY
720 997 X7 7302 WiTRn aivy o 93 157 10N,

The Gemara relates: Like this incident, when Rabbi Akiva was walking along the road and
came to a certain city, he inquired about lodging and they did not give him any. He said:
Everything that God does, He does for the best. He went and slept in a field, and he had
with him a rooster, a donkey and a candle. A gust of wind came and extinguished the
candle; a cat came and ate the rooster; and a lion came and ate the donkey. He said:
Everything that God does, He does for the best. That night, an army came and took the city
into captivity. It turned out that Rabbi Akiva alone, who was not in the city and had no lit
candle, noisy rooster or donkey to give away his location, was saved. He said to them: Didn’t I
tell you? Everything that God does, He does for the best.

Berahcot 61b
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Love Hashem your G-d ...Rabbi Akiva says "With all your life", this means even to take your
own life.
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The Rabbis taught in a braita" Once upon a time, the evil empire decreed that the Jews could not
deal with studying Torah. Came Papus the son of Yehuda and found Rabbi Akiva who was
gathering large groups in public and learning Torah. He said to him: Akiva, are you not scared of
the government?
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(Rabbi Akiva talks now) So too we, now are sitting and learning Torah, as it says: "For Torah is
your life and a way to live a long time", therefore if we veer away and stop learning Torah, even
more so we will die.
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They said: It was only a few days until they caught Rabbi Akiva and tied him up in jail. They
caught Papus the son of Yehuda and tied him up. He said to him Papus Who brought you here?
He said to him (Papus said to Akiva) Praiseworthy are you Rabbi Akiva, that you were caught on
the matters of Torah, Woe is to Papus who was caught for silly matters.
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At the time when they took Rabbi Akiva to be killed, it was the time of reading the Shema.
While they were brushing his flesh with metal combs, he was accepting upon himself the yolk of
heaven. His students said to him: Our Rabbi, until here He said to them: My entire life, I felt bad
about this verse, "With all your life" even to take your own soul. I said When will [ have a
chance to fulfill (the words of the verse?) Now when I have that chance, would I not fulfill the
verse? He extended the word "One" until his soul left his body. A heavenly voice came out and
said: Praiseworthy are you Rabbi Akiva, that your soul left your body at "One"

——As a side note, if anyone is ever interested, there are other audio burst shiurim I give
throughout the week through Shiur Enjoyment related to the Daf, Parsha, and Pirkei Avos as
well an OT podcast show throughout the week to help all live more independently and
functionally, using fine motor and functional life skills. There is also the “Daily Dose of
Divinity” materials I can share (Facebook/Whatsapp/Youtube) of “the moving minute” Daf
video minute and the writings of daily lessons of Rabbi Nachman. Links for all can be found
here:

Shiur Enjoyment Daf/Parsha/Pirkei Avot:

http://www.shiurenjoyment.com/shiurim/shiurim-reb-t/

OT:

www.anchor.fm/mrt1

Daily Dose of Divinity—Moving minute/Rabbi Nachman:






