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Many years ago, there was a very rich man who lived in
Jerusalem named Kalba Savua. Everybody loved and
respected him, not because of his money, but rather
because of his good heart and generosity. Any poor or
hungry person could walk right into Kalba Savua’s
house, and get all kinds of delicious food, free of
charge.

Kalba Savua had a one and only daughter, Rachel, who
was good hearted just like her father. Rachel was also
very righteous, pretty and smart, she was the daughter
of the richest person around, and she came from a
house full of Chessed (kindness).

It’s no wonder that as soon as Rachel was old enough to
get married, everyone wanted to marry her. The best
Torah scholars in Jerusalem were trying their luck, but
Rachel didn’t want to marry any of them.

Are you confused? So was her father, who couldn’t
understand why she refused such good offers. Imagine
how shocked Kalba Savua was, when Rachel came over
to him one day, and told him that she wanted to marry
one of his shepherds, Akiva, who was 40 years old and

didn’t even know how to read or write!

In the beginning, Kalba Savua tried to explain to her
that it made no sense, but Rachel insisted that Akiva
had good Middot (manners) and that’s why she wanted
to marry him. Kalba Savua got very upset that Rachel
wanted to marry someone who didn’t know Torah at all,
and said angrily: “if you marry Akiva, I will never give
you any money! You’ll live in poverty for the rest of your
life and I will do nothing to help you!” Although Rachel
grew up like a princess her entire life, she didn’t even
hesitate. “So will it be”, she said.

She went over to Akiva and asked him: “if I marry you,
do you agree to go learn Torah?” Akiva was very
surprised; in his best dreams he could not imagine that
he would marry Rachel! He surely agreed, and they got
married.

From her father’s luxurious house, Rachel moved into a
barn together with her new husband, Akiva. They lived
in poverty. Instead of her soft fancy bed she used to
have in her father’s house, Rachel had to sleep on some
hay. Rachel, who was surrounded by servants her entire
life, had to work really hard now so they could get some
food to eat. Life was hard but Rachel didn’t care, she
knew she was doing the right thing.

Then came the time for Akiva to keep his word and start
learning Torah, but he didn’t even know how to read. He
would have to go to pre-school with all the little kids to

A Shepherd
The Greatest Sage of The Generation
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learn how to read, but he was so embarrassed. He was
40 years old, and he would have to sit in the same
classroom with some 4-year-olds. Everyone would
laugh and make fun of him.

Rachel had an idea. She got a donkey with a sagging
back. She filled up the sagging part of the back with
some soil and planted some plants on the donkey’s
back. She told Akiva to take the donkey to the market
and let her know how it went. Akiva came back and said
that everyone stopped and laughed at the odd
donkey. The next day, only some people
laughed. By the third day, no one laughed
anymore because they had already got
used to it. “See?” said Rachel, gesturing
towards the donkey, who was now braying
loudly. “At first, everyone will laugh at
you, then only some people will, and
eventually nobody will care, and it won’t even
seem funny!”

Akiva finally agreed to go and learn Torah.

The Rabbi faced the class. “Boys, we have a new
student: Akiva.” Akiva walked in. There was a moment of
silence. Then the boys burst into gales of laughter. The
next day when Akiva walked in, some boys laughed
half-heartedly. And the next day, no one did. He was
part of the class. However, starting to learn Torah at the
age of 40 was not easy for Akiva. He just couldn’t
understand anything, no matter how hard he tried, and
he was about to give up.

Then one day, as he was walking toward Yeshiva, he
heard a sound. A dripping sound. A dropping sound.
What he saw was a dripping well. Under the well, there
was a big rock. Around the well were a few boys. But the
most interesting part was that in the middle of the rock
there was a hole. The dripping water was hitting the
rock. Hard. That was the dripping sound! “How come
there’s a hole in the middle of the rock, boys?” Asked
Akiva in astonishment. One of the boys answered: “the
water has been hitting that rock for years now. Slowly

but constantly the water drops created this hole
in the hard rock.” Akiva grinned broadly, 'if

the water was able to cut through this hard
stone, then surely The Torah can cut
through and enter my heart.'

From that moment on, Akiva started
learning seriously. He went to a Yeshiva

and learned there for 12 whole years.
Meanwhile, poor Rachel was struggling. She

slept on straw in their barn. She struggled to buy food.
Her clothes were ripped. After 12 years Akiva returned
and now he was ‘Rabbi Akiva’.

He was just about to enter their barn when he heard
someone talking to Rachel. He stopped outside and
listened. It was their neighbor! “I’m telling you Rachel,”
he was saying. “Look at you, poor and starving,
struggling here while your husband is away and who
knows what he’s doing right now!” Rachel turned firmly
towards the neighbor. “Had my husband heard me right
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now, I would have told him to go back and learn another
12 years.” She cried. When Akiva heard that, he turned
around and went right back to Yeshiva.
Another 12 years passed!

24 years after Akiva left, he finally returned
again, but this time he was not alone.
Everyone in Jerusalem went out to
welcome Rabbi Akiva and his 24,000
students. Among those who welcomed
him was one lady, skinny, wrinkled and
pale, dressed in tattered clothing. It was
Rachel. She pushed ahead of the crowd
and when she got to her husband she
kneeled and started kissing his feet.

Everyone stared. Who was this woman in tattered
clothing kissing their holy Rabbi’s feet? They thought
she was a crazy lady and wanted to push her away. But
Rabbi Akiva stopped them. “Leave her alone,” he said.
“All the Torah that I have learned and all the Torah that
you all have learned, is all thanks to her. She is the one
that encouraged me to go and learn Torah”.

In the meantime, Kalba Savua was feeling horrible
about his promise not to support his only daughter
Rachel. There she was, poor and alone. But he knew he
couldn’t break his promise, unless a big Rabbi finds a
way out of it for him.

Kalba Savua heard that a big Torah scholar just came to
Jerusalem and so he decided to ask Rabbi Akiva for help.
He could have never imagined that Rabbi Akiva was that
poor and ignorant shepherd who used to work for him.

When Rabbi Akiva heard his problem he said,
“would you have made that promise if

Akiva knew some Torah?” He shook his
head.“He didn’t even know how to read!”
Rabbi Akiva tried to hide a little smile,
“What if that shepherd knew a lot of
Torah and were like me?” “Of course

not!” cried Kalba Savua, “I would have
never made such a promise even if he knew

just some Torah”! “Well,” said Rabbi Akiva
smiling, “I am the shepherd that used to work for you!
Thanks to your righteous daughter Rachel, I became
who I am. Therefore, your promise is cancelled, and you
are not obligated to keep it anymore,” he said.

Kalba Savua was delighted. He immediately gave Rabbi
Akiva and Rachel a half of all his money, and they lived
peacefully for the rest of their lives.

How amazing, Akiva did not give up until the words of
Torah got into his heart, and then the light of Torah lit
his step everywhere. You too, dear readers, can rise to
the challenge. Never give up on learning Torah, and
BeEzrat HaShem you will emerge triumphant in the end.



www.BeEzratHaShem.org
12



www.BeEzratHaShem.org
13



www.BeEzratHaShem.org
14




