1 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

The Letters of Rabbi Akiva

Rabbl Akiva said:

These are the 22 letters with which the entire Torah was
given to the tribes of Israel. These letters are carved with a pen
of flame upon the awesome and majestic crown of the Holy
One, blessed be He.

At the time that the Holy One, blessed be He, sought to
create the world, all of them immediately descended and
stood before Him. Each one told Him: “Create the world with
me.”

1. The Alphabet in Reverse

n First, the letter tav came before the Holy One, blessed be
He.

It told Him, “Master of the universe, create the world with
Me, because it is with me that You will give the Torah, [which
begins with the letter tav,] to Israel through Moses. As the
verse states, ‘Moses commanded us the Torah. . .” (Deuteron-
omy 34:4).

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No, because in
the future I will use you to inscribe an impression upon the
foreheads of the groaning and sighing men so that they will
not attain the messianic future.”

As the verse states, “Hashem said to him: Pass through the
midst of the city, through Jerusalem, and mark a tav upon the
foreheads of the men who groan and sigh over all of the
abominations that are performed in its midst” (Ezekiel 9:4).
What does “mark a tav” mean? That teaches that when the
Holy One, blessed be He, decreed the destruction of Jerusa-
lem, He called the Angel of Death and told him, “First go to
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2 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

Jerusalem and identify its righteous and its wicked individu-
als. Write a tav in ink upon the forehead of every righteous
person there, [as the first letter of the word, ] tichyeh — you will
live. And write a fav in blood upon the forehead of every
wicked person there, [as the first letter of the word,]
tamut — you will die.”

What makes the letter tav so special from among all the
letters [that it marked the forehead of the righteous in order to
save them? The answer is that it is the first letter in the word
Torah.] This teaches that the Torah saves a person from all
sorts of tribulations.

At that time, the trait of judgment stood before the Holy
One, blessed be He, and told Him: “Master of the universe,
inscribe a tav of blood even upon the foreheads of the right-
eous in Jerusalem in order to kill them and destroy them
together with the wicked.”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “Why?”

It told Him: “Because they did not reprove and rebuke
Your children. They did not tell them, “Do not sin and do not
do vile things, unseemly things, things unworthy of being
done.””

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “It is revealed
and known to Me that even if the righteous people would
have rebuked them, the wicked people would not have lis-
tened.”

The trait of judgment replied: “Master of the universe,
although the wicked people would not have listened, the
righteous people should have rebuked them anyway.”

Immediately, the Holy One, blessed be He, fell silent and
viewed all of the righteous people of that generation in Jeru-
salem as though they were wicked. At that moment, six angels
of destruction were sent against Jerusalem, and they eradi-
cated the people within it. As the verse states, “Behold, six
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3 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

men coming from the way of the upper gate, which is turned
to the north, each man with his weapon in his hand, and one
man amidst them clothed in linen with a scribe’s tablet upon
his loins, and they came and stood next to the copper altar”
(Ezekiel 9:2).

Why specifically the north, as opposed to all of the other
directions? That is because all of the evil winds that come to
the world come only from the north. As the verse states,
“Hashem said to me: From the north, misfortune will break
forth upon all of the residents of the land” (Jeremiah 1:14).

Those six “men” who were sent to Jerusalem were Anger,
Wrath, Fury, Destroyer, Breaker and Annihilator. And each
one held a double-edged sword in his hand. As the verse
states, “Each man with his weapon in his hand” (Ezekiel 9:2).

When the tav heard this from the mouth of the Holy One,
blessed be He, it immediately left Him in dismay.

w Next, the letter shin came and stood before the Holy
One, blessed be He.

It told Him: “Master of the universe, create Your world
with me, because Your name, [shem, which starts with the
letter shin,] is alluded to by me. That name is the Tetragram-
maton, as indicated by the verse, “This is My name forever’
(Exodus 3:15). Moreover, I am the first letter in the Divine
name Shaddai (Almighty).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because you are the first letter in the words
shav (false) and sheker (deceit). And just as the letters of the
word sheker have no feet — [no firm foundation, because in the
letters used in a Torah scroll, the letters of the word sheker do
not have a flat, wide base] — so you too have no feet, [no true
foundation]. How will I create the world with a letter that has
no feet?”
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4 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next came the letter reish.

It told Him: “Master of the universe, create the world with
me, because [I am the first letter in the word rosh (head)]. I am
used in the verse, “The head of Your words is truth’ (Psalms
119:160). In addition, I am the first letter in Your title, Rachum
(Compassionate), and I am also the first letter of the word
refuah (healing).”

The Holy One, blessed be he, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because in the future Israel will be subjugated
to idolatry through you. As the verse states, ‘Let us appoint a
head and return to Egypt” (Numbers 14:4), and from the verse,
‘The [idolatrous] image had a head of fine gold’ (Daniel 2:32),
we know that idolatry is called a “head.” In addition, the letter
reish is the first letter of the words ra (wicked) and rasha
(wicked person).

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter kuf came and stood before the Holy One,
' blessed be He.

It said, “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because in the messianic future people will proclaim
before You the triple sanctification — [the word kadosh, holy,
begins with the letter kuf]. As the verse states, ‘One called to
the other and said: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts. . .’
(Isaiah 6:3).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because through you curses will come into the
world in the generation of the Flood. [Kuf is the first letter in
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5 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

the word k’lalot — curses.] As the verse states, ‘He is light upon
the face of the waters; their portion in the earth is cursed. . .’
(Job 24:18).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

g Next, the letter tzadi came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said, “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because in the future people will use me to speak of Your
righteousness. [The first letter in the word tzedakah, righteous-
ness, is tzadi.] As the verses state, “Your righteousness is like
the mighty mountains. . .” (Psalms 36:7), “You are righteous,
Hashem, and Your judgments are upright’ (ibid. 119:137),
‘Hashem is righteous, He loves [those who perform]
righteousness. . .” (ibid. 11:7).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because in the future many troubles will come
upon Israel through you. [The letter tzadi is the first letter in
the word tzarot — troubles.] As the verses state, “You showed
me great and evil troubles. . .” (ibid. 71:20), “‘Woe! for great is
that day, with none like it, and it is a time of trouble for
Jacob. . " (Jeremiah 30:7), and ‘From the west they will fear the
name of Hashem, and from the rising of the sun His honor, for
trouble will come like a river’ (Isaiah 59:19).”

And when the tzadi heard this, it immediately left Him in
dismay.

D Next, the letter peh came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said, “Master of the universe, create your world with me,
because it is through me that people call out to You. [The letter
peh is the first letter in the word peh — mouth. Also, the Torah’s
commandments are called pekudim — ordinances —a word that
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6 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

begins with peh — as in the verse,] “The ordinances of Hashem
are upright, rejoicing the heart” (Psalms 19:9). They gladden
the heart of man. And in addition, I am the first letter of [one
of Your names, Redeemer] — Podeh.”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future Israel will expose
themselves [parua, which starts with a peh] before idols with
you. As the verse states, ‘Moses saw that the people were
exposed, because Aaron had exposed them to experience dis-
grace before their adversaries” (Exodus 32:25). And ‘disgrace’
is a reference to idolatry.”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter ayin came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because [the letter ayin is the first letter in the word
ayin — eye.] And the verse states, “The eyes of Hashem will
rove throughout all the land” (Zechariah 4:10). That will take
place [in the messianic era,] when ‘whoever despised the day
of small things’ [will rejoice, and see how] ‘the eyes of Hashem
will rove throughout all the land” (ibid.).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future adulterers will use you
to await the evening to transgress with their lovers in secret.
As the verse states, ‘The eye of the adulterer awaits the
evening. . .” (Job 24:15). But in the future I will carry out
judgment against you. As the verse states, “The eyes of the
wicked will fail. . .” (ibid. 11:20).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.
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7 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

D Next, the letter samech came before the Holy One, blessed
be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because [the first letter in the word somech, support, is a
samech]. And You are ‘the one who supports the fallen” (sid-
dur). As the verse states, ‘Hashem supports all those who
fall. . .” (Psalms 145:14).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded and said to it:
IINO'/I

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future My enemies will use
you to turn My city into heaps, [iyim, which begins with the
letter ayin]. As the verse states, “They have made Jerusalem into
heaps’ (ibid. 79:1).” [editor’s note: but this is ayin, not samech]

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter nun came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with me,
because in the future You will use me to give a soul [neshamah,
the first letter of which is a nun] to people. And the soul is
called a lamp [ner, the first letter of which is a nun]. As the
verse states, ‘Man’s soul is Hashem’s lamp” (Proverbs 20:27).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the [messianic] future I will use
you to extinguish the lamps of the wicked. As the verse states,
‘May the lamp of the wicked be extinguished” (Job 21:16). And
not only that, but with you souls are incinerated in Gehennom.
As the verse states, ‘Because Tophteh [Gehennom] is set up
from yesterday . . . the breath (nishmat) of Hashem is like a
river of brimstone burning in it (Isaiah 30:33).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.
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8 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

Next, the letter mem came and stood before the Holy
One, blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because in the future people will use me to declare Your
sovereignty [malchut, the first letter of which is mem]. And
Your governance [memshalah, the first letter of which is mem]
rules over all. As the verse states, “Your kingdom is a kingdom
of [all] worlds. . .” (Psalms 145:13). And mem is the first letter
in God'’s title as King (melech).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because you will cause the messianic future
to be a day of breaking [mehumah, the first letter of which is

memy]. As the verse states, ‘It is a day of breaking and tram-
pling and confusion to Hashem. . .” (Isaiah 22:5).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

b Next, the letter lamed came before the Holy One, blessed
be He.

It told Him: “Master of the universe, create Your world
with me, because in the future You will use me to give Israel
the tablets [luchot, the first letter of which is lamed] of the
covenant and teach them the Ten Commandments. As the
verse states “The tablets were the work of God. . .” (Exodus
32:16).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded and said: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future, through you they will
be broken at the foot of the mountain and the Ten Command-
ments will fly up from them. As the verse states, ‘I grasped the
two tablets. . .” (Deuteronomy 9:17).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.
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9 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

Next came the letter kaf. At that time, when the kaf de-

scended from the awesome crown [keter, the first letter of

which is kaf] of the Holy One, blessed be He, there was a
great commotion before Him.

It entered and stood before the throne of glory [throne is
kisei, the first letter of which is kaf]. The throne was in an
uproar, and the wheels of the chariot were seized by trem-
bling.

The Holy One, blessed be He, addressed them: “Throne of
glory and wheels of the chariot, why are you in such an
uproar?”

They responded and said: “Because of the kaf that de-
scended from our head and entered and stood within, because
all of our honor [kavod, the first letter of which is kaf] and our
value only comes about through it. As the verses state, “The
throne of honor exalted from the beginning. . .” (Jeremiah
17:12), ‘They will tell the honor of Your sovereignty’ (Psalms
145:11), ‘May the honor of Hashem be forever” (ibid. 104:31),
and ‘The honor of Hashem shone upon you’ (Isaiah 60:1).”

Immediately the Holy One, blessed be he, called to kaf and
said to it: “What do you request?”

It told Him: “Master of the universe, I request that You
create Your world with me, because I am used in reference to
Your throne and Your crown, and because Your honor is in
me.

“Your throne is alluded to in the verse, “Your throne is
established of old” (Psalms 93:2). Your crown is alluded to in
the verse, ‘Kings reign with me’” (Proverbs 8:15). And Your
honor is alluded to in the verse, ‘All of the world is filled with
His honor’ (Isaiah 6:3).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”
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10 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

He said to it: “Because in the future I will use you to strike
together my hands [kaf, the first letter of which is kaf]. As the
verse states, ‘I too will clap My hands, one upon the other,
until My fury is spent’ (Ezekiel 21:22). Not only that, but you
will cause the eyes of Israel to weep until their tears are spent
[kalu, which begins with the letter kaf]. As the verse states, ‘My
eyes are spent with tears’ (Lamentations 2:11). And will I create
My world with you?”

When kaf heard this from the mouth of the Mighty One, it
immediately left Him in dismay.

9 And next, the letter yod came and stood before the Holy
One, blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because I am used to begin Your names: ‘Yah
Havayah — [both Names begin with yod] —is the Rock of eter-
nity’ (Isaiah 26:4). And not only that, with me all of Your
creatures in the world thank [yodu, which begins with yod]
You every day. As the verse states, ‘All of Your creatures
thank You, Hashem. ..” (Psalms 145:10). And not only that, but
I begin Your title, Yachid (Unique One).”

He told it: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because in the future I will use you to create
the [evil] inclination [yetzer, which begins with the letter yod],
which misleads people. As the verse states, “The inclination of
the heart of the man is evil from his youth” (Genesis 8:21).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter tet came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with

NIPY 377 N2 NOON ’

22 DN P2 NiaIy Ty o I e oy
NV I T 092 DN 8D TN 3N D) TawY
TONIY ONIL DY DYy NI 19 53 NON TV
o091 93 NN I < vw) DY NI 93

NS T AT 0P T I3TT A" vy 1l
WR) D VIp7

13137 08 7727 2397 THPY TP O3} T2 N Y
MR NN 3 NIy iy o7 BY

TP 22 Ty NBY 00 oyw) DRI ML Y T NP

» TP N DRIy N3 59 ob 533 Plvyn D Sy

nomm o YN T NDY (e 5mm) Iy Plown 53

T N Y

AP PERTAN

3 55 N

NG U7 NTY TRY w7y e N

32 7% 0D oW 0P N33 nPuen oy Ayn

LW nwp) PPN YT DINT

DY OTIDD VI NY TR

TN TUIRT 97 IOV N DI D MW 99
2 071y PN 03 XY i D7y SY iy



1 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

me, because You use me to place the spirit of holiness in the
mouths of those who fear You, so that they proclaim Your
goodness [tov, beginning with the letter tet]. As the verse
states, ‘Hashem is good to all. . .” (Psalms 145:9). And not only
that, but with me You have hidden away Your goodness for
the righteous, to bequeath it to them in the messianic future.
As the verse states, 'How vast is Your goodness that You have
laid away. . .” (ibid. 31:20).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future I will use you to call
My nation unclean [tamei, beginning with the letter fet]. As the
verse states, ‘I am a man of unclean lips and amidst a people
of unclean lips. . .” (Isaiah 6:5). And not only that, but in the
future a leprous man will use you to call out, ‘Unclean!” As the
verse states, “They called out to them: Depart, unclean ones!”
(Lamentations 4:15).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

n Next, the letter chet came before the Holy One, blessed be
He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with me,
because people will use me to speak of Your kindness [chesed,
beginning with the letter chet], Hashem. As the verse states,
‘He loves righteousness and justice; the kindness of Hashem
fills the earth. . .” (ibid. 33). And with me You are called
[gracious, chanun, which begins with the letter chet, as in the
verse,] ‘Compassionate and gracious is Hashem’ (ibid. 145).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded it: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future I use you to write the
sin [chatat, which begins with the letter chet] of My nation with
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12 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

a pen of iron. As the verse states, “The sin of Judah is written
with an iron pen, with a diamond point, engraved. . .” (Jeremiah
17:1).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter zayin came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because with me Your remembrance [zecher, beginning
with the letter zayin] is proclaimed to every generation. As the
verse states, “This is My remembrance forever. . .” (Exodus
3:15). And not only that, but You will use me in the future to
make a remembrance of Your wonders.”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because in the future you will cause people in
the world to turn astray [zenut, beginning with the letter
zayin]. As the verse states, “The land goes astray from follow-
ing Hashem” (Hosea 1:2). And not only that, but in the future
you will be instrumental in having the Israelites turn astray
after the daughters of Moab, in consequence of which 24,000
Israelites will fall. As the verses state, “The nation began to
turn astray. . .” (Numbers 25:1), and ‘Those that died in the
plague were 24,000” (ibid. 9). And how will I create the world
with you?”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

1 Next, the letter vav came before the Holy One, blessed be
He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create Your world with
me, because with me people praise You, [as in the verse,] “And
[ve-, a prefix consisting of the letter vav] You are holy, You
dwell in the midst of the praise of Israel” (Psalms 22:4).”

NIPY 377 N2 NOON ¥

512 YYD TN T NNLD MM DY INLD
(o ) D AT Y 17e83

WD) TIZ3 VIDIH RY) T

Dia7 o8] 7"2R7 107 TOY) T 01 T N %
N3 2 TR NN 03 NIIY Y 071 oY

(ow mee) 1) DIYY W Y NI 9T 9877 39

DOINGEIY 933 nivy? oy 3w NON Ty N9

ANY §5 W) 3R W

2 19 N

D NI OIS My N37 oy 72w oen 15 N

T3 NDN T NDY (x pwam) D MIND YINT D T

98 770 oIy SiEy anin niab ninG Sxawe yny

P MINY @Gha nwp) By i opn S Ny

NI I @) 7N DY) TV oD DN

D77 Ny 72

WR) TIDI VDD NY T

Y Bi27 N 772R0 02 V) DI TR MIN

DN 2y TRy NN 03 NIy iy oYl

o) PN nivam vt wiTh nEN) maYa 0%
.2



13 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future I will use you to strike
Israel with a mighty blow because of [their] lust. As the verse
states, “And [the prefix vav] Hashem struck the nation with a
very mighty blow” (Numbers 11:13).

It immediately left Him in dismay.

n Next, the letter hey came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Master of the universe, create your world with me,
because in the future Israel will use me to express thanksgiv-
ing [hodiah, beginning with the letter hey] and majesty
[hadarah, beginning with the letter hey] before You. As the
verse states, ‘Thanksgiving [hod] and majesty [hadar] are be-
fore Him. . .” (I Chronicles 16:27). And in the future they will
proclaim and express thanksgiving for Your might. As the
verse states, ‘Give thanks to Hashem, call out in His name. . ./
(Psalms 105:1).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”

It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future you will cause the
great day of judgment, burning like a furnace, to come to the
world. As the verse states, ‘Behold the day [hayom, which
begins with the prefix the, ha, consisting of the letter hey] is
coming, burning like a furnace, and all of the insolent sinners
will be. . ."” (Malachi 3:19).

It immediately left Him in dismay.

Next, the letter dalet came and stood before the Holy One,
blessed be He.

It said: “Create Your world with me, because in the future
people will use me to tell Your greatness to their generations
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14 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

[dorot, beginning with the letter dalet]. As the verse states,
‘Generation to generation will praise Your deeds’ (Psalms
145:4). And not only that, but with me Your word [devarchah,
starting with the letter dalet] stands firm in heaven. As the
verse states, ‘Forever, Hashem, Your word stands firm in
heaven’ (ibid. 119:89).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He told it: “Because with you Israel will undergo judgment
[din, beginning with the letter dalet]. As the verse states, ‘If a
matter eludes you in judgment. . .” (Deuteronomy 17:8).”

It immediately left Him in dismay.

z Next, the letter gimel came before the Holy One, blessed be
He.

It said to Him: “Master of the universe, create Your world
with me, because with me Your greatness [gedulah, beginning
with the letter gimel] and Your might [gevurah, beginning with
the letter gimel] are proclaimed. As the verses state, ‘Great is
Hashem and much praised” (Psalms 145:3) and “Who will tell
the mighty deeds of Hashem?’ (ibid. 106:2).”

The Holy One, blessed be He, responded: “No.”
It asked Him: “Why?”

He said to it: “Because in the future I will use you to repay
recompense [gemul] to ‘the islands and the enemies’ (cf. Isaiah
59:18). As the verse states, ‘In keeping with their deeds, He
shall accordingly repay’ (Isaiah 59:18).”

And when gimel heard this, it left Him in dismay.

: Next, the letter beit came before the Holy One, blessed be
He.

It said to Him: “Master of the universe, create Your world
with me, because with me those who come into the world
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15 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

praise You every day. As the verses state, ‘Blessed [baruch,
beginning with the letter beit] is Hashem forever, amen and
amen. . ." (Psalms 89:53), ‘Bless Hashem His angels. . .” and
‘Bless Hashem, all of His hosts, His ministers. . .” (ibid. 103:21).
And in the future, all generations of the world will say before
You, ‘Blessed is Hashem God, the God of Israel’ (ibid. 72:18).
And the verse states, ‘Blessed is His glorious name forever,
and His glory will fill. . .” (ibid. 19).”

Immediately the Holy One, blessed be He, accepted its
request and told it, “Yes.”

He told it, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of
Hashem” (Psalms 108:26). And He created His world with beit.
As the verse states, “In the beginning [Bereishit, which begins
with beit] God created.”

N When alef heard about this and saw that the Holy One,
blessed be He, had decided to create the world with beit,
it stood off to the side and remained silent until the Holy

One, blessed be He, called to it and told it: “Alef, alef, why do

you remain silent and do not say anything to Me?”

It said to Him: “Master of the universe, it is because all of
the letters have a large numerical value, but I have a small
numerical value.

“Beit is two, gimel is three, dalet is four, and hey is five,
whereas I am one.”

The Holy One, blessed be He, replied: “Alef, do not be
upset, because you are the head of them all, like a king. I am
one [echad, which begins with the letter alef], you are one and
the Torah is one. And in the future I will use you to give the
Torah to Israel My nation, which is called one. As the verse
states, ‘I [Anochi, which begins with the letter alef] am Hashem
your God’ (Exodus 20:1). Anochi is the first word of all of the
Ten Commandments, and alef is the first of all of the letters.”
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16 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

And from where do we see that the Holy One, blessed be
He, is called one? The verse states, “Hashem, our God,
Hashem is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). And from where do we
know that the Torah is called one? As the verse states, “You
will have one Torah” (Numbers 15:29). And how do we know
that Israel is called one? The verse states, “Who is like Your
nation Israel, one people in the land?” (Il Samuel 7:23). And
from where do we know that alef is called echad? As the verse
states, “How can one [person] pursue 1,000 and two put
10,000 to flight?” (Deuteronomy 32:30). [The Hebrew word for
thousand, elef, is spelled like alef, and the verse states, echad
elef, implying that echad is equal to elef.]

2. The Alphabet in Standard Order

Alef. Why is the long “arm” of the alef on a diagonal?

And why does the alef have two “feet” — the extensions at
the upper right and lower left — like those of a human being?
It has two feet because it is the first letter in the word
emet — truth — and truth has “feet” (a solid foundation upon
which to stand), whereas falsehood does not. Therefore, all of
the letters of the word emet have horizontal feet upon which
to stand firmly (nR), whereas those of sheker —falsehood —do
not. Instead, all of the letters of sheker stand precariously upon
points (pW).

And why is the arm of the alef on a diagonal? That is
because it testifies about itself, as though it is waving back and
forth to draw attention to itself, before the Holy One, blessed
be He, and He is true forever. As the verse states, “The truth
of Hashem is forever” (Psalms 117:2).

: Beit. Why is the opening on the left of the beit turned
toward the next letter, gimel, as the right side of gimel
tends back toward the beit? That is because beit is like a

house — bayit — whose doors are opened to all.
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17 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

) Gimel. Gimel is like a man who grants — gomel — kindness.
When he sees a poor person at the entrance of his house,
he goes in to bring him food or money. And why is the

“foot” of the gimel (its lower leftward extension) turned to-

ward the dalet? That is because it engages in all of its actions

solely in order to bestow kindness upon the poor — dal.

Dalet. Why does dalet look like a staff with its face turned

forward, toward the hey? That is because a person who is

poor — dal — looks only for the benefits of this world,
which was created with the letter hey. The verse states, “These
are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they
were created — b’hibaram” (Genesis 2:4), and the Sages teach:
“Do not read b’hibaram but behei baram — ‘God created all
things with the letter hey.”” And why was the world created
with the letter hey? That is because the letter /ey has the shape
of an exedra — a courtyard surrounded on three sides by a
portico. And this world too is similar to an exedra, in that if a
person chooses to be unworthy of it, the way is open before
him to go where he wishes.

And why does the hey have two openings — one large and

one small? That is because if a person intends to be

wicked and leave the realm of goodness, he leaves easily
through the large opening. But if a person wants to repent and
enter goodness, he must enter through the small opening —
meaning that it is difficult to repent.

Vav. The vav is upright, like a rod, with its face turned
toward the zayin. The zayin indicates the wicked person,
because it is the first letter in the word zenut, which means
going astray. Thus, the Holy One, blessed be He, indicates in
the alphabet that in the future He will strike the wicked with
a fiery rod, exercising the judgment of Gehennom, until their
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18 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

voices will be heard crying from Gehennom, “Woe, woe (vai,
the first letter of which is vav)!” As the verse states, “Woe to
the wicked [who does] evil. . .” (Isaiah 3:11).

? Zayin. Why is one of the zayin’s “crowns” — ornamenta-
tions — turned back toward the vav and another crown
turned forward toward the chet? That is because if a man

seeks to be intimate with a woman who is not his wife, he

turns one eye toward the goal of straying after his evil inclina-
tion in order to transgress and sin, and he turns his other eye
to looking around for possible witnesses who, if they saw him,
would say of him, “Woe, woe (vai, the first letter of which is
vav), so-and-so went with a prostitute (zonah, the first letter of
which is zayin)!” But he does not know that the One Who sits
concealed in heaven turns His face to him. As the verse states,
“The eye of the adulterer awaits the evening,” thinking that no
one will see him then (Job 24:15).

n Chet. Why doesn’t the chet have a crown? That is because
everyone whose words are ugly and who sins (choteh, the
tirst letter of which is chet) receives no praise in this

world and no good name, but shame, dishonor, opprobrium

and disgrace.

Tet. The “hand” of the tet hides within it, even as its head
stands upright and wears a crown (because of the good —
tov, the first letter of which is tet — that it performs). Its
hand is hidden to indicate that whoever performs deeds that
are good and charitable, acts kindly and gives charity to the

poor should do so secretly. When a person gives charity in
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19 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

secret, he pushes away Af, the angel of death, from himself
and from his family. As the verse states, “A gift in secret will
appease wrath (af), and bribery in the pocket [will even ap-
pease] strong wrath” (Proverbs 21:14).

9 Yod. Why is the yod the smallest of all the letters? That is
because whoever diminishes himself in this world and is
completely humble attains the merit of inheriting the life

of the world-to-come, which was created with a yod. As the

verse states “Yah Havayah is the Rock of eternity” (Isaiah 26:4;

both Names of God used here begin with the letter yod).

This world was created with the letter /ey, and the world-
to-come was created with the letter yod. Why was the world-
to-come created with yod? That is because the righteous, the
children of the world-to-come, are small in number. And why
is the crown of the yod turned forward, indicating the future?
That is because every righteous person is given future reward
in keeping with his deeds, and his righteousness goes before
him (leading him to a good future). As the verse states, Your
righteousness will go before you (Isaiah 58:8).

1 : Kaf. Why does the kaf look like a cup (kos, the first

letter of which is kaf), and why is its face turned

forward toward the lamed? That is because the word

kos is very similar to the Hebrew for throne (kisei, the first

letter of which is kaf). And a royal throne is only made for a
king to sit upon (and the king is represented by the lamed).

5 Lamed. Why is the lamed taller than all of the other letters?
That is because it is in the middle of the 22 letters and
similar to a king who sits upon the throne of glory, with

the kingdom before him. The kaf before it is the throne of glory

and the mem after it is sovereignty (malchut, the first letter of
which is mem). And it is the choicest of them all, like a king.
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20 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

D 7: Mem. There is an open mem (the standard mem) and
a closed mem (at the end of a word), just as the King
is both revealed and concealed.

Regarding the open mem: why is its head low, turned
humbly to the ground, and its hand upright, pointing up-
ward? That is because it is pointing with a finger toward the
King of the world (melech, the first letter of which is mem), to
Whom sovereignty belongs. As the verse states, “Sovereignty
is Hashem’s” (Psalms 22:29). Its gesture indicates that, as
David said, “Everything is from You. . .” (I Chronicles 29:14).

Regarding the closed mem, that indicates that no one
knows the King’s place.

1 : Nun. Why is the leg of the nun behind it and its face
toward the mem? That is because it appears like a
person who is fallen (nofeil, the first letter of which is
nun) and begging the King (melech, the first letter of which is
mem) to raise him up. As the verses state, “The maiden of
Israel has fallen and will not continue to rise, she is spread out
on her soil, there is no one to lift her” (Amos 5:2), and “On that
day, I will raise the fallen booth of David. . .” (ibid. 9:11)

There are two forms of the letter nun: the low nun at the
end of a word and the upright, standard nun. This indicates
faithfulness (ne’eman, the first letter of which is nun) while
sitting or standing, faithfulness in passing decrees and faith-
fulness in carrying them out.

D Samech. Why is the samech closed and not open? That is
because when the people of Israel do the will of the Holy
One, blessed be He, the Shechinah surrounds (sovev, the

first letter of which is samech) them like a wall on their four

sides. Neither they nor their children are exchanged for any
other nation. As the verses state, “God chose Jacob for Him-
self, Israel for His treasure” (Psalms 135:4), and “Hashem’s

portion is His nation” (Deuteronomy 32:9).
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21 Alphabet of Rabbi Akiva

But there are distinctions to be made among the Jewish
people (in keeping with their honor). A cohen should ideally
marry a cohen’s daughter, a Levi should ideally marry a
Levi’s daughter, and an Israelite should ideally marry an
Israelite’s daughter. Thus, the verse first states, “I will be for
it, says Hashem, a surrounding wall of fire,” and then, “and
for honor I will be in its midst” (Zechariah 2:9).

9 Ayin. Why is the ayin bowing and crouching, and not
upright? That is because it alludes to the wicked Eisav
(the first letter of which is ayin), from whom came the
Tarsians and the kingdom of Edom, and who will in the future
fall under Israel’s feet. As the verses state, “The house of Jacob
will be fire. . .” (Obadiah 1:18), and “Edom will be
possessed. . .” (Numbers 24:18).

q Peh. There are two forms of the letter peh. The peh

employed at the end of a word is situated low,

below the base line, whereas the standard peh is

situated on the baseline. This double nature indicates that the

mouth (peh, the first letter of which is peh) forbids and permits,
the mouth closes and the mouth opens.

And it also indicates that the nation of Israel is unique,
insofar as only it and none of the 70 nations has many en-
trances (pitkhin, the first letter of which is peh) in the two
worlds — this world and the world-to-come — thorugh which
to approach God. These “entrances” are the Pentateuch, the
mitzvot, the Mishnah, Midrash, halachot, aggadot, traditions
of the Amoraim, additional sources, prayer and petitions. As
the verse states, “He tells His words to Jacob, His rules. . .” and
that is followed by “He has not done so for any other
nation. . .” (Psalms 147:20).

? Tzadi. Why does the tzadi have two heads? That is
because it is a reference to a man who took hold of
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two heads — of Israel and of Edom — and, having done so,
went and misled the people. When Israel saw him doing so,
they stood up against him and seized him, and he was exe-
cuted. What verse did they interpret to justify that? “If your
brother, the son of your mother, entice you” (Deuteronomy
13:7) — and not “the son of your father.”

’ Kuf. Why is the kuf long, and why does it have a protru-
‘ sion, or horn (keren, the first letter of which is kuf), behind

it? That is to indicate that in the future the Holy One,
blessed be He, will cut down all of the horns of the wicked
who walk haughtily and run roughshod over the righteous in
this world. He will do so for the sake of the honor of Israel,
who are called the “head,” as in the verse, “Hashem will make
you the head. . .” (Deuteronomy 28:13). And how do we know
that in the future God will cut the the wicked down? The verse
states, “I will cut off all of the horns of the wicked” (Psalms
75:11). Then Israel will be elevated. As the verse states, “The
horns of the righteous will be raised” (ibid.).

Alternatively: kuf refers to the Holy One, blessed be He
(the initial letter of the Hebrew word for holy, kadosh, is kuf).
As the verse states, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts”
(Isaiah 6:3).

Reish. Reish is the first letter of the word, rasha, wicked

person. Why does kuf turn its face away from reish? That

is because the Holy One, blessed be He, says, “I cannot
look at the visage of a wicked person.”

And why is the “foot” of the kuf cut off from its roof and why
is a crown is connected to it on the left? That is to indicate that
the Holy One, blessed be He, tells the wicked person, “If you
repent, I will make room to bring you into My realm and I will
connect you to the crown of glory.” As the verse states, “When
the wicked person repents of his wickedness and does justice
and righteousness, he will keep his soul alive” (Ezekiel 18:27).
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