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Dear Friends,
We read each day in the tefilah אהבה רבה before the Shema: ותן חלקנו בתורתך. We ask Hashem to 
grant us a portion within the Torah. This communal commentary is exactly that - Beth Sholom’s 
portion in the Torah. We are all privileged to be part of a community that has prioritized Torah study 
in this way! May it be Hashem’s will that Beth Sholom continue to learn and study Torah together!

-Rabbi Nissan Antine
-Rabbi Eitan Cooper
Shavuot 5780
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בס’’ד

 משנה אבות ד:יב
ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ַׁשּמּוַע אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ְכבֹוד ַּתְלִמיְדָך ָחִביב ָעֶליָך ְּכֶׁשְּלָך, ּוְכבֹוד ֲחֵבְרָך ְּכמֹוָרא ַרְּבָך, ּומֹוָרא ַרְּבָך ְּכמֹוָרא ָׁשָמיִם:

Pirkei Avot 4:12

Rabbi Elazar ben Shamua says: Let the honor of your student be dear to you as your own, and the honor of your fellow like the 
reverence of your teacher, and the reverence ...

Marv and I have been blessed with the opportunity to learn from so many teachers, as we raised Steven, Corey, Maya 
(and now Lily) within this community. Rabbi and Aviva Tessler, Rabbi and Nechama Rackover, Rabbi Krimsky, Rabbanit 
Fruchter, Rabbi and Sarah Antine and Rabbi Cooper; plus we have learned just as much from our fellow congregants 
and fellow board members, who taught us the power and compassion of what it means to be part of this community 
over the past 20+ years. 

-------

משנה אבות ד:א
ֶּבן זֹוָמא אֹוֵמר, ֵאיֶזהּו ָחָכם, ַהּלֹוֵמד ִמָּכל ָאָדם

Pirkei Avot 4:1
"Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? He who learns from every person, as it is stated: 'From all those who have taught me I have 
gained wisdom…'"

The verse states, "From all those who have taught me I have gained wisdom," whereas the Mishna adds that one 

must learn from every person. One must learn not only Torah from one's teachers but also the good qualities of 

character and upright conduct which one discerns in any person.

Message from Ellen and Marv Goldstein & Family:
We dedicate the Pirkei Avot Project to the Beth Sholom Community, who has enriched our lives with a love of learning 
and a deep connection to this community. (Goldstein family contributions to the commentary appear below):

Thank you:
Everyone who contributed
Debra Band for cover art
Judry Subar for editing
Steven Lieberman for consulting

Note: 
❖ Some versions of Pirkei Avot differ in how they number each chapter and Mishnah.
❖ The English translation is provided by Dr. Joshua Kulp, from the Mishnah Yomit 

Archive found on www.sefaria.com. 

http://www.sefaria.com
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Chapter 1 /  פרק א
Mishnah 1 /  משנה א
מֶׁשה ִקֵּבל ּתֹוָרה ִמִּסינַי, ּוְמָסָרּה ִליהֹוֻׁשַע, וִיהֹוֻׁשַע ִלְזֵקנִים, ּוְזֵקנִים ִלנְִביִאים, ּונְִביִאים ְמָסרּוָה ְלַאנְֵׁשי ְכנֶֶסת 

ַהְּגדֹוָלה. ֵהם ָאְמרּו ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים, ֱהוּו ְמתּונִים ַּבִּדין, וְַהֲעִמידּו ַתְלִמיִדים ַהְרֵּבה, וֲַעׂשּו ְסיָג ַלּתֹוָרה:

Moses received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, and the elders to 
the prophets, and the prophets to the Men of the Great Assembly. They said three things: Be patient in 
[the administration of] justice, raise many disciples and make a fence round the Torah.
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Commentary by: Nina F. Schor
This very brief Mishnah, the first we read in Pirkei Avot, contains the substrate of many conundrums and cryptic 
pronouncements.  The first of these is apparent almost as soon as the Mishnah opens!  Moses does not stand on the 
mountain -- as he did when the Ten Commandments were given -- and there recite the entire oral Torah to all the 
people.  He passed it to Joshua, who passed it to the elders, who passed it to the prophets, who passed it to the Men 
of the Great Assembly.  Why the chain?  And why in that order?

The chain of communication reminds me of the way in which what are called protein cascades – enzyme activation, 
clotting factor activation – magnify each small, individual effect to generate a bigger and broader dissemination of a 
message.  One clotting factor molecule activates, say, ten molecules of another clotting factor.  Each of those ten 
molecules activates ten molecules of the next clotting factor in the chain, for one hundred in total.  The action of one 
protein molecule gets amplified with each step down the chain.

But numbers do not drive Moses’ Torah teaching chain.  This chain is about dissemination among the various groups 
of people whose behavior, one would hope, would be governed by this document.  First, Moses tells the new leader; 
then the leader tells his advisors; then the advisors tell the prophets who can influence behavior by predicting and 
communicating to the people what this means for the future; then the prophets tell the Men of the Great Assembly 
so there will be consequences for people who do not heed the prophets’ warnings.  It is a cascade from vision to 
operations and from Moses to the people. These wise Men of the Assembly then tell us:

1. Be patient in the administration of justice;
2. Raise many disciples; and
3. Make a fence around the Torah.

These are three rather puzzling things.  First, we often talk about making justice “swift.”.  But the Men of the 
Assembly tell us, “Don’t be too hasty to mete out justice.  Be patient in getting the whole story, in finding the right 
person, in determining the appropriate consequences.”  One imagines that this is a source from where the notion of 
“preventing the incarceration of one innocent person even if it means letting two guilty people go free” comes.
At face value, raising many disciples and making a fence around the Torah would seem to work at cross purposes to 
one another.  One is about growth and perhaps dissemination; the other is about containment.  But a closer 
evaluation brings these two into alignment.  We are told to “Raise many disciples,” not to recruit or to convert many 
disciples.  This is about teaching, learning, and growing from within the community.  The glue that cements this 
community is the Torah.  Building a fence around it is not necessarily about keeping people in or out; it is about 
preventing “aish zarah” -- a strange fire, or an wayward thought -- from working its way into, and history and 
practice from escaping from, the understanding and practice of Torah principles by the community.  What will keep 
the fence intact?  It is the disciples raised within its confines.



Chapter 1 /  פרק א

Commentary by: Bruce Wiener
The Maharal wonders why it’s necessary to say that Shimon the Righteous was “one of the last survivors” of the men of the 
Great Assembly.  He believes it’s a rebuke to the generation that Shimon finds himself in.  The previous generation, when the 
Great Assembly was at full strength, was at a much higher level.  Now only a remnant of the holier generation is left.  Shimon 
was a link from a time when prophecy ended to an era when the sages (Tannaim) began.  The Tannaim were teachers whose 
views are recorded in the Mishnah.  In fact, it’s stated that Shimon was the first Tanna.  With prophecy having receded, maybe 
this is why Shimon stresses those pillars which will preserve the Jewish people in a post-prophetic world – Torah, service to G-d, 
and acts of loving kindness.

Mishnah 2 / משנה ב
ִׁשְמעֹון ַהַּצִּדיק ָהיָה ִמְּׁשיֵָרי ְכנֶֶסת ַהְּגדֹוָלה. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַעל ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים ָהעֹוָלם עֹוֵמד, ַעל ַהּתֹוָרה וְַעל ָהֲעבֹוָדה וְַעל ְּגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים:

Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of the great assembly. He used to say: the world stands upon three things: the 
Torah, the Temple service, and the practice of acts of piety.stice, raise many disciples and make a fence round the Torah.

Mishnah 3 / משנה ג

ַאנְִטיְגנֹוס ִאיׁש סֹוכֹו ִקֵּבל ִמִּׁשְמעֹון ַהַּצִּדיק. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַאל ִּתְהיּו ַכֲעָבִדים ַהְמַׁשְּמִׁשין ֶאת ָהַרב ַעל ְמנָת ְלַקֵּבל ְּפָרס, ֶאָּלא ֱהוּו ַכֲעָבִדים 
ַהְמַׁשְּמִׁשין ֶאת ָהַרב ֶׁשֹּלא ַעל ְמנָת ְלַקֵּבל ְּפָרס, וִיִהי מֹוָרא ָׁשַמיִם ֲעֵליֶכם:

Antigonus a man of Socho received [the oral tradition] from Shimon the Righteous. He used to say: do not be like servants who 
serve the master in the expectation of receiving a reward, but be like servants who serve the master without the expectation of 
receiving a reward, and let the fear of Heaven be upon you.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Mitch Malkus
Antigonus teaches that we should emulate those who perform mitzvot unconditionally rather than for the purpose of receiving 
a reward. In reading this Mishnah, I was reminded of numerous studies in educational psychology that suggest promised 
rewards do not enhance student achievement. In fact, the research has shown that people expecting a reward actually do not 
perform as well as those who expect nothing. This finding has been shown to be true for children, teenagers and adults and for 
different rewards and different tasks. One explanation for this surprising finding is that rewards may cause people to lose 
interest in whatever they were rewarded for doing rather than building interest in the task itself. From this perspective, we 
might understand that Antigonus is teaching that a lifelong commitment to serving G-d requires an interest in fulfilling divine 
goals rather than in being rewarded. If we are only interested in rewards, we will ultimately lose interest in trying to serve G-d 
and eventually stop performing mitzvot.

Mishnah 4 / משנה ד

יֹוֵסי ֶבן יֹוֶעֶזר ִאיׁש ְצֵרָדה וְיֹוֵסי ֶבן יֹוָחנָן ִאיׁש יְרּוָׁשַליִם ִקְּבלּו ֵמֶהם. יֹוֵסי ֶבן יֹוֶעֶזר ִאיׁש ְצֵרָדה אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ֵביְתָך ֵבית וַַעד ַלֲחָכִמים, וֱֶהוֵי 
ִמְתַאֵּבק ַּבֲעַפר ַרְגֵליֶהם, וֱֶהוֵי ׁשֹוֶתה ְבָצָמא ֶאת ִּדְבֵריֶהם:

Yose ben Yoezer (a man) of Zeredah and Yose ben Yohanan [a man] of Jerusalem received [the oral tradition] from them [i.e. 
Shimon the Righteous and Antigonus]. Yose ben Yoezer used to say: let thy house be a house of meeting for the Sages and sit in the 
very dust of their feet, and drink in their words with thirst.

Commentary by: Jim and Tsippora Rosenberg
When Yossi ben Yoezer says: "Your house should be a meeting place for wise people," I believe, with respect to "your house," 

he is being literal in that our houses are places where learning should begin. With respect to "a meeting place for wise people," 

I believe he is being symbolic, suggesting that we set high goals to increase our wisdom, insight and knowledge, something we 

ask Hashem to endow us with in our weekday Shemoneh Esrei. And when he says to "attach yourself to the dust of their feet," 

this too, I believe, is symbolic, suggesting that we humble ourselves in order to be open for growth. And finally, when he says 

"drink thirstily of their words," he is encouraging us to increase our love and enthusiasm for learning.  



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
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Mishnah 5 / משנה ה
יֹוֵסי ֶבן יֹוָחנָן ִאיׁש יְרּוָׁשַליִם אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ֵביְתָך ָפתּוַח ִלְרוָָחה, וְיְִהיּו ֲענִּיִים ְּבנֵי ֵביֶתָך, וְַאל ַּתְרֶּבה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָּׁשה. ְּבִאְׁשּתֹו ָאְמרּו, ַקל וָחֶֹמר 

ְּבֵאֶׁשת ֲחֵברֹו. ִמָּכאן ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים, ָּכל ְזַמן ֶׁשָאָדם ַמְרֶּבה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָּׁשה, ּגֹוֵרם ָרָעה ְלַעְצמֹו, ּובֹוֵטל ִמִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, וְסֹופֹו יֹוֵרׁש ֵּגיִהּנֹם:

Yose ben Yochanan (a man) of Jerusalem used to say: Let thy house be wide open, and let the poor be members of thy household. 
Engage not in too much conversation with women. They said this with regard to one’s own wife, how much more [does the rule 
apply] with regard to another man’s wife. From here the Sages said: as long as a man engages in too much conversation with 
women, he causes evil to himself, he neglects the study of the Torah, and in the end he will inherit gehinnom.

Commentary by: Bernard Dov Cooperman
Pirkei Avot is not an easy book to read. A collection of aphorisms, it easily overwhelms us with what seem trite platitudes. But sometimes, 
when we pay careful attention to the words, we are left bewildered. Far from stating the obvious, the Mishnah seems to be insisting on the 
impossible—or the unacceptable.

Let your house be kept wide-open and make the poor part of your household. "Are you kidding?" we say. "Why do you think I bought my 
house in this expensive neighborhood? Do you think I paid this much money to let poor people live in my neighborhood, much less right in 
my house? Leave my doors open? Why do you think I pay for an alarm system?" 

And then, the text continues with total disregard for logical coherence, not to mention political correctness or even everyday civility. Don't 
talk too much with women, it says. Not just with your own wife; even more so with someone else's wife. And then the punchline: Talking 
too much to women harms the individual and leads straight to hell. 

Here's a question for you: How can I offend a maximum number of my neighbors, my wife, and my friends in as few words as possible? I've 
got it. Just read them this Mishnah.The easy way out of the problem is to ignore what the words mean. Let's just say that the Mishnah was 
written for a different time, when social norms were different. Probably in the Mishnaic period, there were no burglar alarms, and society 
was so segregated that women didn't go to college or serve on the Supreme Court or chair the House of Representatives. And so we laugh, 
ignore the uncomfortable text and go on to the next Mishnah. But that's the easy way out.

It is not enough to ignore the texts of tradition. In every generation, we seek to identify the principles passed down to us from the past in 
order to apply them in the present. Moses Maimonides (1135–1204) had no doubt of this. Perhaps reflecting social conditions in the Islamic 
world in which he lived, the RaMBaM reads the text as demanding social action. His policy combines care for strangers (we call them 
immigrants) with an affirmative action plan for employment opportunities. Weaving together the first and second phrases of the text, he 
reads the Mishnah as making a statement against exploitative slavery: open your house to the poor, he says, and give them jobs in your 
employ instead of buying slaves to serve you. What had appeared as a pie-in-the-sky platitude calling vaguely for generosity has now 
become a concrete program to address a real social problem. 

Almost three centuries later, living in a very different social environment, Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508) continued to read the Mishnah as 
suggesting principles of social welfare. But now he adds a remarkable observation on the very different ways that men and women built 
social capital and got to express personal status in the areas of Christian Europe where he lived. 

The end of the Mishnah, as we know, seeks to limit conversation with women. What does that have to do with charity? Abravanel sees the 
connection clearly. Women, he declares, are generally much more concerned than their spouses over financial security and they therefore 
discourage their husbands from giving charity to the poor or inviting guests into the home. Abravanel therefore urges his (male) readers not 
to discuss such matters even with their own wives, much less with other women lest they dissuade him from his generous plans.

Why would women be, or at least seem, less generous than men? To understand Abravanel's generalization we have to remember that in 
his time, women's property was almost universally controlled by their husbands. Only divorce or widowhood would give them back control 
over their own funds. Failing that, it was the husband who controlled disbursement of funds. No wonder then, that men were more willing 
to use liberal handouts to buy status in their communities. And no wonder that women might perceive his handing out the family's funds as 
a potential threat to their own security. 

Abravanel, and Maimonides too, were wealthy men who ran elaborate households. Not only could they afford to engage in scholarly 
pursuits; it is also highly likely that they themselves were not called upon to prepare food or make up a bed for a poor man seeking shelter 
in either of their homes. Perhaps the women of their households had a more personal sense of what was actually involved. 

Moses Maimonides' commentary to Avot was published alongside Isaac Abravanel's Nahalat Avot (Venice: 1545).

[In celebration of our newest grandsons, Rafa and Leo, and to mark the yahrzeit of my mother, Bella Cooperman.]
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Mishnah 6 / משנה ו

יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ְּפַרְחיָה וְנִַּתאי ָהַאְרֵּבִלי ִקְּבלּו ֵמֶהם. יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ְּפַרְחיָה אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה ְלָך ַרב, ּוְקנֵה ְלָך 
ָחֵבר, וֱֶהוֵי ָדן ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאָדם ְלַכף ְזכּות:

Joshua ben Perahiah and Nittai the Arbelite received [the oral tradition] from them. 
Joshua ben Perahiah used to say: appoint for thyself a teacher, and acquire for thyself a 
companion and judge all men with the scale weighted in his favor.

Commentary by: Michael Rubinstein
Having a friend is very important. Having friends makes your life more fun and exciting. Friends help you 
when you are feeling sad or are having trouble with something. You can also always turn to a friend for 
advice. Right now, we cannot see our friends because of the coronavirus. Life without friends is far more 
difficult and I look forward to playing with my friends, G-d willing, sometime soon.

Mishnah 7 / משנה ז

נִַּתאי ָהַאְרֵּבִלי אֹוֵמר, ַהְרֵחק ִמָּׁשֵכן ָרע, וְַאל ִּתְתַחֵּבר ָלָרָׁשע, וְַאל ִּתְתיֵָאׁש ִמן ַהֻּפְרָענּות:

Nittai the Arbelite used to say: keep a distance from an evil neighbor, do not become 
attached to the wicked, and do not abandon faith in [divine] retribution.
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Commentary by: Faye Bresler
In our COVID-19 world this verse leapt off the page to me as “keep a distance from a neighbor, keep a 

distance from evil.”  And what is a wicked person in this changed world?  We learn from Proverbs 21:29 “A 

wicked person is brazen faced.” Being literal in this mask-protecting world, “brazen faced” is a face without 

any attempt to be hidden.  We also learn from Proverbs 21:23, “The person who guards their mouth and 

tongue guards themselves from trouble.”  So guarding, protecting – well, masking – your mouth will keep 

you from trouble.  So stay safe, stay distant, and look forward with faith that we will again join together in 

community.



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
Mishnah 8 / משנה ח

יְהּוָדה ֶבן ַטַּבאי וְִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן ָׁשָטח ִקְּבלּו ֵמֶהם. יְהּוָדה ֶבן ַטַּבאי אֹוֵמר, ַאל ַּתַעׂש ַעְצְמָך ְכעֹוְרֵכי ַהַּדּיָנִין. ּוְכֶׁשּיְִהיּו ַבֲעֵלי ִדינִין 
עֹוְמִדים ְלָפנֶיָך, יְִהיּו ְבֵעינֶיָך ִכְרָׁשִעים. ּוְכֶׁשּנְִפָטִרים ִמְּלָפנֶיָך, יְִהיּו ְבֵעינֶיָך ְכַזָּכִאין, ְּכֶׁשִּקְּבלּו ֲעֵליֶהם ֶאת ַהִּדין:

Judah ben Tabbai and Shimon ben Shetach received [the oral tradition] from them. Judah ben Tabbai said: do not [as a 
judge] play the part of an advocate; and when the litigants are standing before you, look upon them as if they were 
[both] guilty; and when they leave your presence, look upon them as if they were [both] innocent, when they have 
accepted the judgement.

Commentary by: Mindy Suchinsky
This Mishnah relates to  judicial conduct. First, a judge should not act as the lawyer in a dispute, but strictly as the decider of the 
matter in front of him or her. Secondly, a litigant is presumed guilty! The presumption of innocence is ingrained in our American  
legal system and it seems counterintuitive to assume guilt. How can a person be considered guilty when he or she has not yet 
been tried? 
Yet, that is exactly what happens on Yom Kippur when we come before Hashem, the ultimate decider and judge. It is presumed 
that we are guilty. Of course we did wrong things during the course of the year. It is a given. However, we do teshuvah, we are 
cleansed and become innocent once again in the eyes of Hashem.

Many years ago, members of my shul in Chicago were convicted of a crime. They actually served time. (It was a big deal that 
they were able to get kosher food in prison in those days.) The first time one of them was released from jail and showed up in 
shul, the congregants in shul were at a loss. How should they act? What should they do?  My father, Jerry Garoon, z”l, who was 
a judge, walked right up to the gentleman, shook his hand, said good Shabbos and welcomed him back. The others followed 
suit. 

It’s against human nature not to take sides in a matter and to consider a person innocent after they have committed a crime, 
but Judah ben Tabbai describes how judges should act and we as individuals can learn from that wisdom.

Mishnah 9 / משנה ט

ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן ָׁשָטח אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ַמְרֶּבה ַלְחקֹר ֶאת ָהֵעִדים, וֱֶהוֵי ָזִהיר ִּבְדָבֶריָך, ֶׁשָּמא ִמּתֹוָכם יְִלְמדּו ְלַׁשֵּקר

Shimon ben Shetach used to say: be thorough in the interrogation of witnesses, and be careful with your words, lest from 
them they learn to lie.
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Commentary by: Nat Lewin

Sounds like good advice to a trial lawyer, but it was directed to the judges in Batei Din, the courts. They conducted the 
examination. My own experience was that my worst trial moments resulted from asking too many questions, not too few.

Small Mishnah (only 16 words). But the tumultuous life of Shimon ben Shetach would make an exciting novel. He was the 
brother of Shlomzion Hamalka and used his power to establish Pharisee control. His advice in this Mishnah may have been 
generated by the episode in which he (as Av Bet Din, the head of the court) executed 80 witches in one day only to have 
revenge taken out by false testimony that resulted in the execution of his son.

You must question the witness a lot

Ask him where, and whether, and what

But take care when you speak

Not to reveal what you seek

Lest an innocent defendant be shot.



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
Mishnah 10 /  משנה י

ְׁשַמְעיָה וְַאְבַטְליֹון ִקְּבלּו ֵמֶהם. ְׁשַמְעיָה אֹוֵמר, ֱאהֹב ֶאת ַהְּמָלאָכה, ּוְׂשנָא ֶאת ָהַרָּבנּות, וְַאל ִּתְתוַַּדע ָלָרׁשּות:
Shemaiah and Abtalion received [the oral tradition] from them. Shemaiah used to say: love work, hate acting the 
superior, and do not attempt to draw near to the ruling authority.
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Commentary by: Martin Weiss
Abtalion and Shemaiah were pre Tannaic nobles and presiding officials of the Sanhedrin. Hillel, who would later be 
called 'the Great' was one of their students.

Some traditions say Abtalion and Shemaiah were converts or children of converts or descendants of Sennacherib of 
Assyria. They had an uneasy relationship with the Priest Kings Hyrcanus II, Aristobulus II and Antigonus as well as 
Herod before the latter became king and was called "the Great." Abtalion and Shemaiah defended the Pharisee 
tradition against the Sadducee tradition.

In a narrow sense, all their injunctions in Mishnah 1:10 could be considered as peculiar to their times.

In a wider sense the injunctions of 1:10 are broadly consistent with the values of diligence, modesty and prudence 
that are advocated in other parts of Avot and Mishlei (Proverbs). I find the second injunction the most interesting. In 
this phrase, "hate acting the superior" is sometimes translated as "despise lordship." Fascinatingly, the noun in this 
phrase is "Rabbanut"  ( ָהַרָּבנּות ), which today means “Rabbinate.”

In the time Abtalion and Shemaiah lived there was danger from factional intimidation and even violence if a decision 
went against certain parties. In our day, while violence within the Jewish community is not a threat (I hope), any 
given halachic decision may ruin somebody's day.  There have been times (involving alcoholic beverages) when, as a 
mashgiach, I had to make a decision that I knew would make someone unhappy, and where that person had spent 
many dollars and meant no harm.  At those times I truly did hate acting the superior.

Mishnah 11 / משנה יא
ַאְבַטְליֹון אֹוֵמר, ֲחָכִמים, ִהָּזֲהרּו ְבִדְבֵריֶכם, ֶׁשָּמא ָתחּובּו חֹוַבת ָּגלּות וְִתְגלּו ִלְמקֹום ַמיִם ָהָרִעים, וְיְִׁשּתּו ַהַּתְלִמיִדים 

ַהָּבִאים ַאֲחֵריֶכם וְיָמּותּו, וְנְִמָצא ֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם ִמְתַחֵּלל:

Abtalion used to say: Sages be careful with your words, lest you incur the penalty of exile, and be carried off to a place of 
evil waters, and the disciples who follow you drink and die, and thus the name of heaven becomes profaned.

Commentary by: Julian Silk



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
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Mishnah 12 / משנה יב
ִהֵּלל וְַׁשַּמאי ִקְּבלּו ֵמֶהם. ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ַאֲהרֹן, אֹוֵהב ָׁשלֹום וְרֹוֵדף ָׁשלֹום, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהְּבִרּיֹות ּוְמָקְרָבן 

ַלּתֹוָרה:

Hillel and Shammai received [the oral tradition] from them. Hillel used to say: be of the disciples of Aaron, loving 
peace and pursuing peace, loving mankind and drawing them close to the Torah.
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Commentary by: Al Belsky
In the first of his volumes of his series The Sages, Rabbi Binyamin Lau devotes several chapters to 
examining “Hillel and Shammai and Their Students,” covering the period from about 40 BCE to 30 CE.  
We learn that this was a time of political and religious transition marked by the often-bloody reign of 
the Roman client-king Herod as well as construction of the greatly expanded Temple.  It also witnessed 
the steady development of approaches to the Oral Law that increasingly relied on logical analysis of 
Biblical text rather than stringent, intergenerational transmission of traditions and practices.  

Hillel came onto this turbulent stage from Babylonia to learn from Shemaya and Avtalyon, ascending in 
wisdom to become the spiritual leader whose impact Rabbi Lau characterizes as follows:  “He would 
inject a spirit of humanity into the beit midrash and revitalize the ethical tradition…he would develop 
halakhic interpretations that could successfully navigate an ever-changing reality…”

The “spirit of humanity” that Hillel fostered is epitomized in his appeal to exemplify Aaron’s loving 
attitude.  In an era when the Jewish people and Judaism were beset with existential challenges -- both 
internally in the Temple and the beit midrash and externally in the world of Roman hegemony – Hillel 
advocated for a path of love and peace to preserve our faith and nationhood.

Mishnah 13 / משנה יג

הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, נֵָגד ְׁשָמא, ָאֵבד ְׁשֵמּה. ּוְדֹלא מֹוִסיף, יֵָסף. ּוְדֹלא יֵָליף, ְקָטָלא ַחּיָב. ּוְדִאְׁשַּתֵּמׁש ְּבָתָגא, ָחֵלף

He [also] used to say: one who makes his name great causes his name to be destroyed; one who does not add [to his 
knowledge] causes [it] to cease; one who does not study [the Torah] deserves death; one who makes [unworthy] use of 
the crown [of learning] shall pass away.

Commentary by: Noam Cooper (3 years old)



Chapter 1 /  פרק א

Mishnah 15 / משנה טו
ַׁשַּמאי אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה תֹוָרְתָך ֶקַבע. ֱאמֹר ְמַעט וֲַעֵׂשה ַהְרֵּבה, וֱֶהוֵי ְמַקֵּבל ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאָדם ְּבֵסֶבר ָּפנִים יָפֹות:

Shammai used to say: make your [study of the] Torah a fixed practice; speak little, but do much; and receive all men with 
a pleasant countenance.
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Commentary by: Meyer Katzper
Let us work our way backwards in the Shammai statements. The last  part shows that he got a bad rap with respect to his interaction 
with people. This is especially so in connection with the story told in שבת ל״א א:ו׳-ז׳

מעשה בנכרי אחד שבא לפני שמאי, אמר לו: גיירני על מנת שתלמדני כל התורה כולה כשאני עומד על רגל אחת. דחפו באמת הבנין שבידו. בא לפני 
הלל, גייריה. : דעלך סני לחברך לא תעביד (מה ששנוי עליך לא תעשה לחברך), זו היא כל התורה כולה, ואידך פירושה הוא, זיל גמור (והשאר - 

פירוש, לך ולמד בעצמךו). 

An occurrence with a non-Jew who came before Shammai. He said to him, “Convert me on the condition that you teach me all the 
Torah while I am standing on one foot.” [This is a less outrageous request than it seems. It means, teach me the essence of the Torah 
very briefly.] Shammai pushed him out with the building implement that was in his hand. He came before Hillel {who} converted him. 
Hillel said to him, "What is hated by you do not do to your comrade. That is the entire Torah. And the rest is an explanation; go out 
and learn for yourself."

A classical interpretation is found in Avot D'Rabbi Natan 13:4:
"Greet everyone with a smile.” How so? This teaches that if a person gives his friend all the finest gifts in the world, but does so with a 
pained face, Scripture considers it as if he had given him nothing. But one who receives his friend with a smile, even if he gives him 
nothing, Scripture considers it as if he had given him all the finest gifts in the world. 
Shammai’s middle statement of "speak little, but do much" is an obvious exhortation.

The first part of the Mishnah, ַׁשַּמאי אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה תֹוָרְתָך ֶקַבע. "make your [study of the] Torah a fixed practice" is good advice. The 
commentator Tosafot Yom Tov brings the following Rabbinically oriented advice  --

KEEP YOUR TORAH FIXED. Rav: do not rule stringently for yourself and leniently for others or stringently for others and 
leniently for yourself. This runs counter to the opinion of the house of Rabban Gamliel, who were descendants of Hillel. They 
used to rule stringently for themselves and leniently for others, as in the Mishnah in Beitzah, 2:6 and in Eduyot 10:3.

Another classical interpretation is that of the Rambam on  2:4:3  ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר  וְַאל ּתֹאַמר ִלְכֶׁשִאָּפנֶה ֶאְׁשנֶה, ֶׁשָּמא ֹלא ִתָּפנֶה:  Hillel says ... Say 
not: “when I shall have leisure I shall study”; perhaps you will not have leisure.

"When I will be available": He means with this, when I am available from this business (not busy). And this is similar to what preceded 
of the commands of his colleague, Shammai (Avot 1:15), "Make your Torah fixed."

Mishnah 14 / משנה יד
 הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ִאם ֵאין ֲאנִי ִלי, ִמי ִלי. ּוְכֶׁשֲאנִי ְלַעְצִמי, ָמה ֲאנִי. וְִאם ֹלא ַעְכָׁשיו, ֵאיָמָתי:

He [also] used to say: If I am not for myself, who is for me? But if I am for my own self [only], what am I? And if not now, 
when?

Commentary by: Ilene Van Houter

“If I am not for  myself, then 
who am I?”



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
Mishnah 16 / משנה טז

ַרָּבן ַּגְמִליֵאל ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה ְלָך ַרב, וְִהְסַּתֵּלק ִמן ַהָּסֵפק, וְַאל ַּתְרֶּבה ְלַעֵּׂשר אָֹמדֹות

Rabban Gamaliel used to say: appoint for thyself a teacher, avoid doubt, and do not make a habit of 
tithing by guesswork.
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Mishnah 17 / משנה יז

ִׁשְמעֹון ְּבנֹו אֹוֵמר, ָּכל יַָמי ָּגַדְלִּתי ֵבין ַהֲחָכִמים, וְֹלא ָמָצאִתי ַלּגּוף טֹוב ֶאָּלא ְׁשִתיָקה. וְֹלא ַהִּמְדָרׁש הּוא 
ָהִעָּקר, ֶאָּלא ַהַּמֲעֶׂשה. וְָכל ַהַּמְרֶּבה ְדָבִרים, ֵמִביא ֵחְטא:

Shimon, his son, used to say: all my days I grew up among the sages, and I have found nothing better 
for a person than silence. Study is not the most important thing, but actions; whoever indulges in too 
many words brings about sin.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
All three of these teachings are concerned with the reader being more thorough. 

 Make a teacher for yourself. This is the second time this phrase appears in this chapter (the first being -עשה לך רב

1:6). Here, the intent (according to Bartenura) is aimed at those who themselves are judges. If a case comes before 

them about which they have doubts, they should seek out a mentor to help them discuss the case. 

 Stay away from doubt. A more general point than the one made above - we should try to avoid all –הסתלק מן הספק

situations of doubt if we can. If you are someone who frequently feels doubt in making decisions that come before 

you, you must find ways to combat this phenomenon. (For some, this is easier said than done!)

 .Ensure that your tithes (donations) are exact. Do not give too much or too little :וְַאל ַּתְרֶּבה ְלַעֵּׂשר אָֹמדֹות

The theme of this Mishnah - encouraging precision - makes me think of all of the very successful people I know who 

are particularly thorough with all things. Of course, this is also a double edged sword - we must be careful not to be 

too precise, as this can prevent productivity!

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
At my first day in Pastoral Counseling class in Rabbinical School, Dr. Michelle Friedman wrote on the 
board: “W.A.I.T.” which stands for “Why Am I Talking.” This principle guided much of what she 
taught us that year. We were asked to embrace the concept that we can do much more for people if 
we provide a listening ear, as opposed to attempting to “talk at” someone to solve their problems. 
Of course, this idea can be applied to any interaction we have - not just to pastoral counseling. We 
should always consider how we listen to others and hold their emotions - and before we speak, 
think about what and why we are talking.



Chapter 1 /  פרק א
Mishnah 18 / משנה יח

ַרָּבן ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן ַּגְמִליֵאל אֹוֵמר, ַעל ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים ָהעֹוָלם עֹוֵמד, ַעל ַהִּדין וְַעל ָהֱאֶמת וְַעל 
ַהָּׁשלֹום, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (זכריה ח) ֱאֶמת ּוִמְׁשַּפט ָׁשלֹום ִׁשְפטּו ְּבַׁשֲעֵריֶכם:

Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel used to say: on three things does the world stand: On justice, 
on truth and on peace, as it is said: “execute the judgment of truth and peace in your 
gates” (Zechariah 8:16).
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Commentary by: Sheryl, Jonathan and Aaron Sachs
We used commentary from the Artscroll Mesorah series. The commentary that really spoke to us was from 

the following and we based our graphic submission off of it:

"Knesses Yisrael views this triad as the underpinnings of the previous triad in Mishnah 2. 1. Torah is based 

on truth; one must seek truth in his torah study, since the two are synonymous. 2. Service of G-d is based on 

law and justice; it must be structured and remain within the parameters of Torah law...3. Peace, in its most 

pristine form, causes a harmonious blending of all elements of society. Hence, the pursuit of peace 

underlies the performance of acts of loving kindness."



Chapter 2 /  פרק ב
Mishnah 1 / משנה א

ַרִּבי אֹוֵמר, ֵאיזֹוִהי ֶדֶרְך יְָׁשָרה ֶׁשּיָבֹר לֹו ָהָאָדם, ּכֹל ֶׁשִהיא ִתְפֶאֶרת ְלעֹוֶׂשיָה וְִתְפֶאֶרת לֹו ִמן ָהָאָדם. וֱֶהוֵי ָזִהיר ְּבִמְצוָה ַקָּלה 
ְכַבֲחמּוָרה, ֶׁשֵאין ַאָּתה יֹוֵדַע ַמַּתן ְׂשָכָרן ֶׁשל ִמְצֹות. וֱֶהוֵי ְמַחֵּׁשב ֶהְפֵסד ִמְצוָה ְּכנֶֶגד ְׂשָכָרּה, ּוְׂשַכר ֲעֵבָרה ְכנֶֶגד ֶהְפֵסָדּה. 

וְִהְסַּתֵּכל ִּבְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים וְִאי ַאָּתה ָבא ִליֵדי ֲעֵבָרה, ַּדע ַמה ְּלַמְעָלה ִמְּמָך, ַעיִן רֹוָאה וְאֶֹזן ׁשֹוַמַעת, וְָכל ַמֲעֶׂשיָך ַבֵּסֶפר נְִכָּתִבין:

Rabbi Said: which is the straight path that a man should choose for himself? One which is an honor to the person 
adopting it, and [on account of which] honor [accrues] to him from others. And be careful with a light commandment as 
with a grave one, for you did know not the reward for the fulfillment of the commandments. Also, reckon the loss [that 
may be sustained through the fulfillment] of a commandment against the reward [accruing] thereby, and the gain [that 
may be obtained through the committing] of a transgression against the loss [entailed] thereby. Apply your mind to 
three things and you will not come into the clutches of sin: Know what there is above you: an eye that sees, an ear that 
hears, and all your deeds are written in a book.
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Commentary by: Liliana Di Nola-Baron
In a time of despair as it is now,  it is so comforting to know that there is 
always an eye looking after us, an ear listening to us and a hand that takes notes.



Chapter 2 /  פרק ב
Mishnah 2 / משנה ב

ַרָּבן ַּגְמִליֵאל ְּבנֹו ֶׁשל ַרִּבי יְהּוָדה ַהּנִָׂשיא אֹוֵמר, יֶָפה ַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ִעם ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ, ֶׁשּיְִגיַעת ְׁשנֵיֶהם ְמַׁשַּכַחת ָעֹון. וְָכל 
ּתֹוָרה ֶׁשֵאין ִעָּמּה ְמָלאָכה, סֹוָפּה ְּבֵטָלה וְגֹוֶרֶרת ָעֹון. וְָכל ָהֲעֵמִלים ִעם ַהִּצּבּור, יְִהיּו ֲעֵמִלים ִעָּמֶהם ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, 

ֶׁשְּזכּות ֲאבֹוָתם ְמַסּיְַעָּתן וְִצְדָקָתם עֹוֶמֶדת ָלַעד. וְַאֶּתם, ַמֲעֶלה ֲאנִי ֲעֵליֶכם ָׂשָכר ַהְרֵּבה ְּכִאּלּו ֲעִׂשיֶתם:

Rabban Gamaliel the son of Rabbi Judah Hanasi said: excellent is the study of the Torah when combined with a 
worldly occupation, for toil in them both keeps sin out of one’s mind; But [study of the] Torah which is not 
combined with a worldly occupation, in the end comes to be neglected and becomes the cause of sin. And all who 
labor with the community, should labor with them for the sake Heaven, for the merit of their forefathers sustains 
them (the community), and their (the forefather’s) righteousness endures for ever; And as for you, [G-d in such case 
says] I credit you with a rich reward, as if you [yourselves] had [actually] accomplished [it all].
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Commentary by: Benjie Krasna
What we have here is an interesting insight that tries to help us achieve an appropriate balance between learning Torah 
and other aspects of our lives.

Most of the commentators speak about דרך ארץ (literally “the path of the land”) in terms of the need for one to 
be sure that he has a livelihood, in addition to his pursuit of Torah study. It is emphasized that failure to insure this may 
negatively impact the long term ability of maintaining the level of study as one will be poor and search for money and 
possibly even need to resort to criminal activity as a shortcut to getting money. Thus the Mishnah says that the proper 
balance between תלמוד תורה (learning Torah)  and דרך ארץ also allows for distancing from transgressions.

A second way of looking at our Mishnah emanates from an alternative understanding of the term דרך ארץ. We 
are all familiar with the saying דרך ארץ קדמה לתורה, that derech eretz comes before (or is a prerequisite) for our pursuit 
of the fulfillment of the Torah. Thus it is imperative that we show derech eretz, which is adhering to a path of behavior 
(the derech) that the Torah defines for us. 

The Midrash in Vayikra points out that 26 generations passed before we received the Torah. This was the דרך ארץ 
that preceded the Jewish nation receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai. There already was a code of conduct that was well 
established before we received the fully codified version. It was the internalizing of this code that allowed us to be 
worthy of receiving the Torah at Sinai.

This is a code about treating one another properly, in the spirit of ואהבת לרעך כמוך, loving your neighbor as 
yourself. Not speaking ill about one another. Not seeking out the , כיבוד, the honor, with the chance of even doing an 
additional mitzvah, but rather making sure that our fellow man is offered that honor and opportunity. 

So when we look at the Mishnah above, what we should recognize is that our goal shouldn’t be to squeeze that 
extra bit of Torah at the expense of דרך ארץ. If we’re asked a question or a favor, we mustn’t put it off so we can finish 
one more page of study. We must be attentive and respond as this too is a part of our fulfillment of תלמוד תורה.

I see one more way to approach this term of דרך ארץ and how it enhances our fulfillment of תלמוד תורה.
Many of us grew up in a generation when we spoke endearingly about “Aretz.” It was our quick way of referring 

to Israel, in an almost mystical and holy way, such as it was הארץ המובטחת – “the promised land.” Of course, that still 
holds true and we try to enhance it with every passing day.

Through this lens we can interpret the Mishnah as also showing the beauty and interconnection between תלמוד 
 אין תורה כתורת ארץ ישראל tells us ספר בראשית רבה For the midrash in .דרך ארץ ”,and literally the “paths of the land תורה
- that there is no Torah study as that that can be done in ארץ ישראל, the Land of Israel. When we walk along its דרכים, 
literally its paths, we can also experience the Torah in a way that we cannot experience it anywhere else.

Finally, the latter part of the Mishnah provides guidance to those who engage themselves in pursuits to benefit 
the ציבור, our public. They should never be deterred from the importance of what they are involved with and know that 
as we say every Shabbat, הקדוש ברוך הוא ישלם שכרם, their reward will be paid by Hashem and their righteousness will 
keep them in good standing forever – לעד.
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Mishnah 3 / משנה ג

ֱהוּו ְזִהיִרין ָּבָרׁשּות, ֶׁשֵאין ְמָקְרִבין לֹו ָלָאָדם ֶאָּלא ְלצֶֹרְך ַעְצָמן. נְִרִאין ְּכאֹוֲהִבין ִּבְׁשַעת ֲהנָָאָתן, וְֵאין עֹוְמִדין לֹו ָלָאָדם ִּבְׁשַעת 
ָּדְחקֹו:

Be careful [in your dealings] with the ruling authorities for they do not befriend a person except for their own needs; 
they seem like friends when it is to their own interest, but they do not stand by a man in the hour of his distress.
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Commentary by: Martin Weiss
Avot 2:3 mentions the relationship between an individual and the Rishus (רשות), literally “permission” in the sense of 
“authority,” but which is typically translated here as 'ruling authorities' or 'government.' Rishus could, based on this meaning 
and depending on the context, include something as small as the local Beth Din or as big as national or international 
government.  Avot 2:3 counsels caution in dealing with the Rishus.

The preceding Mishnah tells us that Avot 2:3 is likely a statement, or based on a statement, of Gamliel III who lived in the early 
Amoraic period.  His statement might narrowly be interpreted as a change in policy from the approach of his father, Judah the 
Prince, who was apparently on familiar terms with high ranking Romans. A second meaning is a warning to look beyond crafted 
first impressions, false promises, pandering, misdirection and the like when dealing with authority figures. A third meaning, less 
pshat (literal or contextual meaning), comes from some of the commentators who call 'Rishus' the permission that G-d grants 
man (plausibly via government involvement) to be tempted by the evil inclination. I once worked in government and can relate 
to these meanings.

I expected to, but did not, find commentary that one reason for caution in dealing with the government was the possibility that 
government could significantly change, as when the Torah relates in Exodus 1:8 that  "there arose a new King over Egypt ..." .  
There is some tension between Avot 2:3 and, 3:2 as the latter notes the positive role of government, although 3:2, as well as 
3:5, use a different word for government:  'Malchus' ַמְלכּות: literally “royalty” or “kingship.”

Mishnah 4 / משנה ד
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה ְרצֹונֹו ִכְרצֹונְָך, ְּכֵדי ֶׁשּיֲַעֶׂשה ְרצֹונְָך ִכְרצֹונֹו. ַּבֵּטל ְרצֹונְָך ִמְּפנֵי ְרצֹונֹו, ְּכֵדי ֶׁשּיְַבֵּטל ְרצֹון ֲאֵחִרים ִמְּפנֵי 

ְרצֹונֶָך. ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר, ַאל ִּתְפרֹׁש ִמן ַהִּצּבּור, וְַאל ַּתֲאִמין ְּבַעְצְמָך ַעד יֹום מֹוְתָך, וְַאל ָּתִדין ֶאת ֲחֵבְרָך ַעד ֶׁשַּתִּגיַע ִלְמקֹומֹו, וְַאל 
ּתֹאַמר ָּדָבר ֶׁשִאי ֶאְפָׁשר ִלְׁשמַֹע, ֶׁשּסֹופֹו ְלִהָּׁשַמע. וְַאל ּתֹאַמר ִלְכֶׁשִאָּפנֶה ֶאְׁשנֶה, ֶׁשָּמא ֹלא ִתָּפנֶה:

He used to say: do His will as though it were your will, so that He will do your will as though it were His. Set aside your 
will in the face of His will, so that he may set aside the will of others for the sake of your will. Hillel said: do not 
separate yourself from the community, Do not trust in yourself until the day of your death, Do not judge not your fellow 
man until you have reached his place. Do not say something that cannot be understood [trusting] that in the end it will 
be understood. Say not: ‘when I shall have leisure I shall study;’ perhaps you will not have leisure.

Commentary by: Ben Galper
In a normal year, Hillel’s warning would have made perfect sense: do not remove yourself from the community, as community is such 
a key aspect of Judaism. However, in the era of COVID19, this perek of Pirkei Avot takes on a whole new meaning for me. Now, in 
2020, we are actually being asked to socially isolate, to separate ourselves from others in order to stop the spread of the virus and to 
save lives. In order to allow for pikuach nefesh, saving a life, which is one of the most important concepts in Judaism, we actually 
seemingly must violate Hillel’s very important principle of not separating oneself from the community. However, I look at the 
COVID-19 situation in a different light. While we are socially isolated, we do not need to be separate from the community. In fact, 
through Zoom Kabbalat Shabbat and Zoom classes, and by looking out for each other -- especially for the most isolated members of 
our community -- we actually are not separating but are an even closer community than ever. Even more so, the fact that we are 
socially isolating to prevent the spread of the corona virus through our community demonstrates that even through isolation we are 
caring for one another and are doing whatever we can to protect each other. So even during the COVID19 pandemic when we can’t 
be in shul together for Shavuot we are listening to the words of Hillel more than ever and doing what we can to unite as a community, 
to prevent the spread of the virus, and help one another get through the pandemic so that we can hopefully be safely physically 
together again at Beth Sholom soon.  
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Mishnah 5 / משנה ה

 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ֵאין ּבּור יְֵרא ֵחְטא, וְֹלא ַעם ָהָאֶרץ ָחִסיד, וְֹלא ַהַּביְָׁשן ָלֵמד, וְֹלא ַהַּקְּפָדן ְמַלֵּמד, וְֹלא ָכל ַהַּמְרֶּבה 

ִבְסחֹוָרה ַמְחִּכים. ּוְבָמקֹום ֶׁשֵאין ֲאנִָׁשים, ִהְׁשַּתֵּדל ִלְהיֹות ִאיׁש:

He used to say: A brute is not sin-fearing, nor is an ignorant person pious; nor can a timid person learn, nor can 
an impatient person teach; nor will someone who engages too much in business become wise. In a place where 
there are no men, strive to be a man.
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Commentary by: The Yourman Family
We wanted to share our insights about the last phrase of this Mishnah in particular, because we think that the 

message is so profound.  The literal translation is, "in a place where there are no men, strive to be a man.”  A 

common rendition of this is, “in a place where there are no leaders, strive to be a leader.”

But our preferred way of reading this Mishnah is, “in a place where there are no mensches, strive to be a mensch.”

We see this as an appeal to keep strong our internal moral compass, no matter the circumstances.  It is a reminder 

that if we find ourselves in a situation or in a world where kindness, generosity, morality, tzedakah, and 

menschlichkeit are lacking, our task remains simple and straightforward — we bear continued responsibility to 

exercise good middot and to commit to tikkun olam.

With this in mind, we can look again at the more conventional translations of this Mishnah.  Returning to the 

common reading that refers to leadership, perhaps where leaders are lacking we can strive to lead by good example; 

and returning to the literal reading, perhaps when humanity is lacking our job remains to engage in the kind of 

behavior that elevates us into the highest realms of humanity.

Mishnah 6 / משנה ו
 

ַאף הּוא ָרָאה ֻגְלּגֶֹלת ַאַחת ֶׁשָּצָפה ַעל ְּפנֵי ַהַּמיִם. ָאַמר ָלּה, ַעל ַּדֲאֵטְפְּת, ַאְטפּוְך. וְסֹוף ְמִטיַפיְִך יְטּופּון:

Moreover he saw a skull floating on the face of the water. He said to it: because you drowned others, they drowned you. 
And in the end, they that drowned you will be drowned.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
At its core, this teaching asks us to consider a simple truth: People ultimately get what they deserve. The Rambam 

interprets the skull described by the Mishnah as that of a person who killed someone else. Because they committed 

murder, they themselves were killed (and the one who killed them will be killed in the future). The Rambam also notes 

that we must also consider the opposite: Someone who brings goodness into the world - helping and supporting those 

around them - will ultimately experience a reward for their efforts, even if not immediately perceptible.

Of course, we may know individuals who are particularly good or bad and do not seem to get what they deserve. But this 

Mishnah wants us to believe that things will eventually work out the way they should.  “What goes around comes 

around.” 
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Mishnah 7 / משנה ז
 

הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַמְרֶּבה ָבָׂשר, ַמְרֶּבה ִרָּמה. ַמְרֶּבה נְָכִסים, ַמְרֶּבה ְדָאָגה. ַמְרֶּבה נִָׁשים, ַמְרֶּבה 
ְכָׁשִפים. ַמְרֶּבה ְׁשָפחֹות, ַמְרֶּבה ִזָּמה. ַמְרֶּבה ֲעָבִדים, ַמְרֶּבה ָגֵזל. ַמְרֶּבה תֹוָרה, ַמְרֶּבה ַחּיִים. 
ַמְרֶּבה יְִׁשיָבה, ַמְרֶּבה ָחְכָמה. ַמְרֶּבה ֵעָצה, ַמְרֶּבה ְתבּונָה. ַמְרֶּבה ְצָדָקה, ַמְרֶּבה ָׁשלֹום. ָקנָה 

ֵׁשם טֹוב, ָקנָה ְלַעְצמֹו. ָקנָה לֹו ִדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, ָקנָה לֹו ַחּיֵי ָהעֹוָלם ַהָּבא

He used to say: The more flesh, the more worms; The more property, the more anxiety; The 
more wives, the more witchcraft; The more female slaves, the more lewdness; The more 
slaves, the more robbery; [But] the more Torah, the more life; The more sitting [in the 
company of scholars], the more wisdom; The more counsel, the more understanding; The 
more charity, the more peace. If one acquires a good name, he has acquired something for 
himself; If one acquires for himself knowledge of Torah, he has acquired life in the world to 
come.

Commentary by: Marc Zweben on behalf of Lynn, Noah, Jesse and himself
The intent here seems obvious – all material things in moderation, whereas all spiritual pursuits, and pursuits of the 

mind, provide more benefits with no downside, even as they increase.  As for the material side, there is a saying 

this reminded us of: there is no such thing as benign neglect. If you own things, you must constantly care for them – 

there is a cost to owning things.  The Mishnah makes clear that some of that cost is moral degradation, but it is also 

time, focus – all of which necessarily means you have less time for other things, such as Torah and other worthy 

pursuits.  We read in one commentary that Hillel in particular was reacting to a notion in the ancient world that 

obesity was a badge of success and prosperity, and Hillel’s response is reminiscent of Kohelet.

 

On a side note, we also saw here some Covid-relevant messages:  the more flesh the more worms reminded us that 

hoarding is not only bad for others, but leads to waste and rot; if you have more than you can use, it will go bad; 

the Mishnah makes clear it also is bad for the soul.  (We also noted you could read “worms” as “bugs, or virus” – 

and then – the more people around, the more chance of bugs/virus – so stay home, focus on learning etc!).  Finally, 

the focus on a good name (which  is something Jesse Zweben spoke about at his bar mitzvah almost 11 years ago!) 

– is a uniting them here:  we know so many who are rich in material goods but have acquired or used them in such 

a way that they do not have a good name;  a good name is acquired entirely through one’s actions, one’s chesed, 

honesty etc.  Many try to build their reputations through the former, but the former without the latter is not a path 

to a good name – or, ultimately, to “peace” – the last and ultimate goal here. That comes when you realize that 

chesed is a higher value than material goods, when you can find satisfaction with whatever you have, and when you 

are driven not by “more flesh,” but more significant goals.
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Mishnah 8 / משנה ח 

ַרָּבן יֹוָחנָן ֶּבן ַזַּכאי ִקֵּבל ֵמִהֵּלל ּוִמַּׁשָּמאי. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ִאם ָלַמְדָּת תֹוָרה ַהְרֵּבה, ַאל ַּתֲחִזיק טֹוָבה ְלַעְצְמָך, ִּכי ְלָכְך 
נֹוָצְרָּת. ֲחִמָּׁשה ַתְלִמיִדים ָהיּו לֹו ְלַרָּבן יֹוָחנָן ֶּבן ַזַּכאי, וְֵאּלּו ֵהן, ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן הֹוְרְקנֹוס, וְַרִּבי יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ֲחנַנְיָה, וְַרִּבי יֹוֵסי 

ַהּכֵֹהן, וְַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן נְַתנְֵאל, וְַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ֲעָרְך. הּוא ָהיָה מֹונֶה ִׁשְבָחן. ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן הֹוְרְקנֹוס, ּבֹור סּוד ֶׁשֵאינֹו 
ְמַאֵּבד ִטָּפה. ַרִּבי יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ֲחנַנְיָה, ַאְׁשֵרי יֹוַלְדּתֹו. ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ַהּכֵֹהן, ָחִסיד. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן נְַתנְֵאל, יְֵרא ֵחְטא. וְַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן 

ֲעָרְך, ַמְעיָן ַהִּמְתַּגֵּבר. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ִאם יְִהיּו ָכל ַחְכֵמי יְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבַכף מֹאְזנַיִם, וֱֶאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן הֹוְרְקנֹוס ְּבַכף ְׁשנִּיָה, ַמְכִריַע 
ֶאת ֻּכָּלם. ַאָּבא ָׁשאּול אֹוֵמר ִמְּׁשמֹו, ִאם יְִהיּו ָכל ַחְכֵמי יְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבַכף מֹאְזנַיִם וְַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן הֹוְרְקנֹוס ַאף ִעָּמֶהם, וְַרִּבי 

ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ֲעָרְך ְּבַכף ְׁשנִּיָה, ַמְכִריַע ֶאת ֻּכָּלם:
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai received [the oral tradition] from Hillel and Shammai.He used to say: if you have 
learned much Torah, do not claim credit for yourself, because for such a purpose were you created. Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai had five disciples and they were these: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah, Rabbi 
Yose, the priest, Rabbi Shimon ben Nethaneel and Rabbi Eleazar ben Arach. He [Rabbi Johanan] used to list their 
outstanding virtues: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus is a plastered cistern which loses not a drop; Rabbi Joshua ben 
Hananiah happy is the woman that gave birth to him; Rabbi Yose, the priest, is a pious man; Rabbi Simeon ben 
Nethaneel is one that fears sin, And Rabbi Eleazar ben Arach is like a spring that [ever] gathers force. He [Rabbi 
Yohanan] used to say: if all the sages of Israel were on one scale of the balance and Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus on 
the other scale, he would outweigh them all. Abba Shaul said in his name: if all the sages of Israel were on one scale 
of the balance, and Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus also with them, and Rabbi Eleazar ben Arach on the other scale, he 
would outweigh them all.
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Commentary by Rena Ableman
This Mishnah teaches us about the five Talmidim (disciples) of Raban Yohanan ben Zakkai. We start off with Raban 
Yohanan’s statement that learning Torah is the purpose of our having been created. At the end of this Mishnah there is a 
debate on who is the greatest of the Torah scholars Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus or Rabbi Elazar ben Arach. 
The Mishnah wants us to imagine a scale and it’s either the weight of Rabbi Eliezer that is greater than all the sages 
combined or it’s Rabbi Elazar ben Arach whose Torah weighs more than all the Torah of all the other sages combined. 

These two rabbis are described by Raban Yochanan ben Zakkai as having two opposite virtues. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus 
was like a plastered cistern and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach was like a spring that gathered force. In many places throughout 
the Talmud and Midrash, Torah is compared to water. The sages are both compared to water sources. 

Israel is a country with small water reservoirs. In the past, people had Borot Sud (plastered cisterns) in their fields, where 
they collected water from the rain so it could be used later as drinking water and more importantly water for agriculture. 
In this parable we understand that Rabbi Eliezer got all his Torah from above, from someone else, his rabbis. He 
“collected” a great “amount” of torah and he did not forget any of it. It can be used later-on for the crop of many. In 
comparison, Rabbi Elazar is a spring. All his water, his Torah, is new. It is a strong spring that provides fresh water to 
many. Rabbi Elazar is a strong innovator refreshing those that are dry. 

The question that the editor of the Mishnah poses by bringing the two opinions of who is greater, is: what is more 
important for learning Torah: preserving the heritage and traditions or constant innovation and creativity? 

In our study of Torah, what should we be aspiring towards, a model of a cistern or a model of a spring? 

I want to suggest, because we are not as great as these two sages, a third model. I want to suggest we should strive to be 
like a well. The well gathers rain-water from above, has a spring and mixes the water to one abundant blend providing 
plenty of water to continue the growth. 
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Mishnah 9 / משנה ט 

ָאַמר ָלֶהם, ְצאּו ּוְראּו ֵאיזֹוִהי ֶדֶרְך יְָׁשָרה ֶׁשּיְִדַּבק ָּבּה ָהָאָדם. ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר אֹוֵמר, ַעיִן טֹוָבה. ַרִּבי 
יְהֹוֻׁשַע אֹוֵמר, ָחֵבר טֹוב. ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, ָׁשֵכן טֹוב. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ָהרֹוֶאה ֶאת ַהּנֹוָלד. ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר 

אֹוֵמר, ֵלב טֹוב. ָאַמר ָלֶהם, רֹוֶאה ֲאנִי ֶאת ִּדְבֵרי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ֲעָרְך ִמִּדְבֵריֶכם, ֶׁשִּבְכָלל ְּדָבָריו ִּדְבֵריֶכם. 
ָאַמר ָלֶהם ְצאּו ּוְראּו ֵאיזֹוִהי ֶדֶרְך ָרָעה ֶׁשּיְִתַרֵחק ִמֶּמּנָה ָהָאָדם. ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר אֹוֵמר, ַעיִן ָרָעה. ַרִּבי 

יְהֹוֻׁשַע אֹוֵמר, ָחֵבר ָרע. ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, ָׁשֵכן ָרע. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ַהֹּלוֶה וְֵאינֹו ְמַׁשֵּלם. ֶאָחד ַהֹּלוֶה ִמן 
ָהָאָדם, ְּכֹלוֶה ִמן ַהָּמקֹום ָּברּוְך הּוא, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים לז) ֹלוֶה ָרָׁשע וְֹלא יְַׁשֵּלם, וְַצִּדיק חֹונֵן וְנֹוֵתן. ַרִּבי 

ֶאְלָעָזר אֹוֵמר, ֵלב ָרע. ָאַמר ָלֶהם, רֹוֶאה ֲאנִי ֶאת ִּדְבֵרי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ֲעָרְך ִמִּדְבֵריֶכם, ֶׁשִּבְכָלל ְּדָבָריו 
ִּדְבֵריֶכם:

He [Rabban Yohanan] said unto them: go forth and observe which is the right way to which a 
man should cleave? Rabbi Eliezer said, a good eye; Rabbi Joshua said, a good companion; Rabbi 
Yose said, a good neighbor; Rabbi Shimon said, foresight. Rabbi Elazar said, a good heart. He 
[Rabban Yohanan] said to them: I prefer the words of Elazar ben Arach, for in his words your 
words are included. He [Rabban Yohanan] said unto them: go forth and observe which is the evil 
way which a man should shun? Rabbi Eliezer said, an evil eye; Rabbi Joshua said, an evil 
companion; Rabbi Yose said, an evil neighbor; Rabbi Shimon said, one who borrows and does not 
repay for he that borrows from man is as one who borrows from G-d, blessed be He, as it is said, 
“the wicked borrow and do not repay, but the righteous deal graciously and give” (Psalms 37:21). 
Rabbi Elazar said, an evil heart. He [Rabban Yohanan] said to them: I prefer the words of Elazar 
ben Arach, for in his words your words are included.

21

Commentary by: Tomer Hillel
In my last Shabbat of the seminar of Shlichim that we had before coming to the States, we got this 

chapter of Pirkei Avot. We had to split into couples (that is, we each had a Chavruta, a study 

partner) and discuss what is the right way in life. The tricky thing was that inn dividing up the text, 

they cut off the end of the chapter that says that Elazar ben Arach's words conclude all of the other 

ways. I remember it because this is the way that my father z"l taught me: to have a good heart. I 

really think that if you want to be a good person, a good Jew, or a good parent, you should have a 

good heart. And yes, I was the one to guess it right.
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Mishnah 10 / משנה י
ֵהם ָאְמרּו ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים. ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ְכבֹוד ֲחֵבְרָך ָחִביב ָעֶליָך ְּכֶׁשָּלְך, וְַאל ְּתִהי נֹוַח ִלְכעֹס. וְׁשּוב 

יֹום ֶאָחד ִלְפנֵי ִמיָתְתָך. וֱֶהוֵי ִמְתַחֵּמם ְּכנֶֶגד אּוָרן ֶׁשל ֲחָכִמים, וֱֶהוֵי ָזִהיר ְּבַגַחְלָּתן ֶׁשֹּלא ִתָּכוֶה, ֶׁשּנְִׁשיָכָתן 
נְִׁשיַכת ׁשּוָעל, וֲַעִקיָצָתן ֲעִקיַצת ַעְקָרב, ּוְלִחיָׁשָתן ְלִחיַׁשת ָׂשָרף, וְָכל ִּדְבֵריֶהם ְּכַגֲחֵלי ֵאׁש:

They [each] said three things: Rabbi Eliezer said: Let the honor of your friend be as dear to you as your 
own; And be not easily provoked to anger; And repent one day before your death. And [he also said:] 
warm yourself before the fire of the wise, but beware of being singed by their glowing coals, for their 
bite is the bite of a fox, and their sting is the sting of a scorpion, and their hiss is the hiss of a serpent, 
and all their words are like coals of fire.
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Commentary by: Marc Zweben for Lynn, Noah, Jesse and himself
We had much debate about this Mishnah, focusing primarily on the strong language about not getting too close to the 

flames of the learned, lest you be burnt.  The older generation saw this as a warning to the young or less educated who 

might not be ready: if you try to tackle the deeper or more complex issues before you have established a base of learning, 

you could get “burnt” – confused, led astray, undone.  It is akin to the notion of avoiding the study of kabbalah until one 

is older.  The younger generation saw something else here, focusing on the language being quite negative about the 

learned – their wisdom can be a warming flame, but it can bite like a fox, by being used in sly strategic ways; it can sting 

like a scorpion, used to bring an opponent painfully down; and can be the hiss of a serpent, alluring and evil.  That to 

many sounded not like a warning to the student about the student’s behavior (that is, not a warning to the student to go 

slow), but a criticism of the rabbis. 

 

This reminded us of other learnings (from daf yomi) about some of the very heated battles and disputes in the beit 

midrash, some of which got political and ugly, with factions and excommunications.  Notably, Rabbi Eliezer himself had 

been excommunicated for not agreeing on an issue, so it seems likely that he was being critical and noting that even 

wisdom can be turned to ugliness or used as a weapon.  So – knowledge can warm you like glowing coals, or be used to 

burn – as glowing coals thrown at another would.  This seems like a warning to the rabbis themselves not to use their 

wisdom to fuel judgmentalism, rebuke, anger, self aggrandizement, or political objectives.  This matches the beginning of 

the Mishnah, which reminds us to care about the honor of your fellow man and not to be easily provoked – a warning 

that makes sense to those who are wise and perhaps impatient with those less learned, and prone to embarrass or judge 

others, or become impatient.  And because you must repent every day as if it is your last, these are words to live by.

 

Another thought. There are two ways to look at embers - the first is that they are at the center of the fire. This means you 

shouldn't get too close as we have mentioned before. Another way to look at embers (because who would actually try to 

touch an ember while it is in the fire?) is by noticing that they are what remains after the fire goes out. After the great 

sages have passed away, if we try to get too close to what they have left -- to hold on to their embers -- we will burn 

ourselves. This is to say that we must start our own fires. Sure, we can use their embers, make a new fire on top of their 

old one. But their embers alone will not suffice, and trying to get too close will even hurt what is left of those who came 

before.
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Mishnah 11 / משנה יא 

ַרִּבי יְהֹוֻׁשַע אֹוֵמר, ַעיִן ָהָרע, וְיֵֶצר ָהָרע, וְִׂשנְַאת ַהְּבִרּיֹות, מֹוִציִאין ֶאת ָהָאָדם ִמן ָהעֹוָלם:
Rabbi Joshua said: an evil eye, the evil inclination, and hatred for humankind put a person 
out of the world.
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Mishnah 12 /משנה יב 
ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ָממֹון ֲחֵבְרָך ָחִביב ָעֶליָך ְּכֶׁשָּלְך, וְַהְתֵקן ַעְצְמָך ִלְלמֹד ּתֹוָרה, ֶׁשֵאינָּה יְֻרָּׁשה 

ָלְך. וְָכל ַמֲעֶׂשיָך יְִהיּו ְלֵׁשם ָׁשָמיִם:

Rabbi Yose said: Let the property of your fellow be as precious unto you as your own; Make 
yourself fit to study Torah for it will not be yours by inheritance; And let all your actions be 
for [the sake of] the name of heaven.

Commentary by: Rabbi Josh Kent
The solution is to first take a better look.  The Rabbi of Gur takes note that the verse in Devarim 
writes the word “it” to teach us that “it” is an inheritance – but something “is not.”  The Torah itself 
is an inheritance.  Generation after generation we receive the Torah again and again by sheer fact 
that we are descendants of those that stood bravely at Mount Sinai and declared “We will do and 
we will listen.”  However, the studying of the Torah is not an inheritance, it is not something that is 
automatic, we have to work for it.  We can compare this to a normal inheritance that one receives 
from a loved one in the form of money.  When we inherit the money, it goes to our bank account 
automatically.  The money is yours, you own it, but the money in and of itself does absolutely 
nothing for you – how you use it is how you benefit from it.  So to the Torah is ours by inheritance, 
but how we use it is all up to us.  

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
One might read this Mishnah and feel that the message does not apply to them. The examples given may 
feel extreme. Who embraces the “Evil Eye,” the evil inclination, or hatred for humankind? Surely only those 
who are evil themselves (and most, I imagine, do not identify as evil people!). Why do we even need this 
warning at all?

Perhaps this Mishnah is speaking not to the reader directly, presuming the reader to be an evil person 
(would an evil person find themselves reading Pirkei Avot to begin with?), but instead is asking us to look 
beyond ourselves. You may not be evil… but it’s possible that you know someone who is. Or, at least, a 
good person who may be engaging in evil things. There are good people in this world - more than we care to 
imagine - who get trapped in vicious cycles. Whether it be addictive behavior, or social challenges that lead 
to someone feeling more hatred for others than they should, we must not forget them. They are removing 
themselves from the world through their behavior, and they very well may need our support to come back.



Chapter 2 /  פרק ב
Mishnah 13 / משנה יג

ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ָזִהיר ִּבְקִריַאת ְׁשַמע ּוַבְּתִפָּלה. ּוְכֶׁשַאָּתה ִמְתַּפֵּלל, ַאל ַּתַעׂש ְּתִפָּלְתָך ֶקַבע, ֶאָּלא ַרֲחִמים 
וְַתֲחנּונִים ִלְפנֵי ַהָּמקֹום ָּברּוְך הּוא, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (יואל ב) ִּכי ַחּנּון וְַרחּום הּוא ֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם וְַרב ֶחֶסד וְנִָחם ַעל ָהָרָעה. וְַאל 

ְּתִהי ָרָׁשע ִּבְפנֵי ַעְצְמָך:

Rabbi Shimon said: Be careful with the reading of Shema and the prayer, And when you pray, do not make your 
prayer something automatic, but a plea for compassion before G-d, for it is said: “for he is gracious and 
compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in kindness, and renouncing punishment” (Joel 2:13); And be not 
wicked in your own esteem.
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Commentary by: Rosalinda Fainchtein
To me, this Mishnah speaks of the healing power of tefilah, prayer. It is a reminder to envelop oneself in that healing 

power, a guide for seeking forgiveness and understanding from Hashem, and in the process restoring our belief in 

our own good nature and our capacity to do good.

The last sentence of the Mishnah instructs one to “not be wicked in our own eyes”.

The Rambam explained: “do not consider yourself a wicked person. For due to this,

you will go off to evil ways completely…”

Mishnah 14 / משנה יד

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ָׁשקּוד ִלְלמֹד ּתֹוָרה, וְַדע ַמה ֶּׁשָּתִׁשיב ְלֶאִּפיקֹורֹוס. וְַדע ִלְפנֵי ִמי ַאָּתה ָעֵמל. וְנֱֶאָמן הּוא ַבַעל 
ְמַלאְכְּתָך ֶׁשּיְַׁשֶּלם ָלְך ְׂשַכר ְּפֻעָּלֶתְך:

Rabbi Elazar said: Be diligent in the study the Torah; And know how to answer an epicuros, And know before 
whom you toil, and that your employer is faithful, for He will pay you the reward of your labor.

Commentary by: Nat Lewin
In comparing the qualities of his five disciples, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai believed that  Rabbi Elazar ben Arach, who 
declared that a “good heart” was the best trait and an “evil heart” was the worst, was superior to all the other four 
combined. Rabbi Elazar’s own instruction does not seem, however, to focus on one’s heart but on one’s conduct and 
on how to respond to an intellectual adversary.

You may think you know how to deal

With views that have no appeal

You had better take care

Study up and prepare

Or your foe may win with a steal.
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Mishnah 15 / משנה טו 
ַרִּבי ַטְרפֹון אֹוֵמר, ַהּיֹום ָקָצר וְַהְּמָלאָכה ְמֻרָּבה, וְַהּפֹוֲעִלים ֲעֵצִלים, וְַהָּׂשָכר ַהְרֵּבה, ּוַבַעל ַהַּביִת 

ּדֹוֵחק:

Rabbi Tarfon said: the day is short, and the work is plentiful, and the laborers are indolent, 
and the reward is great, and the master of the house is insistent.
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Commentary by: Michael & Tani Hurwitz
The interesting thing about this Mishnah from Rabbi Tarfon is that it is a pure metaphor.  It doesn’t ever 

state what is being compared or invoked -- it lets the imagery speak for itself.  And the picture that it paints 

is all about labor and workers’ motives to do or not to do work.  This is in contrast to the preceding Mishnah 

of Rabbi Elazar, and the next Mishnah from Rabbi Tarfon, both of which expressly compare learning Torah 

to labor.

“The day is short.”  All lives are finite.  Even when we are young, we have to think of our time as limited.

“There is a lot of work to do.”  Becoming immersed in the Torah is an immense undertaking.  It’s not 

something that can be done quickly or easily.

“The workers are lazy.”  People are usually averse to doing anything that is challenging.  But this statement 

is not all negative, because it also suggests that the work is not individual but communal.

“The wages are high.”  The reward for learning Torah and doing mitzvot is worth the effort.  If wages were 

low, the job might not be worth the effort (given inherent laziness).  While other Mishnayot specifically 

reference and describe the reward (e.g., in the world to come), this Mishnah simply says the wages are 

“high,” leaving it undefined.  This suggests that every “worker” needs to comprehend why it’s worth it to 

them personally to undertake the effort.  Not coincidentally, Rabbi Tarfon was among the richest of the 

Sages, but he also became among the most generous (as a disciple of Rabbi Akiba).

“The owner is pressing.”  HaShem is constantly prodding us to get started.  It’s not enough that the wages 

are high, but we need to understand that a supervisor is expecting us not to let him down.  This provides an 

added incentive -- interest in avoiding the disappointment of our master (and possibly fear of punishment) 

rather than just wages.
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Commentary by: MIchael & Tani Hurwitz
This Mishnah answers skeptics who aren’t totally convinced by the prior Mishnah.  They might say, “So what if the wages 
are high and the owner is pressing? It’s still not worth my time and effort because the work is too immense and I’ll never 
be able to complete it.  I might as well live for pleasure instead of undertaking the hard labor of Torah.”  This is exactly 
what an “apikoros” might argue, as mentioned in Mishnah 2:14.  And that Mishnah instructs that you need to know how to 
answer an “apikoros.”  This Mishnah, 2:16, could be thought of as the more complete answer not provided by the prior 
Mishnah.

“You are not required to complete the work, but you are not at liberty to stand idly by.”  This is a comforting statement.  It 
says you don’t have to set unattainable goals.  You just have to do your part to make progress.  Some people will have 
more time than others to do so, but no one will “finish.”  It is the work of the generations that follow you to pick up the 
cudgel.  This is such a powerful statement, because it invokes the forefathers in the Torah and the great Sages of the 
post-Temple period, none of whom saw their work completed.  (Moshe is the preeminent example of this, since he never 
entered Israel.)

“If you have learned much Torah, they give you great wages.  Your employer is trustworthy to pay the wages of your labor, 
but know that giving the reward of the righteous happens in the world to come.”  This tries to reconcile reality on the 
ground with the points made previously.  The reward may not be visible at all to us; in fact, life might be full of challenges, 
disappointments, and suffering (as it was in the post-Temple period).  But the reward will be in the world to come.

We can also relate these Mishnayot to some of the great old paintings about mowing (a favorite subject of many painters 
and poets throughout the ages).  These paintings typically show the difficulty and immensity of the work yet still seem 
hopeful and even heroic.  Two examples:

The Mowers in the Outskirts of Lagny (1899-1900), by Henry Labesque, shows the 
communal effort in mowing with everyone working in parallel yet at different 
points in their work.  The field before them is huge but they are making progress 
in neat lines.

The Veteran in a New Field (1865), by Winslow Homer, shows that the labor itself is a form of reward -- the reward of 
peacetime.

Mishnah 16 / משנה טז
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ֹלא ָעֶליָך ַהְּמָלאָכה ִלְגמֹר, וְֹלא ַאָּתה ֶבן חֹוִרין ִלָּבֵטל ִמֶּמּנָה. ִאם ָלַמְדָּת תֹוָרה ַהְרֵּבה, נֹוְתנִים ְלָך ָׂשָכר ַהְרֵּבה. 

וְנֱֶאָמן הּוא ַבַעל ְמַלאְכְּתָך ֶׁשּיְַׁשֵּלם ְלָך ְׂשַכר ְּפֻעָּלֶתָך. וְַדע ַמַּתן ְׂשָכָרן ֶׁשל ַצִּדיִקים ֶלָעִתיד ָלבֹא:

He [Rabbi Tarfon] used to say: It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it; If you 
have studied much Torah, you shall be given much reward. Faithful is your employer to pay you the reward of your labor; 
And know that the grant of reward unto the righteous is in the age to come.
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Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 1 / משנה א 
ֲעַקְביָא ֶבן ַמֲהַלְלֵאל אֹוֵמר, ִהְסַּתֵּכל ִּבְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים וְִאי ַאָּתה ָבא ִליֵדי ֲעֵבָרה. ַּדע ֵמַאיִן ָּבאָת, 
ּוְלָאן ַאָּתה הֹוֵלְך, וְִלְפנֵי ִמי ַאָּתה ָעִתיד ִלֵּתן ִּדין וְֶחְׁשּבֹון. ֵמַאיִן ָּבאָת, ִמִּטָּפה ְסרּוָחה, ּוְלָאן ַאָּתה 

הֹוֵלְך, ִלְמקֹום ָעָפר ִרָּמה וְתֹוֵלָעה. וְִלְפנֵי ִמי ַאָּתה ָעִתיד ִלֵּתן ִּדין וְֶחְׁשּבֹון, ִלְפנֵי ֶמֶלְך ַמְלֵכי 
ַהְּמָלִכים ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא:

Akabyah ben Mahalalel said: mark well three things and you will not come into the power 
of sin: Know from where you come, and where you are going, and before whom you are 
destined to give an account and reckoning. From where do you come? From a putrid drop. 
Where are you going? To a place of dust, of worm and of maggot. Before whom you are 
destined to give an account and reckoning? Before the King of the kings of kings, the Holy 
One, blessed be he.
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Commentary by: Steven Lieberman
There is a tremendous amount to unpack here:  the impermanence of life, the inevitability of 
death, the need for humility, the fact that no matter how successful we have been in a 
material sense “you can’t take it with you.”  But for me, this passage in Pirkei Avot provides a 
powerful  incentive for following all of the other principles set forth in Pirkei Avot specifically, 
and the Torah more generally.  That is, if you view life through the lens that each person is 
destined to give an account and reckoning to Hashem, and  you overlay on top of that the 
assumption that Hashem sees everything, then there is the greatest incentive to behave both 
properly and with an understanding that each of us has only a limited amount of time on the 
earth, and that we are each responsible for how we use – or waste – that time.  



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 2 / משנה ב 
ַרִּבי ֲחנִינָא ְסַגן ַהּכֲֹהנִים אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ִמְתַּפֵּלל ִּבְׁשלֹוָמּה ֶׁשל ַמְלכּות, ֶׁשִאְלָמֵלא מֹוָרָאּה, ִאיׁש ֶאת ֵרֵעהּו ַחּיִים ְּבָלעֹו. ַרִּבי ֲחנִינָא ֶבן 
ְּתַרְדיֹון אֹוֵמר, ְׁשנַיִם ֶׁשּיֹוְׁשִבין וְֵאין ֵּבינֵיֶהן ִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, ֲהֵרי ֶזה מֹוַׁשב ֵלִצים, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים א) ּוְבמֹוַׁשב ֵלִצים ֹלא יָָׁשב. ֲאָבל 
ְׁשנַיִם ֶׁשּיֹוְׁשִבין וְיֵׁש ֵּבינֵיֶהם ִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, ְׁשִכינָה ְׁשרּויָה ֵבינֵיֶהם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (מלאכי ג) ָאז נְִדְּברּו יְִרֵאי יְיָ ִאיׁש ֶאל ֵרֵעהּו וַּיְַקֵׁשב יְיָ 
וַּיְִׁשָמע וַּיִָּכֵתב ֵסֶפר ִזָּכרֹון ְלָפנָיו ְליְִרֵאי יְיָ ּוְלחְֹׁשֵבי ְׁשמֹו. ֵאין ִלי ֶאָּלא ְׁשנַיִם, ִמּנַיִן ֶׁשֲאִפּלּו ֶאָחד ֶׁשּיֹוֵׁשב וְעֹוֵסק ַּבּתֹוָרה, ֶׁשַהָּקדֹוׁש 

ָּברּוְך הּוא קֹוֵבַע לֹו ָׂשָכר, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (איכה ג) יֵֵׁשב ָּבָדד וְיִּדֹם ִּכי נַָטל ָעָליו:

Rabbi Hanina, the vice-high priest said: pray for the welfare of the government, for were it not for the fear it inspires, 
every man would swallow his neighbor alive. R. Hananiah ben Teradion said: if two sit together and there are no words of 
Torah [spoken] between them, then this is a session of scorners, as it is said: “nor sat he in the seat of the 
scornful…[rather, the teaching of the Lord is his delight]” (Psalms 1:1); but if two sit together and there are words of 
Torah [spoken] between them, then the Shekhinah abides among them, as it is said: “then they that feared the Lord 
spoke one with another; and the Lord hearkened and heard, and a book of remembrance was written before Him, for 
them that feared the Lord and that thought upon His name” (Malachi 3:16). Now I have no [scriptural proof for the 
presence of the Shekhinah] except [among] two, how [do we know] that even one who sits and studies Torah the Holy 
One, blessed be He, fixes his reward? As it is said: “though he sit alone and [meditate] in stillness, yet he takes [a 
reward] unto himself” (Lamentations 3:28).
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Commentary by: Judry Subar
“You better hope your government succeeds,” says Rabbi Hanina, “so that you and your neighbors don’t eat each other 

alive,” foreshadowing Hobbesian political theory.  Of course, in teaching that the power of a sovereign protects human beings 
from the dangers of the state of nature, Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan presented just one perspective on the purpose that a 
government serves.  So, too, Rabbi Hanina’s advice constitutes just one Jewish viewpoint regarding governmental activity.  
Indeed, in Pirkei Avot 2:3 we’re told something a little bit different: that government officials befriend the common person only 
to serve their own interests but don’t otherwise help people in need.  The author of that rabbinnic warning didn’t trust the 
state to protect its citizens, apparently considering the cynical actions of politicians to be more worthy of comment than the 
theoretical underpinnings of government itself.

How do the different Mishnaic ideas about the origins and operation of political systems translate into twenty-first 
century Jewish ideas regarding political theory and the operation of the state?  I can’t provide anything like a real answer, but 
here are a few points that we might keep in mind in considering how challenging a question this is.  We live at a time when 
thinking about the role of government in general is far from straightforward.  On the one hand, we read about some billionaires 
who are generally identified as left-of-center pledging huge percentages of their fortunes to NGOs which by definition act as 
alternatives to government.  At the same time, politicians who have typically championed small government don’t blink as they 
approve massive government spending, debt and deficits.  And regarding the concept of statehood for Jews, we debate all the 
time how to navigate the tension between Jewish identity and democratic values.  Even among theorists who identify with the 
Orthodox world, we have significant thinkers who don’t seem to consider sovereignty to be the be-all and end-all -- people such 
as Donniel Hartman, who considers North America to be a home for its Jews (clearly a group that doesn’t exercise sovereignty 
the way a government generally does) on a par with the home that Israel provides for its Jews, and Professor Daniel Boyarin, for 
whom diasporic, non-sovereign Jewish identity is more of a positive value than Modern Zionism can be.  One more Jewish 
thinker, Michael Walzer, gives us one more Jewish perspective on statecraft when in his Exodus and Revolution he argues that 
the Book of Exodus “is certainly the first description of revolutionary politics.”  

All of this is to say, as Pirkei Avot itself does, that different Jews (and sometimes even the same ones) think different 
things about the substance and practice of politics.  One easily overlooked element of that reality is that even as we disagree, 
so many of us share an understanding that political thought and action make up an important part of who we are.  That seems 
to be Rabbi Hanina’s ultimate point:  as crucial as it is for us to work as individuals toward the goal of getting along with each 
other, we need to applaud any attempt to develop a common set of rules that will help us as local and national human 
communities achieve that end.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 3 / משנה ג

ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ְׁשלָׁשה ֶׁשָאְכלּו ַעל ֻׁשְלָחן ֶאָחד וְֹלא ָאְמרּו ָעָליו ִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, ְּכִאּלּו ָאְכלּו ִמִּזְבֵחי ֵמִתים, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 
(ישעיה כח) ִּכי ָּכל ֻׁשְלָחנֹות ָמְלאּו ִקיא צָֹאה ְּבִלי ָמקֹום. ֲאָבל ְׁשלָׁשה ֶׁשָאְכלּו ַעל ֻׁשְלָחן ֶאָחד וְָאְמרּו ָעָליו ִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, 

ְּכִאּלּו ָאְכלּו ִמֻּׁשְלָחנֹו ֶׁשל ָמקֹום ָּברּוְך הּוא, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (יחזקאל מא) וַיְַדֵּבר ֵאַלי ֶזה ַהֻּׁשְלָחן ֲאֶׁשר ִלְפנֵי ה':

Rabbi Shimon said: if three have eaten at one table and have not spoken there words of Torah, [it is] as if they 
had eaten sacrifices [offered] to the dead, as it is said, “for all tables are full of filthy vomit, when the 
All-Present is absent” (Isaiah 28:8). But, if three have eaten at one table, and have spoken there words of Torah, 
[it is] as if they had eaten at the table of the All-Present, blessed be He, as it is said, “And He said unto me, 
‘this is the table before the Lord’” (Ezekiel 41:2.
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Commentary by: The Shorr Family
As a family, we would like to dedicate our learning of this Mishnah to Lissa’s father, Stanley Malcom Cohen z”l, Shimon Melech 

HaKohen Ben Tzvi Hirsch HaKohen VeMerka. We chose this Mishnah because we feel that  it offers suggestions for maintaining strong 

Jewish practice during the strange times in which these words are written -- during the Covid-19 crisis of 2020 -- suggestions which 

Stanley often put into practice himself.

In many places throughout Rabbinic literature, we find discussions surrounding metaphorical “replacements,” or maybe more 

accurately “spiritual reincarnations,” of the Beit HaMikdash, the Temple, after it was destroyed. Not surprisingly, a very common 

resolution to these discussions is that nowadays, a shul is like our Mikdash Me’at, a little Temple. The reasons behind this conclusion 

make a lot of sense. We daven and gather at our shuls, just like what was done at the Beit HaMikdash. Though these reasons might 

seem obvious to us, the practical ramifications might not be: many Halachic sources hold that a shul today actually has a status of 

Kedusha, holiness, similar to the sanctity of the Beit HaMikdash. As a result, there are certain specifications for how we should build 

and beautify a shul, and also stringencies regarding selling a shul. In fact, some say that a shul must be the highest building in town! 

Clearly, the discussions comparing a shul to the Beit HaMikdash are not just metaphorical, but practical as well.

Another common image offer as a metaphor explaining a reincarnation of the Beit HaMikdash is in the form of our tables, where we 

eat with our families. At first glance, this comparison seems strange. But thinking about it more deeply, we realize that at our tables, 

we eat, pray, share words of Torah, and build relationships, all important aspects of Temple life. When we extend this comparison 

from the purely spiritual to the practical, we start to arrive at the lesson of our Mishnah: To fail to act with Kavod, honor, around our 

tables is akin to desecrating the Beit HaMikdash with meaningless sacrifices. On the other hand, if we do act at our tables with 

respect for others, learning, and gratitude, then we merit having the Shechinah dwell among us, as if we were standing in the Beit 

HaMikdash.

This lesson about our tables is so important for us at any moment when we don’t only miss the Beit HaMikdash, but are for whatever 

reason unable to attend our shuls as well. Though not easy, we have a tremendous opportunity in front of us: to take all of the Torah 

and dignity that we might save for shul, but instead manifest it inside our homes, with our families. Our family luckily has Stanley’s 

memory to serve as a strong example of how to fulfill this opportunity. Many friends and relatives have remembered Stanley for his 

legendary Seders, for two reasons. We feel this first, because of how meticulous he was in making sure that we left no stone 

unturned in discussing the story of the exodus, and second, because he always made sure to invite people from far and wide and to 

make everyone feel welcome. Stanley never let anyone leave a gathering without discussing Jewish life, and everyone always felt that 

they had truly been heard. At a time when it may seem that we are at risk of being disconnected from our Judaism, we actually have 

the chance to bring the Divine Presence directly into our homes. We truly have the opportunity to turn our tables into our own 

Mikdashim Me’atim.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג

Commentary by: Martin Weiss

Rabbi Hanania ben Hakinai lived during the early Tannaic era. He was a dedicated student of Rabbi Akiva. He 

uses idioms in this Mishnah. Idioms are phrases in common usage not derivable from the literal meaning. For 

example, 'I have to hit the hay now' means 'I want to go home to sleep'.

There are, at first glance, three causes (waking at night, traveling alone, thinking idly) and one result (making you 

morally guilty). Commenters have thought the phrase against traveling alone on the road might mean that you 

should use your travel time to study. (Many times I've seen people studying their heavily underlined bible while 

riding on the Metrorail and sometimes I've read the LeKutai Torah that Alan Fisher provides while on the 

Metrorail). Or it might mean that you should help other people study Torah. Commentators have also thought 

the first phrase about being awake at night means that if you do wake at night you should study Torah or that if 

you don't apply yourself during the day you will wake at night.  If you translate the result phrase ִמְתַחּיֵב ְּבנְַפׁשֹו as 

'endanger your soul' which seems plausible given the warning against idleness in the third causal phrase 

(idleness), it could arguably refer to something called Sleep Paralysis.

This illustration by Angelica Alzona for lifehacker.com in an article by Beth Skwarecki published in December 

2016 depicts the helplessness and anxiety felt by people who suffer from this condition. There are two types of 

Sleep Paralysis: in the first you are unable to move at a critical point in your dream (which sometimes leads to 

night terror); in the second you are just barely awake and unable to move.

Rabbi Hanania ben Hakinai may have thought that, in fact, sleep paralysis is an early warning of continuing 

failure to use your time properly, eventually endangering your soul. If so, being awake at night is the warning of 

the two causes (walking alone and idleness) and endangering your soul is a result.

Mishnah 4 / משנה ד
ַרִּבי ֲחנִינָא ֶבן ֲחִכינַאי אֹוֵמר, ַהּנֵעֹור ַּבַּליְָלה וְַהְמַהֵּלְך ַּבֶּדֶרְך יְִחיִדי וְַהְמַפּנֶה ִלּבֹו ְלַבָּטָלה, ֲהֵרי 

ֶזה ִמְתַחּיֵב ְּבנְַפׁשֹו:

Rabbi Hananiah ben Hakinai said: one who wakes up at night, or walks on the way alone 
and turns his heart to idle matters, behold, this man is mortally guilty.

30

http://lifehacker.com/
https://kinja.com/bethskw


Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 5 / משנה ה 

ַרִּבי נְחּונְיָא ֶּבן ַהָּקנָה אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ַהְמַקֵּבל ָעָליו עֹל ּתֹוָרה, ַמֲעִביִרין ִמֶּמּנּו עֹל ַמְלכּות וְעֹל ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ. וְָכל 
ַהּפֹוֵרק ִמֶּמּנּו עֹל ּתֹוָרה, נֹוְתנִין ָעָליו עֹל ַמְלכּות וְעֹל ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ:

Rabbi Nehunia ben Hakkanah said: whoever takes upon himself the yoke of the Torah, they remove from him 
the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly concerns, and whoever breaks off from himself the yoke of the 
Torah, they place upon him the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly concerns.
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Commentary by: Stephen Bashein
What is the source of the restraints on our free will?  Torah? The government? Our job?

R. Nechunia, one of the early mystics, and perhaps more of that world than the practical world, promises us that there is no room for 
all three.  On the one hand there are Torah's demands.  On the other hand there is the government’s and the job’s (worldly affairs) 
demands.  He says, choose Torah and avoid the other two.  WOW!  Not in this world.  Maybe in a cave with Shimon ben Zakkai, R. 
Nechunia’s contemporary.  R. Nechunia goes on to say avoid Torah and be subject to the other two - now that sounds realistic.  
What’s going on here?

Rabbi Nechunia uses the word ״על״ (which is Hebrew for “burden”) regarding the limits on our free will that are imposed by Torah, 
government, and the job.  In fact in this Mishnah he uses the word על six times . . . in a 24-word statement!  In every direction we 
face burdens.   But in the Mishnah על is typically translated as “yoke” not “burden.”

Yoke is more than a “burden” - and so the translators understood על to mean more than carrying something that is heavy.  A yoke 
joins two like animals together to move forward in order to pull a loaded wagon.  Both animals have to work in unison . . . one can’t 
move without the other.  But the yoke guides the animals in the right direction, says Rabbi J. H. Hertz.  He goes on to say that 
absorption in the yoke of Torah relieves the mind from dwelling on the oppressive demands of the government and worldly affairs.

Rabbi Marc D. Angel expands on this.  He notes that Jacob, in his dream, saw the angels going up and then down - counterintuitive.  
But the angels were ascending to gain spiritual strength with which to sustain them when they descended to earth to cope with 
difficult situations.

It seems to me that R. Nehunia is telling us that in all situations, whether under the “yoke” of Torah, or government, or our jobs, we 
have a say . . .  we have to agree to work in unison with one set of values or the other.  So our free will is not compromised.  It all 
starts with exercising our free will. . .  do we follow the path of Torah rule?  or government rule? or the rules of the workplace?  

Likely R Nechunia is talking about fundamental values - i.e. the morality and ethical principles by which we live. . . . as Jews, as 
citizens, as members of the marketplace.  
Then what he says is true.  There is no room for eternal Torah values and for situational political and market place values to coexist.  
Choose Torah values and apply them to all aspects of your life.  Do not leave room for the situational values of politics, secular 
society, or the marketplace.

Rabbi Nehunia was a leading mystic - a contemporary of Shimon ben Zakki - living in the first and second centuries of the Common 
Era.  Besides being the author of this Mishnah, Rabbi Nehunia is best known to us as the author of the hymn ״אנא בכח . . .״ sung on 
Kabbalat Shabbat just before we sing ״,לכל דודי״ and is recited during the Sefirah period by many, right after doing the daily count of 
the Omer.

R. Nechunia was extremely wealthy, and was known for his humility (as expressed in אנא בכח) and his dedication to study and 
learning.  He interpreted the entire Torah using the analytical principle of “general and particular”.  He is said by some to have 
authored a basic Kabbalistic text, “Bahir”.
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Commentary by: David Weisel
This perek is especially relevant to our current crisis, the Covid-19 crisis of 2020.  Clearly, many activities -- social, religious, 

professional, personal -- are, during normal times, enhanced when shared with others. This observation by Rabbi Halafta 

teaches that we still can experience the Shechinah alone.

Side note:  The modern community K'far Hananyah is located in Israel's southern Galil, about five miles southwest of Tzfat and 

about one mile south of the K'far Hananyah of Mishnaic times.  It is small -- population today is about 750 -- which might 

explain why Rabbi Halafta was concerned with the spiritual legitimacy of very small groups!  View of K'far Hananyah:

Another side note:  The grave of Rabbi Hananya ben Akashya -- author of the one-sentence Mishnah recited to allow for a 

kaddish d'rabbanan to be recited by mourners -- is located just outside K'far Hananya.

Mishnah 6 / משנה ו
ַרִּבי ֲחַלְפָּתא ֶבן ּדֹוָסא ִאיׁש ְּכַפר ֲחנַנְיָה אֹוֵמר, ֲעָׂשָרה ֶׁשּיֹוְׁשִבין וְעֹוְסִקין ַּבּתֹוָרה, ְׁשִכינָה ְׁשרּויָה ֵבינֵיֶהם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 
(תהלים פב) ֱאֹלִהים נִָּצב ַּבֲעַדת ֵאל. ּוִמּנַיִן ֲאִפּלּו ֲחִמָּׁשה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (עמוס ט) וֲַאֻגָּדתֹו ַעל ֶאֶרץ יְָסָדּה. ּוִמּנַיִן ֲאִפּלּו 

ְׁשלָׁשה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים פב) ְּבֶקֶרב ֱאֹלִהים יְִׁשּפֹט. ּוִמּנַיִן ֲאִפּלּו ְׁשנַיִם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (מלאכי ג) ָאז נְִדְּברּו יְִרֵאי ה' ִאיׁש ֶאל 
ֵרֵעהּו וַּיְַקֵׁשב ה' וַּיְִׁשָמע וְגֹו'. ּוִמּנַיִן ֲאִפּלּו ֶאָחד, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (שמות כ) ְּבָכל ַהָּמקֹום ֲאֶׁשר ַאְזִּכיר ֶאת ְׁשִמי ָאבֹא ֵאֶליָך 

ּוֵבַרְכִּתיָך:

Rabbi Halafta of Kefar Hanania said: when ten sit together and occupy themselves with Torah, the Shechinah 
abides among them, as it is said: “G-d stands in the congregation of G-d” (Psalm 82:. How do we know that the 
same is true even of five? As it is said: “This band of His He has established on earth” (Amos 9:6). How do we 
know that the same is true even of three? As it is said: “In the midst of the judges He judges” (Psalm 82:1) How 
do we know that the same is true even of two? As it is said: “Then they that fear the Lord spoke one with 
another, and the Lord hearkened, and heard” (Malachi 3:16). How do we know that the same is true even of 
one? As it is said: “In every place where I cause my name to be mentioned I will come unto you and bless you” 
(Exodus 20:21).
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Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 7 / משנה ז 

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ִאיׁש ַּבְרּתֹוָתא אֹוֵמר, ֶּתן לֹו ִמֶּׁשּלֹו, ֶׁשַאָּתה וְֶׁשְּלָך ֶׁשּלֹו. וְֵכן ְּבָדוִד הּוא אֹוֵמר (דברי 
הימים א כט) ִּכי ִמְּמָך ַהּכֹל ּוִמּיְָדָך נַָתּנּו ָלְך. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ַהְמַהֵּלְך ַּבֶּדֶרְך וְׁשֹונֶה, ּוַמְפִסיק 
ִמִּמְׁשנָתֹו וְאֹוֵמר, ַמה ּנֶָאה ִאיָלן ֶזה ּוַמה ּנֶָאה נִיר ֶזה, ַמֲעֶלה ָעָליו ַהָּכתּוב ְּכִאּלּו ִמְתַחּיֵב ְּבנְַפׁשֹו:

Rabbi Elazar of Bartotha said: give to Him of that which is His, for you and that which is 
yours is His; and thus it says with regards to David: “for everything comes from You, and 
from Your own hand have we given you” (I Chronicles 29:14). Rabbi Jacob said: if one is 
studying while walking on the road and interrupts his study and says, “how fine is this 
tree!” [or] “how fine is this newly ploughed field!” scripture accounts it to him as if he was 
mortally guilty.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Haim Ovadia
I always wondered why Rabbi Shimon was so harsh. Why did he say that one should be punished for 
appreciating the beauty of nature and the handiwork of the creator. This question especially 
bothered me because I love nature and because my most powerful Tefila experience was connected 
to it. I was walking with my grandfather to shul on Shabbat, and we were talking, when he stopped 
all of a sudden, looked at the flocks of birds which were dancing and gliding above, and started 
chanting Psalm 104, in praise of nature. I was therefore perplexed by this Mishnah, until I realized 
that R. Shimon's emphasis is on the word ומפסיק - stops learning. If one considers nature to be 
separate from faith and Torah it is a problem. Contemplating nature is the greatest act of faith, and 
one should not consider it as causing him to be detached from his learning.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 8 / משנה ח 

ַרִּבי ּדֹוְסַּתאי ְּבַרִּבי יַּנַאי ִמּׁשּום ַרִּבי ֵמִאיר אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ַהּׁשֹוֵכַח ָּדָבר ֶאָחד ִמִּמְׁשנָתֹו, ַמֲעֶלה ָעָליו ַהָּכתּוב ְּכִאּלּו 
ִמְתַחּיֵב ְּבנְַפׁשֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (דברים ד) ַרק ִהָּׁשֶמר ְלָך ּוְׁשמֹר נְַפְׁשָך ְמאֹד ֶּפן ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר ָראּו 

ֵעינֶיָך. יָכֹול ֲאִפּלּו ָתְקָפה ָעָליו ִמְׁשנָתֹו, ַּתְלמּוד לֹוַמר (שם) ּוֶפן יָסּורּו ִמְּלָבְבָך ּכֹל יְֵמי ַחּיֶיָך, ָהא ֵאינֹו ִמְתַחּיֵב 
ְּבנְַפׁשֹו ַעד ֶׁשּיֵֵׁשב וִיִסיֵרם ִמִּלּבֹו:

Rabbi Dostai ben Rabbi Yannai said in the name of Rabbi Meir: whoever forgets one word of his study, 
scripture accounts it to him as if he were mortally guilty, as it is said, “But take utmost care and watch 
yourselves scrupulously, so that you do not forget the things that you saw with your own eyes” 
(Deuteronomy 4:9). One could [have inferred that this is the case] even when his study proved [too] 
hard for him, therefore scripture says, “that they do not fade from your mind as long as you live” (ibid.). 
Thus, he is not mortally guilty unless he deliberately removes them from his heart.
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Commentary by: Brian Foont

In Pirkei Avot 6:8 Rabbi Shimon ben Manasya relates a saying of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai and then, in his own name, 

comments on it. With that exception, Avot 3:8 is the only Mishnah in Pirkei Avot where one rabbi reports what 

another said. That begs the question, why not just quote Rabbi Meir as is done at Avot 4:10 and 6:1? Or, for that 

matter, as Rabbi Dostai’s father, Rabbi Yannai, as at Avot 4:15? This appears to be a reflection of Rabbi Dostai’s 

humility. While appearing several times in the Talmud Bavli, only homiletical teachings appear in his name. On 

halacha, he quotes his teacher, the same Rabbi Meir that he quotes here.

While various pieces of Tanach are quoted in Pirkei Avot, citations to the Torah are rare. Up to this Mishnah there is 

just one (Avot 3:6) and there are just eleven more with seven of those in the last chapter. In a book of Torah with 

108 Mishnayot, that seems sparse. Perhaps even more interesting, Rabbi Dostai beings with an exhortation in the 

name of his teacher, Rabbi Meir, that “whoever forgets one word of his study, scripture accounts it to him as if he 

were mortally guilty” or “it comes from its soul.” That “rule,” is, of course, impossible to follow. Forgetting, with few 

exceptions, is part of how the human brain works. The method of learning at the time, which involved constant 

repetition, was an effort to avoid forgetting. That generations-long game of “telephone” was far from perfect as 

borne out by many passages in the Talmud where the precise text of what was to be remembered has been 

corrupted. Thus, Rabbi Dostai reports Rabbi Meir providing a helpful “out,” first quoting more of the same pasuk 

“that they do not fade from your mind as long as you live” and explaining, “thus, he is not mortally guilty unless he 

deliberately removes them from his heart.” That same teaching, this time attributed to Rabbi Dostai without 

reference to Rabbi Meir, appears in the Talmud Bavli (Menachot 99B). The “out,” however, is also impossible. 

Humans, outside the realm of science fiction, cannot deliberately erase a memory. The Mishnah also omits the last 

four words of the pasuk, “and make them know to your children and your children’s children.”

We are dealing here not with halacha, but homily. The pasuk from the Torah, in context, is Moshe Rabbenu exhorting 

the people. He tells them to be diligent, to make sure, all of the days of their life, not to forget the things that they 

saw with their own eyes just in case they would leave their memory – and tell them over to their children and their 

children’s children. From here we have a source for the halacha to teach Torah to our children (e.g., Sefer HaChinuch 

419), but we do not (fortunately) count forgetting as a negative commandment. Rabbi Dostai is reminding us to be 

diligent in our studies as an aid to avoid forgetting and at the same time demonstrating humility by attributing the 

idea to his teacher.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 9 / משנה ט 

ַרִּבי ֲחנִינָא ֶבן ּדֹוָסא אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ֶׁשּיְִרַאת ֶחְטאֹו קֹוֶדֶמת ְלָחְכָמתֹו, ָחְכָמתֹו ִמְתַקּיֶֶמת. וְָכל ֶׁשָחְכָמתֹו קֹוֶדֶמת ְליְִרַאת ֶחְטאֹו, ֵאין 
ָחְכָמתֹו ִמְתַקּיֶֶמת. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ֶׁשַּמֲעָׂשיו ְמֻרִּבין ֵמָחְכָמתֹו, ָחְכָמתֹו ִמְתַקּיֶֶמת. וְָכל ֶׁשָחְכָמתֹו ְמֻרָּבה ִמַּמֲעָׂשיו, ֵאין ָחְכָמתֹו 

ִמְתַקּיֶֶמת:

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa said: anyone whose fear of sin precedes his wisdom, his wisdom is enduring, but anyone whose 
wisdom precedes his fear of sin, his wisdom is not enduring. He [also] used to say: anyone whose deeds exceed his 
wisdom, his wisdom is enduring, but anyone whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, his wisdom is not enduring.
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Commentary by: Leah and Steve Kreisler
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa said: anyone whose fear of sin precedes his wisdom, his wisdom is enduring, but anyone whose wisdom 
precedes his fear of sin, his wisdom is not enduring. He [also] used to say: anyone whose deeds exceed his wisdom, his wisdom 
is enduring, but anyone whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, his wisdom is not enduring.

As some context to this passage, it is important to understand a little of the life of Hanina ben Dosa, one of the Tannaim who 
lived in the latter half of the first century C.E. Rabbi Hanina was extremely pious and was looked on even by his contemporaries 
as one to be admired for his conduct. There are a number of stories of Rabbi Hanina and the power of prayer, including two 
from Berachot (34b). In the first, Rabbi Gamliel sent two scholars to Rabbi Hanina’s house requesting that he seek divine mercy 
for Gamliel’s ill son. After praying, Hanina told the messengers that Gamliel’s son was cured by stating that “if my prayer is 
fluent in my mouth, then I know that it has been well received.” In the second story, Hanina similarly prays for the son of Rabbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai, who also recovers. Zakkai tells his wife that Hanina “is like a servant before the King, who comes and goes 
freely and is on intimate terms with Him, while I am like an important officer before the King, appearing in the palace only on 
important occasions, and am therefore on less intimate terms with Him.”

This passage in Pirkei Avot emphasizes the important idea that knowledge, in and of itself, is not a means to an end. It can only 
endure if it is gained for serving a higher purpose. Those who understand the significance of the mitzvot have not only 
demonstrated their knowledge of them, but also recognize their humility before G-d. Similarly, wisdom will only endure if it is 
used for the purpose of fulfilling mitzvot in the service of man and Hashem. The verse precisely reflects the kind of person 
Rabbi Hanina was; although his wisdom was not as great as that of the leaders of the Sanhedrin, he meritoriously used his 
knowledge and devotion for helping others.

Mishnah 10 / משנה י 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ֶׁשרּוַח ַהְּבִרּיֹות נֹוָחה ֵהיֶמּנּו, רּוַח ַהָּמקֹום נֹוָחה ֵהיֶמּנּו. וְָכל ֶׁשֵאין רּוַח ַהְּבִרּיֹות נֹוָחה ֵהיֶמּנּו, ֵאין רּוַח 

ַהָּמקֹום נֹוָחה ֵהיֶמּנּו. ַרִּבי דֹוָסא ֶבן ַהְרִּכינַס אֹוֵמר, ֵׁשנָה ֶׁשל ַׁשֲחִרית, וְיַיִן ֶׁשל ָצֳהַריִם, וְִׂשיַחת ַהיְָלִדים, וִיִׁשיַבת ָּבֵּתי ְכנִֵסּיֹות ֶׁשל 
ַעֵּמי ָהָאֶרץ, מֹוִציִאין ֶאת ָהָאָדם ִמן ָהעֹוָלם:

He used to say: one with whom men are pleased, G-d is pleased. But anyone from whom men are displeased, G-d is 
displeased. Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas said: morning sleep, midday wine, children’s talk and sitting in the assemblies of 
the ignorant put a man out of the world.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
Some people do everything right, yet never seem to receive any credit for doing so. Whether they are hard working 
individuals with thankless jobs, or “silent heroes” who help support everyone around them in hidden ways- we 
cannot live without these people. While it may seem that such individuals are underappreciated, this Mishnah 
reassures us that G-d sees their actions. In a way, G-d takes cues from us, so to speak… if we are pleased with 
people, G-d is also pleased with them.

Another interpretation: This Mishnah reinforces the importance of treating others in a way that they will find 
“pleasing.” The reward for doing so is not only a positive relationship between us as people, but also a positive 
relationship with G-d. 



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 11 /משנה יא

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ַהּמֹוָדִעי אֹוֵמר, ַהְמַחֵּלל ֶאת ַהָּקָדִׁשים, וְַהְמַבֶּזה ֶאת ַהּמֹוֲעדֹות, וְַהַּמְלִּבין ְּפנֵי ֲחֵברֹו ָבַרִּבים, 
וְַהֵּמֵפר ְּבִריתֹו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ָעָליו ַהָּׁשלֹום, וְַהְמַגֶּלה ָפנִים ַּבּתֹוָרה ֶׁשֹּלא ַכֲהָלָכה, ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשּיֵׁש ְּביָדֹו 

תֹוָרה ּוַמֲעִׂשים טֹוִבים, ֵאין לֹו ֵחֶלק ָלעֹוָלם ַהָּבא:

Rabbi Elazar of Modiin said: one who profanes sacred things, and one who despises the festivals, and 
one who causes his fellow’s face to blush in public, and one who annuls the covenant of our father 
Abraham, may he rest in peace, and he who is contemptuous towards the Torah, even though he has to 
his credit [knowledge of the] Torah and good deeds, he has not a share in the world to come.
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Commentary by: Tanya Lampert
If one is a learned Torah scholar and knows the mitzvot but dislikes or speaks against what is holy as well as 

diminishing the joy of the festivals by talking in negative terms about them, he does not get credit for his knowledge 

of Torah in the world to come. Moreover if he treats others so that they perhaps are embarrassed by the lack of 

depth of their Torah knowledge, the same fate awaits him. It is interesting to note that Rabbi Elazar from Modiin 

includes embarrassing someone in public in the same sentence, and speaks about that practice in terms just as 

serious, as profaning what is holy, the Torah, mitzvot and festivals.

Commentary by: Nat Lewin

Rabbi Yishmael ben Elisha – strikingly handsome in his youth -- was released for an enormous ransom when he was 
discovered in a Roman prison and concluded, from memory, the text of a prophetic vision of Yeshayahu. It may have 
been that experience that led him to advise equal respect and gladness for all.

Act happy towards all who you greet

In an office, a gym, or the street

Show equal respect and joy

In meeting a geezer or a boy

Or a scholar or a cop on the beat.

Mishnah 12 / משנה יב 
ַרִּבי יְִׁשָמֵעאל אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ַקל ְלרֹאׁש, וְנֹוַח ְלִתְׁשחֶֹרת, וֱֶהוֵי ְמַקֵּבל ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאָדם ְּבִׂשְמָחה:

Rabbi Ishmael said: be suppliant to a superior, submissive under compulsory service, and 
receive every man happily.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 13 / משנה יג

ַרִּבי ֲעִקיָבא אֹוֵמר, ְׂשחֹוק וְַקּלּות רֹאׁש, ַמְרִּגיִלין ְלֶעְרוָה. ָמסֶֹרת, ְסיָג ַלּתֹוָרה. ַמַעְׂשרֹות, ְסיָג ָלעֶׁשר. נְָדִרים, ְסיָג ַלְּפִריׁשּות. ְסיָג 
ַלָחְכָמה, ְׁשִתיָקה:

Rabbi Akiva said: Merriment and frivolity accustom one to sexual licentiousness; Tradition is a fence to the Torah; Tithes 
a fence to wealth, Vows a fence to abstinence; A fence to wisdom is silence.
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Commentary by: Toby Berman & Hannah Marill
Rabbi Akiva was afraid that “jesting and frivolity would lead to promiscuity.” To protect against

this prediction, he warned that fences were needed to protect against interference with the then-current Jewish lifestyle. In today’s world 

we desperately need fences to serve as barriers against penetration of our Jewish values by “foreign and unacceptable” ideas. With so many 

differing interpretations of what is “allowed and permissible” within the framework of the current “Jewish way of life,” we need walls, 

barriers, separations between what can be changed and what cannot be changed. These fences provide protection against change and 

provide permanence to Jewish values and beliefs.

If tradition changes or is altered by current acceptable practices and halachic rulings, does it still provide a fence around the Torah 

and its teachings? If the current generation cannot or does not abide by the tithe requirements, is wealth still protected? Considering all the 

stimulating influences in our world today, how effective is a mere personal vow as a barrier against promiscuity? Does silence truly create a 

wall around wisdom?

We learn and teach by doing . . . . .because actions speak louder than words. We must create and foster an environment for the 

young and old within our community which provides positive Judaic influences and offers opportunities to experience the beauty of “the 

Jewish way of life.” When this venture is successful, Torah-true Judaism will pass Dor L’dor, from generation to generation, and the fences, 

barriers, walls and separation strategies will not be as necessary as Rabbi Akiva suggested.

Toby Berman and Hannah Marill, grandmother and granddaughter, studied Chapter 3.13 of Pirkei Avot as our contribution 

to the Beth Sholom Pirkei Avot Project

Mishnah 14 / משנה יד 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ָחִביב ָאָדם ֶׁשּנְִבָרא ְבֶצֶלם. ִחָּבה יְֵתָרה נֹוַדַעת לֹו ֶׁשּנְִבָרא ְבֶצֶלם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (בראשית ט) ִּכי ְּבֶצֶלם ֱאֹלִהים ָעָׂשה ֶאת 
ָהָאָדם. ֲחִביִבין יְִׂשָרֵאל ֶׁשּנְִקְראּו ָבנִים ַלָּמקֹום. ִחָּבה יְֵתָרה נֹוַדַעת ָלֶהם ֶׁשּנְִקְראּו ָבנִים ַלָּמקֹום, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (דברים יד) ָּבנִים ַאֶּתם ַלה' 

ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם. ֲחִביִבין יְִׂשָרֵאל ֶׁשּנִַּתן ָלֶהם ְּכִלי ֶחְמָּדה. ִחָּבה יְֵתָרה נֹוַדַעת ָלֶהם ֶׁשּנִַּתן ָלֶהם ְּכִלי ֶחְמָּדה ֶׁשּבֹו נְִבָרא ָהעֹוָלם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ד) ִּכי 
ֶלַקח טֹוב נַָתִּתי ָלֶכם, ּתֹוָרִתי ַאל ַּתֲעזֹבּו:

He used to say: Beloved is man for he was created in the image [of G-d]. Especially beloved is he for it was made known to him that 
he had been created in the image [of G-d], as it is said: “for in the image of G-d He made man” (Genesis 9:6). Beloved are Israel in 
that they were called children to the All-Present. Especially beloved are they for it was made known to them that they are called 
children of the All-Present, as it is said: “your are children to the Lord your G-d” (Deuteronomy 14:1). Beloved are Israel in that a 
precious vessel was given to them. Especially beloved are they for it was made known to them that the desirable instrument, with 
which the world had been created, was given to them, as it is said: “for I give you good instruction; forsake not my teaching” 
(Proverbs 4:2).

Commentary by: Dita Cooper
Mishnah Avot 3:14 juxtaposes three divine elements of the human condition: creation in the image of G-d, being the children of the 

All-Present, and possessing a “precious vessel,” namely, the Torah. The Mishnah states that each condition is an expression of G-d’s love for 

humankind. Juxtaposed to each phrase is a statement that humankind is especially beloved because G-d made these conditions known to us 

through verses in the Torah. We know that we were created in the image of G-d because it is written so in the creation narrative of Genesis. 

We know that we are children of the All-Present because it is written so in Deuteronomy, in reference to preserving the sanctity of our 

bodies against self-destruction. We know that we are in possession of the precious vessel that is the Torah because it is written so in the 

Book of Proverbs (and sung as a preamble to the return of the Torah to the Ark each Shabbat.) 

I find this Mishnah to be particularly fascinating for the hierarchy it constructs between simply existing and having knowledge of one’s 

existence. While our status as “beloved” would remain unchanged without recognition of our divine condition, we are that much more 

beloved, sanctified, and divine by virtue of full knowledge and understanding of that which G-d has given us. Implicit in the Mishnah is a call 

to cognizance beyond simply living, and a charge to living a religious life that melds the mundane, the intellectual, and the spiritual aspects 

of who we are as human beings. 



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 15 / משנה טו 

ַהּכֹל ָצפּוי, וְָהְרׁשּות נְתּונָה, ּוְבטֹוב ָהעֹוָלם נִּדֹון. וְַהּכֹל ְלִפי רֹב ַהַּמֲעֶׂשה:

Everything is foreseen yet freedom of choice is granted, And the world is judged with 
goodness; And everything is in accordance with the preponderance of works.
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Commentary by: Bashi Packer
The concept expressed in this Mishnah has always bothered me. How can Hashem know what we will do 
ahead of time, and yet we still have free will? Why are these phrases grouped together?
 This is usually translated as everything is foreseen. I looked up the word, and I also found the :ַהּכֹל ָצפּוי
definition expected. These words seem very different. To foresee an event seems more passive, to expect 
an event is more active.
 ,as and וְָהְרׁשּות and/yet freedom of choice is granted - Note that some translate the vav in :וְָהְרׁשּות ְנתּוָנה
while others translate it as yet. Looking at the ּפשט, the plain meaning, the vav means "and" - implying that 
there is no contradiction here. I prefer that interpretation.
 ,and the world is judged with goodness - If people have done both good and bad things :ּוְבטֹוב ָהעֹוָלם ִנּדֹון
Hashem judges them based on their good deeds. Does one good deed outweigh many bad deeds? Which 
way is the scale tipped?
 and everything is in accordance to the majority of the deed - This is related to the :וְַהּכֹל ְלִפי רֹב ַהַּמֲעֶׂשה
previous phrase; will any person whose majority of deeds are good be judged as good?
 are displayed in the Hall of Memory at the US Holocaust Memorial ּפסוק Words from this :דברים 11:26
Museum, where I volunteer (see photo):

ה ּוְקָלָלֽה׃ ם ַהּ֑יֹום ְּבָרָכ֖ ן ִלְפנֵיֶכ֖ י נֵֹת֥ ה ָאנִֹכ֛  ְרֵא֗
See, this day I set before you blessing and curse.

 
It's an intense setting for the message of free will, which was exercised in a horrific way by the Nazis and 
their collaborators.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 16 / משנה טז 

הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַהּכֹל נָתּון ְּבֵעָרבֹון, ּוְמצּוָדה ְפרּוָסה ַעל ָּכל ַהַחּיִים. ַהֲחנּות ְּפתּוָחה, וְַהֶחנְוָנִי 
ֵמִקיף, וְַהִּפנְָקס ָּפתּוַח, וְַהּיָד ּכֹוֶתֶבת, וְָכל ָהרֹוֶצה ִלְלוֹות יָבֹא וְיְִלוֶה, וְַהַּגָּבִאים ַמֲחִזיִרים ָּתִדיר 

ְּבָכל יֹום, וְנְִפָרִעין ִמן ָהָאָדם ִמַּדְעּתֹו וְֶׁשֹּלא ִמַּדְעּתֹו, וְיֵׁש ָלֶהם ַעל ַמה ֶּׁשּיְִסמֹכּו, וְַהִּדין ִּדין ֱאֶמת, 
וְַהּכֹל ְמֻתָּקן ַלְּסעּוָדה:

He used to say: everything is given against a pledge, and a net is spread out over all the 
living; the store is open and the storekeeper allows credit, but the ledger is open and the 
hand writes, and whoever wishes to borrow may come and borrow; but the collectors go 
round regularly every day and exact dues from man, either with his consent or without his 
consent, and they have that on which they [can] rely [in their claims], seeing that the 
judgment is a righteous judgment, and everything is prepared for the banquet.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishnah is actually somewhat frightening. It talks about G-d as store owner. The store is open 
and the owner lets us enjoy the wonderful merchandise on credit. The merchandise refers to the 
good in the world but we must repay it with our own good deeds. This means that if we enjoy the 
blessings of life without paying our debt, we are essentially stealing from G-d and from the world. 



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 17 / משנה יז 

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ֲעַזְריָה אֹוֵמר, ִאם ֵאין ּתֹוָרה, ֵאין ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ. ִאם ֵאין ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ, ֵאין ּתֹוָרה. ִאם ֵאין ָחְכָמה, ֵאין יְִרָאה. ִאם ֵאין יְִרָאה, ֵאין ָחְכָמה. ִאם ֵאין 
ִּבינָה, ֵאין ַּדַעת. ִאם ֵאין ַּדַעת, ֵאין ִּבינָה. ִאם ֵאין ֶקַמח, ֵאין ּתֹוָרה. ִאם ֵאין ּתֹוָרה, ֵאין ֶקַמח. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ֶׁשָחְכָמתֹו ְמֻרָּבה ִמַּמֲעָׂשיו, ְלַמה הּוא 

דֹוֶמה, ְלִאיָלן ֶׁשֲענָָפיו ְמֻרִּבין וְָׁשָרָׁשיו ֻמָעִטין, וְָהרּוַח ָּבָאה וְעֹוַקְרּתֹו וְהֹוַפְכּתֹו ַעל ָּפנָיו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (ירמיה יז) וְָהיָה ְּכַעְרָער ָּבֲעָרָבה וְֹלא יְִרֶאה ִּכי יָבֹוא טֹוב 
וְָׁשַכן ֲחֵרִרים ַּבִּמְדָּבר ֶאֶרץ ְמֵלָחה וְֹלא ֵתֵׁשב. ֲאָבל ָּכל ֶׁשַּמֲעָׂשיו ְמֻרִּבין ֵמָחְכָמתֹו, ְלַמה הּוא דֹוֶמה, ְלִאיָלן ֶׁשֲענָָפיו ֻמָעִטין וְָׁשָרָׁשיו ְמֻרִּבין, ֶׁשֲאִפּלּו ָכל 

ָהרּוחֹות ֶׁשָּבעֹוָלם ָּבאֹות וְנֹוְׁשבֹות ּבֹו ֵאין ְמִזיִזין אֹותֹו ִמְּמקֹומֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (שם) וְָהיָה ְּכֵעץ ָׁשתּול ַעל ַמיִם וְַעל יּוַבל יְַׁשַּלח ָׁשָרָׁשיו וְֹלא יְִרֶאה ִּכי יָבֹא חֹם, 
וְָהיָה ָעֵלהּו ַרֲענָן, ּוִבְׁשנַת ַּבּצֶֹרת ֹלא יְִדָאג, וְֹלא יִָמיׁש ֵמֲעׂשֹות ֶּפִרי:

Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah says: If there is no Torah, there is no worldly occupation, if there is no worldly occupation, there is no Torah. If there is no wisdom, there 
is no fear of G-d; if there is no fear of G-d, there is no wisdom. If there is no knowledge, there is no understanding; if there is no understanding, there is no 
knowledge. If there is no flour, there is no Torah; if there is no Torah, there is no flour. He used to say: Anyone whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, to what is he 
compared? To a tree who branches are many but whose roots are few; then the winds comes and uproots it and turns it upside down; as it is said; "And he shall 
be like a lonely juniper tree in the wasteland and shall not see when good comes, but shall inhabit the parched places of the wilderness, a salt filled land which is 
uninhabitable." [Jeremiah 17:6]. But one whose deeds exceed one's wisdom, what is that person like? Like a tree whose branches are few, but whose roots are 
many; even if all the winds of the world were to come and blow upon it, they would not move it from its place, as it is said; "He shall be like a tree planted by the 
waters, which spreads out its roots by the river, and shall not perceive when heat comes, but its leaf shall remain fresh; and it will not be troubled in the year of 
drought, nor will it cease to bear fruit." [Jeremiah 17:8].
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Commentary by: Debra Band
In this painting of one of my favorite Mishnayot in Pirkei 

Avot, I surround the image of the two trees with imagery that 

contrasts the riches of the life that balances words or skills and 

actual deeds, and the emptiness of the life in which deeds do not 

follow upon skills. There are two ways in which we may understand 

the use of the word, “wisdom,” or hochma, in this passage. One 

may understand “wisdom” as fine “wise,” or intellectual, words, but 

in the early books of the Tanakh “wisdom,” or hochma, indicates 

specialized practical skills or capacities, rather than the more 

intellectual quality.

The tree representing the man whose wisdom exceeds his 

deeds has fallen in the background, its shallow roots pulled up from 

the soil. Hollowed out by decay, its leaves have fallen away leaving 

bare stubs of branches. The thriving tree in front grows at the 

water’s edge—and throughout Tanakh, rabbinics and kabbalah, 

flowing water symbolizes divine energy and wisdom, most directly 

available to humankind in the Torah. The tree’s strong and broad 

roots—drawing sustenance directly from that flowing 

water—nourish and anchor its canopy, fruitful with pomegranates. 

One branch has been lost to some kind of adversity, but it continues 

to flourish unimpeded. At its roots, wheat and lilies grow. The 

wheat alludes to the flour of the passage, and to human 

sustenance. The single stalk of pink lilies brings to mind a midrash in 

which a single stalk of fragrant, rose-colored lilies growing in a 

ruined orchard symbolizes the value of the Ten Commandments in 

the corrupt human world. The Burning Bush is compared, in other 

midrash, to a humble thornbush with lovely flowers, a rose bush.

The image of the heavens above is adapted from a famous 

Hubble Space Telescope image of the deep sky, showing us lights 

that have been traveling toward us since shortly after the Big Bang, 

13.7 billion years ago. All energy and matter in the universe has 

been produced and processed over and over in the stars since that 

moment of Creation, hence I use the image of the deep sky to 

allude to G-d’s unseen, but all pervasive presence in Creation.



Chapter 3 /  פרק ג
Mishnah 18 / משנה יח 

ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן ִחְסָמא אֹוֵמר, ִקּנִין ּוִפְתֵחי נִָּדה, ֵהן ֵהן ּגּוֵפי ֲהָלכֹות. ְּתקּופֹות וְִגיַמְטִריאֹות, 
ַּפְרְּפָראֹות ַלָחְכָמה:

Rabbi Eliezer Hisma said: the laws of mixed bird offerings and the key to the calculations 
of menstruation days these, these are the body of the halakhah. The calculation of the 
equinoxes and gematria are the desserts of wisdom.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
A few observations related to this Mishnah:

1. The study of Halacha can be highly technical, and sometimes dry and difficult to access. This is 
often the case when studying, for example, the laws of bird offerings and calculations of 
menstruation days (to determine if a woman is eligible to go to the mikveh). 

2. As challenging as it may be to study these areas of halacha, R’ Eliezer informs us that they are 
in fact central. These areas of halacha should not be viewed as tangential to study

3. Everyone is invited to study these areas of halacha - the Mishnah does not specify that they 
are meant for only rabbis or judges to study. 

4. Our study of the technical and dry halachot must be accompanied by something that is 
“sweet” and entertaining. The example given here, Gematria (where each Hebrew letter has a 
corresponding numerical value), is not an essential area of Halacha, but is still important 
nonetheless in order to ensure our study of Torah is balanced!



Chapter 4 /  פרק ד
Mishnah 1 / משנה א
ֶּבן זֹוָמא אֹוֵמר, ֵאיֶזהּו ָחָכם, ַהּלֹוֵמד ִמָּכל ָאָדם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים קיט) ִמָּכל ְמַלְּמַדי ִהְׂשַּכְלִּתי ִּכי ֵעְדֹוֶתיָך ִׂשיָחה ִּלי. ֵאיֶזהּו ִגּבֹור, 

ַהּכֹוֵבׁש ֶאת יְִצרֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי טז) טֹוב ֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם ִמִּגּבֹור ּומֵׁשל ְּברּוחֹו ִמֹּלֵכד ִעיר. ֵאיֶזהּו ָעִׁשיר, ַהָּׂשֵמַח ְּבֶחְלקֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 
(תהלים קכח) יְִגיַע ַּכֶּפיָך ִּכי תֹאֵכל ַאְׁשֶריָך וְטֹוב ָלְך. ַאְׁשֶריָך, ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה. וְטֹוב ָלְך, ָלעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. ֵאיֶזהּו ְמֻכָּבד, ַהְמַכֵּבד ֶאת 

ַהְּבִרּיֹות, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (שמואל א ב) ִּכי ְמַכְּבַדי ֲאַכֵּבד ּובַֹזי יֵָקּלּו:

Ben Zoma said:Who is wise? He who learns from every man, as it is said: “From all who taught me have I gained 
understanding” (Psalms 119:99). Who is mighty? He who subdues his [evil] inclination, as it is said: “He that is slow to 
anger is better than the mighty; and he that rules his spirit than he that takes a city” (Proverbs 16:3). Who is rich? He 
who rejoices in his lot, as it is said: “You shall enjoy the fruit of your labors, you shall be happy and you shall prosper” 
(Psalms 128:2) “You shall be happy” in this world, “and you shall prosper” in the world to come. Who is he that is 
honored? He who honors his fellow human beings as it is said: “For I honor those that honor Me, but those who spurn Me 
shall be dishonored” (I Samuel 2:30).
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Commentary #1 by: George Max Saiger
Ben Zoma asked “Who is wise” and answered “He who learns from all people.” He was considered quite the chacham himself, 

the Talmud (Berachot 57b) opining that anyone who sees Ben Zoma in a dream is approaching wisdom. His idea resonates 

among New Agers, since it undermines the more conventional wisdom, expressed in the Book of Job (12,12) that wisdom is 

correlated with getting old:

“Wisdom is to be found in the aged; And length of days implies understanding”

Old folks like this idea of linking age and wisdom. Wise Ben Zoma didn’t buy it. He died young.

In the Haggadah we meet a “wise” son. He is not necessarily old, and he does not seem to want to learn from all his peers: he is 

busy memorizing all the laws of Pesach, and learning how to categorize them into Eidot, (testimonies) Hukim (statutes), and 

Mishpatim (laws).   What a grind!  That kind of wisdom is wisdom satirized—when my Yiddish-speaking forebears called 

someone a “ chochem” there was more than a bit of a mockery in their tone. I surely prefer ben Zoma’s idea to the Haggadah’s. 

(Although in Rabbi Shmuel Goldin’s new edition of the Haggadah, he cites the Abravanel's idea that you have to have a decent 

factual base before you can begin to think abstractly.)

Modern psychologists have struggled to define wisdom. Most of the early tries were based on the notion that wisdom (like 

obscenity, as described by the late Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart)  was clear when you saw it. Most of these writers 

eventually gave up. More recently, the study of wisdom centered in the Berlin Wisdom Project at the Max Planck Institute for 

Human Development. This project was directed by Paul Baltes, a developmental psychologist who died in 2006, and Ursula 

Staudinger, who currently leads the National Longevity Center at The Robert N. Butler Columbia Aging Center in New York. 

What has come to be known as the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm is a knowledge-based model, leading to Baltes’s pithy definition of 

wisdom: “[Knowing] the ‘fundamental pragmatics of life.’

Whatever does that mean? Baltes and Staudinger defined it as “knowledge and judgement about the essence of the human 

condition and the ways and means of planning, managing, and understanding a good life." That is,. knowing how humans think 

and act gives people the ability to understand alternative viewpoints on life's problems. Their wise subjects have learned from 

overcoming tough life situations --and from wise teachers. Such a  teacher may be anyone, ben Zoma reminds us.

PS: One of the findings of the Berlin Wisdom project was that, like ben Zoma, you don’t have to be old to be wise.



Chapter 4 /  פרק ד
Mishnah 1 / משנה א
ֶּבן זֹוָמא אֹוֵמר, ֵאיֶזהּו ָחָכם, ַהּלֹוֵמד ִמָּכל ָאָדם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים קיט) ִמָּכל ְמַלְּמַדי ִהְׂשַּכְלִּתי ִּכי ֵעְדֹוֶתיָך ִׂשיָחה ִּלי. ֵאיֶזהּו ִגּבֹור, 

ַהּכֹוֵבׁש ֶאת יְִצרֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי טז) טֹוב ֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם ִמִּגּבֹור ּומֵׁשל ְּברּוחֹו ִמֹּלֵכד ִעיר. ֵאיֶזהּו ָעִׁשיר, ַהָּׂשֵמַח ְּבֶחְלקֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 
(תהלים קכח) יְִגיַע ַּכֶּפיָך ִּכי תֹאֵכל ַאְׁשֶריָך וְטֹוב ָלְך. ַאְׁשֶריָך, ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה. וְטֹוב ָלְך, ָלעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. ֵאיֶזהּו ְמֻכָּבד, ַהְמַכֵּבד ֶאת 

ַהְּבִרּיֹות, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (שמואל א ב) ִּכי ְמַכְּבַדי ֲאַכֵּבד ּובַֹזי יֵָקּלּו:

Ben Zoma said:Who is wise? He who learns from every man, as it is said: “From all who taught me have I gained 
understanding” (Psalms 119:99). Who is mighty? He who subdues his [evil] inclination, as it is said: “He that is slow to 
anger is better than the mighty; and he that rules his spirit than he that takes a city” (Proverbs 16:3). Who is rich? He 
who rejoices in his lot, as it is said: “You shall enjoy the fruit of your labors, you shall be happy and you shall prosper” 
(Psalms 128:2) “You shall be happy” in this world, “and you shall prosper” in the world to come. Who is he that is 
honored? He who honors his fellow human beings as it is said: “For I honor those that honor Me, but those who spurn Me 
shall be dishonored” (I Samuel 2:30).
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Commentary #2 by: Julie Skolnick
In this time of distance learning students must be open to learn from many sources. They must also be flexible in giving their 

teachers the benefit of the doubt and have patience as teachers learn along with students on how to best teach online. 

Likewise, teachers find themselves learning from students – digital natives – who may understand technology in a deeper more 

organic way. As we all navigate this unknown, we find ourselves looking back at other pandemics, at how other countries and 

states are handling the pandemic and transitioning back – those who will be most successful are those who open themselves up 

to learn from others.

Who is strong? He who subdues his personal inclination, as it is said, He who is slow to anger is better than a strong man, and 

a master of his passions is better than a conqueror of a city (proverbs 16:32). 

Commentary: During this time of perpetual fear and uncertainty, it is easy to allow emotions to rue the day in our 

communications and patience with others. From shortages at grocery stores to technology glitches, now is the time to 

demonstrate calm and consistency and to offer gratitude and grace.

Who is rich? He who is happy with his lot, as it is said: When you eat of the labor of your hands, you are praiseworthy and all 

is well with you (Psalms 128:2). You are praiseworthy in this world: and all is well with you in the World to Come.”

Commentary: This time is not short on challenges; fear, discomfort, and inconvenience are daily occurrences.  However, typical 

complaints of cleaning our houses or the less than perfect school situation, work challenges, etc. pale in comparison to many 

others who are suffering through abuse, homelessness, illness and loneliness. Noticing the quiet, the natural beauty of Spring 

and the blessings you do have in the face of this unprecedented time allows perspective and connection through oneself to the 

rest of the world and allows for renewal of spirit. It is important during this time to notice beauty but not forget those who are 

immensely challenged physically and emotionally during this time.

Who is honored? He who honors others, as it is said: For those who honor Me I will honor, and those who scorn Me shall be 

degraded (I Samuel 2:30).

Commentary: Showing honor may mean supporting endeavors that one no longer benefits from, whether an employee or a 

service, so that their past work is honored and their future work is secure. Honoring others may mean virtually visiting elderly 

who are alone and it may mean dealing gently with those who are compromised by the situation we are all in at this time.



Chapter 4 /  פרק ד
Mishnah 2 / משנה ב 
ֶּבן ַעַּזאי אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ָרץ ְלִמְצוָה ַקָּלה ְכַבֲחמּוָרה, ּובֹוֵרַח ִמן ָהֲעֵבָרה. ֶׁשִּמְצוָה ּגֹוֶרֶרת ִמְצוָה, וֲַעֵבָרה גֹוֶרֶרת ֲעֵבָרה. ֶׁשְּׂשַכר ִמְצוָה, 

ִמְצוָה. ּוְׂשַכר ֲעֵבָרה, ֲעֵבָרה:

Ben Azzai said: Be quick in performing a minor commandment as in the case of a major one, and flee from transgression; 
For one commandment leads to another commandment, and transgression leads to another transgression; For the reward 
for performing a commandment is another commandment and the reward for committing a transgression is a 
transgression.
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Mishnah 3 / משנה ג 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַאל ְּתִהי ָבז ְלָכל ָאָדם, וְַאל ְּתִהי ַמְפִליג ְלָכל ָּדָבר, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך ָאָדם ֶׁשֵאין לֹו ָׁשָעה וְֵאין ְלָך ָדָבר ֶׁשֵאין לֹו ָמקֹום:

He used to say: do not despise any man, and do not discriminate against anything, for there is no man that has not his 
hour, and there is no thing that has not its place.

Mishnah 4 / משנה ד 
ַרִּבי ְלוִיָטס ִאיׁש יְַבנֶה אֹוֵמר, ְמאֹד ְמאֹד ֱהוֵי ְׁשַפל רּוַח, ֶׁשִּתְקוַת ֱאנֹוׁש ִרָּמה. ַרִּבי יֹוָחנָן ֶּבן ְּברֹוָקא אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ַהְמַחֵּלל ֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם 

ַּבֵּסֶתר, נְִפָרִעין ִמֶּמּנּו ְבָגלּוי. ֶאָחד ׁשֹוֵגג וְֶאָחד ֵמִזיד ְּבִחּלּול ַהֵּׁשם:

Rabbi Levitas a man of Yavneh said: be exceeding humble spirit, for the end of man is the worm. Rabbi Yohanan ben 
Berokah said: whoever profanes the name of heaven in secret, he shall be punished in the open. Unwittingly or wittingly, 
it is all one in profaning the name.

Commentary by: Ken, Joy, Mia, Adam, and Jack Drexler
There are many layers to this Mishnah and many lessons to be learned.  The Mishnah tells us simply that it is not useful to judge 
or to hate any person or being.  Also, some translations interpret the second phrase, “do not discriminate against anything,” to 
be “consider nothing impossible.”  So what does all of this mean?  We see at least four lessons.  First, there is no benefit to be 
gained from dwelling on the negative; negative thinking places a heavy weight on us and prevents us from appreciating and 
focusing on the abundant good in the world around us and in everyone.  Second, harboring ill will might cause us to mistreat a 
person, which is unacceptable.  Third, the phrase “there is no man that has not his hour” suggests that we should never write 
off another person, because everyone will, at some time, rise to a higher level and be able to contribute in a meaningful and 
positive way.  Fourth, Rashi notes that alienating any person could undermine our own personal interests over time.  It is never 
clear what our relationship to others will be in the future and what position we or others will have.  Best to keep good relations 
and not burn bridges.    Chag Sameach!!

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
This Mishnah offers an important insight into human psychology: We are creatures of habit. Once a certain activity becomes 
part of our routine - whether it is a mitzvah or a transgression - it will become difficult to cease the activity (“old habits die 
hard.”). It is for this reason that it is so important that we create healthy habits in our lives - as this will inevitably (according to 
our Mishnah) lead to continued positive behavior! 

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
So often we are concerned about how we present ourselves as Jews in public - and for good reason. There is so much Anti 
Semitism in the world, and so important that we combat this by doing our part to represent the Jewish people as best as we 
can. We strive to all make a Kiddush Hashem in our actions - to make G-d’s name holy. And at the same time, we try as best we 
can to avoid creating a Chilul Hashem - a desecration of G-d’s name. 

This Mishnah raises the stakes. Not only must we be concerned about how we act in public, but we must also be careful about 
how we act in private. We must strive to view the privacy of our own homes just as we view being out in public. 
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Mishnah 5 /משנה ה 
ַרִּבי יְִׁשָמֵעאל ְּבנֹו אֹוֵמר, ַהּלֹוֵמד ּתֹוָרה ַעל ְמנָת ְלַלֵּמד, ַמְסִּפיִקין ְּביָדֹו ִלְלמֹד ּוְלַלֵּמד. וְַהּלֹוֵמד ַעל 
ְמנָת ַלֲעׂשֹות, ַמְסִּפיִקין ְּביָדֹו ִלְלמֹד ּוְלַלֵּמד ִלְׁשמֹר וְַלֲעׂשֹות. ַרִּבי ָצדֹוק אֹוֵמר, ַאל ַּתֲעֵׂשם ֲעָטָרה 

ְלִהְתַּגֵּדל ָּבֶהם, וְֹלא ַקְרּדֹם ַלְחּפֹר ָּבֶהם. וְָכְך ָהיָה ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר, ּוְדִאְׁשַּתֵּמׁש ְּבָתָגא, ָחָלף. ָהא 
ָלַמְדָּת, ָּכל ַהּנֱֶהנֶה ִמִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה, נֹוֵטל ַחּיָיו ִמן ָהעֹוָלם:

Rabbi Ishmael his son said: He who learns in order to teach, it is granted to him to study 
and to teach; But he who learns in order to practice, it is granted to him to learn and to 
teach and to practice. Rabbi Zadok said: do not make them a crown for self-exaltation, nor 
a spade with which to dig. So too Hillel used to say, “And he that puts the crown to his own 
use shall perish.” Thus you have learned, anyone who derives worldly benefit from the 
words of the Torah, removes his life from the world.
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Commentary by: Elliot Pinta
The Mishnah distinguishes between two types of people: those who learn solely to teach and those who 

learn in order to perform mitzvot.  Both, the Mishnah says, will be successful in meeting their goals. But the 

second one’s goal is clearly much preferred by both the text of the Mishnah itself and by the commentators. 

Learning just to teach, suggest the commentators, is an acceptable but incomplete goal. The ultimate goal 

of learning is to more fully understand, and thereby fulfill, observance of mitzvot and ritual obligations. And 

that can best be achieved by one whose goal is to learn in order to practice. Such learning will of necessity 

result in a stronger commitment to Torah and mitzvot but serve as a model to others so that they may learn 

from the learner’s example. That, say both the Mishnah and commentators, is the ultimate goal of limmud 

Torah and the ultimate goal of one who seeks to teach.

Upon reading the Mishnah I immediately thought of my father. My dad was such a person. He was 

educated both at the Mesivta Chaim Berlin and at Columbia University. He spent his career as a teacher and 

administrator in both public schools and Jewish day schools and yeshivoth. His feet were firmly planted in 

both worlds. But he never wavered in his commitment to Torah and Jewish education. I think of him daily.

As an aside, this curious episode. In looking for a Mishnah to claim, I used an edition of Pirkei  Avot that my 

father had used, and when I opened it a loose piece of paper fell out. It was a Talmud homework 

assignment sheet given to my son Stephen when he was a student at the Hebrew Academy. Each student 

was assigned a group  of Mishnahyot to learn. Stephen was assigned  Perek 4 of Avot. And so it goes.  
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Mishnah 7 / משנה ז
ַרִּבי יְִׁשָמֵעאל ְּבנֹו אֹוֵמר, ַהחֹוֵׂשְך ַעְצמֹו ִמן ַהִּדין, ּפֹוֵרק ִמֶּמּנּו ֵאיָבה וְָגֵזל ּוְׁשבּוַעת ָׁשוְא. וְַהַּגס ִלּבֹו 

ַבהֹוָרָאה, ׁשֹוֶטה ָרָׁשע וְַגס רּוַח:

Rabbi Ishmael his son said: he who refrains himself from judgment, rids himself of enmity, 
robbery and false swearing; But he whose heart is presumptuous in giving a judicial decision, is 
foolish, wicked and arrogant.
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Commentary by: Nina F. Schor
There is something quite poetic
About the pigeon masquerading as a dove.
Perhaps it is his abject failure.
(Or perhaps not.)

Mishnah 6 / משנה ו 
ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ַהְמַכֵּבד ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה, ּגּופֹו ְמֻכָּבד ַעל ַהְּבִרּיֹות. וְָכל ַהְמַחֵּלל ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה, ּגּופֹו 

ְמֻחָּלל ַעל ַהְּבִרּיֹות:
Rabbi Yose said: whoever honors the Torah is himself honored by others, and whoever dishonors 
the Torah is himself dishonored by others.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
Why should honoring the Torah lead to others honoring us? And why should dishonoring the Torah lead to 
others dishonoring us? One may suggest, on a simple level, that through honoring the Torah, we receive a 
divine reward -- that others will honor us. Perhaps, though, there is something deeper to be said: Through 
honoring the Torah, we cultivate within ourselves characteristics that make us honorable. And, conversely, 
when we dishonor the Torah, we cultivate within ourselves the opposite characteristics - leading those 
around us to feel we are not worthy of any honor. 
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Mishnah 8 / משנה ח 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַאל ְּתִהי ָדן יְִחיִדי, ֶׁשֵאין ָּדן יְִחיִדי ֶאָּלא ֶאָחד. וְַאל ּתֹאַמר ַקְּבלּו ַדְעִּתי, ֶׁשֵהן ַרָּׁשִאין וְֹלא 

ָאָּתה:

He used to say: judge not alone, for none may judge alone save one. And say not “accept my 
view”, for they are free but not you.
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Commentary by: Nat Lewin
Rabbi Yishmael ben Rabbi Yossi ben Chalafta may have been skeptical about decisions that a 
single judge makes because of his own experience. He was assigned, over his objection, to 
turn over Jewish thieves to the Roman government.

A judge who sits all alone

Is probably dumb as a stone

To make justice work

We give him a clerk

To confer in person or on the phone.

Mishnah 9 / משנה ט 
ַרִּבי יֹונָָתן אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ַהְמַקּיֵם ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה ֵמעֹנִי, סֹופֹו ְלַקּיְָמּה ֵמעֶׁשר. וְָכל ַהְמַבֵּטל ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה ֵמעֶׁשר, 

סֹופֹו ְלַבְּטָלּה ֵמעֹנִי:

Rabbi Jonathan said: whoever fulfills the Torah out of a state of poverty, his end will be to fulfill 
it out of a state of wealth; And whoever discards The torah out of a state of wealth, his end will 
be to discard it out of a state of poverty.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
On the surface, this Mishnah is challenging to read. Dedicating our lives to a profession - and 
earning a good living in so doing - is a dream that many of us wish to pursue. We are seemingly 
instructed here to do the opposite - to pursue a life of Torah study in a state of poverty. Can’t 
someone be devoted both to earning money and to Torah simultaneously?

The Rambam provides a closer reading of the text. He suggests that anyone who is poor and needy 
and at the same time is occupied with Torah will be able to learn free from any professional 
distractions that may disturb him. In this way, the person is “wealthy.” Conversely, anyone who 
does not study Torah because they are preoccupied with their wealth will eventually feel “poor” 
(not necessarily monetarily speaking). The lesson for us is to make room in our lives - whether are 
wealthy or not - to study Torah. 
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Mishnah 10 / משנה י 
ַרִּבי ֵמִאיר אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ְמַמֵעט ְּבֵעֶסק, וֲַעסֹק ַּבּתֹוָרה. וֱֶהוֵי ְׁשַפל רּוַח ִּבְפנֵי ָכל ָאָדם. וְִאם ָּבַטְלָּת ִמן ַהּתֹוָרה, יֶׁש ְלָך 

ְבֵטִלים ַהְרֵּבה ְכנְֶגָּדְך. וְִאם ָעַמְלָּת ַבּתֹוָרה, יֶׁש לֹו ָׂשָכר ַהְרֵּבה ִלֶּתן ָלְך:

Rabbi Meir said: Engage but little in business, and busy yourself with the Torah. Be of humble spirit before all 
men. If you have neglected the Torah, you shall have many who bring you to neglect it, but if you have labored 
at the study of Torah, there is much reward to give unto you

Commentary by: Judry Subar
Marcus Jastrow, the author of the classic dictionary of rabbinic literature known by his name, translates the sixth 

word of this Mishnah consistently with the translation above, to mean “in business.”  The Mishnah tells us, then, 

that we should avoid spending too much time on worldly affairs (or maybe on commercial transactions, in 

particular) lest they distract us from living a life of Torah.  But Jastrow gives a second definition as well to the word 

 controversy.”  Read with that meaning, our Mishnah would be telling us to be humble and consummately“ :עסק

agreeable if we want to progress in our Torah learning.  That might sound like great advice to a mussarnik, an 

adherent of the moralism advocated by works such as the eighteenth century treatise on moral living known as the 

Mesilat Yesharim.  (As that book says, “humility leads to fear of sin.”  Introduction:49.)  But that’s not necessarily the 

dominant approach to the study of Torah.  After all, what’s the Talmud if not a celebration of controversy?  And the 

experience of learning in a Beit Midrash, with all the mental -- and often verbal -- pushing and shoving undertaken 

to resolve seemingly impossible contradictions, might be imagined as swimming in the middle of a giant human 

dialectic.  Perhaps the end of the Mishnah helps us to remember that both approaches are appropriate.  We can 

work hard to keep our debates calm and civil so that we don’t get so caught up in the process of argument that we 

lose interest in finding answers to our questions.  And we can also recognize that our attempts to come to terms 

with the challenges inherent in Torah-based ideas might fall flat if they are tied too tightly to questions of 

practicality and worldliness.

Mishnah 11 / משנה יא 
ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר ֶּבן יֲַעקֹב אֹוֵמר, ָהעֹוֶׂשה ִמְצוָה ַאַחת, קֹונֶה לֹו ְפַרְקִליט ֶאָחד. וְָהעֹוֵבר ֲעֵבָרה ַאַחת, קֹונֶה לֹו ַקֵּטגֹור ֶאָחד. 

ְּתׁשּוָבה ּוַמֲעִׂשים טֹוִבים, ִּכְתִריס ִּבְפנֵי ַהֻּפְרָענּות. ַרִּבי יֹוָחנָן ַהַּסנְְּדָלר אֹוֵמר, ָּכל ְּכנִֵסּיָה ֶׁשִהיא ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, סֹוָפּה 
ְלִהְתַקּיֵם. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, ֵאין סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקּיֵם:

Rabbi Eliezer son of Yaakov says: One who does a single good deed acquires a single defender. One who does a 
single sin acquires a single prosecutor. Repentance and good deeds are a shield against punishment. Rabbi 
Yochanan the shoemaker said: Every gathering that is for the sake of Heaven will endure. And every gathering 
that isn't for the sake of Heaven will not endure, in the end.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
Everything we do has meaning. There is no such thing as an action that is “neutral” or meaningless.  We must be 
very intentional and careful about how we act. 

This message may be difficult for some to internalize or act upon. The Mishnah recognizes this fact in offering us a 
solution: Teshuvah and good deeds. Even if we make mistakes in how we act (which we inevitably will), there is 
always a path back.



Chapter 4 /  פרק ד
Mishnah 12 / משנה יב 

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ֶּבן ַׁשּמּוַע אֹוֵמר, יְִהי ְכבֹוד ַּתְלִמיְדָך ָחִביב ָעֶליָך ְּכֶׁשְּלָך, ּוְכבֹוד ֲחֵבְרָך ְּכמֹוָרא ַרְּבָך, ּומֹוָרא ַרְּבָך ְּכמֹוָרא 
ָׁשָמיִם:

Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua said: let the honor of your student be as dear to you as your own, and the honor of 
your colleague as the reverence for your teacher, and the reverence for your teacher as the reverence of 
heaven.
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Commentary by: The Siegel family
Students: Teachers have an awesome responsibility to their students and to do anything less than honoring them is to act 
against the divine spark within them and to abrogate the duty a teacher has to the transmission of the material. 
 
Colleagues: One must show reverence for those who have achieved the status of a colleague because one can challenge and 
question a colleague in a way that allows for the open and honest exchange of ideas as equals.
 
Teachers: A teacher (particularly, but not exclusively, one teaching Torah) allows us to become closer to HaShem. Therefore 
one must revere a teacher as one has reverence of heaven because that teacher is the conduit through which we may learn to 
live our lives in accordance with heaven.

Mishnah 13 / משנה יג 
ַרִּבי יְהּוָדה אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ָזִהיר ַּבַּתְלמּוד, ֶׁשִּׁשְגַגת ַּתְלמּוד עֹוָלה ָזדֹון. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ְׁשלָׁשה ְכָתִרים ֵהם, ֶּכֶתר ּתֹוָרה 

וְֶכֶתר ְּכֻהּנָה וְֶכֶתר ַמְלכּות, וְֶכֶתר ֵׁשם טֹוב עֹוֶלה ַעל ַּגֵּביֶהן:
Rabbi Judah said: be careful in study, for an error in study counts as deliberate sin. Rabbi Shimon said: There 
are three crowns: the crown of torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of royalty, but the crown of a 
good name supersedes them all.

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
How could an error be considered something deliberate? Bartenura comments that this Mishnah is aimed at those who are 
rabbinic judges. If someone makes a mistake in a legal judgement because they were not careful in their study, G-d considers it 
to be an intentional sin. While this may seem unfair, this Mishnah emphasizes for us the importance of proper study of the 
Torah. The stakes are high when it comes to Torah, especially when we apply it to “real world” legal cases.
 

Mishnah 14 / משנה יד 
ַרִּבי נְהֹוַראי אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי גֹוֶלה ִלְמקֹום ּתֹוָרה, וְַאל ּתֹאַמר ֶׁשִהיא ָתבֹא ַאֲחֶריָך, ֶׁשֲחֵבֶריָך יְַקּיְמּוָה ְביֶָדָך. וְֶאל ִּבינְָתָך ַאל 

ִּתָּׁשֵען (משלי ג):

Rabbi Nehorai said: go as a [voluntary] exile to a place of Torah and say not that it will come after you, for [it 
is] your fellow [student]s who will make it permanent in your hand and “and lean not upon your own 
understanding” (Proverbs 3:5).

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
The Mishnah talks not about moving to a place of Torah but of “exiling” oneself to a place of Torah! Why exile? I think this 

refers to the idea that in order for us to learn we must go to a place of vulnerability where we are not too comfortable. 

Comfort is great for many things but not for spiritual growth which requires one to expand oneself in ways that are almost 

impossible from the comfort of your living room! So, go into exile whether this is a physical space or a mental space. It is 

essential for spiritual growth. 
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Mishnah 15 / משנה טו 

ַרִּבי יַּנַאי אֹוֵמר, ֵאין ְּביֵָדינּו ֹלא ִמַּׁשְלוַת ָהְרָׁשִעים וְַאף ֹלא ִמּיִּסּוֵרי ַהַּצִּדיִקים. ַרִּבי ַמְתיָא ֶבן ָחָרׁש אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ַמְקִּדים ִּבְׁשלֹום ָּכל 
ָאָדם. וֱֶהוֵי ָזנָב ָלֲאָריֹות, וְַאל ְּתִהי רֹאׁש ַלּׁשּוָעִלים:

Rabbi Yannai said: it is not in our hands [to explain the reason] either of the security of the wicked, or even of the 
afflictions of the righteous. Rabbi Mathia ben Harash said: Upon meeting people, be the first to extend greetings; And be 
a tail unto lions, and not a head unto foxes.
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Commentary by: Tsippora Rosenberg
The first bit of wisdom offered by this Mishnah by Rabbi Yannai is one we know well as the age-old question of why do 

the evil prosper and the righteous suffer.  I especially like the simple explanation given here – it is not for us to know.  Instead 
of detailing reasons and explanations to aid us to understand, as that is the easier path, I prefer this explanation – it is simply 
beyond our capabilities and not Hashem’s will for us to know the reasons why. 

From a personal perspective, this brings to mind a pivotal moment in my life. My Mother ז’ל passed away at the early 
age of 62 from internal bleeding. I had been with her the previous evening at her home, as she complained that her stomach 
was bloated and we attributed it to medication.  As she fell asleep, I left and went home to my family.  During the Shivah, I was 
feeling so very guilty and questioning - why my Mother, a truly giving person, and why had I not known better and acted 
earlier, and so on.  My Father took me aside and said six words that stopped me cold and I will never forget them.  He did not 
try to assuage my guilt or tell me how she was no longer in pain – he said “that is the path to insanity.”  In other words, there is 
no answer and we were not meant to know, just do not go down that train of thought.  I take the same brilliant and comforting 
idea from this Mishnah.

Mathia ben Harash shares two thoughts at the end of this Mishnah.  They can be understood in a similar context of 
humility and being proactive.  His first idea is we should initiate a greeting when meeting someone. One interpretation is to be 
humble and reach out to others rather than waiting for them to  speak first.  The second thought of Mathia ben Harash is that it 
is better to be the tail, the last or lowest of a group, than the first and best.  We can all learn from others and it is better to 
surround yourself with smarter and kinder people, so as to grow, than to be the best among lesser and feel superior. Midrash 
Shmuel makes an interesting note on this saying. A lion waves its tail above his head whereas a fox puts it between his legs. In 
the same manner, righteous people honor those who are lesser than them and are not concerned with their own honor, 
whereas dishonorable people belittle those lesser in order to increase their own import.

Mishnah 16 / משנה טז 
ַרִּבי יֲַעקֹב אֹוֵמר, ָהעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה ּדֹוֶמה ִלְפרֹוְזדֹור ִּבְפנֵי ָהעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. ַהְתֵקן ַעְצְמָך ַבְּפרֹוְזדֹור, ְּכֵדי ֶׁשִּתָּכנֵס ַלְּטַרְקִלין:

Rabbi Jacob said: this world is like a vestibule before the world to come; prepare yourself in the vestibule, so that you 
may enter the banqueting-hall.

Commentary by: Sarah Antine
What does it mean this world is like a vestibule?  It reminded me of the courtyard of Achashverosh where Queen Esther 

stood after galvanizing the Jewish community to pray and fast for their redemption.  She herself took on the fasting and praying 

for several days, and while she stood in Achashverosh's ‘vestibule’ she was probably hungry and physically weak, and terrified.  

What she did was to prepare herself by turning inward to find all the hidden reserves of courage and favor from G-d that she 

would need to face an all-too-powerful human being who had the ability to save or murder a whole ethnic group in his midst. 

We can also prepare to become the best versions of ourselves, to improve our character, to grow in Torah knowledge 

and skill through practice, to make a difference for others. 

In order to relate to ‘the world to come’ I often think of how we can make our own destiny by doing the next right 

action, and when we fail, to have resilience to try again.  Eventually, Esther not only enters the banquet hall, but she makes the 

banquet that others enter.  If I take this as a metaphor, it means one regular person who does the next right thing actually 

merits to host the banquet for the next generation.  
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Mishnah 19 / משנה יט 
ְׁשמּוֵאל ַהָּקָטן אֹוֵמר, (משלי כד) ִּבנְפֹל אֹויְִבָך ַאל ִּתְׂשָמח ּוִבָּכְׁשלֹו ַאל יֵָגל ִלֶּבָך, ֶּפן יְִרֶאה ה' וְַרע ְּבֵעינָיו וְֵהִׁשיב ֵמָעָליו 

ַאּפֹו:
Shmuel Hakatan said: “If your enemy falls, do not exult; if he trips, let your heart not rejoice, lest the Lord see it and be 
displeased, and avert his wrath from him” (Proverbs 24:17).
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Commentary by: Dan Prywes
This Mishnah repeats a verse from Proverbs (24:17) without additional commentary.   Why then is this included as a Mishnah in 
Pirkei Avot?  The value added must come from the fact that the Mishnah reports that Shmuel Ha’Katan would repeat this verse.  
He is the Rabbi who was chosen as worthy to compose the Birkhat HaMinim (curse on heretics and enemies) prayer that is part 
of the Amida.  (See Brachot 28b-29a.)  The Mishnah in Pirkei Avot is therefore telling us that even though Shmuel HaKatan 
recognized that enemies (heretics, informers, others) should be destroyed, he similarly stressed that we must take pleasure 
only in our own survival and not in their death or destruction.   A similar thought can be found in Ezekiel 33:11:  “As I live, says 
Hashem, I do not wish for the death of the wicked, but for the wicked to repent of their way, so that they may live.”  

This is a recurrent tension over the joy of survival vs. taking pleasure in the enemy’s downfall.  While Proverbs 24:17 cautions 
against celebrating the downfall of one’s enemy, another verse (Proverbs 11:10) states:  “When the wicked perish there is 
singing.”  Similarly, when Pharaoh's army was destroyed in the Red Sea, the Israelites sang Shirat Hayam (Shemot 15:3), which 
appears inconsistent with the theme of Proverbs 24:17.  But the Midrash tells us that HaShem forbade the angels from singing 
because the Egyptians were also created by HaShem, suggesting that Shirat Hayam was not the optimal response in the 
Israelites’ reaction before receiving the Torah.   

The bottom line:  We must always guard against turning the joy of survival into the joy of revenge.

Mishnah 18 /משנה יח 
ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן ֶאְלָעָזר אֹוֵמר, ַאל ְּתַרֶּצה ֶאת ֲחֵבְרָך ִבְׁשַעת ַּכֲעסֹו, וְַאל ְּתנֲַחֶמּנּו ְּבָׁשָעה ֶׁשֵּמתֹו ֻמָּטל ְלָפנָיו, וְַאל ִּתְׁשַאל 

לֹו ִבְׁשַעת נְִדרֹו, וְַאל ִּתְׁשַּתֵּדל ִלְראֹותֹו ִבְׁשַעת ַקְלָקָלתֹו:

Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said: Do not try to appease your friend during his hour of anger; Nor comfort him at 
the hour while his dead still lies before him; Nor question him at the hour of his vow; Nor strive to see him in 
the hour of his disgrace.

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishnah teaches us that there is a time for everything. Trying to ask forgiveness can sometimes backfire if the victim is not 
ready to accept the request. Comforting a mourner when the pain is too raw will also not be helpful. The very same act at the 
appropriate time would be most helpful. So we learn that sometimes our mistakes do not emerge from bad actions but from 
bad timing. 

Mishnah 17 / משנה יז 
הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, יָָפה ָׁשָעה ַאַחת ִּבְתׁשּוָבה ּוַמֲעִׂשים טֹוִבים ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה, ִמָּכל ַחּיֵי ָהעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. וְיָָפה ָׁשָעה ַאַחת ֶׁשל 

קֹוַרת רּוַח ָּבעֹוָלם ַהָּבא, ִמָּכל ַחּיֵי ָהעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה:
He used to say: more precious is one hour in repentance and good deeds in this world, than all the life of the world to 
come; And more precious is one hour of the tranquility of the world to come, than all the life of this world.

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishnah reminds me of a Yiddish song we used to sing in Yeshiva - “Oilam Haba iz a gutta zach, learning Torah is a besser 
zach.” (The world to come is a good thing, but learning Torah is a better thing!). In Judaism, maybe we are somewhat motivated 
by a share in the world to come. But oh how enjoyable is a life of Torah and Mitzvot! 



Chapter 4 /  פרק ד
Mishnah 20 / משנה כ 
ֱאִליָׁשע ֶּבן ֲאבּויָה אֹוֵמר, ַהּלֹוֵמד יֶֶלד ְלַמה הּוא דֹוֶמה, ִלְדיֹו ְכתּוָבה ַעל נְיָר ָחָדׁש. וְַהּלֹוֵמד ָזֵקן ְלַמה הּוא דֹוֶמה, ִלְדיֹו ְכתּוָבה ַעל נְיָר ָמחּוק. 

ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ַבר יְהּוָדה ִאיׁש ְּכַפר ַהַּבְבִלי אֹוֵמר, ַהּלֹוֵמד ִמן ַהְּקַטּנִים ְלַמה הּוא דֹוֶמה, ְלאֵֹכל ֲענִָבים ֵקהֹות וְׁשֹוֶתה יַיִן ִמִּגּתֹו. וְַהּלֹוֵמד ִמן 
ַהְּזֵקנִים ְלַמה הּוא דֹוֶמה, ְלאֵֹכל ֲענִָבים ְּבֵׁשלֹות וְׁשֹוֶתה יַיִן יָָׁשן. ַרִּבי אֹוֵמר, ַאל ִּתְסַּתֵּכל ַּבַּקנְַקן, ֶאָּלא ְבַמה ֶּׁשּיֶׁש ּבֹו. יֵׁש ַקנְַקן ָחָדׁש ָמֵלא 

יָָׁשן, וְיָָׁשן ֶׁשֲאִפּלּו ָחָדׁש ֵאין ּבֹו:

Elisha ben Abuyah said: He who learns when a child, to what is he compared? To ink written upon a new writing sheet. And he who learns when 
an old man, to what is he compared? To ink written on a rubbed writing sheet. Rabbi Yose ben Judah a man of Kfar Ha-babli said: He who learns 
from the young, to what is he compared? To one who eats unripe grapes, and drinks wine from his vat; And he who learns from the old, to what is 
he compared? To one who eats ripe grapes, and drinks old wine. Rabbi said: don’t look at the container but at that which is in it: there is a new 
container full of old wine, and an old [container] in which there is not even new [wine].
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Commentary by: Michael, Libby, and Tani Hurwitz
This Mishnah is the only one featuring Elisha ben Abuyah, the infamous apostate -- he who cannot be named in the Mishnah 

(the “aher,” the “other”).  It features three sets of similes, each adding complexity to the question of how best to learn and at 

what stage of life.

In the first simile, Elisha ben Abuyah says that learning in youth is like ink written on fresh paper, whereas learning as an older 

person is like ink written on blotted or erased paper.  For someone who was so radical and notorious, on the surface this seems 

like a rather pious, cliche, and obvious observation.  Of course, it is easier to inculcate Torah to those who know nothing and 

are literally impressionable; much harder to teach those who are older and are set in their ways.  But the surface simplicity 

shows depths when considering two questions: Is this necessarily the case?  And what are the implications of this truism?  

Elisha ben Abuyah of course would know very well that this is not the case.  He was a contemporary of Akibah (they are two of 

the four who entered Pardes), and Akiba famously did not begin studying Torah until age 40.  Surely this counterexample would 

come to mind for everyone who heard this truism at the time.  And it suggests that, although in most cases the ink will be 

bolder on a fresh page, in other cases, the ink may be more permanent if it is first set upon life experience.  In addition, as 

retold in the Yerushalmi Talmud, one of Elisha Ben Abuyah’s greatest acts of blasphemy was to enter a beit hamidrash where 

youth were learning Torah and to urge them to give up studying in order to pursue various trades, which many of them did.  

This adds a certain dark insight to the Mishnah.  Because youth are so impressionable -- are clean slates -- they may be 

susceptible to indoctrination of one sort or another.  Elisha ben Abuyah was able to profoundly change their lives (for the 

better, in his estimation) with ease.  Blotting away newly set ink appears to be almost as easy as putting the ink on fresh paper.

In the second simile, Rabbi Yose ben Yehuda changes the perspective to that of the student rather than the teacher.  It is better 

to be taught by someone who is old rather than young.  Learning from the young is like eating unripe grapes and drinking new 

wine; whereas learning from the old is like eating ripe grapes and drinking aged wine.  Even though an older person may be set 

in their ways -- may be like blotted paper -- those layers contain a wealth of both life and teaching experience.  It turns out it is 

more fulfilling -- and more pleasurable, to follow the grapes/wine simile -- to read from a blotted page than one that was more 

recently inscribed.  Of course, this is not a hard and fast rule either.  Sometimes younger teachers can inspire more passion 

because they relate better to kids.

Finally, in the third simile, Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi adds a paradox that unites the various strands.  Do not look at the pitcher but 

at its contents; some new pitchers are full of aged wine, whereas some older pitchers do not even contain new wine (i.e, they 

contain nothing).  There are no hard and fast rules.  Some people certainly do get set in their ways, and their openness to new 

learning narrows over time.  Other people may only start experiencing youthful curiosity for the first time as they get older, 

gain some life experience, and realize all there is to learn.  As Bob Dylan put it memorably, “I was so much older then, I’m 

younger than that now.”  Both Elisha ben Abuyah and Akiba show in their own ways that radical transformation between 

youth, middle age, and old age is possible.
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Mishnah 21  / משנה כא

 ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ַהַּקָּפר אֹוֵמר, ַהִּקנְָאה וְַהַּתֲאוָה וְַהָּכבֹוד, מֹוִציִאין ֶאת ָהָאָדם ִמן ָהעֹוָלם:
Rabbi Elazar Ha-kappar said: envy, lust and [the desire for] honor put a man out of the world.
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Commentary by: Martin Weiss
Rabbi Eleazar HaKapor lived at the end of the Tannaic era. The Golan Archeological Museum has a lintel that, based 
on the inscription, was once part of his or his followers’ beit midrash. Here’s a picture of it:

Avot 4:21 is about controlling desire. It is easier said than done.  It reminds me of a song, "I Walk the Line" written by 
Johnny Cash in 1956, two years after he was married to his first wife, Vivian Liberto, as he was tempted by the 
opportunities that come with fame.

The song was, as we now know, was Johnny's prayer to control lust. He was, at the time the song was composed, 
also abusing alcohol and drugs.

The lyrics for the first verse are:

 

I keep a close watch on this heart of mine
I keep my eyes wide open all the time
I keep the ends out for the tie that binds
Because you're mine, I walk the line

Recording the song did not instantly end Johnny's problems. (Instant success is 
not common with prayer.)  By the early 1960s, he was in an affair with fellow 
singer June Carter. Johnny and Vivian divorced in 1967.  In 1968 he married June. 

He performed "I Walk the Line" many times. He and June recorded many songs 
together.  One of the songs was "Ring of Fire" which was overtly a confession of 
adultery and indirectly a prayer of repentance. Johnny slowly achieved sobriety 
and reportedly never committed adultery after his second marriage. I like to think 
this was partly through the prayer that is in the song which deals with the second 
of the desires mentioned by Rabbi Eleazar HaKapor -- lust -- and perhaps also 
through the confession.

Johnny and June remained married from 1968 until they both died in 2003 a few 
months apart. 

Each of them has a verse from Tehillim on their grave.
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Mishnah 22/ משנה כב

הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַהּיִּלֹוִדים ָלמּות, וְַהֵּמִתים ְלֵהָחיֹות, וְַהַחּיִים ִלּדֹון. ֵליַדע ְלהֹוִדיַע ּוְלִהָּוַדע ֶׁשהּוא ֵאל, הּוא 
ַהּיֹוֵצר, הּוא ַהּבֹוֵרא, הּוא ַהֵּמִבין, הּוא ַהַּדּיָן, הּוא ֵעד, הּוא ַבַעל ִּדין, וְהּוא ָעִתיד ָלדּון. ָּברּוְך הּוא, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָפנָיו 
ֹלא ַעוְָלה, וְֹלא ִׁשְכָחה, וְֹלא ַמּׂשֹוא ָפנִים, וְֹלא ִמַּקח ׁשַֹחד, ֶׁשַהּכֹל ֶׁשּלֹו. וְַדע ֶׁשַהּכֹל ְלִפי ַהֶחְׁשּבֹון. וְַאל יְַבִטיֲחָך 

יְִצְרָך ֶׁשַהְּׁשאֹול ֵּבית ָמנֹוס ְלָך, ֶׁשַעל ָּכְרֲחָך ַאָּתה נֹוָצר, וְַעל ָּכְרֲחָך ַאָּתה נֹוָלד, וְַעל ָּכְרֲחָך ַאָּתה ַחי, וְַעל ָּכְרֲחָך 
ַאָּתה ֵמת, וְַעל ָּכְרֲחָך ַאָּתה ָעִתיד ִלֵּתן ִּדין וְֶחְׁשּבֹון ִלְפנֵי ֶמֶלְך ַמְלֵכי ַהְּמָלִכים ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא:

He used to say: the ones who were born are to die, and the ones who have died are to be brought to life, 
and the ones brought to life are to be judged; So that one may know, make known and have the 
knowledge that He is G-d, He is the designer, He is the creator, He is the discerner, He is the judge, He 
the witness, He the complainant, and that He will summon to judgment. Blessed be He, before Whom 
there is no iniquity, nor forgetting, nor respect of persons, nor taking of bribes, for all is His. And know 
that all is according to the reckoning. And let not your impulse assure thee that the grave is a place of 
refuge for you; for against your will were you formed, against your will were you born, against your will 
you live, against your will you will die, and against your will you will give an account and reckoning 
before the King of the kings of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He.
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Commentary by: Sarah Charapp
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Mishnah 1 / משנה א

 ַּבֲעָׂשָרה ַמֲאָמרֹות נְִבָרא ָהעֹוָלם. ּוַמה ַּתְלמּוד לֹוַמר, וֲַהֹלא ְבַמֲאָמר ֶאָחד יָכֹול ְלִהָּבְראֹות, ֶאָּלא ְלִהָּפַרע ִמן 
ָהְרָׁשִעים ֶׁשְּמַאְּבִדין ֶאת ָהעֹוָלם ֶׁשּנְִבָרא ַבֲעָׂשָרה ַמֲאָמרֹות, וְִלֵּתן ָׂשָכר טֹוב ַלַּצִּדיִקים ֶׁשְּמַקּיְִמין ֶאת ָהעֹוָלם 

ֶׁשּנְִבָרא ַבֲעָׂשָרה ַמֲאָמרֹות: 

With ten utterances the world was created. And what does this teach, for surely it could have been 
created with one utterance? But this was so in order to punish the wicked who destroy the world that 
was created with ten utterances, And to give a good reward to the righteous who maintain the world 
that was created with ten utterances.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine

One of our biggest challenges in life is noticing the details. When we walk into a supermarket, we just see a 

box of pasta. Do we ever pause to consider the farmer who planted the grain, all the workers who 

harvested, produced and transported that pasta to the supermarket down the block from my house? The 

same thing could be true of our relationship with the world and with G-d. We might think that we only need 

to say “thank you” one time to G-d for creating the world. Well the Mishnah reminds us that there were ten 

steps in creation. Not only must we be grateful for all aspects of creation but we are responsible (and will 

be rewarded or punished) if we don’t take that responsibility seriously. 

Mishnah 2 / משנה ב 
ֲעָׂשָרה דֹורֹות ֵמָאָדם וְַעד נַֹח, ְלהֹוִדיַע ַּכָּמה ֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם ְלָפנָיו, ֶׁשָּכל ַהּדֹורֹות ָהיּו ַמְכִעיִסין ּוָבִאין ַעד ֶׁשֵהִביא 
ֲעֵליֶהם ֶאת ֵמי ַהַּמּבּול. ֲעָׂשָרה דֹורֹות ִמּנַֹח וְַעד ַאְבָרָהם, ְלהֹוִדיַע ַּכָּמה ֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם ְלָפנָיו, ֶׁשָּכל ַהּדֹורֹות ָהיּו 

ַמְכִעיִסין ּוָבִאין, ַעד ֶׁשָּבא ַאְבָרָהם וְִקֵּבל ָעָליו ְׂשַכר ֻּכָּלם: 

[There were] ten generations from Adam to Noah, in order to make known what long-suffering is His; 
for all those generations kept on provoking Him, until He brought upon them the waters of the flood. 
[There were] ten generations from Noah to Abraham, in order to make known what long-suffering is 
His; for all those generations kept on provoking Him, until Abraham, came and received the reward of 
all of them.

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
According to Rabbeinu Yonah, this Mishnah teaches us that just as G-d had patience and did not punish all 

of the generations from Adam until Noah, so too the Jewish people’s enemies who cause us so much 

suffering will eventually be punished. It is hard to live in a world where it seems like oppressors get away 

with their crimes. This Mishnah reminds us that sometimes G-d has the long view and there will eventually 

be consequences. 
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Mishnah 3/ משנה ג 

ֲעָׂשָרה נְִסיֹונֹות נְִתנַָּסה ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ָעָליו ַהָּׁשלֹום וְָעַמד ְּבֻכָּלם, ְלהֹוִדיַע ַּכָּמה ִחָּבתֹו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ָעָליו ַהָּׁשלֹום: 

With ten trials was Abraham, our father (may he rest in peace), tried, and he withstood them all; to make known how 
great was the love of Abraham, our father (peace be upon him).
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Commentary by: Michael Diamond

Strange Dividend

It was twilight. The Boss had asked me to step outside with Him. Into the cool of the evening. Something spooky was 
about to happen. I could feel it. I had done everything the Big Guy had asked for. I would hold nothing back. Some years 
later, even my own son, for G-d's sake. I still regret that. My wife never forgave me. I tried to explain to her that our boy 
would be in the business too, just like his old man. But by the time we got back from the job she was gone. Checked out. 
There was a rumor she took her own life, or that she kicked from the shock of knowing what the job was I took little Izzy 
on. I'll never know. How I loved her. I still have Izzy, sickly little boychik he turned out to be. I call out her name some 
nights. But back to that weird evening, outside on the lawn with the Boss. He wasn't much for words. I kind of had to read 
the tea leaves, always looking for a sign on His face of what He was really thinking. He gave hints, made mysterious 
gestures. But that night beat all. I'm telling you. He'd already had me pull up stakes and leave my previous gig. Pop had a 
good business, but I got all my people to go in on the deal. You see, I always work by persuasion, more flies with honey, 
etcetera etcetera. I had already taken some flak from a local big shot. Seems he had eyes for my gal. The Boss got a 
message to him one night and the guy laid off after that. So there I was, standing out on the high desert with the Boss, 
feeling a weird mix of gratitude and cold fear. Funny thing is I didn't feel any resentment. In spite of all the fast moves and 
the risk, I had put all my chips on the Boss. I was waiting for His next move.
 
He just stood there and sighed and looked out at the long shadows that crossed the property, the glow of the sun just 
below the horizon. It was beautiful, but something was making the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. Then He told 
me. We were all going to work for some real heavy on the other side of the border. It really wasn't what I had in mind, but 
the Boss knew I was in. Then came the real shocker. More than likely we'd have to work for peanuts and put up with all 
kinds of abuse for a pretty long time. Said we’d get used to being strangers. What the? But I said nothing. The Boss got 
real quiet. He told me when the time was ripe He'd bring us back to this same spot, suitcases filled with gold. I could see 
He was dead serious. He said when we got back He'd help us rub out all the other mobs and we'd stake out the whole 
territory for ourselves. He almost smiled. I kinda relaxed a bit, G-d knows what reason. Then He said we were going to 
seal the deal. What came next was pure Harry Houdini.
 
Somehow the Boss got the barbecue going without my seeing how. Only then did I notice, as my eyes got used to the dim 
light, that the Boss had hacked a bunch of critters in half and lined up the halves in two straight rows. Man it was 
gruesome. I kept having this feeling that at any moment the parts would leap up and recombine themselves into some 
kind of horrible monster. But I was in no mind to pass judgment right then. I had to shoo away a couple of buzzards that 
thought they'd found a free buffet. He made like he wanted to stroll with me between those two rows of half carcasses. I 
gotta say it gave me the creeps. Nearly passed out, to tell the truth. Maybe that was the idea. It sure was unforgettable, 
etched in my memory like it happened yesterday. That's when He swore on anything that meant anything to me that He'd 
make good on his promise. It was like some kind of seance. Maybe he slipped me a Mickey Finn. I dunno. I turned and the 
barbecue and a burning torch were moving down the aisle between the parts, coming right at us. I swear there were 
either little guys moving the stuff or some kind of rope and pulley set-up. Search me. With the Boss anything was 
possible. He always had a flair for the dramatic. Too dark to see how He did it. By the time it was all over I was exhausted 
from the sheer emotional whiplash of the whole experience. He nodded goodbye. I went home and slept like I was dead. 
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Mishnah 5/ משנה ה 
ֲעָׂשָרה נִִּסים נֲַעׂשּו ַלֲאבֹוֵתינּו ְּבֵבית ַהִּמְקָּדׁש. ֹלא ִהִּפיָלה ִאָּׁשה ֵמֵריַח ְּבַׂשר ַהּקֶֹדׁש, וְֹלא ִהְסִריַח ְּבַׂשר ַהּקֶֹדׁש ֵמעֹוָלם, וְֹלא 

נְִרָאה ְזבּוב ְּבֵבית ַהִּמְטָּבַחיִם, וְֹלא ֵאַרע ֶקִרי ְלכֵֹהן ָּגדֹול ְּביֹום ַהִּכּפּוִרים, וְֹלא ִכּבּו ְגָׁשִמים ֵאׁש ֶׁשל ֲעֵצי ַהַּמֲעָרָכה, וְֹלא נְָצָחה 
ָהרּוַח ֶאת ַעּמּוד ֶהָעָׁשן, וְֹלא נְִמָצא ְפסּול ָּבעֶֹמר ּוִבְׁשֵּתי ַהֶּלֶחם ּוְבֶלֶחם ַהָּפנִים, עֹוְמִדים ְצפּוִפים ּוִמְׁשַּתֲחוִים ְרוִָחים, וְֹלא ִהִּזיק 

נָָחׁש וְַעְקָרב ִּבירּוָׁשַליִם ֵמעֹוָלם, וְֹלא ָאַמר ָאָדם ַלֲחֵברֹו ַצר ִלי ַהָּמקֹום ֶׁשָאִלין ִּבירּוָׁשַליִם: 
Ten wonders were wrought for our ancestors in the Temple: [1] no woman miscarried from the odor of the sacred flesh; [2] the 
sacred flesh never became putrid; [3] no fly was ever seen in the slaughterhouse; [4] no emission occurred to the high priest on the 
Day of Atonement; [5] the rains did not extinguish the fire of the woodpile; [6] the wind did not prevail against the column of 
smoke; [7] no defect was found in the omer, or in the two loaves, or in the showbread; [8] the people stood pressed together, yet 
bowed down and had room enough; [9] never did a serpent or a scorpion harm anyone in Jerusalem; [10] and no man said to his 
fellow: the place is too congested for me to lodge overnight in Jerusalem.
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Commentary by: Rena Ableman
I grew up in Jerusalem, in a quiet, modern neighborhood. From my parents’ home to the Old City is a 45 minute walk 
(depending on how fast you walk). The neighborhood rabbi would always say that when the Mikdash is built we would be able 
to sacrifice and eat the Korban Pesach at home because we are so close. 

When I was in high school I liked walking to the Old City and maybe davening Mincha at the Kotel. It was always so interesting 
to see such different people from all over the world gather in the Old City -- hearing the different languages and accents, seeing 
the excitement. There was always also something weird about it. I was so used to the city. I belonged and lived a normal life in 
what others see as a holy city. Other people’s experience helped me see where I had small islands of holiness in my day-to-day 
life. 

It was on Tisha B’Av Mincha at the Kotel, as I read the prayer for Tisha B’av, seeing all the Jerusalemites there that I realized 
that we have to change the prayer because we cannot honestly say that the city is “אבלה מבלי בניה”  (mourning because she is 
bereft of her children). 

When I was in tenth grade, on Shavuot after learning Torah (mostly for an exam) all night with a friend, we started walking 
towards the Kotel for Shacharit at sunrise. The walk to the Kotel on Shavuot was powerful. You are one among the masses, all 
heading the same way from all over the city. When we arrived at the Kotel we found a minyan at the back that we knew and 
joined. There were probably a few hundred thousand people. I’ve never returned to Shacharit at the Kotel on Shavuot again. As 
powerful as the walk was, the davening wasn’t really possible. I could barely hear the reading of Megilat Ruth. As I stood 
straight for Amida I was squished on all ends and still people managed to bump into me. 

My mother always jokes about the tenth miracle that our fathers and mothers had at the Mikdash, וְֹלא ָאַמר ָאָדם ַלֲחֵברֹו ַצר ִלי 
 It .(and no man said to his fellow: the place is too congested for me to lodge overnight in Jerusalem) ַהָּמקֹום ֶׁשָאִלין ִּבירּוָׁשַליִם
doesn’t necessarily mean that there was room for everyone to be and to stay; the miracle is that no one complained. 

Mishnah 4 / משנה ד 
ֲעָׂשָרה נִִּסים נֲַעׂשּו ַלֲאבֹוֵתינּו ְבִמְצַריִם וֲַעָׂשָרה ַעל ַהּיָם. ֶעֶׂשר ַמּכֹות ֵהִביא ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ַעל ַהִּמְצִרּיִים ְּבִמְצַריִם וְֶעֶׂשר ַעל 
ַהּיָם. ֲעָׂשָרה נְִסיֹונֹות נִּסּו ֲאבֹוֵתינּו ֶאת ַהָּמקֹום ָּברּוְך הּוא ַבִּמְדָּבר, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (במדבר יד) וַיְנַּסּו אִֹתי ֶזה ֶעֶׂשר ְּפָעִמים וְֹלא ָׁשְמעּו 

ְּבקֹוִלי: 
Ten miracles were wrought for our ancestors in Egypt, and ten at the sea. Ten plagues did the Holy one, blessed be He, 
bring upon the Egyptians in Egypt and ten at the sea. [With] ten trials did our ancestors try G-d, blessed be He, as it is 
said, “and they have tried Me these ten times and they have not listened to my voice” (Numbers 14:22).

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
When we think about the plagues, we usually think of them as punishments for Egypt. But this Mishnah is asking to think 
about them as miracles performאed for the Jewish people. Every plague was not only a punishment for the oppressors but was 
also a cause of celebration for the Jews who had been victimized for so many years. 
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Mishnah 6 / משנה ו

ֲעָׂשָרה ְדָבִרים נְִבְראּו ְּבֶעֶרב ַׁשָּבת ֵּבין ַהְּׁשָמׁשֹות, וְֵאּלּו ֵהן, ִּפי ָהָאֶרץ, ּוִפי ַהְּבֵאר, ּוִפי ָהָאתֹון, 
וְַהֶּקֶׁשת, וְַהָּמן, וְַהַּמֶּטה, וְַהָּׁשִמיר, וְַהְּכָתב, וְַהִּמְכָּתב, וְַהּלּוחֹות. וְיֵׁש אֹוְמִרים, ַאף ַהַּמִּזיִקין, 

ּוְקבּוָרתֹו ֶׁשל מֶׁשה, וְֵאילֹו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו. וְיֵׁש אֹוְמִרים, ַאף ְצָבת ִּבְצָבת ֲעׂשּויָה: 

Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath at twilight, and these are they: [1] the 
mouth of the earth, [2] the mouth of the well, [3] the mouth of the donkey, [4] the 
rainbow, [5] the manna, [6] the staff [of Moses], [7] the shamir, [8] the letters, [9] the 
writing, [10] and the tablets. And some say: also the demons, the grave of Moses, and the 
ram of Abraham, our father. And some say:  and also tongs, made with tongs.
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Commentary by: Judry Subar
Give Rhythm To Legions

Moonlight ice.

Stars on fire.

Plumbable depth.

Dazzling sun.  

Sculpted outlines.

Not any doubt.

But as the second becomes the first, 

as pastel cascades melt farthest ocean precipice

upward into swirls of ether,

I have no idea.

No idea how to touch the bit of knowledge that teaches me:

where there is no mouth but I might perceive a mouth,

why gold coins in a cauldron roll always beyond reach,

how hardest rock is split with softest touch.

And then, when tool begets tool and we find it here in our hands,

we might begin to understand how to reach sweet spots 

between unsustainably ricketty and palatial.  

Let’s take up the baton that was fashioned from what was fashioned

and we’ll see what we achieve. 
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Mishnah 7 / משנה ז 

ִׁשְבָעה ְדָבִרים ַּבּגֶֹלם וְִׁשְבָעה ֶבָחָכם. ָחָכם ֵאינֹו ְמַדֵּבר ִּבְפנֵי ִמי ֶׁשהּוא ָגדֹול ִמֶּמּנּו ְבָחְכָמה 
ּוְבִמנְיָן, וְֵאינֹו נְִכנָס ְלתֹוְך ִּדְבֵרי ֲחֵברֹו, וְֵאינֹו נְִבָהל ְלָהִׁשיב, ׁשֹוֵאל ָּכִענְיָן ּוֵמִׁשיב ַּכֲהָלָכה, וְאֹוֵמר 

ַעל ִראׁשֹון ִראׁשֹון וְַעל ַאֲחרֹון ַאֲחרֹון, וְַעל ַמה ֶּׁשֹּלא ָׁשַמע, אֹוֵמר ֹלא ָׁשָמְעִּתי, ּומֹוֶדה ַעל ָהֱאֶמת. 
וְִחּלּוֵפיֶהן ַּבּגֶֹלם:

[There are] seven things [characteristic] in a clod, and seven in a wise man:A wise man 
does not speak before one who is greater than he in wisdom, And does not break into his 
fellow’s speech; And is not hasty to answer; He asks what is relevant, and he answers to 
the point; And he speaks of the first [point] first, and of the last [point] last; And 
concerning that which he has not heard, he says: I have not heard; And he acknowledges 
the truth. And the reverse of these [are characteristic] in a clod.
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Commentary by: Michael, Libby, and Tani Hurwitz
This Mishnah recites seven attributes of someone who is “wise”; one who does the opposite of these 

things, by contrast, is a “golem” or uncultivated person.  Each of these attributes is about self-restraint, 

respect, and humility.  Several of the early ones focus on the methodology of learning and are certainly 

useful tips applicable to classroom learning (and perhaps especially Zoom learning).  Don’t interrupt, 

prioritize your thoughts and get to the point, etc.  The last set of attributes is the most important, however:  

Concerning what the person hasn’t heard, the wise person says, “I haven’t heard it.”  There is no artifice in 

order to maintain appearances, and no shame in saying you don’t know something, or else how will you 

learn?  The wise person isn’t afraid to acknowledge the “emet” or truth.  That said, it is also the case that 

“golem”-like attributes can advance learning.  Students who press their teachers may sometimes gain more 

insight than those who always politely wait their turn; even “rushing to reply” and “interrupting” teachers 

may have its place on occasion.  But by and large it is not productive to be disruptive for the sake of being 

disruptive; you have to let people finish their trains of thought -- especially older teachers from whom you 

can potentially gain the most.



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 8 /משנה ח 

ִׁשְבָעה ִמינֵי ֻפְרָענֻּיֹות ָּבִאין ָלעֹוָלם ַעל ִׁשְבָעה גּוֵפי ֲעֵבָרה. ִמְקָצָתן ְמַעְּׂשִרין ּוִמְקָצָתן ֵאינָן ְמַעְּׂשִרין, ָרָעב ֶׁשל ַּבּצֶֹרת 
ָּבָאה, ִמְקָצָתן ְרֵעִבים ּוִמְקָצָתן ְׂשֵבִעים. ָּגְמרּו ֶׁשֹּלא ְלַעֵּׂשר, ָרָעב ֶׁשל ְמהּוָמה וְֶׁשל ַּבּצֶֹרת ָּבָאה. וְֶׁשֹּלא ִלּטֹל ֶאת ַהַחָּלה, 
ָרָעב ֶׁשל ְּכָליָה ָבָאה. ֶּדֶבר ָּבא ָלעֹוָלם ַעל ִמיתֹות ָהֲאמּורֹות ַּבּתֹוָרה ֶׁשֹּלא נְִמְסרּו ְלֵבית ִּדין, וְַעל ֵּפרֹות ְׁשִביִעית. ֶחֶרב 

ָּבָאה ָלעֹוָלם ַעל ִעּנּוי ַהִּדין, וְַעל ִעּוּות ַהִּדין, וְַעל ַהּמֹוִרים ַּבּתֹוָרה ֶׁשֹּלא ַכֲהָלָכה: 

Seven kinds of punishment come to the world  for seven categories of transgression:When some of them give 
tithes, and others do not give tithes, a famine from drought comes some go hungry, and others are satisfied. 
When they have all decided not to give tithes, a famine from tumult and drought comes; [When they have, in 
addition, decided] not to set apart the dough-offering, an all-consuming famine comes. Pestilence comes to the 
world for sins punishable by death according to the Torah, but which have not been referred to the court, and 
for neglect of the law regarding the fruits of the sabbatical year. The sword comes to the world for the delay of 
judgment, and for the perversion of judgment, and because of those who teach the Torah not in accordance 
with the accepted law.
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Mishnah 9 / משנה ט 
ַחּיָה ָרָעה ָבָאה ָלעֹוָלם ַעל ְׁשבּוַעת ָׁשוְא, וְַעל ִחּלּול ַהֵּׁשם. ָּגלּות ָּבָאה ָלעֹוָלם ַעל עֹוְבֵדי ֲעבֹוָדה ָזָרה, וְַעל ִגּלּוי ֲעָריֹות, 

וְַעל ְׁשִפיכּות ָּדִמים, וְַעל ַהְׁשָמַטת ָהָאֶרץ. ְּבַאְרָּבָעה ְפָרִקים ַהֶּדֶבר ִמְתַרֶּבה, ָּבְרִביִעית, ּוַבְּׁשִביִעית, ּוְבמֹוָצֵאי ְׁשִביִעית, 
ּוְבמֹוָצֵאי ֶהָחג ֶׁשְּבָכל ָׁשנָה וְָׁשנָה. ָּבְרִביִעית, ִמְּפנֵי ַמְעַׂשר ָענִי ֶׁשַּבְּׁשִליִׁשית. ַּבְּׁשִביִעית, ִמְּפנֵי ַמְעַׂשר ָענִי ֶׁשַּבִּׁשִּׁשית. 

ּוְבמֹוָצֵאי ְׁשִביִעית, ִמְּפנֵי ֵפרֹות ְׁשִביִעית. ּוְבמֹוָצֵאי ֶהָחג ֶׁשְּבָכל ָׁשנָה וְָׁשנָה, ִמְּפנֵי ֶגֶזל ַמְּתנֹות ֲענִּיִים: 

Wild beasts come to the world for swearing in vain, and for the profanation of the Name. Exile comes to the 
world for idolatry, for sexual sins and for bloodshed, and for [transgressing the commandment of] the [year of 
the] release of the land. At four times pestilence increases: in the fourth year, in the seventh year and at the 
conclusion of the seventh year, and at the conclusion of the Feast [of Tabernacles] in every year. In the fourth 
year, on account of the tithe of the poor which is due in the third year. In the seventh year, on account of the 
tithe of the poor which is due in the sixth year; At the conclusion of the seventh year, on account of the 
produce of the seventh year; And at the conclusion of the Feast [of Tabernacles] in every year, for robbing the 
gifts to the poor.

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishnah affirms the Rabbinic idea of Midah K'neged Midah - measure for measure. This concept suggests that 
punishments are meted out to correspond to the sins that they punish. The final line deals with the sin of those who 
teach Torah not in accordance with the accepted law. While Torah study is an open intellectual pursuit and one must 
try to always discover new interpretations and meanings, if a teacher misleads students in terms of the bottom line 
Halacha then this will be considered a grave sin. 

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishnah continues to list punishments that are in a certain way “poetic justice.” One fascinating example is that 
exile will come on account of not following the rules of the sabbatical year. During the sabbatical year we are not 
allowed to plant and harvest the fields. If we don’t follow this, the Torah says that during the years of exile, “the land 
will have its sabbatical rests.” In other words, when there is painful and hard word to be done and we try to delay, it 
usually still is there but is only more difficult. 
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Mishnah 10 / משנה י 

ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ָּבָאָדם. ָהאֹוֵמר ֶׁשִּלי ֶׁשִּלי וְֶׁשְּלָך ֶׁשָּלְך, זֹו ִמָּדה ֵבינֹונִית. וְיֵׁש אֹוְמִרים, זֹו ִמַּדת ְסדֹום. ֶׁשִּלי ֶׁשְּלָך וְֶׁשְּלָך ֶׁשִּלי, ַעם 
ָהָאֶרץ. ֶׁשִּלי ֶׁשְּלָך וְֶׁשְּלָך ֶׁשָּלְך, ָחִסיד. ֶׁשִּלי ֶׁשִּלי וְֶׁשְּלָך ֶׁשִּלי, ָרָׁשע:

There are four types of character in human beings:One that says: “mine is mine, and yours is yours”: this is a 
commonplace type; and some say this is a sodom-type of character. [One that says:] “mine is yours and yours is mine”: 
is an unlearned person (am haaretz); [One that says:] “mine is yours and yours is yours” is a pious person. [One that 
says:] “mine is mine, and yours is mine” is a wicked person.
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Commentary by: Yoel Tobin
There are four types of people, the Mishnah declares. I will focus here only on the first type: “One who says ‘what’s mine is 
mine, and what’s yours is yours.’”  The Mishnah records a fascinating machloket, disagreement, on the question of how we 
characterize such a person.

The Tana Kamma, the author of the first-stated opinion, says “zo medah vainonit” – this is average.  Not amazing, not terrible, 
but passable, typical.  This person may not be very generous, but does recognize boundaries, and acknowledges that other 
people have rights too. But then comes the shocking opinion of the Yesh Omrim:
 zo medat s’dom – this type of person has the same character as the evildoers of Sodom, the city that G-d destroyed, the 
archetypal symbol of evil and injustice.How to explain this argument?  How to explain the chasm between the two views?  And 
how to understand the opinion of the Yesh Omrim, those who hold a different opinion?

Consider this possibility: The Tanna Kamma is addressing the person who says “what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours.”  
But the Yesh Omrim are addressing the person who says “WHAT’S MINE IS MINE and what’s yours is yours.”  So it’s not so 
much a machloket as that the two opinions are addressing a spectrum of inflection, of emphasis, and ultimately of behavior.

Alternatively, consider another way of understanding this Mishnah.  The Tanna Kamma is addressing the situation where 
everyone basically has enough.   In that case, it’s reasonable, it’s acceptable to say “what’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is 
yours.”  But the Yesh Omrim are addressing a different situation – where you are doing okay, but other people are dying and 
suffering because they lack food, or clean water, or medical care.  In that case, “what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours” 
is no longer acceptable; instead, it is monstrous.

Mishnah 11 / משנה יא
ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ַּבֵּדעֹות. נֹוַח ִלְכעֹס וְנֹוַח ִלְרצֹות, יָָצא ְׂשָכרֹו ְבֶהְפֵסדֹו. ָקֶׁשה ִלְכעֹס וְָקֶׁשה ִלְרצֹות, יָָצא ֶהְפֵסדֹו ִבְׂשָכרֹו. ָקֶׁשה ִלְכעֹס וְנֹוַח 

ִלְרצֹות, ָחִסיד. נֹוַח ִלְכעֹס וְָקֶׁשה ִלְרצֹות, ָרָׁשע:

There are four kinds of temperaments: Easy to become angry, and easy to be appeased: his gain disappears in his loss; Hard to 
become angry, and hard to be appeased: his loss disappears in his gain; Hard to become angry and easy to be appeased: a pious 
person; Easy to become angry and hard to be appeased: a wicked person.

Commentary by: Lynn Charytan, Marc 
Zweben, Noah and Jesse



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 12 / משנה יב 

ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ַּבַּתְלִמיִדים. ַמֵהר ִלְׁשמַֹע ּוַמֵהר ְלַאֵּבד, יָָצא ְׂשָכרֹו ְבֶהְפֵסדֹו. ָקֶׁשה ִלְׁשמַֹע וְָקֶׁשה 
ְלַאֵּבד, יָָצא ֶהְפֵסדֹו ִבְׂשָכרֹו. ַמֵהר ִלְׁשמַֹע וְָקֶׁשה ְלַאֵּבד, ָחָכם. ָקֶׁשה ִלְׁשמַֹע ּוַמֵהר ְלַאֵּבד, ֶזה 

ֵחֶלק ָרע:

There are four types of disciples: Quick to comprehend, and quick to forget: his gain 
disappears in his loss; Slow to comprehend, and slow to forget: his loss disappears in his 
gain; Quick to comprehend, and slow to forget: he is a wise man; Slow to comprehend, and 
quick to forget, this is an evil portion.
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Commentary by: Natalie Billington

This Mishnah talks about a person’s ability to learn. Is your virtue to be quick to comprehend new 
information or can you retain information once learned? Is your flaw, that it takes longer to 
understand or that you are quick to forget all you learned? As a teacher and a parent, you must 
learn what your student/child’s needs are to be successful. By understanding how they learn (and 
teaching them how to learn), you can help a person reach their full learning potential.

 A person who finds understanding a concept hard, may also retain that information for life. Give 
them a little more time, they will get there.

Another who learns quickly could forget the knowledge quickly. Use reinforcement to help them to 
retain the information – remind them to write down concepts for later use.

A student who finds learning easy and retains information well may not be an academic risk-taker, 
fearful of taking subjects that would affect their perfect 4.0. It is okay not to be perfect and to enjoy 
the process of learning for its own sake.

To the ones who find it hard to understand and retain knowledge – guide them and support them. It 
is not their fault that this is hard. They may be quick to give up. Their brains may not be ready for 
the new information. Break work into chunks and encourage them to use different strategies 
(pictures, movement etc.). For teachers, it is this group of students whose achievement often gives 
us our greatest feelings of success.



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה

Commentary by: Jonathan Brodie
Pirkei Avot holds personal meaning to me. Leading up to each of our children’s b'nei mitzvah, I studied Pirkei Avot with each of 
them. It was eye-opening to see how often their intuition and open curiosity led them in the direction of so many of our Sages – 
and how often they came up with some novel ideas! I was always the beneficiary.

Our Mishnah is part of the first 15 verses of Chapter 5 which enumerates lists of things, from lists of “tens” to “sevens” and 
“fours”. Here we deal with four types of charity givers. We can visualize this Mishnah in a magic quadrant (the lifeblood of so 
many management consultants):

The second half of this Mishnah presents perhaps the two most clear-cut cases, the Pious [3] and the Wicked [4]. The Pious one 
desires that both “I” and “You” give, while the Wicked desires that neither do so. These cases would have, respectively, the best 
and worst impacts.

However, the way in which the Mishnah evaluates the first two cases, where “I” is seen to have an evil eye (i.e. one begrudges 
something) reveals just why the four categories differ. It is NOT because of the impact on recipients. In fact, what is most 
striking is that, unlike many other teachings regarding tzedakah, such as Rambam’s hierarchy, this Mishnah does not overtly 
mention recipients at all. Its focus is on what the primary giver/would-be giver (“I” in the matrix) desires in respect of their and 
the secondary giver’s (“You”) actions and the effect it has on their resources. 

So the one who “wishes to give, but that others should not give” [1] has an evil eye to others’ belongings. Such a person is evil 
because despite wanting to give, they begrudge the uplifting of the resources of others that comes about through their acts of 
tzedakah. And the one who wishes others to give, while they do not give [2] has an evil eye to their own resources – they do not 
allow even their own resources to be uplifted.

This is a transformative way of thinking about one’s resources. They are not just your belongings, but properly used, they are a 
way of transforming ourselves. The mindset of the Mishnah is that we should see ourselves as custodians of whatever resources 
have been entrusted to us – with a responsibility to those resources to ensure that they are used in the best way possible.

As a footnote, I would add that the translation of the word tzedakah as “charity” is not ideal. Tzedakah implies justice and a 
move towards what “should be.” In many ways our resources themselves can guide us.

Mishnah 13 / משנה יג 
ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ְּבנֹוְתנֵי ְצָדָקה. ָהרֹוֶצה ֶׁשּיִֵּתן וְֹלא יְִּתנּו ֲאֵחִרים, ֵעינֹו ָרָעה ְּבֶׁשל ֲאֵחִרים. יְִּתנּו ֲאֵחִרים וְהּוא ֹלא 

יִֵּתן, ֵעינֹו ָרָעה ְבֶׁשּלֹו. יִֵּתן וְיְִּתנּו ֲאֵחִרים, ָחִסיד. ֹלא יִֵּתן וְֹלא יְִּתנּו ֲאֵחִרים, ָרָׁשע:

There are four types of charity givers. He who wishes to give, but that others should not give: his eye is evil to 
that which belongs to others; He who wishes that others should give, but that he himself should not give: his 
eye is evil towards that which is his own; He who desires that he himself should give, and that others should 
give: he is a pious man; He who desires that he himself should not give and that others too should not give: he 
is a wicked man.
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Commentary by: Michael, Libby, and Tani Hurwitz
We love this Mishnah because it is an interesting logic puzzle (like something you might see on the LSAT) 

and mathematical formula.  It says there are four attributes of those who go to the beit hamidrash.  But it 

turns out there are combinations of two attributes that make up four different kinds of people (i.e., 2 times 

2).  It can be laid out as follows:

Pirkei Avot is full of binary distinctions and sometimes seems pretty black and white.  This Mishnah 

demonstrates that there can be different steps we take each day, week, or month that contribute to a more 

nuanced picture of our character.  If you don’t do a mitzvah, you can at least study.  If you don’t study, you 

can at least do mitzvot.  Thus, most of us will fall into one of the first two columns on most days.  While it’s 

hard to be a “chasid” (a truly pious person), it hopefully is even harder to be a “rasha” (a truly bad person) 

and literally neither do nor study.  In short, you get some points just for showing up.

Mishnah 14 / משנה יד 
ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ְּבהֹוְלֵכי ְלֵבית ַהִּמְדָרׁש. הֹוֵלְך וְֵאינֹו עֹוֶׂשה, ְׂשַכר ֲהִליָכה ְביָדֹו. עֹוֶׂשה וְֵאינֹו הֹוֵלְך, 

ְׂשַכר ַמֲעֶׂשה ְביָדֹו. הֹוֵלְך וְעֹוֶׂשה, ָחִסיד. ֹלא הֹוֵלְך וְֹלא עֹוֶׂשה, ָרָׁשע:

There are four types among those who frequent the study-house (bet midrash):He who 
attends but does not practice: he receives a reward for attendance. He who practices but 
does not attend: he receives a reward for practice. He who attends and practices: he is a 
pious man; He who neither attends nor practices: he is a wicked man.
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Reward for 
Going

Reward for 
Practicing

Chasid Rasha

Goes to Beit 
Hamidrash to 
study?

Yes No Yes No

Practices 
mitzvot in 
daily life?

No Yes Yes No
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Mishnah 15/ משנה טו
ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ְּביֹוְׁשִבים ִלְפנֵי ֲחָכִמים. ְספֹוג, ּוַמְׁשֵּפְך, ְמַׁשֶּמֶרת, וְנָָפה. ְספֹוג, ֶׁשהּוא סֹוֵפג ֶאת ַהּכֹל. ַמְׁשֵּפְך, ֶׁשַּמְכנִיס ְּבזֹו ּומֹוִציא 

ְבזֹו. ְמַׁשֶּמֶרת, ֶׁשּמֹוִציָאה ֶאת ַהּיַיִן וְקֹוֶלֶטת ֶאת ַהְּׁשָמִרים. וְנָָפה, ֶׁשּמֹוִציָאה ֶאת ַהֶּקַמח וְקֹוֶלֶטת ֶאת ַהּסֶֹלת:
There are four types among those who sit before the sages: a sponge, a funnel, a strainer and a sieve. A sponge, soaks up 
everything; A funnel, takes in at one end and lets out at the other; A strainer, which lets out the wine and retains the 
lees; A sieve, which lets out the coarse meal and retains the choice flour.
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Commentary #1 by: Fred Kranz
Mishnah 15 describes the functions of four common implements. They are implements that function and look today pretty much as they did in the 

3rd Century C.E. when Pirkei Avot was presumably written. Based on our limited knowledge of daily life at that time, it is reasonable to assume that 

these implements were considered important, because they were essential in agriculture which, in the pre-industrial age, was a critical activity for 

many people. These were man-made contraptions, including the sponge which had to be cut to size. These implements extended the reach and 

capacity of people who sowed, worked and harvested the fields and the vineyards, in order to produce food in sufficient quantities to sustain life. 

Even today, our daily bread still comes from grain milled into flour and wine from fermented grapes.

Unlike these man-made contraptions, soil, water, air, sun, grains, grapes etc. are part of Creation and were given to us by Hashem as our eternal 

inheritance. Jointly and separately, they sustain life. While the range of the human mind is infinite and fully capable of inventing additional 

contraptions, questions of purpose arise: 

1. What purpose would a sponge, a funnel, a strainer and a sieve serve without grains to mill into flour and without grapes to ferment into 

wine? 

2. How do we choose the right implement for a given purpose, since each would result in a distinct outcome, as Mishnah 15 implies?

Sustaining life is a tough and never-ending chore. All of mankind faces many daily chores. Jews, in particular, face additional chores: a total of 613 

eternal commandments (mitzvoth) from Hashem. These additional chores consist of 248 positive commandments and 365 negative 

commandments. Just as soil, water, air, sun, grains, grapes, etc. sustain life in a physical sense, the 613 mitzvot sustain life in a spiritual sense and 

answer the question of: “ what’s-it-all-

about”.

Mishnah 15 lists four of the implements that sustain our physical existence. So, where can we find implements to sustain our spiritual existence?  In 

Exodus XXXI, we are commanded “to bear in mind that the Sabbath must be observed in all its sanctity… no manner of work may be performed on 

the Sabbath.”

Several Sabbath agendas regarding this commandment are conceivable:

i. Turning the Sabbath into a day of complete rest.

ii. Sitting through prayers and Torah reading, enjoying Sabbath meals and resting.

iii. Participating in prayers and Torah reading, while dreading next week’s deadlines.

iv. Praying and learning from the Torah reading and observing the sanctity of Sabbath.

Exodus XII not only prohibits eating leavened bread on the days of Passover but goes further by requiring specifically that “ in all your habitations 

shall you eat unleavened bread.” Again, observance of this commandment may be approached in different ways:

i. Substituting not only matzo for bread but eating only food that is permitted on

Passover.

ii. Being aware of matzo as the bread of affliction in the hasty Exodus from Egypt.

iii. Appreciating matzo as one of several customs observed during this holiday, which relate

to spring, harvest, sacrifices, plagues, the Exodus from Egypt and more.

iv. Understanding that matzo is also symbolic of our battle for freedom which is

permanent.

In summary, the implements that sustain our spiritual existence are always in our hands. They are our attitudes toward the mitzvot and they can be 

called collectively: “kavanah” (devotion). Like the four implements listed in Mishnah 15 that sustain our physical existence, our choices may vary 

from case to case and time to time, and varying along with them, the outcome.
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Mishnah 15/ משנה טו

ַאְרַּבע ִמּדֹות ְּביֹוְׁשִבים ִלְפנֵי ֲחָכִמים. ְספֹוג, ּוַמְׁשֵּפְך, ְמַׁשֶּמֶרת, וְנָָפה. ְספֹוג, ֶׁשהּוא סֹוֵפג ֶאת ַהּכֹל. ַמְׁשֵּפְך, ֶׁשַּמְכנִיס 
ְּבזֹו ּומֹוִציא ְבזֹו. ְמַׁשֶּמֶרת, ֶׁשּמֹוִציָאה ֶאת ַהּיַיִן וְקֹוֶלֶטת ֶאת ַהְּׁשָמִרים. וְנָָפה, ֶׁשּמֹוִציָאה ֶאת ַהֶּקַמח וְקֹוֶלֶטת ֶאת 

ַהּסֶֹלת:
There are four types among those who sit before the sages: a sponge, a funnel, a strainer and a sieve. A sponge, 
soaks up everything; A funnel, takes in at one end and lets out at the other; A strainer, which lets out the wine 
and retains the lees; A sieve, which lets out the coarse meal and retains the choice flour.
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Commentary #2 by: Merry Lymm
I created a piece of art illustrating Pirkei Avot 5:15.

The background is a sponge, which absorbs everything.

In the lower right hand corner there is a funnel, which retains nothing.

In the center is a strainer inside a decanter--wine pouring into it.  

The strainer passes the wine and retains the dregs.

In the upper left hand corner is a sifter, which removes the chaff and retains 

the groats (in this case the gems).

 

Mishnah 16 / משנה טז 
ָּכל ַאֲהָבה ֶׁשִהיא ְתלּויָה ְבָדָבר, ָּבֵטל ָּדָבר, ְּבֵטָלה ַאֲהָבה. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְּתלּויָה ְבָדָבר, ֵאינָּה ְּבֵטָלה ְלעֹוָלם. ֵאיזֹו ִהיא ַאֲהָבה 

ַהְּתלּויָה ְבָדָבר, זֹו ַאֲהַבת ַאְמנֹון וְָתָמר. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְּתלּויָה ְבָדָבר, זֹו ַאֲהַבת ָּדוִד וִיהֹונָָתן:

All love that depends on a something, [when the] thing ceases, [the] love ceases; and [all love] that does not depend on 
anything, will never cease. What is an example of love that depended on a something? Such was the love of Amnon for 
Tamar. And what is an example of love that did not depend on anything? Such was the love of David and Jonathan.

Commentary by: Abe Cherrick
This Mishnah attempts to characterize limitations that 

might exist in “loving” relationships among individuals 

or couples. I would frame this Mishnah in terms of 

barriers (not just pre-conditions) that impact our 

relationships. I am not convinced that “unconditional 

love” uniformly exists between parent and child. (If 

so, that would have been an obvious choice for the 

authors; they are interested in relationships among 

individuals.)

I present below some images from CAMP HASC, the 

Hebrew Academy for Special Children, where my son 

Efram has been a camper for many summers. I believe 

these pictures represent love without limitations.

1.Rabbi Judah Mischel putting tefillin on Efram;

2.Efram with his buddy Yehudah from Santa Monica;

3. Efram receiving a bracha.
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Mishnah 17 / משנה יז 
ָּכל ַמֲחֹלֶקת ֶׁשִהיא ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקּיֵם. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, ֵאין סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקּיֵם. ֵאיזֹו ִהיא ַמֲחֹלֶקת ֶׁשִהיא 

ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, זֹו ַמֲחֹלֶקת ִהֵּלל וְַׁשַּמאי. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, זֹו ַמֲחֹלֶקת קַֹרח וְָכל ֲעָדתֹו:
Every dispute that is for the sake of Heaven, will in the end endure; But one that is not for the sake of Heaven, 
will not endure. Which is the controversy that is for the sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of Hillel and 
Shammai. And which is the controversy that is not for the sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of Korah 
and all his congregation.
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Mishnah 18 / משנה יח
ָּכל ַהְמַזֶּכה ֶאת ָהַרִּבים, ֵאין ֵחְטא ָּבא ַעל יָדֹו. וְָכל ַהַּמֲחִטיא ֶאת ָהַרִּבים, ֵאין ַמְסִּפיִקין ְּביָדֹו ַלֲעׂשֹות ְּתׁשּוָבה. 

מֶׁשה ָזָכה וְִזָּכה ֶאת ָהַרִּבים, ְזכּות ָהַרִּבים ָּתלּוי ּבֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (דברים לג) ִצְדַקת ה' ָעָׂשה ּוִמְׁשָּפָטיו ִעם 
יְִׂשָרֵאל. יָָרְבָעם ָחָטא וְֶהֱחִטיא ֶאת ָהַרִּבים, ֵחְטא ָהַרִּבים ָּתלּוי ּבֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (מלכים א טו) ַעל ַחּטֹאות יָָרְבָעם 

(ֶּבן נְָבט) ֲאֶׁשר ָחָטא וֲַאֶׁשר ֶהֱחִטיא ֶאת יְִׂשָרֵאל: 

Whoever causes the multitudes to be righteous, sin will not occur on his account; And whoever causes 
the multitudes to sin, they do not give him the ability to repent. Moses was righteous and caused the 
multitudes to be righteous, [therefore] the righteousness of the multitudes is hung on him, as it is said, 
“He executed the Lord’s righteousness and His decisions with Israel” (Deut. 33:21). Jeroboam, sinned 
and caused the multitudes to sin, [therefore] the sin of the multitudes is hung on him, as it is said, “For 
the sins of Jeroboam which he sinned, and which he caused Israel to sin thereby” (I Kings 15:30).

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
One of the foundational teachings of Judaism is that one has an opportunity to repent and change his or her 

life. Yet this Mishnah teaches us that there is even a limit to the power of Teshuva, repentance. The one 

who causes others to sin will not be given an opportunity to repent. This is because the Torah understands 

that  we are all human and subject to temptation and sin. The Torah therefore gives us the chance to make 

amends. But one who tries to get others to sin will not even personally benefit from the sin. It is as if the 

sinner just wants company. This particular sin is considered so egregious that Teshuva is no longer possible. 

Commentary by: Rabbi Eitan Cooper
What does it mean that a dispute will endure? Bartenura suggests that this means that the people engaged 

in that argument will survive (i.e. Hillel and Shammai). In a way, this implies that a good, healthy argument 

can be just that: literally, healthy. At the same time, I wonder if the Mishnah is also suggesting something 

deeper: Not only can a healthy argument be good for us sometimes, but also, if we want our ideas to 

endure and to be passed down from generation to generation, we must engage in disputes and arguments 

about them. It is only through such discussions that we give our ideas life. If we do not argue about and 

grapple with our tradition, we run the risk of it not enduring.



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 19 / משנה יט 
ָּכל ִמי ֶׁשּיֵׁש ְּביָדֹו ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים ַהָּללּו, ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו. ּוְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים ֲאֵחִרים, 

ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ִּבְלָעם ָהָרָׁשע. ַעיִן טֹוָבה, וְרּוַח נְמּוָכה, וְנֶֶפׁש ְׁשָפָלה, ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם 
ָאִבינּו. ַעיִן ָרָעה, וְרּוַח ְּגבֹוָהה, וְנֶֶפׁש ְרָחָבה, ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ִּבְלָעם ָהָרָׁשע. ַמה ֵּבין ַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל 
ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ְלַתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ִּבְלָעם ָהָרָׁשע. ַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו, אֹוְכִלין ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה 
וְנֹוֲחִלין ָּבעֹוָלם ַהָּבא, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ח) ְלַהנְִחיל אֲֹהַבי יֵׁש, וְאְֹצרֵֹתיֶהם ֲאַמֵּלא. ֲאָבל ַּתְלִמיָדיו 

ֶׁשל ִּבְלָעם ָהָרָׁשע יֹוְרִׁשין ֵּגיִהּנֹם וְיֹוְרִדין ִלְבֵאר ַׁשַחת, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (תהלים נה) וְַאָּתה ֱאֹלִהים 
ּתֹוִריֵדם ִלְבֵאר ַׁשַחת, ַאנְֵׁשי ָדִמים ּוִמְרָמה ֹלא יֱֶחצּו יְֵמיֶהם, וֲַאנִי ֶאְבַטח ָּבְך:

Whoever possesses these three things, he is of the disciples of Abraham, our father; and 
[whoever possesses] three other things, he is of the disciples of Balaam, the wicked. A 
good eye, a humble spirit and a moderate appetite he is of the disciples of Abraham, our 
father. An evil eye, a haughty spirit and a limitless appetite he is of the disciples of 
Balaam, the wicked. What is the difference between the disciples of Abraham, our father, 
and the disciples of Balaam, the wicked? The disciples of Abraham, our father, enjoy this 
world, and inherit the world to come, as it is said: “I will endow those who love me with 
substance, I will fill their treasuries” (Proverbs 8:21). But the disciples of Balaam, the 
wicked, inherit gehinnom, and descend into the nethermost pit, as it is said: “For you, O 
G-d, will bring them down to the nethermost pit those murderous and treacherous men; 
they shall not live out half their days; but I trust in You” (Psalms 55:24).
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Commentary by: The Freeman Family
This Mishnah follows the advice and life lessons of many Mishnahyot before it, for example being humble 

of spirit, having a good eye, and limiting one's physical desires (moderate appetite). However we felt that 

one key point stood out - this was where the Mishnah mentions how the disciples of Avraham “enjoy this 

world and will inherit the world to come.” Yet when referring to Balaam, no such mention is made of 

“enjoying this world.” It is interesting to note this difference because certainly anyone would agree that the 

evil disciples of Balaam would “enjoy this world” with all of its physical pleasures as they feed their baseless 

desires such as having a “limitless appetite.” Why then would the Mishnah only state this as to Avraham 

specifically? We believe it is because the Mishnah is trying to tell us that in truth, only those who live a life 

based on the teachings of our Torah and who follow the framework of values established within Judaism 

will”'enjoy this world.” Our mission in this world is not solely to immerse ourselves in the physical of this 

world, but rather we should enjoy these physical pursuits with moderation, guided by Torah values, so that 

we will both “enjoy this world” and “inherit the world to come.”



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 20 / משנה כ

יְהּוָדה ֶבן ֵּתיָמא אֹוֵמר, ֱהוֵי ַעז ַּכּנֵָמר, וְַקל ַּכּנֶֶׁשר, וְָרץ ַּכְּצִבי, וְִגּבֹור ָּכֲאִרי, ַלֲעׂשֹות ְרצֹון ָאִביָך ֶׁשַּבָּׁשָמיִם. הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַעז ָּפנִים ְלֵגיִהּנֹם, 
ּובֶֹׁשת ָּפנִים ְלַגן ֵעֶדן. יְִהי ָרצֹון ִמְּלָפנֶיָך יְיָ ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶׁשִּתְבנֶה ִעיְרָך ִּבְמֵהָרה ְביֵָמינּו וְֵתן ֶחְלֵקנּו ְבתֹוָרֶתָך:

Judah ben Tema said: Be strong as a leopard, and swift as an eagle, and fleet as a gazelle, and brave as a lion, to do the will of your 
Father who is in heaven. He used to say: the arrogant is headed for Gehinnom and the blushing for the garden of Eden. May it be the 
will, O Lord our G-d, that your city be rebuilt speedily in our days and set our portion in the studying of your Torah.
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Commentary by: Annette Lakein
The organization of this Mishnah is compelling. The admonition of how we are to behave is clear, as is the reward for that behavior.  Judah 
ben Tema begins with four majestic animals as models for our behavior toward HaShem: 

Be strong as a leopard, and swift as an eagle, and fleet as a gazelle, and brave as a lion, to do the will of your Father who is in 
heaven. 

The strength of leopards is a known characteristic; they stay safe, take care of their own, and are solitary beasts. Eagles have almost mystical 
characteristics; they are symbols of courage, beauty, and power. Gazelles move in groups and are known to be agile, as well as fast. And 
lions, also social animals, are known for their bravery. 

Why, though, use animals as models of behavior? All the more so, why is the encouragement to mimic majestic, proud animals coupled with 
an exhortation to be humble?  In fact, this is a reminder of how we are part of the natural world. These animals act to survive, following the 
laws of their nature. We are taught that people should not consider themselves better than the animals:

The Sages taught in a baraita (Tosefta 8:7): Adam the first man was created on Shabbat eve at the close of the six days of Creation. 
And for what reason was this so? So that the heretics will not be able to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, had a partner, i.e., 
Adam, in the acts of Creation. Alternatively, he was created on Shabbat eve so that if a person becomes haughty, G-d can say to him: 
The mosquito preceded you in the acts of Creation, as you were created last. Alternatively, he was created on Shabbat eve in order 
that he enter into the mitzvah of observing Shabbat immediately.

Perhaps the citing of the attributes of the animals should remind us that although people, not animals, are created in the image of HaShem, 
our instincts do not always serve us as well as the instincts of animals serve them.

And so, Judah ben Tema admonishes us that even though we should be strong, swift, quick, and brave, our actions should not be 
arrogant/haughty/”strong of face.” In fact, we are to show “shame of face/be humble” in our actions with others and in our relationship with 
HaShem. The Tur, in commenting on this Mishnah, says,

And he began with ‘strong as a panther’ since it is a great general principle of service to the Creator, may He be blessed, since 
sometimes a person desires to perform a mitzvah but is prevented from performing it because of people who mock him; therefore he 
warned that he should have fortitude against the mockers and not refrain from performing the mitzvah.

The Tur continues that a lion always rises swiftly in the morning while a human being, rather than getting up swiftly, can talk themself into 
staying in bed. The strength of the animals lies in their ability to follow their nature, not letting it be impeded by their own doubts or worries 
or arrogance - and aren’t doubts and worries the flip side of arrogance?  It may be in human beings’ nature to follow HaShem, but we often 
are not strong enough to clear a path for that nature. Ben Tema posits that our greatest strength may be our humility, because that will 
enable us to ignore the distractions and not worry about others’ scorn.

What is human nature and what are instincts? The leopard, 
eagle, gazelle, and lion follow their instincts, not their need to 
worry about what others think or how their connection to 
HaShem is viewed by other people. They do not shame others or 
worry about how they look or how what they do looks. We are 
taught that our behavior not only affects us and our ability to do 
mitzvot, but also affects others. Arrogant behavior can feed on 
itself and create suffering. Judah ben Tema says that if we do 
emulate the animals and if we do it humbly, then we will be 
rewarded. It is this final prayer, variations of which come in our 
tefilot, that shows our reward. May it be the will, O Lord our G-d, 
that your city be rebuilt speedily in our days and set our portion 
in the studying of your Torah.



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 21/ משנה כא

הּוא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ֶּבן ָחֵמׁש ָׁשנִים ַלִּמְקָרא, ֶּבן ֶעֶׂשר ַלִּמְׁשנָה, ֶּבן ְׁשלׁש ֶעְׂשֵרה ַלִּמְצֹות, ֶּבן ֲחֵמׁש 
ֶעְׂשֵרה ַלַּתְלמּוד, ֶּבן ְׁשמֹנֶה ֶעְׂשֵרה ַלֻחָּפה, ֶּבן ֶעְׂשִרים ִלְרּדֹף, ֶּבן ְׁשלִׁשים ַלּכַֹח, ֶּבן ַאְרָּבִעים 

ַלִּבינָה, ֶּבן ֲחִמִּׁשים ָלֵעָצה, ֶּבן ִׁשִּׁשים ַלִּזְקנָה, ֶּבן ִׁשְבִעים ַלֵּׂשיָבה, ֶּבן ְׁשמֹנִים ַלְּגבּוָרה, ֶּבן 
ִּתְׁשִעים ָלׁשּוַח, ֶּבן ֵמָאה ְּכִאּלּו ֵמת וְָעַבר ּוָבֵטל ִמן ָהעֹוָלם:

He used to say: At five years of age the study of Scripture; At ten the study of Mishnah; At 
thirteen subject to the commandments; At fifteen the study of Talmud; At eighteen the 
bridal canopy; At twenty for pursuit [of livelihood]; At thirty the peak of strength; At forty 
wisdom; At fifty able to give counsel; At sixty old age; At seventy fullness of years; At 
eighty the age of “strength”; At ninety a bent body; At one hundred, as good as dead and 
gone completely out of the world.”
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 To everything

 There is a season

 And a time to every purpose

 under heaven

 A time to be born

 a time to die

 A time to plant

 a time to reap

 A time to kill

 a time to heal

 A time to laugh

 a time to weep

A time to build up

 a time to break down

 A time to dance

 a time to mourn

 A time to cast away stones

 a time to gather stones together

 A time of love

 a time of hate

 A time of war

 a time of peace

 A time you may embrace

 a time to refrain from embracing

 

A time to gain

 a time to lose

 A time to rend

 a time to sew

 A time for love

 a time for hate

 A time for peace

 I swear it's not too late

Commentary by: Arnie Hiller
Credit to Pete Seeger for the lyrics and the Byrds for my favorite recording…but our lives can truly be looked 

at as a finite amount of TIME that has certain hopes, expectations, and purpose.



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 22 / משנה כב 

ֶּבן ַּבג ַּבג אֹוֵמר, ֲהפְֹך ָּבּה וֲַהפְֹך ָּבּה, ְּדכָֹּלא ָבּה. ּוָבּה ֶּתֱחֵזי, וְִסיב ּוְבֵלה ָבּה, ּוִמּנַּה ֹלא ָתזּוַע, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך ִמָּדה 
טֹוָבה ֵהיֶמּנָה:

Ben Bag Bag said:Turn it over, and [again] turn it over, for all is therein. And look into it; And become 
gray and old therein; And do not move away from it, for you have no better portion than it.
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Commentary by: Marci Serfaty
What do you think of when you imagine tidbits of insignificance in your life? If you’re like me, there are many things 
that come to mind:  dryer lint, a smudge on the coffee table, advertisements in my mailbox, a sigh from one of the 
kids, yesterday’s coffee grounds. What do we do with the tiniest, seemingly insignificant events that happen to us on 
a daily basis?  It’s easy to ignore or toss away those unimportant pieces of life that greet us, whether they are 
objects, actions, or words.

I recently encountered a snail during a lawn cleanup with my family. What could be more insignificant than a snail?  
In a 1607 essay by Giovanni Angelita titled, “On the Snail and That It Should Be the Example for Human Life,” the 
snail is praised for the creature’s thoughtful pace and good morals. He credits the spiral shape of its shell for 
inspiring everything spiral, including the invention of drill bits and the architecture of Europe’s most famous 
staircases. Snails were not insignificant to this author, who probably spent hours upon hours observing the little 
guys. 

People are often fascinated by shells they find on the beach. They pick them up, hold them to their ears, and bring 
them home. This Mishnah in Pirkei Avot reminds us that sometimes we need to pick up something seemingly 
insignificant in our life, and look at it again. We need to hold it up to the light, shake out the sand, and approach it in 
a new way.  And as time goes by---as we grow in our experiences and wisdom, we should look at it again and 
appreciate it even more.

Judaism reminds us to elevate every task and bring meaning to the mundane. We do these things to stretch our 
humanness, and become closer to Hashem.  Every blessing we say, every mitzvah we do, every conscious restraint 
that we manage strengthens our connection to the Almighty.  We are reminded to appreciate all that we have, 
because we have exactly what we need. 



Chapter 5 /  פרק ה
Mishnah 23 / משנה כג

ֶּבן ֵהא ֵהא אֹוֵמר, ְלפּום ַצֲעָרא ַאְגָרא: 

Ben He He said: According to the labor is the reward.
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Commentary by: Nat Lewin
Who is Rabbi ben Hay-Hay? Maybe he is Rabbi ben Bag-Bag (the gematria of Bag equals five, which 
is Hay). Was he the son of converts (parents’ named Avrohom and Sarah, because the letter “hay” 
was added to their names). His Aramaic consolation – measure of reward equals measure of 
suffering – may have been limited to Torah study, but it is now quoted as a general promise of relief 
for times of distress, and could, therefore, apply to Coronavirus tribulation.

Some die, and others feel ill

We all pray for the magic pill

Quarantined with the horde

So where’s the reward

Matching the pain that has been our fill?



Chapter 6 /  פרק ו
Mishnah 1 / משנה א 

ָׁשנּו ֲחָכִמים ִּבְלׁשֹון ַהִּמְׁשנָה, ָּברּוְך ֶׁשָּבַחר ָּבֶהם ּוְבִמְׁשנָָתם: ַרִּבי ֵמִאיר אֹוֵמר ָּכל ָהעֹוֵסק ַּבּתֹוָרה ִלְׁשָמּה, זֹוֶכה ִלְדָבִרים ַהְרֵּבה. וְֹלא עֹוד 
ֶאָּלא ֶׁשָּכל ָהעֹוָלם ֻּכּלֹו ְכַדי הּוא לֹו. נְִקָרא ֵרַע, ָאהּוב, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהָּמקֹום, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהְּבִרּיֹות, ְמַׂשֵּמַח ֶאת ַהָּמקֹום, ְמַׂשֵּמַח ֶאת ַהְּבִרּיֹות. 

ּוַמְלַּבְׁשּתֹו ֲענָוָה וְיְִרָאה, ּוַמְכַׁשְרּתֹו ִלְהיֹות ַצִּדיק וְָחִסיד וְיָָׁשר וְנֱֶאָמן, ּוְמַרַחְקּתֹו ִמן ַהֵחְטא, ּוְמָקַרְבּתֹו ִליֵדי ְזכּות, וְנֱֶהנִין ִמֶּמּנּו ֵעָצה וְתּוִׁשּיָה 
ִּבינָה ּוְגבּוָרה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ח) ִלי ֵעָצה וְתּוִׁשּיָה ֲאנִי ִבינָה ִלי ְגבּוָרה. וְנֹוֶתנֶת לֹו ַמְלכּות ּוֶמְמָׁשָלה וְִחּקּור ִּדין, ּוְמַגִּלין לֹו ָרֵזי תֹוָרה, וְנֲַעֶׂשה 

ְכַמְעיָן ַהִּמְתַּגֵּבר ּוְכנָָהר ֶׁשֵאינֹו פֹוֵסק, וֱֶהוֵי ָצנּוַע וְֶאֶרְך רּוַח, ּומֹוֵחל ַעל ֶעְלּבֹונֹו, ּוְמַגַּדְלּתֹו ּוְמרֹוַמְמּתֹו ַעל ָּכל ַהַּמֲעִׂשים:

The sages taught in the language of the Mishnah. Blessed be He who chose them and their teaching. Rabbi Meir said: Whoever occupies himself 
with the Torah for its own sake, merits many things; not only that but he is worth the whole world.He is called beloved friend; one that loves G-d; 
one that loves humankind; one that gladdens G-d; one that gladdens humankind. And the Torah clothes him in humility and reverence, and equips 
him to be righteous, pious, upright and trustworthy; it keeps him far from sin, and brings him near to merit. And people benefit from his counsel, 
sound knowledge, understanding and strength, as it is said, “Counsel is mine and sound wisdom; I am understanding, strength is mine” (Proverbs 
8:14). And it bestows upon him royalty, dominion, and acuteness in judgment. To him are revealed the secrets of the Torah, and he is made as an 
ever-flowing spring, and like a stream that never ceases. And he becomes modest, long-suffering and forgiving of insult. And it magnifies him and 
exalts him over everything.
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Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
The sixth chapter of Pirkei Avot is not really part of Avot. It was added because there are six Shabbatot between Pesach and 
Shavuot and there is a custom to study one chapter of Avot each shabbat. So this final chapter (which is really material taken 
from Masechet Kallah) is all about studying Torah. It is therefore appropriately studied on the Shabbat before Shavuot. It is 
often called the Chapter of Kinyan Hatorah (Acquisition of Torah). 

This Mishnah lists many benefits that come from Torah study. One apparent contradiction is that Torah study is said to make 
one modest but at the same time “makes him great and exalts him above all things.” How can Torah make one modest and 
exalted above all things at once? I think that this speaks to the beauty of Torah which can simultaneously make us feel humble 
and with awe before G-d and at the same time exalted from having the words of the Torah animating our lives! Learning Torah 
is really that awesome!

Mishnah 2 / משנה ב  
ָאַמר ַרִּבי יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ֵלוִי, ְּבָכל יֹום וָיֹום ַּבת קֹול יֹוֵצאת ֵמַהר חֹוֵרב ּוַמְכֶרֶזת וְאֹוֶמֶרת, אֹוי ָלֶהם ַלְּבִרּיֹות ֵמֶעְלּבֹונָּה ֶׁשל ּתֹוָרה. ֶׁשָּכל ִמי ֶׁשֵאינֹו 

עֹוֵסק ַּבּתֹוָרה נְִקָרא נָזּוף, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי יא) נֶֶזם ָזָהב ְּבַאף ֲחִזיר ִאָּׁשה יָָפה וְָסַרת ָטַעם. וְאֹוֵמר (שמות לב) וְַהֻּלחֹת ַמֲעֵׂשה ֱאֹלִהים ֵהָּמה 
וְַהִּמְכָּתב ִמְכַּתב ֱאֹלִהים הּוא ָחרּות ַעל ַהֻּלחֹת, ַאל ִּתְקָרא ָחרּות ֶאָּלא ֵחרּות, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך ֶבן חֹוִרין ֶאָּלא ִמי ֶׁשעֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה. וְָכל ִמי 

ֶׁשעֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ֲהֵרי ֶזה ִמְתַעֶּלה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (במדבר כא) ּוִמַּמָּתנָה נֲַחִליֵאל ּוִמּנֲַחִליֵאל ָּבמֹות:

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: every day a bat kol (a heavenly voice) goes forth from Mount Horeb and makes proclamation and says: 
“Woe unto humankind for their contempt towards the Torah”, for whoever does not occupy himself with the study of Torah is called, 
nazuf (the rebuked. As it is said, “Like a gold ring in the snout of a pig is a beautiful woman bereft of sense” (Proverbs 22:11). And it 
says, “And the tablets were the work of G-d, and the writing was the writing of G-d, graven upon the tablets” (Exodus 32:16). Read 
not haruth [‘graven’] but heruth [ ‘freedom’]. For there is no free man but one that occupies himself with the study of the Torah. 
And whoever regularly occupies himself with the study of the Torah he is surely exalted, as it is said, “And from Mattanah to 
Nahaliel; and Nahaliel to Bamoth” (Numbers 21:19).

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
I love this Mishna because the Bat Kol (heavenly voice) is actually quite surprising in its definition of those who are in contempt of the Torah. 

We would normally associate this attitude with Chilul Hashem, profaning Hashem’s name. One who does things in the name of the Torah 

that are distasteful or unethical and thereby shames the Torah is profaning Hashem.. But the Bat Kol teaches us that the greatest shame is 

not when people engage in Torah in an inappropriate manner. It is when we disregard the Torah. The Torah is able to withstand fights and 

arguments about what it means even when one side accuses the other of causing a Chilul Hashem. But the Torah cannot withstand 

becoming irrelevant and useless. On Shavuot, we commit to engaging with the Torah as deeply as possible. 



Chapter 6 /  פרק ו
Mishnah 3 / משנה ג 

ַהּלֹוֵמד ֵמֲחֵברֹו ֶּפֶרק ֶאָחד אֹו ֲהָלָכה ַאַחת אֹו ָפסּוק ֶאָחד אֹו ִדּבּור ֶאָחד אֹו ֲאִפּלּו אֹות ַאַחת, ָצִריְך ִלנְהֹוג ּבֹו ָכבֹוד, 
ֶׁשֵּכן ָמִצינּו ְבָדוִד ֶמֶלְך יְִׂשָרֵאל, ֶׁשֹּלא ָלַמד ֵמֲאִחיתֶֹפל ֶאָּלא ְׁשנֵי ְדָבִרים ִּבְלָבד, ְקָראֹו ַרּבֹו ַאּלּופֹו ּוְמיָֻּדעֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 

(תהלים נה) וְַאָּתה ֱאנֹוׁש ְּכֶעְרִּכי ַאּלּוִפי ּוְמיָֻּדִעי. וֲַהֹלא ְדָבִרים ַקל וָחֶֹמר, ּוַמה ָּדוִד ֶמֶלְך יְִׂשָרֵאל, ֶׁשֹּלא ָלַמד ֵמֲאִחיתֶֹפל 
ֶאָּלא ְׁשנֵי ְדָבִרים ִּבְלַבד ְקָראֹו ַרּבֹו ַאּלּופֹו ּוְמיָֻּדעֹו, ַהּלֹוֵמד ֵמֲחֵברֹו ֶּפֶרק ֶאָחד אֹו ֲהָלָכה ַאַחת אֹו ָפסּוק ֶאָחד אֹו ִדּבּור 

ֶאָחד אֹו ֲאִפּלּו אֹות ַאַחת, ַעל ַאַחת ַּכָּמה וְַכָּמה ֶׁשָּצִריְך ִלנְהֹוג ּבֹו ָכבֹוד. וְֵאין ָּכבֹוד ֶאָּלא תֹוָרה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ג) ָּכבֹוד 
ֲחָכִמים יִנְָחלּו, (משלי כח) ּוְתִמיִמים יִנְֲחלּו טֹוב, וְֵאין טֹוב ֶאָּלא תֹוָרה, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ד) ִּכי ֶלַקח טֹוב נַָתִּתי ָלֶכם 

ּתֹוָרִתי ַאל ַּתֲעזֹבּו:

One who learns from his fellow one chapter, or one halakhah, or one verse, or one word, or even one letter, is 
obligated to treat him with honor; for so we find with David, king of Israel, who learned from Ahitophel no more 
than two things, yet called him his master, his guide and his beloved friend, as it is said, “But it was you, a man 
mine equal, my guide and my beloved friend” (Psalms 55:14). Is this not [an instance of the argument] “from 
the less to the greater” (kal vehomer)? If David, king of Israel who learned from Ahitophel no more than two 
things, nevertheless called him his master, his guide and his beloved friend; then in the case of one who learns 
from his fellow one chapter, or one halakhah, or one verse, or one word, or even one letter, all the more so he is 
under obligation to treat him with honor. And “honor’” means nothing but Torah, as it is said, “It is honor that 
sages inherit” (Proverbs 3:35). “And the perfect shall inherit good” (Proverbs 28:10), and “good” means nothing 
but Torah, as it is said, “For I give you good instruction; do not forsake my Torah” (Proverbs 4:2).
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Commentary by: The Glashofers
Meforshim, commentators, teach us that Achitophel taught David Hamelech two things: the importance of studying Torah with 
a group and the importance of worshipping as part of a congregation.  Given our current situation in the midst of the pandemic 
of 2020 of not meeting physically in the shul, this would seem to be a difficult concept for us to relate to.  However, upon 
learning and discussing this Mishnah, we felt quite the opposite.  

It has been such a source of comfort, meaning and belonging to be part of our shul during this difficult time.  Whether it be 
through virtual learning, reading shul emails, connecting with friends or taking a walk (particularly on Shabbat), the sense of 
community that being part of Beth Sholom brings to us all during this time is something that we have come to treasure and 
appreciate.  Were we not a part of this group studying Torah and coming together, how alone and lost we might feel right now.  
Furthermore, whether it be the daily classes, weekly Oneg Shabbat or Havdalah or even our zoom shivas, we continue to learn 
Torah and feel a spiritual connection and a sense of spiritual growth.

This Mishnah reminds all of us not only how lucky 
we are, but how we have to show hakarat hatov 
to our hardworking Rabbis, Rabbi Antine and 
Cooper, and to the staff and volunteers behind 
the scenes that are putting all of this together. 
From each of you, we have learned far more than 
one thing, and so we would like to use this forum 
to thank you.  You have made a seemingly 
unpleasant situation be one filled with growth, 
meaning and hope.  Kol Hakavod.  With much 
appreciation.  



Chapter 6 /  פרק ו
Mishnah 4 / משנה ד 

ַּכְך ִהיא ַּדְרָּכּה ֶׁשל ּתֹוָרה, ַּפת ְּבֶמַלח ּתֹאַכל, ּוַמיִם ִּבְמׂשּוָרה ִתְׁשֶּתה, וְַעל ָהָאֶרץ ִּתיַׁשן, וְַחּיֵי ַצַער ִּתְחיֶה, 
ּוַבּתֹוָרה ַאָּתה ָעֵמל, ִאם ַאָּתה עֶֹׂשה ֵכן, (תהלים קכח) ַאְׁשֶריָך וְטֹוב ָלְך. ַאְׁשֶריָך ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה וְטֹוב ָלְך ָלעֹוָלם 

ַהָּבא:

Such is the way [of a life] of Torah: you shall eat bread with salt, and rationed water shall you drink; 
you shall sleep on the ground, your life will be one of privation, and in Torah shall you labor. If you do 
this, “Happy shall you be and it shall be good for you” (Psalms 128:2): “Happy shall you be” in this 
world, “and it shall be good for you” in the world to come.
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Commentary by: Nat Lewin
The “road of Torah” may not be a luxurious highway. Poverty in this world may lead to riches in the World-to-Come.  

If you want to starve and sleep on the floor

Learn Torah now and forever more

It won’t make you rich

You’ll die without a stitch

But it’ll bring you to Gan Eden’s door.

Mishnah 5 / משנה ה 
ַאל ְּתַבֵּקׁש ְּגֻדָּלה ְלַעְצְמָך, וְַאל ַּתְחמֹד ָּכבֹוד, יֹוֵתר ִמִּלּמּוְדָך ֲעֵׂשה, וְַאל ִּתְתַאֶּוה ְלֻׁשְלָחנָם ֶׁשל ְמָלִכים, 
ֶׁשֻּׁשְלָחנְָך ָגדֹול ִמֻּׁשְלָחנָם, וְִכְתְרָך ָגדֹול ִמִּכְתָרם, וְנֱֶאָמן הּוא ַּבַעל ְמַלאְכְּתָך ֶׁשּיְַׁשֵּלם ְלָך ְׂשַכר ְּפֻעָּלֶתָך:

Do not seek greatness for yourself, and do not covet honor. Practice more than you learn. Do not yearn 
for the table of kings, for your table is greater than their table, and your crown is greater than their 
crown, and faithful is your employer to pay you the reward of your labor.

Commentary by: Freida Paskow
This particular verse, regarding being humble, really speaks to how one should conduct oneself and how one’s 

behavior can also have an effect on others.  One who is humble is one who is secure in the knowledge of his own 

achievements and does not need to seek affirmation and glory.  That person knows how to give to others and while 

doing so, does not make others feel condescension or embarrassment.  Therefore, humility is more to be admired 

than self-aggrandizement.  

Learning is important, but using what one has learned is paramount.  It does not serve anyone to be surrounded by 

people who are learned, but who fail to implement the lessons that they have learned.  

The statement about not trying to want for the table of kings mirrors the previous ideas of humility in that an 

individual will not need to seek glory by surrounding himself with kings or other people who have power, money, or 

fame.  Rather, the person will be content with what he has, what he has accomplished, and what he gives to others.



Chapter 6 /  פרק ו
Mishnah 6 / משנה ו

ְּגדֹוָלה תֹוָרה יֹוֵתר ִמן ַהְּכֻהּנָה ּוִמן ַהַּמְלכּות, ֶׁשַהַּמְלכּות נְִקנֵית ִּבְׁשֹלִׁשים ַמֲעלֹות, וְַהְּכֻהּנָה ְּבֶעְׂשִרים וְַאְרַּבע, וְַהּתֹוָרה נְִקנֵית ְּבַאְרָּבִעים ּוְׁשמֹנָה ְדָבִרים. 
וְֵאלּו ֵהן, ְּבַתְלמּוד, ִּבְׁשִמיַעת ָהאֶֹזן, ַּבֲעִריַכת ְׂשָפַתיִם, ְּבִבינַת ַהֵּלב, ְּבִׂשְכלּות ַהֵּלב, ְּבֵאיָמה, ְּביְִרָאה, ַּבֲענָוָה, ְּבִׂשְמָחה, ְּבָטֳהָרה, ְּבִׁשּמּוׁש ֲחָכִמים, ְּבִדְקּדּוק 

ֲחֵבִרים, ּוְבִפְלּפּול ַהַּתְלִמיִדים, ְּביִּׁשּוב, ַּבִּמְקָרא, ַּבִּמְׁשנָה, ְּבִמעּוט ְסחֹוָרה, ְּבִמעּוט ֶּדֶרְך ֶאֶרץ, ְּבִמעּוט ַּתֲענּוג, ְּבִמעּוט ֵׁשינָה, ְּבִמעּוט ִׂשיָחה, ְּבִמעּוט 
ְׂשחֹוק, ְּבֶאֶרְך ַאַּפיִם, ְּבֵלב טֹוב, ֶּבֱאמּונַת ֲחָכִמים, ּוְבַקָּבַלת ַהּיִּסּוִרין, ַהַּמִּכיר ֶאת ְמקֹומֹו, וְַהָּׂשֵמַח ְּבֶחְלקֹו, וְָהעֹוֶׂשה ְסיָג ִלְדָבָריו, וְֵאינֹו ַמֲחִזיק טֹוָבה ְלַעְצמֹו, 

ָאהּוב, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהָּמקֹום, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהְּבִרּיֹות, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהְּצָדקֹות, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהֵּמיָׁשִרים, אֹוֵהב ֶאת ַהּתֹוָכחֹות, ִמְתַרֵחק ִמן ַהָּכבֹוד, וְֹלא ֵמִגיס ִלּבֹו 
ְבַתְלמּודֹו, וְֵאינֹו ָׂשֵמַח ְּבהֹוָרָאה, נֹוֵׂשא ְבעֹל ִעם ֲחֵברֹו, ַמְכִריעֹו ְלַכף ְזכּות, ַמֲעִמידֹו ַעל ָהֱאֶמת, ּוַמֲעִמידֹו ַעל ַהָּׁשלֹום, ִמְתיֵַּׁשב ִלּבֹו ְבַתְלמּודֹו, ׁשֹוֵאל 

ּוֵמִׁשיב, ׁשֹוֵמַע ּומֹוִסיף, ַהּלֹוֵמד ַעל ְמנָת ְלַלֵּמד וְַהּלֹוֵמד ַעל ְמנָת ַלֲעׂשֹות, ַהַּמְחִּכים ֶאת ַרּבֹו, וְַהְמַכּוֵן ֶאת ְׁשמּוָעתֹו, וְָהאֹוֵמר ָּדָבר ְּבֵׁשם אֹוְמרֹו, ָהא ָלַמְדָּת 
ֶׁשָּכל ָהאֹוֵמר ָּדָבר ְּבֵׁשם אֹוְמרֹו ֵמִביא ְגֻאָּלה ָלעֹוָלם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (אסתר ב) וַּתֹאֶמר ֶאְסֵּתר ַלֶּמֶלְך ְּבֵׁשם ָמְרֳּדָכי:

Greater is learning Torah than the priesthood and than royalty, for royalty is acquired by thirty stages, and the priesthood by twenty-four, but the 
Torah by forty-eight things. By study, Attentive listening, Proper speech, By an understanding heart, By an intelligent heart, By awe, By fear, By 
humility, By joy, By attending to the sages, By critical give and take with friends, By fine argumentation with disciples, By clear thinking, By study 
of Scripture, By study of Mishnah, By a minimum of sleep, By a minimum of chatter, By a minimum of pleasure, By a minimum of frivolity, By a 
minimum of preoccupation with worldly matters, By long-suffering, By generosity, By faith in the sages, By acceptance of suffering. [Learning of 
Torah is also acquired by one] Who recognizes his place, Who rejoices in his portion, Who makes a fence about his words, Who takes no credit for 
himself, Who is loved, Who loves G-d, Who loves [his fellow] creatures, Who loves righteous ways, Who loves reproof, Who loves uprightness, Who 
keeps himself far from honors, Who does not let his heart become swelled on account of his learning, Who does not delight in giving legal 
decisions, Who shares in the bearing of a burden with his colleague, Who judges with the scales weighted in his favor, Who leads him on to truth, 
Who leads him on to peace, Who composes himself at his study, Who asks and answers, Who listens [to others], and [himself] adds [to his 
knowledge], Who learns in order to teach, Who learns in order to practice, Who makes his teacher wiser, Who is exact in what he has learned, 
And who says a thing in the name of him who said it. Thus you have learned: everyone who says a thing in the name of him who said it, brings 
deliverance into the world, as it is said: “And Esther told the king in Mordecai’s name” (Esther 2:22).
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Commentary by: Bruce Wiener
The first Jewish learning I engaged in as an adult was Mishnah 6:6 in Pirkei Avot. I had gone to

Hebrew school, but cheerfully quit after my bar mitzvah and never looked back. It was not until I was a senior at the University of Michigan that I 

finally went to the Hillel for a reason other than catching a quick seder during finals week.

My Christian roommates acted as the impetus for this nascent journey. Our discussions about religion quickly proved me to be woefully lacking in 

any real Jewish knowledge. I still carried on the traditions that I grew up with, such as keeping (a very modified) kashrut and going to High Holiday 

services. There was, however, limited substance behind it.

At Hillel, I found a class called “The 48 Ways to Wisdom” taught by Elisha Prero, who happened to be both a third-year law student and an Orthodox 

rabbi. My first impression was that he was too young and modern to be an Orthodox rabbi. But that helped draw me in.

The title of the class came from this Mishnah’s declaration that “the Torah is acquired by 48 qualities.” The Mishnah lists these attributes, most of 

them intuitive, such as “love of justice” and “deliberation in study.” The last one, however, is surprising: “saying something in the name of its 

speaker.”

Unlike its 47 predecessors, this Mishnah offers additional praise to the 48th attribute: “One who says something in the name of its speaker brings 

redemption to the world, as is stated (Esther 2:22): ‘And Esther told the king in the name of Mordechai.’”

Commentators offer multiple reasons for this injunction:

● To avoid stealing by falsely taking credit for someone else’s statement (Tiferes Israel)

● To prevent you from seeking to impress others by passing off someone’s insights as your own (Rabbi Joseph Telushkin)

● To display the attribute of humility (The Mussar Institute)

● To give context to the ideas you are presenting (The Mussar Institute)

● To honor those whose ideas you are citing (The Mussar Institute)

● To honor truth, the most basic foundation of spiritual growth (The Mussar Institute)

Queen Esther reports eto King Achashverosh about the plot against his life in the name of Mordechai.The king later raises Mordechai to prominence 

when he is reminded of Mordechai’s good deed. Queen Esther’s seemingly meaningless act of attribution helped save the Jews. Simple acts, like my 

eventually showing up at Hillel, can have big consequences.
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Mishnah 7 / משנה ז 

ְּגדֹוָלה תֹוָרה ֶׁשִהיא נֹוֶתנֶת ַחּיִים ְלעֶֹׂשיָה ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה ּוָבעֹוָלם ַהָּבא, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ד) ִּכי ַחּיִים ֵהם ְלמְֹצֵאיֶהם ּוְלָכל ְּבָׂשרֹו ַמְרֵּפא. 
וְאֹוֵמר (שם ג) ִרְפאּות ְּתִהי ְלָׁשֶרָך וְִׁשּקּוי ְלַעְצמֹוֶתיָך. וְאֹוֵמר (שם ג) ֵעץ ַחּיִים ִהיא ַלַּמֲחִזיִקים ָּבּה וְתְֹמֶכיָה ְמֻאָּׁשר. וְאֹוֵמר (שם א) ִּכי 

ִלוְיַת ֵחן ֵהם ְלרֹאֶׁשָך וֲַענִָקים ְלַגְרְּגרֶֹתיָך. וְאֹוֵמר (שם ד) ִּתֵּתן ְלרֹאְׁשָך ִלוְיַת ֵחן ֲעֶטֶרת ִּתְפֶאֶרת ְּתַמְּגנֶָּך. וְאֹוֵמר (שם ט) ִּכי ִבי יְִרּבּו 
יֶָמיָך וְיֹוִסיפּו ְלָך ְׁשנֹות ַחּיִים. וְאֹוֵמר (שם ג) אֶֹרְך יִָמים ִּביִמינָּה ִּבְׂשמֹאוָלּה עֶֹׁשר וְָכבֹוד. וְאֹוֵמר (שם) ִּכי אֶֹרְך יִָמים ּוְׁשנֹות ַחּיִים 

וְָׁשלֹום יֹוִסיפּו ָלְך. וְאֹוֵמר (שם) ְּדָרֶכיָה ַּדְרֵכי נַֹעם וְָכל נְִתיבֹוֶתיָה ָׁשלֹום:

Great is Torah for it gives life to those that practice it, in this world, and in the world to come,As it is said: “For they are life 
unto those that find them, and health to all their flesh” (Proverbs 4:22), And it says: “It will be a cure for your navel and 
marrow for your bones” (ibid. 3:8) And it says: “She is a tree of life to those that grasp her, and whoever holds onto her is 
happy” (ibid. 3:18), And it says: “For they are a graceful wreath upon your head, a necklace about your throat” (ibid. 1:9), And 
it says: “She will adorn your head with a graceful wreath; crown you with a glorious diadem” (ibid. 4:9) And it says: “In her 
right hand is length of days, in her left riches and honor” (ibid. 3:1, And it says: “For they will bestow on you length of days, 
years of life and peace” (ibid. 3:2).
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Commentary by: Ellen Werner
"Torah. Tree of Life. Trees. Birth. Breath. Healing. The body of Torah knowledge is the source of human life and healing."

Mishnah 8 / משנה ח 
ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן יְהּוָדה ִמּׁשּום ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן יֹוַחאי אֹוֵמר, ַהּנֹוי וְַהּכַֹח וְָהעֶֹׁשר וְַהָּכבֹוד וְַהָחְכָמה וְַהִּזְקנָה וְַהֵּׂשיָבה וְַהָּבנִים, נֶָאה ַלַּצִּדיִקים 
וְנֶָאה ָלעֹוָלם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (שם טז) ֲעֶטֶרת ִּתְפֶאֶרת ֵׂשיָבה ְּבֶדֶרְך ְצָדָקה ִּתָּמֵצא. וְאֹוֵמר (שם כ) ִּתְפֶאֶרת ַּבחּוִרים ּכָֹחם וֲַהַדר ְזֵקנִים ֵׂשיָבה. 

וְאֹוֵמר (שם יד) ֲעֶטֶרת ֲחָכִמים ָעְׁשָרם. וְאֹוֵמר (שם יז) ֲעֶטֶרת ְזֵקנִים ְּבנֵי ָבנִים וְִתְפֶאֶרת ָּבנִים ֲאבֹוָתם. וְאֹוֵמר (ישעיה כד) וְָחְפָרה ַהְּלָבנָה 
ּובֹוָׁשה ַהַחָּמה, ִּכי ָמַלְך ה' ְצָבאֹות ְּבַהר ִצּיֹון ּוִבירּוָׁשַליִם וְנֶֶגד ְזֵקנָיו ָּכבֹוד. ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֶּבן ְמנְַסיָא אֹוֵמר, ֵאּלּו ֶׁשַבע ִמּדֹות ֶׁשָּמנּו ֲחָכִמים 

ַלַּצִּדיִקים, ֻּכָּלם נְִתַקּיְמּו ְבַרִּבי ּוְבָבנָיו:

Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai: Beauty, strength, riches, honor, wisdom, [old age], gray 
hair, and children are becoming to the righteous, and becoming to the world,As it is said: “Gray hair is a crown of glory (beauty); it 
is attained by way of righteousness” (Proverbs 16:3, And it says: “The ornament of the wise is their wealth” (ibid. 14:24), And it 
says: “Grandchildren are the glory of their elders, and the glory of children is their parents” (ibid. 17:6), And it says: “The glory of 
youths is their strength; and the beauty of old men is their gray hair” (ibid. 20:29), And it says: “Then the moon shall be ashamed, 
and the sun shall be abashed. For the Lord of Hosts will reign on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and G-d’s Honor will be revealed to 
his elders” (Isaiah 24:23). Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya said: these seven qualities, which the sages have listed [as becoming] to the 
righteous, were all of them fulfilled in Rabbi and his sons.

Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishna is in praise of old age! Our society is so afraid of old age and does everything it can to help us preserve our youth. 
But the Mishnah says that Old Age and “Grey Hair” are becoming to the righteous. The youth often look at the elderly as 
people who “don’t get it.” This might be true of technology and the newest fads but when it comes to our values, traditions, 
and life experiences; we have so much to learn from those who are elderly. Let us learn their holy Torah!
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Commentary by: Rachel Lerner

After I taught the Mishnah to my 10 year 
old grandson, Jonah, he drew this picture 
of me leaving Israel with All its culture to 
the United States for all the gold and 
silver

Mishnah 9/ משנה ט 
ָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ֶבן ִקְסָמא, ַּפַעם ַאַחת ָהיִיִתי ְמַהֵּלְך ַּבֶּדֶרְך ּוָפַגע ִּבי ָאָדם ֶאָחד, וְנַָתן ִלי ָׁשלֹום, וְֶהֱחַזְרִּתי לֹו ָׁשלֹום. ָאַמר ִלי, ַרִּבי, ֵמֵאיֶזה ָמקֹום ַאָּתה. 

ָאַמְרִּתי לֹו, ֵמִעיר ְּגדֹוָלה ֶׁשל ֲחָכִמים וְֶׁשל סֹוְפִרים ָאנִי. ָאַמר ִלי, ַרִּבי, ְרצֹונְָך ֶׁשָּתדּור ִעָּמנּו ִבְמקֹוֵמנּו, וֲַאנִי ֶאֵּתן ְלָך ֶאֶלף ֲאָלִפים ִּדינְֵרי ָזָהב וֲַאָבנִים טֹובֹות 
ּוַמְרָּגִלּיֹות. ָאַמְרִּתי לֹו, ְּבנִי, ִאם ַאָּתה נֹוֵתן ִלי ָכל ֶּכֶסף וְָזָהב וֲַאָבנִים טֹובֹות ּוַמְרָּגִלּיֹות ֶׁשָּבעֹוָלם, ֵאינִי ָדר ֶאָּלא ִבְמקֹום ּתֹוָרה. וְֹלא עֹוד, ֶאָּלא ֶׁשִּבְׁשַעת 

ְּפִטיָרתֹו ֶׁשל ָאָדם ֵאין ְמַלּוִין לֹו ָלָאָדם ֹלא ֶכֶסף וְֹלא ָזָהב וְֹלא ֲאָבנִים טֹובֹות ּוַמְרָּגִלּיֹות, ֶאָּלא תֹוָרה ּוַמֲעִׂשים טֹוִבים ִּבְלַבד, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (משלי ו) ְּבִהְתַהֶּלְכָך 
ַּתנְֶחה אָֹתְך, ְּבָׁשְכְּבָך ִּתְׁשמֹר ָעֶליָך, וֲַהִקיצֹוָת ִהיא ְתִׂשיֶחָך. ְּבִהְתַהֶּלְכָך ַּתנְֶחה אָֹתְך, ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה, ְּבָׁשְכְּבָך ִּתְׁשמֹר ָעֶליָך, ַּבֶּקֶבר, וֲַהִקיצֹוָת ִהיא ְתִׂשיֶחָך, 
ָלעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. וְֵכן ָּכתּוב ְּבֵסֶפר ְּתִהִּלים ַעל יְֵדי ָדוִד ֶמֶלְך יְִׂשָרֵאל (תהלים קיט), טֹוב ִלי תֹוַרת ִּפיָך ֵמַאְלֵפי ָזָהב וָָכֶסף. וְאֹוֵמר (חגי ב) ִלי ַהֶּכֶסף וְִלי ַהָּזָהב 

ָאַמר ה' ְצָבאֹות:

Rabbi Yose ben Kisma said: Once I was walking by the way when a man met me, and greeted me and I greeted him. He said to me, “Rabbi, where 
are you from?” I said to him, “I am from a great city of sages and scribes”. He said to me, “Rabbi, would you consider living with us in our place? 
I would give you a thousand thousand denarii of gold, and precious stones and pearls.” I said to him: “My son, even if you were to give me all the 
silver and gold, precious stones and pearls that are in the world, I would not dwell anywhere except in a place of Torah; for when a man passes 
away there accompany him neither gold nor silver, nor precious stones nor pearls, but Torah and good deeds alone, as it is said, “When you walk 
it will lead you. When you lie down it will watch over you; and when you are awake it will talk with you” (Proverbs 6:22). “When you walk it will 
lead you” in this world. “When you lie down it will watch over you” in the grave; “And when you are awake it will talk with you” in the world to 
come. And thus it is written in the book of Psalms by David, king of Israel, “I prefer the teaching You proclaimed to thousands of pieces of gold 
and silver” (Psalms 119:71), And it says: “Mine is the silver, and mine the gold, says the Lord of Hosts” (Haggai 2:8).
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Mishnah 10 / משנה י 

ֲחִמָּׁשה ִקנְיָנִים ָקנָה לֹו ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ְבעֹוָלמֹו, וְֵאּלּו ֵהן, ּתֹוָרה ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד, ָׁשַמיִם וָָאֶרץ ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד, 
ַאְבָרָהם ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד, יְִׂשָרֵאל ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד, ֵּבית ַהִּמְקָּדׁש ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד. ּתֹוָרה ִמּנַיִן, ִּדְכִתיב (משלי ח), ה' ָקנָנִי 

ֵראִׁשית ַּדְרּכֹו ֶקֶדם ִמְפָעָליו ֵמָאז. ָׁשַמיִם וָָאֶרץ ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד ִמּנַיִן, ִּדְכִתיב (ישעיה סו), ּכֹה ָאַמר ה' ַהָּׁשַמיִם ִּכְסִאי 
וְָהָאֶרץ ֲהדֹם ַרְגָלי ֵאי ֶזה ַביִת ֲאֶׁשר ִּתְבנּו ִלי וְֵאי ֶזה ָמקֹום ְמנּוָחִתי, וְאֹוֵמר (תהלים קד) ָמה ַרּבּו ַמֲעֶׂשיָך ה' 

ֻּכָּלם ְּבָחְכָמה ָעִׂשיָת ָמְלָאה ָהָאֶרץ ִקנְיָנֶָך. ַאְבָרָהם ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד ִמּנַיִן, ִּדְכִתיב (בראשית יד), וַיְָבְרֵכהּו וַּיֹאַמר 
ָּברּוְך ַאְבָרם ְלֵאל ֶעְליֹון קֹנֵה ָׁשַמיִם וָָאֶרץ. יְִׂשָרֵאל ִקנְיָן ֶאָחד ִמּנַיִן, ִּדְכִתיב (שמות טו), ַעד יֲַעבֹר ַעְּמָך ה' ַעד 

יֲַעבֹר ַעם זּו ָקנִיָת, וְאֹוֵמר (תהלים טז) ִלְקדֹוִׁשים ֲאֶׁשר ָּבָאֶרץ ֵהָּמה וְַאִּדיֵרי ָּכל ֶחְפִצי ָבם. ֵּבית ַהִּמְקָּדׁש ִקנְיָן 
ֶאָחד ִמּנַיִן, ִּדְכִתיב (שמות טו), ָמכֹון ְלִׁשְבְּתָך ָּפַעְלָּת ה' ִמְּקָדׁש ה' ּכֹונְנּו יֶָדיָך. וְאֹוֵמר (תהלים עח) וַיְִביֵאם ֶאל 

ְּגבּול ָקְדׁשֹו ַהר ֶזה ָקנְָתה יְִמינֹו:

Five possessions did the Holy Blessed One, set aside as his own in this world, and these are they:The 
Torah, one possession; Heaven and earth, another possession; Abraham, another possession; Israel, 
another possession; The Temple, another possession. 1a) The Torah is one possession. From where do we 
know this? Since it is written, “The Lord possessed (usually translated as ‘created’ me at the beginning 
of his course, at the first of His works of old” (Proverbs 8:22). , 2a) Heaven and earth, another 
possession. From where do we know this? Since it is said: “Thus said the Lord: The heaven is My throne 
and the earth is My footstool; Where could you build a house for Me, What place could serve as My 
abode? (Isaiah 66:1) And it says: “How many are the things You have made, O Lord; You have made 
them all with wisdom; the earth is full of Your possessions” (Psalms 104:24). 3a) Abraham is another 
possession. From where do we know this? Since it is written: “He blessed him, saying, “Blessed by 
Abram of G-d Most High, Possessor of heaven and earth” (Genesis 15:19). 4a) Israel is another 
possession. From where do we know this? Since it is written: “Till Your people cross over, O Lord, Till 
Your people whom You have possessed” (Exodus 15:16). And it says: “As to the holy and mighty ones 
that are in the land, my whole desire (possession) is in them” (Psalms 16:3). 5a) The Temple is another 
possession. From where do we know this? Since it is said: “The sanctuary, O lord, which your hands 
have established” (Exodus 15:17”, And it says: “And He brought them to His holy realm, to the mountain, 
which His right hand had possessed” (Psalms 78:54).
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Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
This Mishna lists five things that Hashem acquires in this world; Torah, Avraham, Israel, heaven and 
earth, and the Beit Hamikdash. The latter two seem to be in contradiction. The verse quoted to 
support the notion that G-d “owns” heaven and earth is a posuk from Isaiah that questions what 
purpose would there be to build G-d a Temple if the heaven is G-d’s throne and the earth is G-d’s 
footstool. But yet the next line of the Mishnah indicates that G-d loves the Temple as a precious 
possession! The Mishna really forces us to live with the spiritual tension of G-d both being 
everywhere and being concentrated in holy space at the same time. 
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Mishnah 11 / משנה יא 

ָּכל ַמה ֶּׁשָּבָרא ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ְּבעֹוָלמֹו, ֹלא ְבָראֹו ֶאָּלא ִלְכבֹודֹו, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (ישעיה מג), ּכֹל ַהּנְִקָרא 
ִבְׁשִמי וְִלְכבֹוִדי ְּבָראִתיו יְַצְרִּתיו ַאף ֲעִׂשיִתיו, וְאֹוֵמר (שמות טו), יְהֹוָה יְִמֹלְך ְלעָֹלם וֶָעד.<ַרִּבי ֲחנַנְיָא ֶּבן 
ֲעַקְׁשיָא אֹוֵמר, ָרָצה ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא ְלַזּכֹות ֶאת יְִׂשָרֵאל, ְלִפיָכְך ִהְרָּבה ָלֶהם ּתֹוָרה ּוִמְצֹות, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר 

(ישעיה מב) ה' ָחֵפץ ְלַמַען ִצְדקֹו יְַגִּדיל ּתֹוָרה וְיְַאִּדיר:

Whatever the Holy Blessed One created in His world, he created only for His glory, as it is said: 
“All who are linked to My name, whom I have created, formed and made for My glory” (Isaiah 
43:7), And it says: “The Lord shall reign for ever and ever” (Exodus 15:18). Said Rabbi Hananiah 
ben Akashya
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Commentary by: Rabbi Nissan Antine
At first glance, it seems a little strange that G-d would say that everything that G-d created was for 
G-d! Don’t we believe that G-d is a G-d of compassion who acts on our behalf? But when analyzing 
the Mishna a little closer (and other related teachings), we see clearly that it is only when we honor 
G-d and G-d’s mission on this Earth that we ourselves will achieve honor. What a beautiful teaching 
to conclude Pirkei Avot. 


