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Mishna 1

A0 o TR I'):17 R Moses received the Torah at Sinai and he

u’m‘v nw‘i'm HW?'I"? transmitted it to Joshua, and Joshua to the

oRIaNn U’N’:JL) onptl  elders, and the elders to the prophets, and

1‘7113‘1 ngaa ’WJNLI MWD the prophets transmitted it to the Men of
the Great Assembly.

0137 'IW{')W 1% 07 The Men of the Great Assembly said three

'nnr'n ]"I:l D’J!J‘ID N1 maxims: Be measured in the legal process;

N0 at‘mn A3 I:I"I’D’?J‘l raise up many students; make a fence for
ARG the Torah.

Moses received the Torah at Sinai

Pirkei Avot opens with a sketch of the chain of transmission from
Moses to the sages of the Mishna. This chain constitutes the sages’
statement that their teaching of Torah is the authentic and unbroken
continuation - and the authoritative present incarnation - of the Torah
given to Moses at Mount Sinai. This is also their reply to the claims of
the other groups competing for the loyalty of the Jewish people which
portrayed themselves as the carriers of the true Torah.

As underscored in the Introduction, the sages had to account for
the remarkable transformation in actual religious life which character-
ized the way of Torah as lived in rabbinically led communities. Although
the sages upheld and brought with them the entirety of biblical Judaism,
the rabbinic iteration of Judaism looked very different. Two hundred
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Mishna 2

wen my pra¥d (Yo Shimon the Righteous was one of the last
"l"t Mt 1‘7115'1 no)>  ofthe Men of the Great Assembly. He used
oM37 ‘WJ'L)W L)JJ m‘iN to say: The world stands on three pillars:
'7111 ,n*nm ‘w L1y U")‘iy"l on the Torah, and on the divine service,
e, ATiarT  and on acts of loving-kindness.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Shimon the Righteous is the only member of the Great Assembly whose
name we know, except for the biblical prophets and teachers included in
that group. He served as High Priest and is a transitional figure from the
days of prophecy and the Temple to the ever more hidden Divine Pres-
ence that took over when prophecy ceased, and later when the Temple
was destroyed. For this reason, his name and memory are suffused with
nostalgia and uplifting associations. Among them: As long as Shimon the
Righteous was alive, the permanent fire in the Temple always burned;
after his death, it became erratic. During his lifetime, the initial wood
supply sufficed to burn all the sacrifices; once he died, the wood burned
quickly and had to be continuously replenished.

Various traditions report Shimon the Righteous meeting and win-
ning over Alexander the Great in the third century sce and the Roman
Emperor Caligula in the first century ce. Chronologically, of course,
he could not have encountered both rulers. However, both incidents
dealt with cases where the Jews were in danger of these rulers turning
against them, and thus both cases of deliverance were associated with

15
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Mishna 3

L):l') 5o ¥ DML Antigonus of Sokho received [the transmis-
gih il sh s P ]wm?n sion of the Oral Tradition'®] from Shimon
uﬁ:w: "N "m MK the Righteous. He would say: Do not be like
‘w :n'l .I'IN D'wRwRT  servants who serve the master for the sake
nl K")N ms 17'.1")") nY  of receiving a payment. Rather, be like ser-
mc D’WEWD'I nw:r: vants who serve the master [selflessly and]
‘7:1')") nm ‘72 K*')!D :T‘t not for the sake of payment; and may the
nggtg !qm "_1*] U'l? fear of Heaven be upon you.
o

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Antigonus (first half of the third century BCE) is the first noted sage with
a Greek name. This was a reflection of the rising influence of Hellenism
inside the Jewish community. The use of the Greek name is striking.
It shows that the sages did not simply reject Greek culture; they also
learned from it. They filtered its messages so that only those teachings
compatible with Torah culture would get through.

Like servants who serve... for the sake of receiving a payment
God and religion should not be viewed as a vending machine in
which you insert worship and obedience in order to get the good

13. Words in brackets are my additions for the purpose of making the mishna more
understandable to the reader.
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Mishna 12

.oap S3p w1 Y Hillel and Shammai received the tradition

1'1'0‘71119 "1 1u1:< L)")'I from them. Hillel says: Be of the disciples of

I:i"')W :-mc fais L)W Aaron [the High Priest], one who loves peace

g :'HK 01 W ‘]11'!1 and pursues peace, loves all God’s creatures,
AAY 3P IPIAT  and brings them close to the Torah,

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Hillel (first century BCE to early first century CE) was born in Babylonia
but came to Jerusalem to study with Shemaya and Avtalyon. He lived in
absolute poverty, supporting himself as a woodcutter. One Friday, unable
to pay the tuition, he was not admitted to the house of study. He climbed
up to the roof and onto the skylight to listen to the Torah lessons. It snowed
and Hillel was trapped and almost froze to death. Shabbat mormning, the
students detected Hillel's body blocking the skylight. They dug him out,
warmed him up, and saved his life. Later he rose to become nasi due to
the brilliance of his mind.

One year, the fourteenth of the Hebrew month of Nisan occurred
on Shabbat. The question arose: “Does bringing the Paschal sacrifice
override the Shabbat laws?” No one knew the answer. Hillel ruled
that the sacrifice overrode the restrictions of Shabbat. According to the
Babylonian Talmud, he used some of the thirteen methods of rabbinic
analysis whereby laws are derived from the Torah in order to arrive at
a ruling. This would imply that Hillel exercised creative leadership in
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Mishna 14

"% 1366 ] D¢ DI AT He used to say: If T am not for myself, who
MK 'm ’Dl’.ﬂ‘? ’JKW:! "7 "3 will be for me? But when I am only for
’nnm W?DJJ b D1 myself, whatam I? And if not now, when?

IfI am not for myself

It is legitimate and necessary to look out for one’s own interest. Like-
wise, it is legitimate to give help first to one’s own family and friends.
The covenantal way respects the natural, human emotion of feeling the

needs of one’s family more intensely. It builds on this instinctive, moral

sympathy and then channels those emotions outward so that all people

will be brought within the universe of moral obligation. By contrast,
ideologically driven, idealistic movements often disrespect these human

tendencies and seek to override them in the name of a higher ideal. This

masks a covert disrespect for human beings on the grounds that they
do not measure up to the highest ideals.

World revolutionary movements such as Communism and Mao-
ism attacked the family as “bourgeois” and as a source of selfishness. They
succeeded only in weakening the natural bonds of love and affection for
one’s closest relatives. This degraded people’s humanity and made them
less humane to others as well. Starting with one’s own interest and then
reaching outward often leads to greater good than “idealistic” approaches
that dismiss loyalty to oneself as selfish. Proof for this is that people
working for themselves under capitalism out-produced and liberated
more people from poverty than people working under communism,

45
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Mishna 8

bap weat |2 it 1371 Rabban Yohanan b. Zakkai received the

iR SR 3o pay '7'7'[13 tradition from Hillel and Shammai. He used

-mn n'm") X DX tosay: If you have learned alot of Torah, do

'1:10 wrm ‘m 373 not give yourself so much credit for good,

S '1:") 3 :[!:IWL) for this is the purpose for which you were
created.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Rabban Yohanan b. Zakkai (first century CE) was the seminal figure who
assured the continuity of Judaism through and beyond the Destruction
of the Second Temple. He took the decisive step of acknowledging that
Jerusalem and the Temple could not be saved. He saw that the military
leader of the rebellion knew that the cause was lost but was afraid to defy
his activists and sue for peace. At the risk of his life, Rabban Yohanan had
himself evacuated with his students from the Holy City to the settlement of
Yavneh. There he established a rabbinic academy. He grasped that Judaism
could survive the loss of the Temple with its direct access to God by shifting
to “rabbinic mode,” i.e,, by relating to God through learning Torah instead of
receiving “heavenly instructions,” through communing with God through
prayer in place of sacrifices, and through focusing on good deeds asa way to
serve God and fellow human beings. Rabban Yohanan went on to lead the
forging of a post-Destruction life of ongoing performance of mitzvot and
commemoration of the lost rituals. He also raised up a group of disciples
who became the rebuilders of Jewish faith and life.
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From Divine Wisdom.ndd 83 @ 20001116 625 PM



Mishna 8

prvaty v opohn enn  Rabban Yohanan b, Zakkai had five [pri-

]2 'IIB’L}K =y b 1‘7&1 ’N:t ]:l mary] disciples. These are their names:

AT 3 YT 3 Di.'l')11'l R. Eliezer b. Hyrcanus, R.Yehoshua

12 nynw ?:'l ]‘I:!"i ’D1* ’:l"l b. Hanania, R. Yosei the Priest, R. Shimon
TW3 R m mon b, Netanel, R. Elazar b, Arakh.

Five [primary] disciples

They led in the academy at Yavneh, they spread Rabban Yohanan's Torah,
they established Jewish religious life, and expanded the study of Torah,
thus leading in the rebuilding after the great catastrophe.

oY M0 M3 K1 He would recount their praises: R. Eliezer
T3 D‘i;'?'n'l 3 1tm"m b. Hyrcanus is like a plastered cistern that does
180 TaND 1J'NW MO notleak a single drop of water. R. Yehoshua
*'IWN ,ﬂ’JJn 13 PW'i‘I' b. Hanania - blessed is the mother who gave
- Fnndi-ll 11'11"71’ birth to him. R. Yosei the Priest is a hasid

L)g_(g]_‘l? 12 [1}1791.? [pious man]. R. Shimon b. Netanel is a
.]13_{ ]2 1113‘?15 XD sin-fearing man. R. Elazar b. Arakh is like an

23007 prn3  overflowing spring of water.

That does not leak

R. Eliezer combined industrious study with total recall, so he never lost
a drop of the wisdom that he received from his teachers. R. Eliezer said
of himself that he never spoke a word of Torah that he had not heard
from his teachers. This suggests that his greatness was in preserving
the traditions of the past and preventing their loss during a period of
extraordinary turmoil and destruction.

Blessed is the mother

R. Yehoshua’s behavior was so pleasant that people blessed his mother
for raising such a person. The Talmud tells that his mother visited schol-
ars in the study halls when she was pregnant with him, seeking blessings
from the sages there. After he was born, she kept his crib in the study
halls so he would absorb the sounds and wisdom of Torah study from
the time he was an infant. Rabban Yohanan gives his mother the credit
for nurturing R. Yehoshua to become a great scholar.
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Chapter 2

Hasid
A title which has been repeatedly reborn over the course of Jewish his-

tory. Hasid implies intense piety, a combination of fervor and devotion
to God, even unto death.

An overflowing spring

While R. Eliezer b. Hyrcanus was honored for preserving everything he
was taught, R. Elazar b. Arakh had a creative mind. He is celebrated for
creating new insights and expanding the content and reach of Torah. In
a generation of such upheaval and change, standing pat (not to mention
intellectual rigidity) could not be sustained.

‘7: P ORI IR He used to say: If all the sages of Israel were
numnq::'mww' M0  put on one side of the scale and Eliezer
122 Phpnit 2 1?12"7!0 b. Hyrcanus was placed on the second [oppo-
D"): mc 30 MY site] side, he would outweigh them all. Abba
mwn nix LHNW K:l& Shaul says in his [Rabban Yohanan b. Zakkai's]
"m"ll'.'l’ "aan 17: W1 O%  name: If all the sages of Israel were put on
1rm‘7m ,mmm 122  one scale of balance - including R. Eliezer
ugtng "]t_( D‘l:?]ﬂ'{ {3 b Hyrcanus-and R. Elazar b. Arakh was
TMY 23 T2 1113‘?!51 placed on the second scale, he [R. Eliezar]
073 Mg would outweigh them all.

He would outweigh them all

In a time of great transformation and loss of content, which is the most
important approach to assure the future? One report has it that in
Rabban Yohanan’s view, the greatest contribution was made by R. Eliezer
b. Hyrcanus in preserving all the traditions of the past so they were not
lost. The second report has it that in Rabban Yohanan's view, all the
scholarship and all the preservation is outweighed by the capacity to
innovate, create, and apply the Torah in new ways for unprecedented
situations. Therefore, R. Elazar b. Arakh is the greatest. The Mishna
does not resolve the conflicting views. An overriding argument can be
made for preservation and an equally compelling case can be made for
the need to innovate and meet new challenges.
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Mishna 16

;p"m Kb IR 17 X9 He used to say: You are not required to

janng N"?'I mz") 'IDNLJB'I complete the work, but you are not at lib-

7195 o 13 Y9 P erty to stand idly by. If you have learned

"I::W :]L) [’.u'l‘i.'l #13T1 TR much Torah, they give you great wages.

y: R¥T jORN 'I:!"I"t Your employer [God] is trustworthy to pay
'DW :[") I:l")W*VJ jn:stc‘m the wages of your labor, but know that the

‘7W g% ;nmw 1:11 :[1'\'7125 giving of the reward of the righteous hap-

LS Y]

X127 b OPY  pens in the World to Come.

You are not required to complete

God does not give us a mission that we cannot fulfill. Since the final
Redemption is beyond the accomplishment of any sole individual, a
person should not feel obligated to complete the task. Nor should one
consider himself a failure if the job is not fully done; but neither should
he feel at liberty to do nothing. You are commanded and expected to
undertake the task of repairing the world, o, if you will, doing good
with your life.

R. Tarfon’s is a classic covenantal statement. Every generation
knows it cannot finish the task, but begins nevertheless, for it accepts its
mission. Before each generation passes, it transmits the work to another
generation, which it has raised and recruited for the mission. One learns

to be neither so arrogant as to believe that “if  don't do it, no one will,”

nor so self-effacing as to say, “What difference will my limited efforts
make?” or “There is no point for me to start, since I cannot finish.”
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Mishna 13

pinw i x2'pY 231 R. Akiva says: Jesting and levity accustom a

l:mﬁ me ]"7’3‘13 N m‘rn person to sexual immorality; the tradition

ﬂ‘ﬁn") »o nion 111::'7 is a fence [siyag) for the Torah; tithings are

o 'IWIJL) z'n nhwvn a fence for [protecting] wealth; vows are

-m:n") o mw'wsb J'D a fence for self-restraint; silence is a fence
"lE’th? for wisdom.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

R. Akiva b. Yosef is one of the greatest sages of the Talmud. He was par-
ticularly influential with his development of a methodology to derive
more meanings and messages by close readings of every word, every
letter, and even every jot and tittle {curlicue) on the Hebrew letters in
a Torah scroll.

R. Akiva was the child of converts. He grew up in a poor, land-
less family (they were like migrant workers), and was illiterate until
adulthood. Rahel, the daughter of Kalba Savua, the wealthiest man in
Jerusalem, met Akiva as a poor shepherd, loved him, married him, and
inspired him to go to the academy and become a scholar. Disowned by
her father for marrying Akiva, Rahel put him through school for years,
living in complete poverty and supporting him. He rose to become the
greatest teacher of his generation.

R. Akiva supported the Bar Kokhba rebellion in 132135 CE and
hailed its leader, Shimon bar Kosiba, as the long-awaited Messiah and
deliverer of Israel. He gave him the name Bar Kokhba (son of the star),
associating him with the pronouncement of the non-Jewish prophet
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From Divine Wisdom.indd 143 @ 200116 8:25PM



Mishna 14

2031 909K M K
u‘m m:aw o
b rw'm 'nm man
mmw u‘ar: KT
wv w-t*m n‘vxn "3
i’:.":.-“l 'UZ'E‘:"“'S
093 WP NI
'I'm' -r:m mvm";
m'mw 1:1’7 rw-m
'1nmw m-m") a3
M onK nu:
Yy pavan ooy
An 93 oY e
Ty nyTh -nn' man
n1an Y9 oo e
0 1;:'1 m:u 12
21> n-)"; 3 mrsaw
S 'min n:‘7 ’nm

.a:qg[n

38. Genesis 9:6.
39. Deuteronomy 14:1.
40. Proverbs 4:2.

From Diving Wisdom.indd 147

He used to say: The human being is beloved,
for he was created in the image [of God]; even
greater love {was shown by God] in that the
human being is informed that he was created in
the image [of God], as it says: “For in the image
of God, God created the human being.”® The
People of Israel are beloved, for they were desig-
nated as children of God; even greater love was
shown to them in that they were informed that
they were designated as the children of God, as
it says: “You are the children of the Lord your
God”*® The People of Israel are beloved, for
they were given a precious instrument [the
Torah); even greater love was shown to them in
that they were informed that they were given a
precious instrument with which the world was
created, as it says: “For I have given you good
instruction; do not forsake my Torah [i.e., My
teaching]”4
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Mishna 1

O3 DK DI KDI |2
oRae o ‘7::: 1otz
3 anbawn *m‘m"v:m
423 e b Ay Py
paw Sy P waten
bwm T mey e 210
Y A W T i
W OKIY iPhna mown
210y PR ‘mcn 3 3
001 7 o3 Twm 1
1:1:u e X3 0oh 10
NIY 3T TN 1330

4‘77' 133K 133073

Psalms 119:90.
Proverbs 16:32.
Psalms 128:2.

1 Samuel 2:30.

W
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Ben Zoma says: Who is [truly] wise? One

who learns from everyone, as it says: “I
drew understanding from all my teachers,
for Your testimonies are my [constant]

meditation.” Who is [truly] strong? One

who controls his impulses, as it says: “Bet-
ter [ie., stronger] one who is slow to

anger than one who is mighty, and one

who controls his spirit {is better] than one

who conquers a city? Who is rich? One

who is happy with his portion [in life],
as it says: “When you eat the fruits of the

labor of your own hand, you are fortu-
nate and well-off”® You are [fortunate] in

this world, and [well-off ] in the World to

Come. Who is honored? One who honors

all human beings, as it says: “Those who

honor Me, I shall honor; those who scorn

Me, shall be made light of ™
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20101116 8:25 PM



Mishna 3

T nuPo) MY Ourfather Abraham was tested with ten trials,

D723 TBN WA DMK yet he stood up to all of them. This tells you

L)g? inan g3 11"!1%1'? how great was the love of our father Abraham
amagomay  [for God).

Ten trials

Abraham was tested to the limit of testing (ten). The Torah does not enumer-
ate the ten trials, The Midrash does not offer a definitive list either, although
it is commonly assumed that the ultimate (tenth) trial was Akedat Yitzhak,
the command to bind Isaac upon an altar and sacrifice him.*

There has been much speculation concerning what the actual
ten trials were. Not counting the trials articulated in the later rab-
binic Midrash (such as Abraham’s being thrown into a furnace for
daring to destroy idols), there are fourteen potential cases in the
Torah narrative:

+ toleave his homeland and go to an unknown land;

« having found and been promised the land of Canaan, to have to
go out of the land and down to Egypt due to a famine;

+ to face Pharaoh and his absolute monarchy and not lose his own
moral way and religious orientation to God;

4. Ibid, ch. 2a2.
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Chapter s

+ to allow his nephew Lot (his successor?) to split from him and
take up residence near Sodom, and to still believe God’s prom-
ise that he would inherit the land;

« tofight the five conquering kings in order to rescue their captive,
his nephew Lot (who had left him!);

» to believe God'’s promise that he would not be inherited by his
servant Eliezer but by his own biological son, although he and
Sarah were childless and too old to have children;

« to go on willingly with the covenant with God (the Covenant
between the Pieces), even though he was told that his children
would suffer servitude and oppression;

+ to circumcise himself at the age of ninety-nine in order to enter
into the covenant with God;

« to believe the promise that Sarah, in her old age, would bear his
child;

- to argue with God to save Sodom rather than abandon the
Sodomites to His wrathful punishment;

« to face the mockery of those who whispered that Sarah con-
ceived shortly after being taken into the harem of King
Avimelekh of Gerar;

» tolisten to Sarah and send away Hagar even though Ishmael was
his beloved, biological son;

s to endure the heart-wrenching, mettle-testing trial of the Bind-
ing of Isaac for three whole days;

» having no piece of land in which to bury Sarah when she died,
and so being forced to buy a grave site for an astronomical sum,
despite God’s repeated promises that the whole land of Canaan
(Israel) would belong to him.®

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik suggested yet one more trial, which ironi-
cally tests Abraham beyond the Binding of Isaac: to accept with equa-
nimity that his brother Nahor had eight sons from his wife Milca and

5. The sources for these fourteen trials are, respectively, Genesis 12:15 12:10; 12:11-20;
13:5-17; 14:1-24; 15:1-6; 15:2-18; 17:1-14, 23-27; 17:15-21, 18:10-15; 18:17-33; ch. 20,
21:1-8; 21:9-14; 22:1-18; and 23:1-10.
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Mishna 3

four additional sons from his concubine Reuma.5 Rabbi Soloveitchik

says: Knowing that his idol-worshiping brother had twelve sons with

no effort and no excruciating test of his willingness to sacrifice one of

them might have been harder to endure than some of the other, more
“extreme” experiences with which he was tested.

How great was the love

An alternative, but less likely, translation is: How great was [God’s] love
of our father Abraham.

6. Ibid. 22:20-24.
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Mishna 16

RYTY 727N I7: Alllove which is dependent on a specific quality
"JU:I 313 'I’H")I‘l [in the beloved], if that specific quality ceases
208 'I tJ:l '1.'.11 to be, then the love ceases to be. Love which
1:!1:1 'r*a"m ‘1J'KW'| is not dependent on one [specific] quality [in
.0 111‘7 1‘70:1 'tJ’K the beloved] will never cease to be. What is [an
K"HD "I.'J"!N K"’t 1t’t< example of | a love that is dependent on one qual-
NAME A3 A ity? The love between Amnon and Tamar. What
J'NW'I '1r.m1 mmc is [an example of] a love that is not dependent
n:mc f 1:1: -r'a")n on one quality? The love between David and
p;l.;u‘nn_ 11'1 Jonathan.

Love which is dependent on a specific quality

Love may start with a particular attractive quality in the other: beauty,
goodness, fame. As love matures, it relates to the total person beyond
any one quality - even the quality that attracted the lover in the first
place. If the love remains fixed on a particular quality in the beloved, it
is immature. And if that particular quality is lost or loses its appeal, the
love is vulnerable and liable to disappear also. In Amnon and Tamar’s
case, Amnon lusted for Tamar’s beautiful body. Once he raped her, his
lust was satisfied. Her desirability then evaporated and his love tumed
to hatred and rejection. In the case of David and Jonathan, however, they
may well have started by being enamored of each other’s youthful vitality,
military prowess, leadership ability, universal admiration, or ability to be
useful to the other. But the love matured to embrace the whole person.
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Mishna 17

owY w5
ua-)m'v 191:: n’nw
oy oph Arew)
e nﬂn-: 1911: Py
uw‘v w-lw m’vnn K1
Yo m“mn it oY
uw‘v -umm 'wgm
‘7:1 mip m"mn ft n’nw

"m,’-?

Every controversy that is for the sake of
Heaven, its final [outcome] will endure. And
{every controversy] that is not for the sake of
heaven, its final [outcome] will not endure,
Which is a controversy for the sake of Heaven?
This is a controversy [between] Hillel and
Shammai. And which is not for the sake of
Heaven? This is the controversy of Korah and
his entire congregation.

Controversy... for the sake of Heaven

In most people’s minds, controversy is associated with conflict (ie.,
truths of questionable status), with division and disunity, and with dis-
agreeable disagreements; hence, it must be a bad thing. Not so, says the
mishna. Controversy can be good or bad, depending on how and why
it is pursued. Controversy and argument can clarify issues and enrich
the understanding of a truth. Done improperly, however, arguments can
disturb or skew judgments and sow confusion.

For the sake of Heaven

« If the motivation for both sides is to understand what God

wants.
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