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Lessons and Legacies in Massekhet Avot

Chapter 2

Minor Tractates, Masekhet Soferim 16:6

It was related of R. Johanan b. Zakkai that he did not
neglect the study of a single passage of the Torah.
He also studied [all] Scripture, Targum, Mishnah,
halakoth and 'aggadoth. He learned everything. It
was also related of him that he declared, ‘If all the
heavens were sheets, all the trees quills and all the
seas ink, they would not suffice for recording my
wisdom which | acquired from my masters; and yet |
have gained no more of the wisdom of the Sages
than a fly [acquires] which dips in the great sea and
deprives it of the tiniest drop’. From whom did he
receive the Torah? From Hillel and Shammai.
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Talmud Bavli, Sukka 28a

They The Sages said about Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai, the teacher of Rabbi Eliezer: In all his days he
never engaged in idle conversation; and he never
walked four cubits without engaging in Torah study
and without donning phylacteries; and no person
ever preceded him into the study hall; and he never
slept in the study hall, neither substantial sleep nor a
brief nap; and he never contemplated matters of
Torah in alleyways filthy with human excrement, as
doing so is a display of contempt for the Torah; and
he never left anyone in the study hall and exited;
and no person ever found him sitting and silent, i.e.,
inactive; rather, he was always sitting and studying;
and only he opened the door for his students,
disregarding his own eminent standing; and he
never said anything that he did not hear from his
teacher; and he never said to his students that the
time has arrived to arise and leave the study hall
except on Passover eves, when they were obligated
to sacrifice the Paschal lamb, and Yom Kippur eves,
when there is a mitzva to eat and drink abundantly.
And Rabbi Eliezer, his student, accustomed himself
to model his conduct after his example. The Gemara
continues to praise the Sages. The Sages taught:
Hillel the Elder had eighty students. Thirty of them
were sufficiently worthy that the Divine Presence
should rest upon them as it did upon Moses our
teacher, and thirty of them were sufficiently worthy
that the sun should stand still for them as it did for
Joshua bin Nun, and twenty were on an
intermediate level between the other two. The
greatest of all the students was Yonatan ben Uzziel,
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and the youngest of them was Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai.

They said about Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai that he
did not neglect Bible; Mishna; Gemara; halakhot
and aggadot; minutiae of the Torah and minutiae of
the scribes; the hermeneutical principles of the
Torah with regard to a fortiori inferences and verbal
analogies; the calculation of the calendrical seasons;
and numerology [gimmatreyaot]. In addition, he did
not neglect esoteric matters, including the
conversation of ministering angels; the conversation
of demons, and the conversation of palm trees;
parables of launderers, which are folk tales that can
be used to explain the Torah; parables of foxes; and
more generally, a great matter and a small matter.
The Gemara elaborates: A great matter is referring
to the secrets of the Design of the Divine Chariot,
the conduct of the transcendent universe. A small
matter is, for example, halakhot that were ultimately
formulated in the framework of the disputes of
Abaye and Rava. He did not neglect any of these
disciplines so as to fulfill that which is stated: “That |
may cause those that love me to inherit substance
and that | may fill their treasuries” (Proverbs 8:21), as
Rabban Yohanan was filled with the disciplines of
Torah and wisdom. And if the youngest of them was
so prolific, the greatest of them was all the more so

prolific.
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Mishna, Avot 2:8

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
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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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Mishna, Avot 2:9

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 friend; Rabbi Yose said, a good
neighbor; Rabbi Shimon said, foresight. Rabbi Elazar
said, a good heart. He [Rabban Yohanan] said to
them: | prefer the words of Elazar ben Arach, for in
his words your words are included.
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Ibid.

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 friend; 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 God, 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: | prefer the words of Elazar
ben Arach, for in his words your words are included.
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Minor Tractates, Avot of Rabbi Natan (Version 1) 14

Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai had five disciples. He
referred to each by name. He referred to Eliezer ben
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Hyrcanus as a plastered cistern which loses not a
drop, a lined pitcher which preserves its wine. He
referred to Joshua ben Hananiah as the three-part
chord which is not quickly severed. He referred to
Yose the priest as the [most] pious in the generation.
He referred to Shimon ben Nethanel as a desert
plant which retains its water. Fortunate is the student
whose teacher acknowledges him and attests to him.
He referred to Eleazar ben Arach as a rushing river
and a spring that [ever] gathers force, whose waters
build up and emerge forth, fulfilling that which is
stated, “Your springs will gush forth in streams in the
public squares” (Proverbs 5:16).
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Minor Tractates, Avot of Rabbi Natan (Version 2) 29

He [Rabban Yohanan] said unto them: See which is
the right way to which a man should cleave? Rabbi
Eliezer said, a good eye; Rabbi (Shimon) [Joshua]
said, a good friend; Rabbi Yose said, this is the good
impulse, and some say it is a good wife; Rabbi
Shimon said, foresight. Rabbi Elazar said, a good
heart, good for a commandment and good to the
people. He [Rabban Yohanan] said to them: | prefer
the words of Elazar ben Arach to your words, for in
his words your words are included
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Mishna, Avot 2:1

Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi- ed.] 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.

X2 NIAR ,NMun

121y MY T NITR IR a0

707NN 7
mMXon KNy P
....DTRD [0 7 NxON|

DYy

Commentary to Avot, Rashbatz (Magen Avot) 2:13

He said to them, go forth and observe. The
explanation: | have not seen anyone who was moved
to explain the difference between this and that
which it says at the beginning of the chapter, “which
is the straight path that a man should choose for
himself? (2:1).” And it seems to me that that
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statement is that a person must select from among
the paths a single straight path, which is the only
straight one among all the paths, and he will leave
the rest. And this statement is to cling to the best
way of all the ways, even though they are also good.
It does not say that he should abandon them, but
that he should walk in them also, except that he
must cling to one of them more than the rest.
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