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Lessons and Legacies in Massekhet Avot

Chapter 3
Mishna, Avot 3:9

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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Mishna, Avot 3:17

Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said: Where there is no
Torah, there is no right conduct; where there is no
right conduct, there is no Torah. Where there is no
wisdom, there is no fear; where there is no fear,
there is no wisdom. Where there is no
understanding, there is no knowledge; where there
is no knowledge, there is no understanding. Where
there is no bread, there is no Torah; where there is
no Torah, there is no bread. He used to say: one
whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, to what may he
be compared? To a tree whose branches are
numerous but whose roots are few, so that when the
wind comes, it uproots it and overturns it onto its
face, as it is said, “He shall be like a bush in the
desert, which does not sense the coming of good. It
is set in the scorched places of the wilderness, in a
barren land without inhabitant” (Jeremiah 17:6). But
one whose deeds exceed his wisdom, to what may
he be compared? To a tree whose branches are few
but roots are many, so that even if all the winds in
the world come and blow upon it, they cannot move
it out of its place, as it is said, “He shall be like a tree
planted by waters, sending forth its roots by a
stream. It does not sense the coming of heat, its
leaves are ever fresh. It has no care in a year of
drought; it does not cease to yield fruit” (ibid, 17:8).
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The Book of Jeremiah, 17:5-8
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Thus said GOD: Cursed is the man who trusts in
mortals, Who makes mere flesh his strength, And
turns his thoughts from GOD. He shall be like a bush
in the desert, Which does not sense the coming of
good: It is set in the scorched places of the
wilderness, In a barren land without inhabitant.
Blessed is the man who trusts in GOD, Whose trust
is GOD alone. He shall be like a tree planted by
waters, Sending forth its roots by a stream: It does
not sense the coming of heat, Its leaves are ever
fresh; It has no care in a year of drought,

It does not cease to yield fruit.
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The Book of Psalms, Chapter 1

Fortunate is the man who has not followed the
counsel of the wicked, or taken the path of sinners,
or joined the company of the insolent; rather, the
teaching of the LORD is his delight, and he studies
that teaching day and night.

He is like a tree planted beside streams of water,
which yields its fruit in season, whose foliage never
fades, and whatever it produces thrives. Not so the
wicked; rather, they are like chaff that wind blows
away. Therefore the wicked will not survive
judgment, nor will sinners, in the assembly of the
righteous. For the LORD cherishes the way of the
righteous, but the way of the wicked is doomed.
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Minor Tractates, Avot of Rabbi Natan (Version 1) 22

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, as it is stated, “The
beginning of wisdom is the fear of G-d” (Psalms
111:10).

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 it is stated, “We shall do and we shall
hear” (Exodus 24:7).
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They said before Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, What
is a scholar who fears sin? He said to them, This is a
craftsman holding his tool. A scholar who does not
fear sin, what is he? He said to them, This is a
craftsman who is not holding his tool. One who fears
sin but is not a scholar, what is he? He said to them,
This is not a craftsman, but he has his tool in hand.

Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said: Where there is no
Torah, there is no right conduct; where there is no
right conduct, there is no Torah. Where there is no
wisdom, there is no fear; where there is no fear,
there is no wisdom.

He used to say: A person who has good deeds and
has learned abundant Torah, to what is he
comparable? To a tree which stands upon the water.
Its branches are few but its roots are numerous. Even
if the four winds of the world come, they do not
move it from its place, as it is said, “He is like a tree
planted beside streams of water” (Psa/ms 1:3).

A person who does not have good deeds but has
learned [abundant] Torah, to what is he comparable?

To a tree which stands in the desert. Its branches are
numerous but its roots are few. When the wind
blows it, it uproots it and overturns it on its face, as
it is said, “He shall be like a bush in the desert, etc.”
(Jeremiah 17:6).

DON 'NOT |2 ANI* 20 197 NN
NT N 0ON7 NKR NN RN XY
['RI DON .IT2 ININIXR "1 NIX
NT NN DN7 X NN RLVN XY
X' T2 IMRNIR 7D PRE NI
['K DN7 MK 1IN DdN |'RI KLN

AT IMINIK "D 728 MIR T

['N DX JNIX NATY 2 ITY9R 20
T 'K DX .YIX T 'K NN
['N NNON 'K DX .NIN 'K YR

:NNON 'R AR 'R DN AR

D'YYN 12 W'Y DTN MIX D' KIN
XIN % N2N NIn ™Y1 Dl
1'92Y D'AN 7V TIYY |'7'X7 ?nniT
VYOOI 17'OX |20 'Yl 'uyin
INIX NIT'TA 'N NIXA D71IVN DINN
7V 71N yyd Nt NNaY nipnn
(A'x0"70n) '"arom 7o

Y1 DIV D'YYN 1 'KY DTN
[7'K7 Nn1T XID A% [D2n] nnin
'WAYI 2NN 1'91Y 12N TRIvY
M1V 12 DAY NNWD |'0Ivn
N MNAY 179 7V 1IMD9INI
("1 7" ) 'Iarnanva

Minor Tractates, Avot of Rabbi Natan (Version 2) 32

Rabbi (Yohanan) [Hanina] ben Dosa said: anyone
whose fear of sin precedes [his wisdom, his wisdom
will ultimately endure, but if his wisdom (precedes)
his fear of sin,] his wisdom will not ultimately endure.
If his deeds (precede) his wisdom, it will ultimately
endure. [If his wisdom (precedes) his deeds, it will
not ultimately endure.]

There is a parable: to what may the matter be
compared? To one who comes to the shopkeeper.
He says to him, Give me a quarter (/og) of wine. He
says to him, Bring a utensil, and he opens his satchel
for him. He says to him, Give me oil. He says, Bring a
utensil, and he opens his bundles for him. He says to
him, Accursed one! You don’t have a utensil, but you
wish to take wine and oil? So the Holy One, blessed
be He, says to the wicked, You do not have good
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deeds in your hands, but you wish to study Torah?
As it is stated, “Why would you speak of my laws?”
(Psalms 50:16) You do not observe my laws; how

could you speak of them, “and yet you detest
rebuke” (ibid.).
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Minor Tractates, Avot of Rabbi Natan (Version 2) 34

Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar says, Anyone whose deeds
are more numerous than his wisdom is comparable
to what? To one riding on a horse with a bit in its
mouth. He may turn it wherever he wishes. And
anyone whose wisdom is more abundant than his
deeds (is comparable) to one riding on a horse
without a bit in his mouth. He rides upon it and falls
from it and breaks his joints.
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