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Lessons and Legacies in Massekhet Avot

Chapter 4
Mishna, Avot 4:5

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.
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Mishna, Avot 4:5

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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Mishna, Avot, 1:3

Antigonus, 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
order to receive a prize, but be like servants who
serve the master not in order to receive a prize, and
let the fear of Heaven be upon you.
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Bavli, Avoda Zara, 19a

The Gemara cites an interpretation of a similar
verse: “Happy is the man that fears the Lord... he
delights greatly in His mitzvot” (Psa/ms 112:1). Rabbi
Elazar says: The person delights in His mitzvot
themselves and not in the reward for performing His
mitzvot.
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Mishna, Avot 4:13

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.
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Commentary of Rambam, Avot 4:5

After | decided not to speak about this testament
because it is clear and since, knowing that my words
will not please most of the great Torah sages - and
perhaps any of them. But | will speak about it,
without favoring who has come before, and who is
to be found today.

Know that that which he said not to make the Torah
into a spade with which to dig - meaning to say, do
not consider it a tool to live by - he explained and
said that anyone who benefits in this world from the
honor of Torah removes his life from the world - the
explanation of which is, from life in the world to
Yet people have missed this obvious
language and thrown it over the backs...

come.
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Rambam, Laws of the Study of Torah 3:10

Anyone who determines that he should involve
himself in Torah study without doing work and derive
his livelihood from charity, he desecrates [God's]
name, dishonors the Torah, extinguishes the light of
faith, brings evil upon himself, and forfeits the life of
the world to come, for it is forbidden to derive
benefit from the words of Torah in this world.

Our Sages declared: "Whoever benefits from the
words of Torah forfeits his life in the world." Also,
they commanded and declared: "Do not make them
a crown to magnify oneself, nor an axe to chop
with." Also, they commanded and declared: "Love
work and despise Rabbinic positions.” All Torah that
is not accompanied by work will eventually be
negated and lead to sin. Ultimately, such a person
will steal from others.
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Commentary of Rashbatz, Avot 4:5

[The Sages] said, ‘If someone is occupied with Torah
not for its sake, it would be preferable for him to
have never been created’ (Berakhot 17a) [but] this
addresses someone who is occupied with Torah in
order to antagonize and to boast over people. He
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will never be occupied with it for its own sake, and
his involvement with it desecrates the honor of the
Torah and turns it into a tool for his honor, as in
turning gold into a crown for his head...

Rabbi Eleazar b. Rabbi Zadok says, Do things for the
sake of their performance, and discuss them for the
sake of Heaven. Do not make them a crown with
which to become glorified, nor make them a
pick-axe with which to hoe (Nedarim 62a).... And so
says Rabbi Zadok here, that one must not make of
the Torah a crown, to study in order to be called
‘Rabbi,” but rather for the sake of Heaven, and Rabbi
Zadok did not forbid someone who has merited the
crown of Torah to take honor from people, as they
said, the honor will ultimately come...

We have seen that many sages were woodchoppers,
water drawers, and ground diggers, and this was
according to the ways of piety. Or, it was before they
became heads of academies, or heads of study. Or,
they did not wish that the public needs would be
placed upon them. But there is no prohibition in the
matter, as is apparent from these accounts.

And we relied upon this to conduct ourselves, to
accept a portion from the community, to be
appointed rabbi and judge over them. And we
implemented this allowance for ourselves only after
deliberating upon it, as we wrote in a lengthy
pamphlet which we have; and many elder greats of
the generation saw it and said, it is straight and
proper. We have also seen this allowance practiced
by greats before us, pious people and men of
action, the Geonim and rabbis whose fingernails
were thicker than our belly.

And it is known that the purpose of our service
before the sages was not in order to sit at the head.
For we had property, and we learned the craft of
medicine, as that wisdom sustains its practitioners
honorably in the land of Edom. But by the sin of the
generation, destruction was decreed in all those
lands. Our life was forfeit, and we left all our
property there, and whatever we could salvage in
our hands we gave to the gentiles, so as to maintain
our bearings, and so we would not come into the
clutches of coercion. This avenue of allowance that
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we have adopted was sufficient, so that our Torah
could be our craft, and day and night we would not
cease. Were the practice of medicine sufficient in
this land in which we have become entrenched, we
would not have come to this measure, but it is
extremely weak. And we do not desire to return to
the land of Edom [the Spanish kingdoms], because
of the upheaval of those places. Every day, there are
new decrees and persecution, and someone who
has bitten by a snake is frightened [even] by a rope,
as [the Sages] stated in Midrash.
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