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3:9. Rabbi Yaakov liked to say: your lessons be eliminated from your hea
Those who, while walking along and all the days of your life” (Deuteronomy 49).
reviewing their lessons, Thus we learn that one should not be

break off their study to exclaim, considered in the same category as those.

“What a fine tree! What a fine furrow!” found guilty of capital offenses unless B
should be considered in the same category ~one sits down expressly to eliminate them:
as those found guilty of capital offenses. from one’s heart.
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_ first of these relates God’s first command to
' human beings, in the Garden of Eden. Eating
- from the Tree of Knowledge was forbidden,
~ “for on the day on which you eat from it you
shall surely die” (Genesis 2:17)—in other

words, consuming its fruit would bring about

- death. The Torah’s own narrative makes it
clear that the humans who ate from the tree
__did not die on that day. But they did become
.~ mortal—or at least they became aware of their
~ mortality—on that day. The secondtale (found
~ in Leviticus Rabbah 18:3) relates that when
- the Israelites accepted the Torah at Mount
Sinai, God turned to the Angel of Death and

said, “You no longer have dominion over this

- people.” This certainly did not mean to imply
- thatnone of the people at Mount Sinai would
~ever die; they were the very people who were
~condemned to die in the desert before reach-
~ ing their promised destination! This divine
. statement can therefore only mean to convey
that having accepted the Torah, the Israelites
- now had an indestructible source of meaning
 for their lives and the lives of their children.
- Their survival asa people would no longer be a
- function of the fortunes of a tribal group, but
- would henceforth depend on their keeping
= alive the enduring set of truths received at
= Sinaj,

And it is in line with the lessons of these

. wo texts, no doubt, that we should under-
- Stand the mortal threats in these two mish-
~ Mayot. To allow ourselves to be distracted

-~ from what Torah teaches us about the mean-
: L“g of human life and survival—and certainly
- O forget what we have learned from the
 Torah about this—is to put the very meaning
e of one’s life in jeopardy. Doing so certainly

- Will not automatically endanger an individu-

al’s ability to survive. But it will do something

of much greater cosmic importance: namely,
undermine the foundation that gives value to
that survival.

)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:9. Imagine a person walking along without
carrying any belongings, someone who is busy
with the essential task of life: seeking to infuse
meaning into the walk and into life itself. The
person chooses a path and, wandering along,
is reviewing . . . lessons and pondering various
insights arising from them. And then something
happens that interrupts everything. As the Baal
Shem Tov explains, it is as if such a person had
allowed a preoccupation with the lesson to
interfere with appreciating God's grandeur and
glory in nature, and instead had self-referentially
exclaimed, “What a fine tree!”—that is, seeing
oneself as a magnificent, strong tree.?

This is a profound insight, particularly within
this chapter of Avot that deals with the inter-
stices between despair and meaning. Even in
the context of Torah study, dangers lie in wait
along the way .. . and the most unfortunate of
all is when a person lifts up one’s eyes and sees
one’s own reflection in everything: in nature, in
books, in the world. Such a person has no fields
or orchards, no property at all—save one single
field or tree, and that is the ideal metaphor for
the prison of the narcissistic approach, when
one allows that one single tree or field to serve
as one’s entire vista—and thus effectively hides
the world from one’s view. This person, whose
mind is presumably filled with rabbinic law
and lore, loses a handle on the real world; the

9. See the Baal Shem Tov's Keter Shem Tov HaShalem §235
(ed. Jacob Immanuel Shochet [1972; repr. Brooklyn: Kehot,
2004], p. 132). The author is referencing Deuteronomy 20:19,
which compares a human being to “a tree of the field””
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entirety of such a person’s universe is the stu-
dent of Torah that he or she has become. And
so it is with a nation, too: the glowing coals
of Torah can undermine the faith of an entire
people and divert us from our path. Take note,
says Rabbi Yaakov, not to spoil what God has
created—for if you cause damage to the trees,
out of such blindness or short-sightedness,
there will be no one to set it right after you.

3:10. Rabbi Dostai in the name of Rabbi Meir
outlines the next step into the depth of human
narcissism that sprouts from feelings of despair
and futility, both of which can distance those
they affect from the shared language of their
own people, as well as effect a growing atten-
uation of the connection to their own heritage.
When Rabbi Dostai speaks of those who forget
reven] a single word of their learning he is not
talking about someone who forgets a detail
once learned, but rather about a person who
decides that the learning itself isn’t important
after all, and abandons it forever. It seems that
the learner in the previous mishnah believed in
the importance of what was previously learned
but simply felt satisfied that he or she had
learned enough; but the situation described
here is more dire—for the learner has lost faith
in what has been learned and is on the verge of
forgetting the lessons altogether. In this context
we can better understand why our mishnah

quotes the verse “Take care and exert all due
diligence, lest you forget the things that your
eyes have seen.” A person should know that in

the course of studying it is not at all unusual

to be tempted, by one’s own baser impulses,

to forget about the honor of the Torah and

to instead focus on one’s own achievements.
We must resist the temptation to say “I have

learned enough” and to abandon further
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study—essentially making oneself into an ido]
Oor a graven image, an unchanging being that
does not continue to grow. Those who stop
learning are likely to forget what they haye al- :
ready learned, and they risk succumbing to neg.
ativity and sadness over having lost the source'
of their youthful vigor.

What does our mishnah mean by thoser:
whose studies overwhelm them? VocaI|z|ngf
the verb in this sentence as t’keifah (rather"
than takfah) would yield the meaning of “thosa
whose studies are hostile to them”—that j is to
say: even if from the outside a person’s Iearnmg'f
appears to still be present, still providing proper
direction for life, one who removes one’s studie:
from one’s heart becomes “liable for one’s:
soul”—the soul, but not one’s life. One’s hfe
goes on and appears, to an outside observer,
unchanged. But the soul has already wanderec['g
farafield into foreign territory and is now smk:ngi

into stagnation and despair over life’s pointles
ness. “All the days of your life” is a phrase care-
fully chosen to denote a life that stretches onf:
with each day bringing the extended suffenng;
of a body whose soul has disappeared. :

(As noted in the commentary to 3:5 above,
the phrase mithayev b'nafsho can be unde
stood in two different ways, since the Hebre
word nefesh can be understood either as “life
or as “soul” The translation presented on pag
132 opts for the former sense of nefesh, thus ren
dering the phrase as “those found guilty of cap+:
ital offenses.” But this commentary takes nefes!
in the sense of “soul’—thus understanding-
the mishnah to say that such people become

“liable for their soul” It thus issues a warning
not about a mortal danger that awaits those -
who forget something they've learned, but
rather about the transparent spiritual danger_s.?:
that they incur by doing so.) 5
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Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa liked to say:
hose whose fear of sin takes priority

'wisdom will endure.
all those whose wisdom takes priority
their fear of sin—
ir wisdom will not endure.

§

GORDON TUCKER

Moses Maimonides’ interpretation of
mishnah is so true to both the text and

. and so pedagogically sound, that it
orth encapsulating here. We must start,
ver, with the word yirah, which is trans-

| here as “fear” but more generally con-
standing in awe or reverence of some-

g’s or someone’s power. The familiar
ssion .yirat heit thus references an in-
ctive respect for the power of sin, not
y the fear of the untoward conse-
nces that sin threatens to bring in its
ake. Unlike many other forms of yirah,
ever, the reverence for sin’s pull on us
ust be acquired. And it must be acquired
m one’s culture and home environment
totally that, when one is confronted with
¢ desire to transgress, it becomes a natural
flex to steer clear of wrongdoing. With

that understanding of yirat heit, Maimonides
points out that if we begin to study ethical
precepts (which is what he takes hokhmah,
“wisdom,” in this text to be referring to) once
we have already acquired the reflex of yirat
heit, then what we are learning cognitively
will correlate with what we have already
become wired to do. Our learning of ethical
precepts will thus endure. But if we have not
acquired a sufficient level of yirat heit when
we bagin to study ethics, then whatever we
Jearn will be foreign and even counterintui-
tive to our embedded instincts, and we will
ultimately reject the wisdom—the ethical
principles—that we are learning, so totally
that it will not endure.

This teaching, so understood, underscores
that the transmission of knowledge and the
acquisition of wisdom is not simply a matter
of a master conveying ideas to a student or
an apprentice. The latter must be sufficiently
receptive to what is being taught, in order for
the teacher’s message not to run so counter
to entrenched instincts that, like a trans-
planted but mismatched organ, it is inevita-
bly rejected. What a strong argument for a
partnership between home and school!

It is perhaps coincidental, but still worth
noting, that in the standard prayer for each
approaching new month, we ask for yirat heit
prior to asking for a love of Torah. Torah can
only be loved by someone whose reflexive ac-
tions are already attuned to the message that
the Torah secks to convey.

)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:11. Hanina ben Dosa now moves the discus-
sion from the specifics of the path—including
what happens on it, and the knowledge learned
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along the way—to a more general discussion
about the relationship between the individual
and wisdom. He raises the question of whether
wisdom can, ab initio, imbue a person’s life with
meaning, or whether it js incapable of doing
so. Wisdom, Hanina tells us, does not endure
in every situation, such that it can necessarily
be counted on to be a source of meaning and
fill one’s life with substance. Indeed, wisdom
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without reverence, or without actualizatiop,
will not endure. This is why Hanina speaks of
those whose fear of sin takes priority over thej,
wisdom: one needs to develop a functiong
moral consciousness before attaining Wwisdom, -
or the wisdom will have no meaning and will
be nothing more than a mere collection of bijs
of knowledge. :
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3:12. He [also] used to say:
All those whose [good] deeds exceed
. their wisdom—
 their wisdom will endure.
But all those whose wisdom exceeds their
[good] deeds—

 their wisdom will not endure.

¢

e GORDON TUCKER
- 3:12. This is one of many rabbinic passages
~ that emphasize the pragmatic nature of
. Torah, Another mishnah below (3:22) gives
a similar message, and various other rab-
binic sayings also make the same point—for
~ example, the mishnah above that insists that
~ “learning is not the essential thing but rather
- doing” (1:17), as well as the talmudic dictum
 that “study is great when it leads to action”
(B. Megillah. 277a, Kiddushin 4ob, and Bava
~ Kama17a). The need to emphasize this point
. arose, no doubt, from the very idea that we
 haveseentobe one of the signature elements
~ of Rabbinic Judaism: the notion that study
- f Torah is the medium of revelation and of
Cxperiencing God. This idea successfully
5w the Jewish people through the transi-
ton from sovereignty and from a land- and
Temple-based culture to what it has been
for the Tast two thousand years: a culture

that could survive wide dispersion because
it was now text-based (and thus mobile and
receptive to diversity). However, this same
shift of theological emphasis to textual study
has always run the risk of limiting Judaism
to an intellectual “ivory tower” religion that
could, perhaps even that should, thrive apart
from the world’s practicalities—a risk that
has been borne out repeatedly, throughout
history.

The oft-recurring phrase torah lishmah
(which appears below, in Avot 6:1) is usually
translated as “[the study of | Torah for its own
sake” and is thus widely understood—even
by devoted practitioners of Judaism—as
promoting the notion that there is value in
study undertaken for its own sake, simply for
the virtue of study. But it is surely more ac-
curately translated as “Torah for its intended
purpose”—that is to say, Torah that is studied
for the purpose of infusing our lives and our
daily deeds with godliness and goodness. It
is for that reason that Torah was created and
received, and this mishnah reminds us that,
absent a lifetime of deeds that bring Torah
to its fulfillmeny, the very study of Torah be-
comes vacuous and cannot endure.

(@\V)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:12. But after attaining some degree of wisdom,
a person needs a field of action in which to work
toward actualizing his or her inner stances, and
this is why Hanina goes on to discuss those
whose [good] deeds exceed their wisdom.
Without a complementary interest in the
pursuit of good deeds, knowledge simply accu-
mulates within and eventually begins to decay.
Wisdom does not, per se, grant a person life; it
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does so only insofar as it can fill one with a pro-
found recognition that life can have value, and
that wisdom can help bring value and meaning
to life. And this idea resonates with the words
of Kohelet, who declared that “the making of
many books is without limit, and much study
leads to the wearying of the flesh” (12:12). Those
people who are sensitive to human existence,
who feel in the depths of their being the waves
of futility and despair that erode the courage of
individuals and the staying power of cultures,
need to know that books and information will
never be sufficient. Indeed, their effect is some-
times just the opposite and in any event never
satisfies the emptiness that gnaws at the human
soul.

138 PIRKEI AVOT 3:12

Gently and slowly, Hanina ben Dosa brings
us closer to the line that demarcates despair
from meaning. In his eyes wisdom, as deep and
wide as it can ever be, has no intrinsic value for
2 person’s life if the individual does not use that
wisdom as the basis for action, such as forging
a moral stance or a pioneering achievement.
With this insight, the third chapter of Ayor

reaches its apex and makes clear to its readers -

that there is nothing else—not food, sleep,
possessions, work, or even wisdom—that on
its own fills a person’s fife with meaning, with
a sense of complete value. The sages do not
denigrate such things, but rather find in each
some real, if elusive, power able to grant human
beings a reason to live.
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3:13. He [also] used to say:

When the popular spirit is pleased

with somebody,

the divine spirit is [also] pleased with
that person.

But when the popular spirit is displeased
with somebody,

the divine spirit is [also] displeased

with that person.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3:13. This is the first really explicit anthropo-
morphism in Avot, insofar as feelings are, for
the first time in the tractate, here attributed
to God. The image of God “shepping nachas”
from human beings drives home the message
that Judaism is ultimately about refining our
relationship with the world and its inhabi-
tants. Just as Judaism is not a purely intellec-
tual tradition, it is also not a purely devotional
one. One cannot bring pleasure to God, as it
were, without promoting peaceful relations
among God’s creations. And this also means
that the familiar dichotomy between “com-
mandments governing the relationship of
humans to God” and “commandments gov-
erning the relationships of humans to other
hl_l_i_mans" must be seen as a convenient and
heuristic construct that bespeaks no real sub-
Stantive distinction.

)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:13. The phrase translated here as the popular
spirit is ruah ha-b'riyot (literally “the spirit of
[God’s human] creatures”) and it refers to the
human spirit, that elusive element that grants
purpose to an individual’s life. Hanina ben Dosa
thus redirects the discussion and tells us: the
main thing you need to know about your life
is that you are not the one who will determine
whether it has meaning; that will be determined
by the people around you, as an outgrowth
of the connection between your own life and
theirs. It is not your solo search for meaning
that will fill your life with value, but rather the
effort to direct yourself toward other people
and their lives—only that will fill your life with
value. A person’s life is a journey that unfolds in
connected vessels. One cannot redeem oneself
from emptiness. It is only one’s fellow human
being who can effect this redemption, and
who can serve as a witness affirming that an
individual exists and leads a life that has value
.. . that the world could not be without that
person.

And there is nobody better to teach us that
lesson than Hanina ben Dosa, the Galilean
rabbi and colleague of Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai. So many of his sayings direct our gaze
toward relationships with others. The Talmud
tells us that Hanina ben Dosa was a man known
for his unique ability to pray on behalf of the
sick, and thus bring about their healing (B.
Berakhot 34b), a man who took greater pains
to ensure that other people had food than he
did for himself (ibid.), a man who devoted his
wonder-working powers to helping others (B.
Taanit 25a)—he was, in short, a person who
not only filled every aspect of his own life with
meaning but gave the entire world a reason to
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exist. And so it is not surprising that the sages
tell us: “Every day a heavenly voice is heard, de-
claring: ‘The whole world draws its sustenance
because [of the merit] of My son Hanina, and a
kav of carobs suffices for My son Hanina from
one Shabbat eve to the next” (B. Taanit 24b).
The Talmud tells us that when Hanina was once
bitten by a snake, it was not Hanina who died,
but the snake! The text (at B. Berakhot 33a)
reads as follows:

In a certain place there was once an
arvad [some sort of snake or lizard] that
used to injure people. They came and
told Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa. He said to
them: “Show me its hole” They showed

140 PIRKE! AVOT 3:13

him its hole and he put his heel over the
hole, whereupon the arvad came out
and bit him, and it died. He [Hanina] put
it on his shoulder and brought it to the
study hall and said: “See, my children, it

is not the arvad that kills; it is sin that -
kills!” On that occasion they said: “Woe
to the person who encounters an arvad,
but woe to the arvad that encounters
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa!”

Death has no dominion over such a man, who:;
life fills the world with encounter, connectiq}_
and kindness. He is what exists. He is the caus
He is the meaning. The human spirit is please,
by the existence of this rare individual.
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3:14. Rabbi Dosa ben Hyrkanos liked to
say:

Morning sleep,

midday wine,

the babbling of youths,

and frequenting the meeting-places of the
unlettered—

all these remove a person from the world.

¢

GORDON TUCKER

3:14. The various behaviors enumerated here
by Dosa ben Hyrkanos all limit one’s expo-
sure to the study and discussion of Torah.
The consequence about which we are here
warned, however, is not an impoverished
devotional or intellectual life, but rather ulti-
mate isolation from the fellowship of human
beings, which is what gives life its true
meaning. This is exactly the meaning of the
expression motzi-in et ha-adam min ha-olam, as
we have already seen in 2:16. Here, we find a
kind of irony in the teaching, Certainly, three
of the four things about which Dosa ben
Hyrkanos cautions us—drinking during the
Wor_kday, chatting with children, and whiling
away one’s time in the haunts of the unlet-
tered’>—would seem to promote our involve-

ment in the human community. (Morning
slumber, if it is the result of late-night revelry
with the masses, may also fit this pattern.)
And yet, we are taught here that the only
real blueprints to creating meaningful and
enduring community are the teachings of
Torah that these apparently social behaviors
keep us from. Neglecting Torah study for the
sake of bonding with others cannot work
we are told; it will create a false, superﬁciai
bond. The only way to keep oneself in the
world is through the diligent apprenticeship
of Torah—which will require patience and
delayed gratification, to be sure, but which
will also guide us to the kinds of human re-
lationships that constitute a “world” worthy
of it name.

This is the second appearance in Avot
of the term amei ha-aretz, translated here as
“the unlettered” (cf. 2:6 above, where the
same term is translated as “ignoramus”). The
phrase has undergone a noticeable change
from its earlier biblical usage, when it meant
something like the “governing assembly”
or “town council” and was clearly a term
of authority and respect (see, for example,
Genesis 23:7 and Leviticus 20:4). In rabbinic
times, it apparently was taken somewhat
more literally as “people of the land”—that is,
those who worked the land, thus a sneering
reference to hoi polloi, to the vulgar masses
unschooled in the intricacies of Torah-based
scholarship. What can only be called a prej-
udice and thus a distrust (which was no
doubt entirely mutual) developed between

2. The Hebrew batei k'neisiyot (singular, beit k’nesset)
literally means “house of assembly” Often it refers
specifically to a synagogue (i.e., place of prayer), but
the term here seems to refer more generally to a “gath-
ering place” (and not specifically a synagogue).
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the rabbinic leadership and the amei ha-aretz;
the latter were assumed not to be concerned
with certain ritual laws (especially concern-
ing tithes and purity restrictions), and they
were therefore treated with disdainful hostil-
ity when the sacred was at stake. Mostly, they
were considered by the rabbis to be ignorant
of, perhaps even antagonistic to, the Torah
itself, an assumption that may have been
quite unwarranted. At other times, they were
considered to be more generally ignorant. In
any event, the term survives to this day as a
very pejorative moniker for someone who is
completely unversed in Torah, Jewish prac-
tices, and Jewish concepts. It is decidedly not
recommended as part of a polite and tolerant
vocabulary!

142  PIRKEI AVOT 3:14

)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:14. Rabbi Dosa ben Hyrkanos immediately
follows the teaching of Hanina ben Dosa in thie
previous mishnah, with this teaching from 3
different perspective: that the human spirit can
also lead one astray, from that which js pure
and uplifting to that which is impure, with the
power to contaminate the soul. Do not seek the
recognition of others by force or by chitchat
or by idleness, Rabbi Dosa says, for these can
remove a person from the world—that is to say,
they can impede one from being a needed, ben-
eficial presence in the world. Devote yourself to
bettering other people’s lives, the rabbi admon-
ishes us, and do so both publicly and privately,
Dedicate yourself to the work of connections, of
truly seeing others who approach you from any
corner of life: hearing their voices, praying on
their behalf, and giving fully of yourself. Doing
these things will fill your life with cause and
meaning. Doing them will fill your life with Life.
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:::. 3:15. Rabbi Elazar of Modin liked to say:

These have no portion in the world-to-
come,

even if they have both Torah and good
deeds [to their names]:

those who profane sacrificial meat,
those who scorn the festivals,

those who cause others to blanch in
public,

those who annul the covenant of our
father Abraham,

and those who interpret facets of the

- Torah contrary to the halakhah.

§

GORDON TUCKER
3:15. Rabbi Elazar of Modin. Elazar of Modin

-~ Was one of the premier expounders of Scrip-

ture in the generation following the destruc-

- tion of the Temple. So respected was he by

his colleagues that when something cried out
for a clever interpretation, the sages would

7 often say, “We sure could use that fellow

from Modin.”

3:15. These have no portion in the world-to-
come. This mishnah is a kind of companion to
the one found in Sanhedrin 10:1, which also
lists several categories of people who, though
of the people Israel, have forfeited their
promised share in the world-to-come. There
is no overlap between the two lists, and in
fact, they seem to have very different pur-
poses. The mishnah in Sanhedrin apparently
defines what normative Jewish beliefs are
taken to be. Those that deviate from those
beliefs (for example, that resurrection in
the messianic era is promised by the Torah),
even though they might be defensible on
some readings of the tradition, are declared
to be heterodox—and thus, in what was no
doubt a rhetorically exaggerated assertion,
those who hold them are said to be deserv-
ing of the ultimate punishment. Our present
mishnah seems to be making a very different
point, however, though it does so by means of
the same overinflated sanction of forfeiting
one’s portion in the world-to-come. Elazar
of Modin teaches us that even mastery of
Torah and living a generally good life are still
insufficient to countervail some fundamental
infractions. Violating certain sancta, display-
ing gross insensitivity to human feelings, and
interpreting or quoting Torah in a way that
exposes it in an unflattering way will nullify
all the merit one may have accrued, even
over the course of a lifetime of fealty to the
commandments. The items listed in this
mishnah do not constitute matters of doctri-
nal interpretation (as do those in Tractate
Sanhedrin), but rather issues of respect for
the tradition and for the human heart.

3:15. Those who cause others to blanch in
public. The Hebrew malbin literally means
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“to turn white” and causing the blood to
drain from another’s face is an oft-used ex-
pression for causing someone public humil-
iation. Elsewhere, the sin of public shaming
is compared in a clever way to homicide,
since the expression for that is “shedding of
blood”—and the assumption is that shame
causes a person’s face to turn white pre-
cisely because blood has been made to flow
out of the face (see the Talmud’s discussion
at B. Bava Metzia 58b). The comparison to
homicide is apt as well because unlike theft
of property, where restitution can be made
for the crime, there is no real way to undo
the harm done by public embarrassment,
just as it is impossible to undo killing, It is
noteworthy that English also preserves this
idea of the connection between humiliation
and murder, in the idiom “character assassi-
nation” Also noteworthy, and sadly true, is
the text’s assumption that one can be a stu-
dent of Torah and a faithful observer of the
commandments, yet still fail this prime test
of sensitivity to the humiliation of others. (In
this regard, see the following comment.)

3:15. And those who interpret facets of the
Torah contrary to the halakhah. This phrase
is difficult to translate both accurately and
elegantly; the last two words (she-lo kha-
halakhah) appear only a handful of times
in rabbinic literature. Literally, the phrase
speaks of one “who exposes an aspect of the
Torah that is contrary to the halakhah,” and
the expression clearly is intended to convey
a sense of brazenness and disrespect for tra-
dition. Torah, like any other text in human
language, can be interpreted tendentiously,
or taken out of context and thus portrayed
unfairly in a negative light. Noteworthy again
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is the supposition that this fatal infractiop
can sometimes be found in a person who is
immersed in Torah and is even strictly obser-
vant of the mitzvot. An analogy: we all recog-
nize, and learn to excuse and even perhaps
embrace, the shortcomings and flaws of those
we love and are devoted to. But we must stil]
beware of wantonly disclosing those flaws to
others who do not share that love. The same
is true of Torah, inasmuch as overly literal
and/or contextless quotation of Scripture (or
dicta of the rabbinic masters, for that matter)
can sometimes have an injurious impact on
the view outsiders have of Judaism. Elazar,
whose lifespan was marked, after all, by
dangerous relations between Judea and the
Roman Empire as well as by the ascendancy
of Christianity, warns us in dire terms of the
harm to the reputation of Judaism and to
Jews that can be done even by “insiders.”

To informally paraphrase Rabban Gam-
liel’s assessment of Rabbi Elazar, “We really
need this fellow from Modin” (cf. the talmu-
dic material at B. Shabbat g55b, Hullin 92a,
and elsewhere). And, indeed, we still need
these two teachings—and others of his as
well—to this day.

(@Y
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:15. But who exactly is included in the cate-
gory of the “human spirit” mentioned above
(at 3:13)? A Jew cannot fill up this world with
meaning, cannot possibly do anything to bring
the world-to-come closer, cannot work to make
this world into a better place, if one remains
satisfied just with Torah and good deeds. Those
are obviously important pursuits, but they are
not enough. Rabbi Elazar of Modin lists five
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categories of people who have no portion in
the world-to-come, and these five fields sym-
bolize the paths that sustain Jewish covenantal
society. To profane sacrificial meat symbolizes

- detachment from the circle of life. To scorn

the festivals symbolizes detachment from the
annual cycle of worship. To cause others to
blanch in public symbolizes detachment from
shared communal ethical standards. To annul
the covenant of our father Abraham (that is,
circumcision) symbolizes detachment from
uniqueness present in the (Jewish male) body.
To interpret facets of the Torah contrary to
the halakhah symbolizes detachment from the
language of Torah, from the values embedded
in the language of revelation. A person cannot
imbue one’s life with meaningful content
without adopting these five covenantal strands,
which bind together all members of the Jewish
people. Indeed, for Rabbi Elazar, the “popular
spirit” (briyot) spoken of by Avot (see 3:13) ex-
tends primarily to those who are members of
the same covenantal community (bit)—that
is, the Jewish nation. If the sum total of one’s
Jewishness is expressed only in personal Torah
study and in general acts of kindness to others,
it will not be enough. A person cannot act in
every realm, but must instead focus on the envi-

ronment specific to one’s own connections and
relationships, that form the core of the world in
which one lives...and it is in that environment
that a person needs to act.

Rabbi Elazar's position may appear distant
from our world and even foreign to it. We
should, however, listen to his words—especially
in our own era, when many dream of breaking
down all barriers to the global village. To such
people, Rabbi Elazar sends out his thoughts and
says: Real human connectedness can be most
fully actualized only in the context of commu-
nity. It can never find its fullest expression in
the world at large, more generally. It needs a
language, a home, a people, a land, a society,
a framework. Do not destroy the framework
in the name of humanity, for even humanity
needs a framework in which to realize itself. A
universal life of meaning will flourish for the
human community only if it trains all its chil-
dren, in all of their own native tongues and cul-
tures, to live in such a manner that their fellow
creatures will be pleased with them. Then each
culture will be able to truly see the faces of
others, each people will see in others the faces
of its brothers and sisters, until the entire world
finds meaning in its existence.
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3:16. Rabbi Yishmael liked to say:
Be pliable with a leader and
understanding with a novice,
and receive all people joyfully.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3:16. The last phrase of this mishnah echoes
what Shammai is cited earlier as having
said: “receive all people cheerfully” (1:15).
Whereas Shammai’s dictum can be read as
counseling a way of interacting with people
that will conform to the dignified conven-
tions of proper society, this teaching seems
to ask us to mold our feelings and character
50 as to be genuinely happy in the company
of others. It is thus a more far-reaching, and
thus more challenging, lesson to live up to.

G\
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:16. Rabbi Yishmael broadens the scope of
what is included in “creatures” (briyot) to
include all of humankind. The K'nesset Yis-
rael commentary to this mishnah by Rabbi
Israel Goldmann notes that the unusual word
tish-horet, here translated as “novice,” is related
to the word shahor, “black.” It thus refers here
not merely to someone with no experience
(that is, a “novice”), but someone for whom
the world has gone dark: an unfortunate person
full of anger and burdened with awful travails,
Rabbi Yishmael commands us to be under-
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standing with such a person: we should bring
comfort and respite to those whose faces have
grown dark because of troubles and Sorrows,
and who have been brought very low in thej,
own esteem. You must leave your sou| Open

toward such people, who may turn to you from

any corner of the community, and you must re-
ceive them with joy. Maimonides evinces 3 sim. o
ilar understanding, in his commentary to thjs .
mishnah: “You must greet each person—smal|
or great, free or enslaved, any member of the =
human race—with joy and gladness.” ¢

To this, Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac de Uceda
(sixteenth century) in his Midrash Shemuel adds -
the penetrating suggestion that Rabbi Yishma.
el's words are to be taken as dealing also with
the question of how a person might react when
approached by someone else, who is asking for
aid: “Not only when it will benefit you, but eve
when it will pain you—you must be under-
standing with [the one who is asking for help].
The word tish-horet resonates with shehorot,
describing the raven-black locks of the male
lover in the Song of Songs (5:11), their blackness
a subtle reference to the suffering Israel must
endure. And the sages thus also admonish us

that even if we are suffering ourselves, when we e
are approached [and asked for help] we must

greet the person not gruffly but with joy."

The final line of the mishnah, receive all
people joyfully, relates to the fact that those -
who suffer and are in need of help or support
often turn to others who are also in pain. One
might feel justified in not helping in such
a situation, citing one’s own psychological,
spiritual, or physical suffering. Rabbi Yish-_"'
mael teaches that even when we are weighed
down by our own misery, it is possible that
we will not find meaning in life unless we. _
are able to help sustain the life of others.
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17. Rabbi Akiva liked to say:
ty and lightheartedness promote
d behavior.
dition is a fence around the Torah,
es are a fence around wealth,
s are a fence around self-control,
 fence around wisdom is silence.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

Rabbi Akiva, no doubt the most famous
Il the second-century sages, here presents
th a teaching in two parts. The first part
ks of ways in which certain activities or
encies inexorably lead to others, and the
'd_,'part advises us, conversely, of ways of
cting ourselves from encroachment on
gs to be valued and safeguarded. Levity,
1 pursued to the point of losing all sight
> consequences of impulsive deeds, can
oes lead to lewdness, as well as to other
nified and destructive acts. Things
hould be safeguarded include Torah,
Ith,“éelf—control, and wisdom itself. Tra-
N provides fences that safeguard Torah
mmentary to 1:1 above). The practice
ithing not only preserves wealth, but
he right attitude toward wealth. (The
bis elsewhere punned on the assonance

between aseir [“to tithe”] and osher [“wealth”],
which are written with the same consonants,
asserting that wealth is a reward for making
such gifts; see the talmudic discussion at B.
Taanit 9a.) Self-control is facilitated, where it
might otherwise be lacking, by (literally) for-
swearing overindulgences. And, in a reprise
of both Shammai (1:15) and Shimon ben
Gamliel (1:17), avoiding gratuitous speech
and keeping one’s counsel are deemed to be
protections for wisdom.

QXY
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:17. And now Rabbi Yishmael’s colleague, Rabbi
Akiva, ponders the concept of spirit. Just what
is the nature of the ruah that animates human
creatures, b'riyot? (See 3:13 above, where the
term ruah ha-bYriyot appears, translated there
as “popular spirit") It is that exalted expanse
in which people truly encounter each other:
not in levity and lightheartedness, nor in lewd
behavior. Joy, not pointless hedonism, even if
undertaken in the company of others—perhaps
especially if undertaken with others—will not
save a person from despair; instead, it will only
deepen that sense of futility that corrupts and
sullies the soul. Not in those activities and not
from their midst can the spirit rise to fill the
individual and one’s fellow human being with
satisfaction—that s, satisfaction that is derived
from their keeping company with others, from
their collective days upon this earth, from their
very existence of living in each other’s space. It
is precisely the human ability to live with self-
restraint and self-limitation, reining oneself in,
that is often responsible for preserving the ele-
vated realm of the spirit. And, indeed, tradition
is a fence around the Torah, ensuring its efficacy
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by faithfully enveloping its precepts in the very
values that it seeks to inculcate. Likewise, tithes
are a fence around wealth, enveloping prop-
erty and the generosity that attends charitable
giving; and vows are a fence around self-con-
trol, enveloping those who take them in a sense
of obligation. Finally, teaches Rabbi Akiva, a
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fence around wisdom is silence, especially the
kind of silence that is enveloped with careful
observation and listening. All of these forms of;-t:
restraint direct the individual toward creativjts,-j;i;

within self-limitation and humility—a creativity
that reveals new dimensions of gentleness .
the world, the dimensions of the spirit. '
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. 38.He [also] used to say:
‘Beloved are human beings, in that they

were created in the image [of God];

‘but even more beloved, in that it was made

known to them that they had been created
in the image [of God],
asit is said: “For in the divine image did

God create humankind” (Genesis 9:6).

Beloved is Israel, in that they are called the

children of the Omnipresent;

but even more beloved, in that it was made
known to them that they are called the
children of the Omnipresent,

3sitis said: “You are the children of
Adonaj your God” (Deuteronomy 14:1).
Beloved is Israel, to whom was given a
beloveq tool; but even more beloved, in

that it was made known to them that they
were given the beloved tool with which
the world was created, as it is said:

“As T have given you a good doctrine,
forsake not My Torah” (Proverbs 4:2).

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3:18. Beloved are human beings, in that
they were created in the image [of God];
but even more beloved, in that it was made
known to them that they had been created
in the image [of God]. Rabbi Akiva begins
this mishnah with a simple statement of the
exceptionalism of human beings, which is
somewhat complicated by an opaque fol-
low-up. Only humans are said to have been
created in the divine image, and thus God
must have been moved to fashion a strong
bond between the human and the divine
realms. This is evidence that human beings
are particularly beloved. What the second
phrase means, however, is somewhat am-
biguous. It may refer to the aftermath of the
flood, when Noah was actually told (in the
verse cited in this mishnah) that humans were
created in the divine image—something
that Adam and Eve had not been told, Thus
the act of grace in the generation of Adam
(namely, creation in the divine image) is in
fact augmented in the generation of Noah
by the conveyance of this critical fact about
human nature to the humans themselves. Or
the point may be that since the Torah states
that we are created in the divine image, all
who can read and study Torah should know
this fact. In any event, the knowledge of this
essential aspect of ourselves is something
we are meant to live up to, and thus to be
accountable to.
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3:18. Beloved is Israel. In addition to the ex-
ceptional nature of human beings, Akiva also
asserts the exceptional nature of Israel within
the human race. They are referred to as God’s
children, and they were given the special and
precious gift of the Torah.

In Akiva’s days, when Israel was persecuted
at the hands of Rome, one can understand
the insistence on proclaiming the superiority
of victim over victimizer. But what are we
to do with this teaching today? It is perhaps
helpful to note that other nations are not de-
scribed as not being God’s children. In fact,
Isaiah 19:24-25 refers to Egypt and Assyria as
potentially the equals of Israel in God’s eyes,
both of them God’s nations and handiworks.
Thus, it is possible to take Akiva’s words to
mean something that Akiva would probably
never have said, given his own historical
circumstance: that we have an obligation to
acknowledge and assume the responsibilities
of being God’s children and the receivers of
God’s Torah, but that other nations may have
similar and parallel obligations.

QY
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:18. Rabbi Akiva continues his lesson, now
moving on to deal at greater length with the
idea of human beings (briyot). He will propose
a unique combination of the two positions
discussed previously: the particularism of Rabbi
Elazar of Modin and the universalism of Rabbi
Yishmael. Rabbi Akiva begins by remarking:
Beloved are human beings, in that they were
created in the image [of God]. This is how the
Torah opens, with the account of the creation of
humanity in the divine image. He then turns to
the mission of the Jewish people, children of the

150 PIRKEI AVOT 3:18

Omnipresent, noting that it is Israel’s mission—.
together with the divine image and the gift of
the Torah—that creates the context for the
enduring presence of Israel in history. The ref.
erence to Israel as children of the omnipresent
God is not something to be passed by lightly: i
implies the obligation of Israel to exist amoné
the nations in exile, to learn from its neighbors,
and eventually to return to its own land in order
to realize great steps forward in economics, in
medicine, in education, in defense, in law. The
words of Rabbi Akiva seem to be echoed in
the writings of the twentieth-century Jewish
thinker Leon Roth, who wrote: “The content of
Judaism would thus seem to be universal, yet
its bearers are a particular people, the Jews; and
so far as Judaism may be said to have a history,
it is the story of the balance (often an uneasy
one) between the universality of the doctrine
and the particularity of its transmitters.”1

It is not easy to exist in this medial position,
between particularism and universalism, but
that is the place that the Jewish people oc-
cupy. It is their mission to bring to the world
the message that human beings, created in the
divine image, are beloved. There has been no
period as challenging for the Jewish people in
Eretz Yisrael as this one, as we labor to build an
edifice of spiritual stature and morality in our
national home and wherever we are. May we
succeed in establishing Zion as an inspiration to
strengthen the divine image that exists in every
person, in the spirit of Isaiah (2:3): “For instruc-
tion (torah) shall come forth from Zion, and the
word of Adonai from Jerusalem.”

10. Leon Roth, Judaism: A Portrait (New York: Schocken,
1960}, p. 15. | am grateful to Professor Menachem Kellner,
Chairman of the Department of Philosophy and Jewish
Thought at Shalem College in Jerusalem, for bringing this
passage to my attention.
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3:19. Everything is foreseen,
yet free will is given.
The world is judged with goodness,
yet all depends on the preponderance
of [one’s] deeds.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3:19. Everything is foreseen, yet free will is
given. Oddly, this mishnah does not begin
with the words “He liked to say,” and thus it
is possible to conclude that these words are
not being ascribed to Akiva. However, the
next mishnah does begin with those words,
and there they can only refer to Akiva. Thus,
it is reasonable to assume that the words
dropped out here, but that the sequence of
teachings from Akiva is unbroken.

Ovadiah of Bertinoro, in his commentary
to this mishnah, stated that this should be
read as the simple statement that everything
we do is seen (as later taught by Yehudah Ha-
Nasi; see 2:1 above), even in places we think
are secret—Dbut we have the power to choose
how to act. There is nothing paradoxical

“about this.

Most, however, have read this mishnah as
the statement of an antinomy, a fundamental
contradiction. All is foreseen (that is, seen
In advance), and yet we still have the power

% choose. Much ink has been spilled in the

course of centuries-long theological discus-
son about the status of this paradox, and
Whether it has any resolution. Some (even

such canonical figures as Maimonides’ older
contemporary, Abraham ibn Daud) have
questioned God’s ultimate power to know
everything in advance, and others (and not
only “outsiders” such as Spinoza) have ques-
tioned whether the freedom we instinctively
feel might not be illusory. Each of those
approaches, of course, raises problems for
what have been seen as cornerstones of the
tradition and of moral theory, namely divine
omniscience and human moral agency. And
thus many have taken a third alternative:
assuming that this text is indeed calling an
apparent contradiction to our attention, it is
probably best to understand it as counseling
acceptance of both assertions while defer-
ring any possible resolution of the paradox
for another time. Only in that way will a re-
sponsible moral life coexist comfortably with
traditional beliefs about the Divine.

All of these possible understandings still
stand before the contemporary reader and
believer.

(@NY)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:19. After having addressed these issues, Rabbi
Akiva goes back to the beginning, Everything
is foreseen, he says, but what exactly is it that
he thinks is foreseen? At the beginning of this
chapter, Akavia ben Mahalalel taught that the
first thing you have to know about life is that
you will die. But death, which is the fate of every
human being, has the power to awaken one’s
consciousness to sense its own uniqueness in
the world. Moreover, free will is given, so that
you can create from your life whatever will
grant it meaning. And Rabbi Akiva observes also
that the world is judged with goodness, with
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kindness—since each individual can choose to
create a life suffused with meaning, this allows
us to trust in life, to trust that we will be judged
generously. And since it is human actions that
are decisive, all depends on the preponderance
of [one’s] deeds—the world of actions, not the
world of feelings or the world of thoughts, but
the place that people make within themselves
for the lives of others.

How profound the Hebrew language is! The
words for “deed” (ma-as) and “hear” (sh'ma)
are anagrams, suggesting a meaningful rela-
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tionship between the two ideas: only true, deep
listening finds its way into deeds that leaye ,
substantive impression upon the world. (Note.
This mishnah uses the word "TWYD/ma-aseh foi
“deed,” but there also exists a variant form of
the word, Wy¥n/ma-as. The Hebrew verbal roo¢
for "hear” is YW. In unvocalized Hebrew, the
letters sin and shin look alike, even though they
are pronounced differently; the "anagram” pro.
posed here relies on the near-identity of these
two letters.)
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20. He [also] used to say:

rything is given on pledge
id [thus] the net of obligation is cast over

nds credit,
the ledger is [ever] open and the hand

exact payment from people
hether they wish to pay up or not,

erything is [justly] prepared for the

¥
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GORDON TUCKER

3:20. A single thought stretches through the
extended statement that is the final contri-
bution of Rabbi Akiva to Avot and, as might
well be expected from one who lived in such
turbulent times, it is not a cheerful one. But
there is nevertheless a deep and timeless
truth in it. Everything that life brings us—
and life itself needs to be thought of this
way—is a grant that must be redeemed (in
this case, by our deeds). Thus the net of the
dunning creditor is always a short distance
above our heads. Importantly, this teaching
is concerned not with suffering that is un-
deserved; that is a separate subject (dealt
with, for example, in the biblical book of Job,
and many rabbinic texts, such as the talmu-
dic source at B. Berakhot 7a). We are here
concerned with grace that is unearned, and
we are told that nearly everything we enjoy
in this world has some aspect of that status,
We do not get many of the things we so enjoy
in this world because we are worthy of them;
instead, we are challenged to make ourselves
worthy of them. That is the meaning of “ac-
quiring on credit.” The store is always open,
but there is an infallible recording system
that, should we fail to redeem our gifts with
our deeds, cannot be challenged. In an age in
which people routinely live on credit beyond
what is responsible, this mishnah can function
as a chilling lesson—one that can bring so-
briety to all facets of our lives.

)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:20. Rabbi Akiva concludes with a parable
drawn from everyday life. Regarding the lesson
that everything is given on pledge and [thus]
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the net of obligation is cast over all the living,
Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemah Duran (1361-1444)
wrote in his Magen Avot: “This refers to death
and suffering, from which it is impossible for a
person to escape, as it is written, ‘Where can |
escape from Your spirit? Where can | flee from
Your presence? (Psalm 139:7), and it is also
written, ‘Like fish caught in a dangerous net,
so can no person know one’s time’ (Kohelet
9:12)."1" Each person is placed into the net of
existence, and there is no escape from it at all.
What shall such a person do? Choose! The shop
is open. Come in! Be there, take up residence in
life, and make of it what only you can on behalf
of others. Everything is [justly] prepared for the

1. Magen Avot, ed. Joseph Wachs (Brooklyn, NY: Light
Publishing, 5706 [1945/1946)), p. 533, sv. u-m'tzudah
p'rusah al kol ha-hayim.
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banquet, which is a symbol for human life.

human being has two aspects: one is the anj;
which finds prey or food and consumes it a
preserving its own life in the daily struggle
survival in the worldwide jungle; the othe
the human, who seeks to find companions y
whom to share food, and thus states that t
is no value at all to life without helping oth
Everything is ready and waiting for a persor
come and dine. One may choose to eat and
alone, or one may choose to live with ott
and to see goodness all the days of one’s
in the House of Adonai, which is the realir
human beings that God has dreamt into be
for all of God's creations.
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3:21. Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah liked to
say:

In the absence of Torah there can be no
decency, [yet] in the absence of decency
neither can there be any Torah.

In the absence of wisdom there can be no
[true] reverence, [yet] in the absence of
reverence neither can there be any [real]
wisdom.

In the absence of knowledge there can be
no insight, [yet] in the absence of insight
neither can there be any [real] knowledge.
In the absence of [adequate] sustenance
there can be no Torah, [yet] in the absence
of Torah neither can there be [adequate]
sustenance.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3:21. Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah. We are here
introduced to yet another of the great sages
of the second century cE, Rabbi Elazar ben
Azariah. His is the last appearance in Avot
of the five who, according to the Passover
Haggadah, assembled in B'nei Brak all those

centuries ago to discuss the exodus from
Egypt all night long. (The others are Rabbis
Eliezer, Yehoshua, Akiva, and Tarfon—all of
whom we have already encountered in Avot.)
The legend most often associated with him
(found in the Talmud at B. Berakhot 27b-
28a) is that he was, as a young man, chosen
by his colleagues to succeed the much more
senior Rabban Gamliel, when the latter was
impeached by his peers for high-handed and
humiliating behavior toward other sages,
especially Rabbi Yehoshua. When Gamliel
proved to be chastened by this punishment
he was reinstated, whereupon Elazar ben
Azariah retained a minor co-chairmanship of
the college of sages.

Elazar ben Azariah presents us here with
what look like four equivalences, each with
this form: “In the absence of X there can be
no Y, [yet] in the absence of Y neither can
there be any X.” Taking the place of the vari-
ables X and Y are, respectively: (1) Torah and
derekh eretz (translated here as “decency”),
(2) wisdom and reverence, (3) knowledge
and insight, and (4) sustenance (kemah, liter-
ally “flour”) and Torah. It is certainly possible
to understand this teaching as asserting sim-
ple equivalences—so, for example, Torah and
decent conduct are, in essence, identical and
inseparable such that a person cannot be said
to exemplify Torah unless that individual is
also seen and known to exemplify becoming
conduct; and, conversely, that the ultimate in
decent conduct cannot be achieved without
the teachings of Torah. And the other three
pairs would follow the same pattern: wisdom
and reverence in the presence of creation
and the Creator are mutual prerequisites; so
too are knowledge and the kind of meaning-
ful insight born of intelligent speculation;
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as are, finally, material prosperity and the
advancement of Torah. Read this way, the
equivalences are exactly that, and they could
have been given in either sequence (that is,
the order of X and Y could just as well have
been switched in each statement).

But there is another, and more sophis-
ticated, exegesis that is possible here. Ac-
cording to this line of interpretation, Elazar
ben Azariah can be imagined as giving us a
deliberate sequence that is not asserting an
equivalence between two values or goods,
but rather teaching that while X is necessary
for Y, the achievement of Y brings one to a
newer, richer level of X—such that X leads
to Y, whereupon Y then leads us to X . Let’s
see how this works in each of the four cases.

3:21. In the absence of Torah there can be
no decency, [yet] in the absence of decency
neither can there be any Torah. Without
the basic rules of Torah, one will certainly be
unable to achieve derekh eretz—that is, decent
conduct that enables one to make one’s way
in human society. But the achievement of
derekh eretz then, in turn, brings one beyond
the basic rules of Torah to a fuller realization
of the personal transformation that Torah
is meant to effect in its adherents. (And
this understanding of Elazar’s first dyad fits
nicely with the legend of his life and career
cited above. Even the great Rabban Gamliel,
who had an undisputed mastery of Torah on
its basic level, needed to learn the lessons of
derekh eretz in order to ascend to the higher
level of Torah that made him acceptable
again to his peers, and transformed his patri-
archate into something more than a mere
family inheritance to be passed blithely along
from generation to generation.)
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3:21. In the absence of wisdom therea can’
no [true] reverence, [yet] in the absence
reverence necither can there be any [re,
wisdom. We have here an alternative f
mulation of what Hanina ben Dogy talig
above (see commentary to 3:11): that whi
some wisdom (hokhmah) is surely requir,
in order for one to acquire true reveren
(yirah) for the powers inherent in the 4oy
and in us (including, especially, the powe;
sin), having acquired such reverence m:
the wisdom we accumulate that much ;
and more likely to endure. 5

3:21. In the absence of knowledge there o
be no insight, [yet] in the absence of i[iSIg]
neither can there be any [real] knOWI:e't'f':"

reservoir of knowledge can even “spir
us into higher levels of understanding. W

might even think of this as what Elazar an
his colleagues were striving to attain o
marathon night of discussion in B'nei B'r

3:21. Inthe absence of [adequate] susten
there can be no Torah, [yet] in the abs
of Torah neither can there be [adequate
sustenance. Finally, kemah—Iliterally “fl
but here symbolizing ample material su
nance—is the sine gua non for Torah study
the individual level, a person cannot le
without being physically sustained. And )
the communal level this is also true: institu
tions of Torah learning cannot exist w1th011
the material support that comes from thost




o produce and amass the kemah needed
sustain the institutions and to pay their
ployees. But there is now an additional
h-—and a crucial one—that emerges from
ternate reading of this mishnah. The
ah that is learned thanks to the requisite
ah should enable us to see the reality of
ah in a truer light. It is its necessary cou-
g with Torah, and all for which Torah
ds, that gives kemah its ultimate value.
erial prosperity cannot be apprehended
narcissistic, self-aggrandizing way once
has internalized the truths embodied
rah. The school of Torah study that is
orted by money should have something
al to say about the value of money itself,
ts proper role in individual lives and in

TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

That meal of life, with which the previous
shnah concluded, is prepared for a person
hooses it. Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah now
now and delineates the raw materials

re needed for that meal. The first of

is Torah, but with the caveat that in the

in the absence of decency neither can

e any Torah. And so we find ourselves

meeting-point of the Torah of Israel with

dom of the world. At the specific point

lich the two encounter each other, they

te a tangible trace of divine glory in the

ld. This idea was also expressed by the first

Phardic chief rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Ben-Zion
r Hai Uziel (1880-1953), as follows:

ur sanctity is not complete when we
thdraw from human life and its mani-

festations, its pleasures and enjoyments,
but rather when we are nourished by all
the new phenomena of the world that
continually appear, all the wondrous
discoveries, and all the knowledge in
science and philosophy that sprout up
and multiply in our world. . .. The exter-
nal nourishment that we take in and are
nourished by enriches our national store
houses and the treasure of our souls,
but does not change the essence of our
being, which is one of sanctity and uplift
that remains floating upon the water. ...
The sum of our national destiny is to

live and work, to build and be built, to
improve our world and our lives, to be
ourselves uplifted and lift up others to
the highest summit of human perfection
and success . . .12

5o too with wisdom and reverence, knowl-
edge and insight, sustenance and Torah. The
essential point is that building a world of
meaning can only take place in a context of
the dialecticism of the human experience.
Similarly, the mishnah's assertion that in the
absence of wisdom there can be no [true] rey-
erence means that wisdom is of no use at all
to a person unless it is accompanied by some
modesty and humility, and there can never be
reverence or humility without a foundation of
wisdom layered over the distinctive upright
stature of the individual. And so too with re-
spect to knowledge and insight: in the absence
of knowledge there can be no insight, which

12. From the chapter entitled “Nationalism, the Purpose
of the State, and Nationalism in Relation to Universalism”
(Hebrew), in his Hegyonei  Uziel (5713 [1952/1953];
repr. Jerusalem: HaVaad Lhotzaat Kitvei Haray, s769
[2008/2009]), p. 120.
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itself cannot exist without deep roots in the
intelligent rumination people bring to their
estimation of the world in which they live. And
last but not least: in the absence of [adequate]
sustenance there can be no Torah. There is no
material life without the life of the spirit, and
the reverse is true as well. These two are always
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in need of each other and function as com.

plementary upper and lower worlds. And the
ongoing movement between the two infuyses
meaning into a person’s existence and energize
one’s life, leading it from futility to insight ingg
the hidden core of things.
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- 3:22. He [also] used to say:
- What s one like when one’s wisdom is
8reater than one’s [good] deeds?
 1Such a person is] like a tree whose foliage
Isabundant but whose roots are few—
[When] the wind comes and uproots it,
[the wind] overturns it entirely,
. itis said: “Such a person shall be like a
~onely tree in an uninhabited desert that
shall pot see the coming of good,
nd shall grow in an arid, uninhabited

Wilderness of salt flats” (Jeremiah 17:6).

—

But what is one like when one’s [good]
deeds are greater than one’s wisdom?
[Such a person is] like a tree whose foliage
may be scanty but whose roots are many—
[even if ] all the world’s winds come and
blow [their hardest], they will not [ever]
move it from its spot, as it is said:

“Such a person shall be like a tree planted
by the waters, that spreads its roots by a
streamy; it does not worry about excessive
heat, for its leaves are fresh. Nor does it
find even a year of drought worrisome,

for it will not [even under such dire
circumstances] desist from bearing fruit”
(Jeremiah 17:8).

¢

GORDON TUCKER

3:22. See the commentary on 3:12 above,
Hanina ben Dosa’s teaching on the rela-
tionship between wisdom and deeds. The
imagery here, however, makes the point in an
cven more striking manner. The metaphor
of the trees with weak or strong root systems
is taken from the Book of Jeremiah: “He
who trusts in Adonai . . . shall be like a tree
planted by waters, sending forth its roots by
a stream” (17:7-8). But we might have ex-
pected that a rabbinic voice would associate
wisdom (presumably the wisdom of Torah)
with that which roots us, and our actions in
the world as the foliage (or perhaps as the
fruit) that grows out of those roots. In that
expected (but hypothetical) version of this
teaching, an excess of wisdom over action
should cause no anxiety because acts moti-
vated by a love of Torah will eventually come
to fruition, even if as yet not fully evident.
But the metaphor is applied here in reverse!
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The healthy, enduring tree with a strong
root system that over-supports its foliage is
presented as the analogue of the person who
has a rich foundation of good action, even
though that individual’s wisdom may not yet
have fully developed. One has the sense of an
assurance that the wisdom will come in time.

So, is it that action grows out of wisdom?
That would suggest that study needs to be
primary. Or does true wisdom grow out of
righteous action learned and applied, which
would imply that practice is primary? Al-
though the former lesson might have been
expected here, the latter is what is taught.
Practice is the root system, and wisdom is the
foliage! Once again, the reader is referred
back to the commentary on 3:12 above, par-
ticularly the paragraph about the true mean-
ing of torah lishmabh.

QXY
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:22. Sustenance and Torah are not only mu-
tually dependent upon each other for their
very existence, as Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah
says above, but in fact they complement each
other, forming a singular completeness that
symbolizes the movement inherent in life itself
The spirit alone will not redeem humankind. In-
deed, spirit itself has no meaning at all if it does
not seek its expression and actualization in real
deeds. Rabbi Elazar compares the human being
to a tree: a tree is grounded in the earth, into
which it sends its roots and from whose depths
it draws its life-energy in order to flourish . . .
and the same is true also for the human being.
And it is not the roots close to the surface that
are most necessary for the flourishing of the
tree’s branches, but rather the tree's deepest

160 PIRKEI AVOT 3:22

roots, the ones totally hidden from the eye.

And so we are brought back to the dust, th,
putrid drop, and the place of worms and
gots with which Akavia ben Mahalale] begiﬁ
our chapter. Throughout one’s entire life
one can see—everywhere in th%. worl
place that will become one’s grave...or atja
the mists hovering over the grave, whiéh_ aw
There is always the risk that life can fee| 'dé
of reason and content. In such a state, it
to feel the terror of futility. But if one Wi
one can see this web of earth (and the ex
tial truths it holds) spread out at one's:fef‘
an ornate tapestry leading to a forest thic
thoughts, and home to the ruminative e
of people striving to ascend ever higher.

All who bring a dream to fruition
world, all who fertilize their land with
of kindness, all who enrich the world’s s
attentiveness to others—the roots of s
people’s actions, both the visible ones an
hidden ones, will grant to both those spec
individuals and to the world itself a perman
presence in the forest of which we speak.
is precisely what happens when one’s wisd
greater than one’s [good] deeds, and no ghost!
spirit can then succeed in contaminating
rootless soul with despair. The living watel
life itself will flow at the feet of such peop
shade will sprout up on top, all their leav
be fresh, and thus shall such people find fr
nestled in branches that constitute the
fruit of the Tree of Life. Suddenly the world w
become a meadow, a resting-spot for the so
that does not despair of bearing fruit in t
world. A tree that bears fruit, or one that do
not. Vast foliage, or not. Meaning, or emptines
We always have both options, so that we ma
always choose between them,
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23. Rabbi Eliezer Hisma liked to say:
he laws relating to] bird-sacrifices
menstrual cycles are essential
atters of halakhah,
reas| astronomy and mathematics
ancillary to [real] wisdom.

¥

GORDON TUCKER

3. Although itis not immediately apparent
he surface, this mishnah is dealing with
ifferent roles that mathematical calcula-
ns play in the study of Torah and halakhah.
Hebrew kinin literally means “nests,” but
18 here to the pairs of birds that the Torah
uires certain people to offer as sacrifices
ifferent occasions (including, for exam-
awoman recovering from childbirth, or a
ot person who has recovered from the skin
ent known as fzara-at). The complication
atwhile one of the birds in each pair must
burnt offering (olah) and the other is to
purification offering (hattat, often trans-
as “sin offering”), the rules for how each
these two kinds of offerings are brought
ncompatible. What then happens if one
the sacrificial birds escapes, or if it is for-
N which bird was designated for which
ing? Without going into even rudimen-

y detail here, we can simply note that rec-
this kind of misstep can demand some
'eX mathematical and logical reasoning

(as set forth in the mishnaic tractate called
Kinim). And a similar situation pertains for
the woman who has forgotten when her
last cycle began, and who thus cannot say
whether the bleeding she is experiencing
is true menstrual bleeding or out-of-cycle
bleeding, which has different (and ritually
more serious) implications. How can she get
back to certain knowledge about her body?
Again, it turns out that some complicated
logic and mathematics are required (which
is discussed in detail in the mishnaic tractate
Arakhin). These are examples of mathemati-
cal calculations that are essential for the very
application of halakhah.

On the other hand, astronomical calcula-
tions that determine when the seasons begin,
which are mathematically substantive in and
of themselves, are called “ancillary”® because
they are not the ultimate determinants of
the canonical calendar—which is, or was,
the exclusive province of the Patriarch. As
the Mishnah elsewhere relates, the Patriarch
might decide to ignore the scientific calcula-
tion, and an individual appealing to those cal-
culations would have no recourse in the face
of the Patriarch’s binding decision. (See Rosh
Hashanah 2:8-9, for the specific case involv-
ing Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel.)
The same attribution of marginality would
apply to g'matriya, the midrashic technique
that derives meaning from the numerical
equivalents of words.* Such techniques are

3. The Hebrew parpraot, translated here as “ancillary,”
literally means “side dishes” or “hors d'eeuvres.”

4. Classical Hebrew uses the letters of the alphabet
as numerals so that, at least theoretically, every word
composed of letters also has a numerical value. For
example, alef has a numerical equivalent of one, bet
is two, and so forth. The concept of learning lessons
from such numbers is called g'matriya.
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useful for homiletic purposes, but are not
essential for the study of halakhah and its
real-life applications.

The point of this mishnat is far from clear,
and in fact it does not appear in all recensions
of the Mishnah. (It was, for example, not
present in the version of the Mishnah that
Maimonides used as the basis for his com-
mentary.) But note that the previous mishnah
(3:22) lauded practice over study; this final
mishnah in the chapter may be inviting us to
distinguish between primary and ancillary
modes of study, by determining which have
truly practical consequences and which are
to be considered more as the pursuit of pure
knowledge.

(V)
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

3:23. The third chapter of Avot concludes with
a lesson from Rabbi Elazar Hisma: [The laws re-
lating to] bird-sacrifices and menstrual cycles
are essential matters of halakhah, If you want
to be a fruit-bearing tree, the rabbi teaches, the
first thing to do is to go to the essential matters
in the world. Delve into them and look at their
details. Don'’t write off even the smallest detail,
the finest point, the most overtly physical as-
pect of the whole . . . because that is where you
will find the tiny seeds of the fruit, which will
give rise to life, growing from the depths of the
earth. And this is true too of people—not in
broad patterns, but in the fine-grained detail:
in the laws surrounding an individual’s modest
sacrifice of a bird (the least expensive of all an-
imal offerings, specifically designated for those
who could not afford more), and in the rules
that govern the impurity that attends men-
struation (which itself symbolizes the power of
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fertility in reality). It is precisely there, in thes
details, that the essence of Jewish thought
life is to be found. -

And thus ends the third chapter of Ay
rooted in the world as it exists: ever e
out humanity and the power of creativity,
bodying the pioneering spirit ar}d its drive
alize action in the world (which'can be tho
of as the movement of a seed, hoping to
its fruit forth into the world) ... and h
that people will take it upon themselves to
in this way.

This chapter’s voice is in dialogue with
Kohelet. The two talk with one another, lo
deeply into each other’s eyes and speaking
human words honestly. These are the wo
thinkers who look at death and see two-
leading into the world: the path of futility
despair, and the path of meaning and _fr'u
ness. And so we are challenged to choos
tween the two, arousing an inner desire to
a rich, meaningful lifehnotwithstandih'g
futility inherent in all human endeavor—
that can go far beyond futility to affirm the
estimable value of existence itself. In the w
of Scripture;

A mere breath, proclaims Kohelet—
everything is as insubstantial as a

single breath. Moreover, Kohelet was :
a sage and he continued teaching the
people and listening to parables and
maxims. Kohelet sought the ideal way
of expressing himself, seeking to speak -
only the truth. Indeed, the words of
sages are like goads studded with nails,
capable of leading others forward, They
were all given by one Shepherd. And
furthermore: there is no end to the
making of books. Too much study only
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wearies the flesh. In the end, this is what
it all amounts to: fear God and keep the
commandments; this is all, concerning
humanity. Every hidden thing, whether
good or bad, will eventually be brought
to judgment. (Kohelet 12:8-14)

All those who are truly human cannot but

 cense in the world the possibility of random
- pointlessness stealing up toward them and
:: trying to seize their good intentions to live a
- meaningful, purposeful life . .. but those sen-
~ sitive to that possibility will not despair at all
- and will find the courage to construct a life that

leads forward, on the path to the Tree of Life

= © and to fruitfulness, creativity, and productivity
‘he words of = =

in the world.
And so | wish to conclude this chapter by

- citing the words of the great poet Rachel Bluw-
- stein Sela, known to all Israelis simply as Rachel,

in her poem “Kan Al P'nei HaAdamah” (“Here

_ on the Face of the Earth”):"

e N

3. The poem was originally published in the poet's

-collection Safiah: Shirim (Tel Aviv: Davar, 5687 [1926/1927]),
P 39-lThis English translation of the poem was prepared by
- Martin s, Cohen for publication in this volume.
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Here on the Face of the Earth
for M.B.

Here on the face of the earth—not in the
clouds, in air—

On the face of the familiar earth, the mother;

Both in her sorrow and her impoverished joy
to share,

That knows to comfort as no other.

Not foggy tomorrow but fully real today to
take,

Today—solid, warm, dear:

This unique, brief day’s thirst to slake,

On the face of our earth in this place, here.

Before night should come—come all and one!

In one unified, stubborn, and fully conscious
try

Of a thousand arms. Can it truly, possibly be
done,

Stone cover from well's mouth to pry?
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