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5:1. The world was created with ten 

[divine] fiats, but for what reason? Could it 

not have been created with Qust] one fiat? 
[Surely it could have been, but the point 

of using ten was] to justifY exacting 
retribution from the wicked, 

who (with their actions thus] destroy a 
world created with ten fiats, 

and to give a greater reward to the 

righteous, who [with their actions thus] 
sustain a world that was created with 
ten fiats. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:1. Numbers are the organizing principle 
in almost the entire fifth chapter of Avot. 
For most of the chapter (5:1-17), we are 
presented with different groupings of bibli~ 
cal verses, midrashic constructions, human 
characteristics, and other elements; there 
is no real thematic continuity throughout 
the groupings, and the only real common 
denominator among t~ese mishnayot is the 
fact that they are introduced numerically. 
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We begin with the number ten (ten ·. 
creation, etc.), and from there move · .. · 

numbers seven (seven aspects of .... v•>w<L~>I 
intellects, etc.) and then four (fotir 
human character, etc.). The fifth chaLnti:~rHifi 
reads very much like an anthology . · · 
binic statements about specific '"'"'.llll'"l 

sets, which have been collected 
thering this impression is the fact 
the exception of the last four mzsnnanmt 

or three of which may be late aacliti<~rts 
the tractate), there are no named 
here-a fact that must stand out in a · 
devoted to documenting the LCd.\..lillllo!~> 
"founding fathers." (See the 
this commentary, page xxiv, for ~ore ·. 
understanding of the word avot in the 
this tractate.) 

As for the content of this mishnah: · 
with an observation that the worlc;I 

·,··. 

ated, according to Genesis, by way of . 
ten utterances, each one introduce~ ·. . .. 
phrase va-yomer Elohim ("God said;;) . ·. 
obvious problem with this · 
one that is already raised in the 
Megillah 21b )-is exactly how to 
notion with the actual Torah text, 
expression occurs only nine times in 
chapter of Genesis. The Talmud's s 
to say that the creation of heaven 
in Genesis 1:1 must also have been a ~-V~"'<'"'' 
a divine utterance, which is just not 
such in the Torah. But Avot D'Rabbi 
(Version B, chapter 36) and Pirkei 
Eliezer (chapter 3) have a different 
tion: they add to the nine va-yomer 
recorded in Genesis 1 the additional ....... ,:!.~.,,. 

ance of God in Genesis 2:18, "It is not · 
for the human to be alone"-thus ,,..,.",n'u' 

at a total of ten. This is considered to · 



.. tenth and final utterance of creat,ion because 
it introduces the creation not only of the first 

·human's partner but also the ideal of human 
·partnership itsel£ This midrashic enumera
.. tion is obviously independent of the talmuc;lj.c 
__ ~nalysis of this mishnah which, for whatev~r 
: reason, was not willing to venture beyond 
;:.clfapter 1 of Genesis to fill out the list. 

c Finally, our mishnah suggests that cre
--ation through ten utterances reflects a sober 

. .and deliberate divine process, rather than a 
.. spontaneous or casual act of divine caprice. 
-It thus elevates the value of the world and, 
iii so doing, assigns ever greater reward to 

who cherish and preserve it . . . and 
· greater punishment to those who would 

. .-~antonly contribute to its destruction. 

~ 
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... The chairman spoke ... "Comrade Yudka has 

the floor." 

Yudka stood there crumbling inwardly, 

drops of sweat glistening on his brow. 

1.1;layim Hazaz, Avanim Rot/:rot (K'tavim, vol. 3; Tel Aviv: Am 
Oved, 5706 [1945/1946]), excerpts from pp. 228-232. The 
story was written in 1942. 



"You wanted to make a statement," the 

chairman prompted, giancing slantwise at him, 

"Well then, speak. We're listening." 

'~I want to state;' Yudka spoke with an effort, 

in low, tense tones, "that I am opposed to 

Jewish history .. :• 

"What?" The chairman looked about him to 

either side. 

"I'm opposed to jewish history. I want to 

explain why. First I will begin with the fact that 

we have no history at all. Because we didn't 

make our own history, the goyim made it for 

us. You can't even imagine how I'm opposed 

to it, how I reject it, and how ... how ... I don't 

respect it! Now, look. just think . .. what is 

there in it? just give me an answer: What is 

there in it? Oppression, defamation, persecu~ 

tion, martyrdom. And again and again and 
again, without end .. . . That's. what's in it, and 

nothing more! After all, it's ... it's . .. it bores 

you to death, it's just plain dull. It has no glory 

or action, no heroes and conquerors, no rulers 

and masters of their fate, just a collection 

of wounded, hunted, groaning, and waiting 

wretches, always begging for mercy. You can 

see for yourselves that it can't be interesting. 

I would simply forbid teaching our children 

Jewish history. I would just say to them, 'Boys, 

from the day we were driven out of our land 

we've been a people without a history. Class 

dismissed. Go out and play football. ... "' 

-from l;fayim Hazaz, "The Sermon"1 

2. l;fayim Hazaz, "The Sermon" (HaD'rashah), trans. Ben 
Halpern, in Israeli Stories: A Selection of the Best Contempo
rary Hebrew Writing, ed. Joel Blocker {New York: Schocken 
Books, 1962), pp. 66-71. Translation first published in Parti
san Review, no. 2p. {Spring 1956), pp. 171-187. 

3. For more about the status of the sixth chapter, see page 
xiv in the preface. ' 
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The Paths of the World: Destiny-The ..,,r ........ 

Being 
Tractate 
provisions for every jew, living in any place 
in any time. But it speaks not only to Je~<~vs~-rt .>':' 

speaks to all of humanity. Indeed, just a~ 
Torah imagines the jewish nation to exist qs 
unique covenantal partner with God in the ·· · 
going effort to realize the destiny of '""nnr~rv• 
so too does Avot. It is no wonder; then, 
last chapter of the original Tractate Avot ~·~·.__-_.,_. 
the circle with which the tractate opened. 
sixth chapter; included in this volume, is a 
addition.3

) Shimon the Righteous began by m·._ ,,·, ~~ -.-_:;--.·t·,"'·',·.~'·'~·'· 
tifying the three things on which he imagined .. 
world to stand (1:2), and now the circle 
the fifth chapter wanders from the Hebrew 
guage specifically to the language of the 
more generally, and focuses on a different kind, ·. 
symbol: numbers. 

The fifth chapter of Avot is organized 
around the language of numbers. That should .. ·· · 
be seen as a mere organizing principle, nolweJiler. 
used simply because it was easier to organize 
mishnayot that way. Rather, as I have trieq 
show throughout the whole tractate, this 
by the sages, top; reflects an ideational viewpo{n 

v ~ .... 

numbers, they are saying, are also part of, ~-

world of the Torah and jewish culture. The . 
guage of numbers is not foreign to them, and s''i·· · ···"·-~ ·:• 

they do not reject any contact with it. As with ahy': . 
symbol, though the challenge is to identify wh~( . 
exactly is being symbolized. There are hardly aF/'.: , 
sages mentioned by name in this chapter, andfqf . 
good reason: it is the most universal chapter_!!\· 
the tractate, and it calls out to generations of its_·: 
readers and invites them "to stand by the ro~W :> . 
and consider them, to inquire about ancieht_: ·<~ 
paths [and ask] which is the road to happiness.~~ :.,~· 

and then to travel it" (Jeremiah 6:16), for only' , · 



can a person fulfill the spirit's desire that the 
qily shall come on which "Adonai shall be one, 

· q_nd Adonai's name one" (Zechariah 14:9). 

' 5:1. In Jewish culture, as in other cultures, the 

·number ten is considered to symbolize com

P,Ietion and wholeness. · For example, when 

menting on the first biblical reference to 

(at Genesis 14:20), Rabbi Samson Raphael 

rsch notes explicitly that "Ten is the first 

ber [truly] suggestive of wholeness." And, 

deed, the Jewish tradition sees the number 

as suggestive of a worldview in miniature, 

that referencing "ten" artfully suggests the 

of the entire world. Not for no reason 

·the Jewish minyan, or prayer quorum, set at 
.. ,r,_.· .. thus functions as a sort of microcosm 

~ utopian world. Furthermore, according to 

the number ten has accompanied 

ty as a whole, and the Jewish people 

.· . ·particular, in their journey through history. 

example, in his commentary to Avot, Rabbi 

h Yavetz (c.1440-1508) outlined all of his
. as a succession of tens: 

~ 
Regar~ing the "ten things (that] were 

created at dusk on the eve of [the first] 

· .Shabbat" (Avot 5:8), Rabbi Joseph ibn 

. Shoshan wrote: "These ten . .. mentioned 

in this chapter are a major aspect of 

reality, because the ten intangible s'ftrot 
. support the world, the heavens and the 

earth. And they are the ten fiats, whose 

measure was not full for ten generations; 

· for they were sustained by the ten 

advocates, which are the ten s'ftrot, and 

when the support of the ten advocates 

fell silent, the Rood engulfed the world 

and there remained only Noah alone . ... 

And the ten generations from Noah to 

Abraham also fell silent until our father 

Abraham arrived and gave expression 

to the ten s'ftrot through his ten trials, 

on account of which they [i.e., Israel] 

enjoyed ten miracles that reflected 

favorably on them, while the Egyptians 

were beset by ten plagues that served 

them as accusers .... And ten miracles 

were performed in the Temple, the 

dwelling place of the Divine Presence 

that receives the overflow of divine 

abundance from the ten s'ftrot and 

where there are ten things that attract 

that overflow. And that is the reason for 

the table [in the Temple] being higher 

than its frame by ten handbreadths . . . :· 

The entire world is thus encompassed 

by the multiplicity of tens culminating in 

oneness, and the number ten is an idea

form that represents the presence of 

divine perfection in every manifestation 

of history.4 

Understood this way, the number ten thus rep

resents the human being's very first challenge: 

the requirement to come to know reality within 

the realms of both time and place. By portraying 

creation as effected through ten utterances and 

revelation as embodied in ten commandments 

issued at Sinai, the Torah tells us that Jewish his

tory is not a universe unto itself but is rather a 

part of human history-and that the role of the 

Jewish people is to be a witness to and a par

ticipant in that history, to know first-hand the 

history of humankind and thus to understand 

it from its innermost depths. The number ten 

is a symbol of the first challenge given to each 

Jew: to be present with the universal God in 

4-See Y!lvetz's commentary in his Peirush a/ Masekhet Avot, 
s.v. asarah d'varim nivre'u erev shabbat. In Yavetz's own 
commentary, that mishnah appears as Avot s:s (although 
it appears as s:s in the present volume). 



both the horrors and heights of world history, 

throughout its course. Not for nothing did 

the Jewish people go into exile, not by chance 

was its homeland destroyed, not without 

purpose did that people suffer through the 

worst horrors in the history of humanity, 

and not without reason did it take part in 

leading great revolutions in human ideas. 

The Jewish people's wandering has been a 

labor of acquiring a profound and unusual 

familiarity with human reality and its history. 

Our mishnah begins by observing that the 

world was created with ten [divine] fiats. The 

verb here should be construed not as the past 

tense, "was created," but as an ongoing event: 

"is [being] created." (The form nivra may be 

understood either as a past~tense verb, as in 

the translation presented in this volume, or as 

a present participle, as it is taken in this com

mentary.) The world is not binary, nor is divine 

speech a one~time event in the past. Rather, 

history is the branching out of the ten divine ut~ 

terances into the universe, such that both past 

and future are dependent on these utterances, 

which are ongoing. The righteous are those who 

can identify the ongoing, continuous creation 

among the many other voices in reality, and evil 

people are those who willfully shut out those 

voices of creation and embrace instead some 

sort of deterministic conception of history. A 

midrash on Psalm 119:89, preserved in Midrash 

Tehillim (119:36), puts it this way: 

What is meant by "Your word stands 

firm in heaven (d'varkha nitzav ba~sha

mayim)"? .. . The blessed Holy One said, 

"On what do the heavens stand? On the 

very word that I spoke: 'Let there be an 

expanse in the midst of the waters, and 

i~ was so"' (Genesis 1:6-7). And it is fur~ 

ther written: "For God spoke and it was" 
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(Psalm 33:9). That precise thing that God 
said, God did. And of this it is said [later ·. 

in the same verse]: "God commanded 

and it stood fast, by the word of Adonai :_ 

were the heavens made" -it is by the 

very word with which God created them 

that they are sustained forever. Hence it 

is said: "Adonai exists forever; Your word , ~ 

stands firm in heaven" (Psalm 119:89). 

Similarly, the Maggid of Mezritch wrote: 

With speech God created the worlds, 

and the power of the Doer is within the 

done thing. Thus, the power of speech 

is in heaven; and it is by dint of this 

power of speech that it [i.e., heaven] is 

sustained and has existence. That is the 

meaning of "Your word stands firm in 

heaven" (Psalm 119:89)-that [divine] 

speech is sustained in heaven. And this is_ 

the meaning of ha/'lu et Adonai ("Praise .• ' .. -
Adonai," Psalm 117:1 and elsewhere): that . ·-, , 

one should praise God with all the let; 

ters from alef to tav .... Speaking sustains 

the universe [from below] just as heaven 

sustains it [from above].5 

In other words, God whispers the 

creation-the actual words that God spoke_ -as 
the world was created: "sky . .. grass ... "-every_ 

moment anew, whispering each of those words __ 

again and again, every day and every momept .\ 

without cease ... thus opening history to the_> · 

human spirit in the context of unending trust,-- _ 

every day and at every moment. In the J ewis~ ;'

tradition, then, the number ten, which symbol:. ~ 

izes history, expresses the unlimited belief of 

God in humankind. 

s. Maggid D'varav L'Yaakov §n. Note that the Hebrew word 
et consists of the two letters a/ef and tav, which are the first 
and last letters of the Hebrew alphabet. -
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· (There were] ten generations from 
· to Abraham, 

known the extent of divine 

of those [ten] generations 

angered God, 

.· .. it was [finally] Abraham who received 
· ... · ·reward [for whatever good they did]. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:2-3. [There were] ten generations . .. to 
make known the extent of divine forbear
ance .. . In both of these mishnayot, we are 
reminded that there were two sets of ten 
generations separating the first three of 
the Torah's protagonists, Adam, Noah, and 
Abraham. And in both mishnayot we are 
also reminded that these were generations 
that largely deviated from God's hopes and 
dreams for the world, but that God patiently 
waited out ten generations before taking any 
consequential action. It is at this point that 
the parallelism between the two mishnayot 
pointedly breaks down. The advent of Noah 
in the tenth generation after Adam was the 
trigger for God to finally unleash the divine 
fury oii the sinful, violent world that had de
veloped. It seems that "divine forbearance" 
here meant only the willingness to wait until 
there was one person who was worthy of 
surviving, so that God's pent-up frustration 
could be vented without a total destruction 
of the world. In contrast, the advent of Abra
ham in the tenth generation after Noah was 
the trigger for God to enter into a covenant 
of mutual trust with a worthy human being, 
who would then have the duty of being a 
blessing to the world and to the other nations. 

It is often the case, especially in the Bible 
but in rabbinic literature as well, that verba
tim (or nearly verbatim) repetition is meant 
to draw our attention precisely to the point 
at which the exact parallelism is abandoned. 
In other words, the point of these two juxta
posed mishnayot is undoubtedly to call our at
tention to the significant change in the divine 
strategy for dealing with an imperfect and 
wayward world. The initial divine response 



to being angered, waiting for an opportunity 
"to safely destroy;' has evolved into waiting 
for an opportunity and the tools to effect sal
vation. Being such a tool was Abraham's vo
cation. And so, not only are we being taught 
here something about the evolution of God's 
thought, as it were, but perhaps more im
portantly, we are being reminded what the 
mission of the children of Abraham was in
tended to be from the very beginning-and, 
presumably, what it still is. We are also, in the 
spirit of imitatio Dei, given here good advice 
about how best to deal with the things we 
consider to be incorrigibly corrupt in our 
own local environments: it is preferable to 
patiently hope for-and indeed, to work 
for-conditions that will banish the corrup
tion, rather than to wait for the moment that 
allows us to lash out. 
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TAMAR ELAD·APPELBAUM 

5:2-3. The ten generations mentioned ir{ .· 

mishnah, together with the additional 
erations mentioned in the following nlrc·h..-.~ '" , ....... ,; .. , 

are themselves a truth whispered to the 

Everyone who knows something of the · 

of humanity knows that daily life is 

the world. Yet sometimes a human 

and takes upon his or her shoulders the 

of humanity-that is, to respond to 
divine speech-and thus sustains the .;,.,,,,.;...:·c,, 

world. It is not the human power of 

that makes history, the Torah teaches us; 

the power of human beings to carry the ·sp.i · 
within reality. · 
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j:,~k5f.4. Ten tests. Just what these ten trials were 
~::~~i$ .~ot specified here. Are we expected to 
(~kQ.ow these tests by name, or is the number 
~;:; f€!D, ill this context simply a conventional 
p/pl;inlber that need not be closely analyzed? It 
io;i~i. after all, ~otllinon in English to say things 
~;f~~~h as "I've told you ten times about this!" 
~ke,yen if we do not have ten specific instances 
i!f~~ip:mmd. In fact,_ 5:6 below quotes the Torah 
~~:~ reporting God's complaint to Moses that 
~Wth~ Israelites have "tested Me now these ten 
e,:·~~:.-. ·-. .~ 

~~flj¢~s," and that seems merely to be a rhetor-
~s"'"". . 
!21¢~1. flourish in the biblical verse intended to 
i\:;VpghJight God's frustration with the people, 
~~;If?t an allusion to ten specific instances ofis
~i~J~~lite infidelity that God had in mind while 
~ .. -_ .. ,,. 
~\~-~~aking. The contextual meaning of the 
II. ·. '-
~::~;~e.rse seems t? be that the use of the number 
~i,t~n there is meant more as an exaggeration 
;f~~;:Q.o~ of frustration than as a careful and pre-
Jt<.r;..·,· .. 

~j\:~§-~ enumeration. 
rr{l~:,_~ This did not prevent the ancient and 
~{\;peclieval rabbis from expounding our pres
~::;; .~~lt mishnah with reference to the biblical c:.:: ~.· .• . 

~~~~'f\braham narratives in order to extract ten 

~i -
i~~ .. ~ · · 
il'.'<-
it~;( .. <. 

':"'f::~:,-; .. 

· trials from them.1 As was the case with the 
ten utterances of creation, · however, virtu

ally no two of the ancient lists are identical. 
Moreover, some of the lists include material 
known only from midrashic sources and not 
from the biblical text itself Nor is it clear 
that Abraham passed all of the tests that are 
included in the various lists! For example, 
did Abraham "pass" the test of the famine 
in Canaan, when he went to Egypt and tried 
to protect his life by passing off Sarah as his 
sister? The point is certainly debatable. And 
thus it may be wisest to conclude that the 
use of the number ten here is simply a con
vehtional lo"cution for "a lot." In other words, 
Abraham is remembered as a knight of faith 
who could withstand the many trials that 
challenged that faith, and it is in that sense 
that Abraham earned his place in Jewish 
thought as an enduring paradigm and inspi
ration for his descendants. 

cw 
TAMAR HAD-APPELBAUM 

5:4. Our father Abraham, the founder of the 

Jewish people, symbolized with his life the pas

sage of a human being through history. The ten 

tests that he went through themselves symbol

ized the various permutations through which 

humanity itself has passed, and continues to 

pass, on its way to wholeness. And so the sages, 

in positing that he passed them all, sought to 

emphasize that the founder of our faith lived 

1. See, for example: the commentary of Rashi to 
Numbers 14=22 (following the talmudic discussion at 
B. Arakhin 15a); the rabbinic expositions preserved 
in Avot D'Rabbi Natan (Version A, chapter 33) and 
Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer (chapters 26- 31); and the com
ments of Maimonides and Rabbi Ovadiah ofBertinoro 
on this mishnah. 



always in the language of history, of real existence 

... and it was that challenge to remain rooted in 

history that constituted the greatest of the tests 

that he passed. Indeed, the first jew of faith was 

not someone who lived apart from history or 

sought communion with God in some out-of

the-way corner of existence. just the opposite 

236 PIR K EI AVOT 5: 4 

was true: Abraham symbolizes the i 

fully rooted in life who seeks to journey_ 

by paving a path imbued with a tenfol 

of reality, and then to bequeath it to 

scendants. A true spiritual legacy must 

be sown deep in the soil of the actual 
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~~,s;,s. Ten miracles were wrought for our 

~-.i ~tJ.cestors in Egypt · 
Ef%'~d ten [others] by the sea. 
~i: ,,_ ..... , .. 

f::~!1le blessed Holy One brought ten 
~~]J~gues upon the Egyptians in Egypt 
4~) :r;,·~ ,. • . 

iti"~~d ten [others] by the sea. 
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GORDON TUCKER 

s:s. Ten plagues upon the Egyptians in 
Egypt and ten [others] by the sea. It has to 
be frankly admitted that this mishnah is hard 
to explain. It is clear that ten plagues were 
inflicted in Egypt-that part of the story is 
right there in the text of the Torah. But that 
there were an additional ten at the sea is 
entirely extra-textual. Yet it seems that this 
was a prevalent idea among the ancient rab
bis; indeed, the Passover Haggadah quotes 
three sages (Rabbi Yosei the Galilean, Rabbi 
Eliezer, and Rabbi Akiva), each of whom 
affirms that a large number of plagues were 
inflicted at the sea. In fact, the number ten 
that we see in this mishnah has grown, in their 
exegeses, to either so, 200, or 250 miracles 
at the sea, respectively. What motivated this 
line of reasonJng is probably the fact that 
the Egyptians (aside from their firstborns) 
survi~ed the plagues iri. Egypt, but they were 
eventually doomed at the sea. Thus, if there 
were ten plagues in Egypt, there certainly 
must have been plagues (and perhaps even 
multiples of that number) at the sea. 
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5:6. Our ancestors tested the blessed 

Omnipresent ten times in the desert, 

as it is said: "They have tested Me now 

these ten times, and have not [yet] 

hearkened unto My voice" (Numbers 14:22). 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:6. As noted above (see comment to 5:4), 
it is not necessary to take this mishnah's 
prooftext from Numbers 14 as literally as 
it is taken here (which is how many of the 
commentators to the biblical passage take it, 
as well). One of the messages we are surely 
being given arises out of the contrast with 
5:4 (concerning Abraham's faithfulness), 
and especially after the intervention of 5:5 
(about God's miraculous acts on behalf of 
Israel in the land of Egypt). The founder of 
the Jewish nation, Abraham, was repeatedly 
tested by God and his faith withstood all of 
the tests. But the descendants of this knight 
of faith-even after experiencing all of the 
miracles done for them and the aftlictions 
visited on their oppressors-not only failed 
repeatedly to withstand tests of faith, but 
actually turned around and tested God! The 
juxtaposition of these three mishnayot high
lights the different responses by Abraham 
and by his descendants, and thus conveys a 
lesson about the vice of ingratitude. 
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TAMAR ELAD~APPELBAUM 

5:6. The fact that history is an act of . 
ship between God and human beings 
pends on both of them is what makes 
is, history-the stage upon which .. 
venture unfolds. And it is therefore not· · 
reason that the history of the Jewish 

calendar cycle. Jews return again and 
the sites of their ancestors' encou~ .. ~~~ · " ·"'·"'·· 

to recall them and learn from theni 
construct a similar space for such 
in their own era. In such a space not on 
God set up existence itself as a chall 
mankind, but human beings in turn 
God, just as our ancestors tested the 
Omnipresent ten times in the desert. 
of the Jewish people in the wilderness . 
tute a questioning of their faith in the 
of the partnership and a longing to 
the deterministic lot of slavery, from 
there would be no escape. But the Goa . 
universe matches each test by the oecmiE~WIItn 
miracle. (Note that the Hebrew word for .. ,.-,, ...... ,,.;.·::~.· 

nisayon; contains in its first two letters the 
for "miracle," nes.) Thus, human beings 
couraged and empowered to dare once 
act within history, by living fully within 

and space-so much so that the sages 

self in a place where a miracle has taken p 
she-asah li nes ba-makom ha-zeh (11whq·,_ .· .. 
performed a miracle for me in this place")}'AL · .· . 
long as human beings live within history ~b:4 :;\ . 
are presented with tests and miracles, thei¢ ;!{k> .. 
hope for the ongoing existence of human kina,:_);)~,·. : . 

. • -" •'- .... 
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.. Ten miracles were wrought for our 

_ in the Temple: 
·woman ever miscarried because of the 

of the sacrifi~ial meat. 
sacrificial meat never became putrid. 

· ~o fly was ever seen in the area of the 
·_ .-__ ,Temple courtyard designated for the 

.,..,.. ... ,~::,~JLLc:l of the sacrifices. 
· High Priest ever experienced an 

of unanticipated pollution on 

Kippur. 
never extinguished the burning 

·. her [atop the altar]. 

Wind never disturbed the pillar. of smoke 

[that ascended from· the altar]. 
No disqualifying defect was ever found 
in the omer offering, in the two loaves 
[offered up on Shavuot], or in the 

showbread. 
People would stand crowded together 
[in the Temple courtyard] yet there was 

always enough room [for them all] to 

prostrate themselves. 
Neither snakes nor scorpions ever caused 

harm [to anyone] in Jerusalem . 
And no individual ever said to another, 

"It is too crowded for me to find lodging 

in Jerusak:m:' 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:7. Ten miracles were wrought for our an
cestors in the Temple. In contradistinction 
to all of the previous mishnayot in this chap
ter, this one deals with matters postdating 
the biblical period and thus brings us away 
from the biblical text and its exegesis. For the 
sages of the Mishnah, these assertions about 
miracles in the Temple are memories, per
haps pious recollections passed on through a 
number of generations since the destruction. 
And, as is often the case, such reminiscences 
are less about describing actual occurrences 
than they are about giving the highest praise 
possible to the locus of the recollections. 
Whatever ambivalent feelings the creators 
of the new rabbinic paradigm may have had 
about sacrificial worship and priestly Juda
ism, they Jsually portrayed the Temple as 
a place of splendor and evinced nostalgia 



for it, now that it was gone. In this mishnah, 
the penultimate reference to ten things in 
chapter 5, we are brought back to a glorious 
past in which the unexpected happened not 
only once, but repeatedly. Thus, the miracles 
enumerated here are not earth-shaking, 
seemingly impossible ones, like the plagues 
and the splitting of the sea were. Instead, the 
phenomena described here come to be con
sidered miraculous because of their constant, 
exceptionless recurrence. In that sense, these 
miracles are more like the daily miracles of 
life itsel£ 

5:7. Rain never extinguished . . . Wind never 
disturbed . .. These two miracles are really 
about the ways in which the Temple provided 
a constant sense of the presence of, and an 
ongoing connection to, God. The fire on the 
altar that never went out was clearly a symbol 
of the constant presence of God in that place, 
since in the winter months in Jerusalem there 
must always have been the fear that torrential 
rain would extinguish the fire atop the great 
altar that stood outdoors and uncovered in 
the Temple courtyard. Similarly, the column 
of smoke that rose skyward from the altar was 
a palpable reminder of the unseverable con
nection between heaven and earth, between 
God and humanity. Again, winter winds 
would seem to have been an impediment 
to the constancy of that symbol. Hence the 
insistence that, most improbably but most 
gloriously, those winds never broke into that 
symbol of connection to the Divine. 

5:7. Neither snakes nor scorpions ... And 
no individual ever said . . . These last two 
items on the list are not about wonders that 
promoted a sense of connection to God, but 
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rather about those that furthered th~ 
community gathered together in ..-~.~•.LLJLJ" 
Were the desert landscape around 
to have been seen as dangerous, 
scarcity of space-or the high rent~ . • 
festival seasons-had kept people 
ing to the capital, one of the main 
of the pilgrimage (namely, the ~~~'""'"""''-«L 
of a sense of community) would 
thwarted. 

Taking all of these miracles 
we find that this mishnah has "·''-<U.LI'c:u 

destruction Jerusalem as a place u{ 
both the vertical axis (connection to . 
and the horizontal axis (-..uLLll.l.lUll!LY 

idarity) of religious life were 
unbreakable. 

cw 
TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM 

5:7. In light of these ten miracles [tha~f 
wrought for our ancestors, it should 
no surprise that the Temple in jerusaleiTI· · 
outside the realm of history. In fact, th~ 
site is true: ten trials were established .. h.;.~;.•·•·-' · 

test God's faithful-because behind 
(miracle) lurks a nisayon {test)-and 
history's most blood-soaked 
place there. Nor is it irrelevant to note · 
least in the popular conception, the 
was destroyed because there was an 
center-not a physical statue, but 
a statue symbolizes: ossification, which • 
in opposition to the language of con · 
coming ... and which, necessarily and 
grows from history. And it is only from a ,.,..r~or.:c··:. 

tion made within history that Jerusalem 
Temple will arise and become what 



-...~~,,,n~orl they could become. And it is for that 

that no individual ever said to another, 

. is too crowded for me to find lodging in Je~ 

-because it is Jerusalem's appointed 

in history to be rebuilt until it becomes 

space in which there is no crowding or con~ 

striction, a place whose gates any person in the 

world may enter, standing tall as an individual 

and as a bearer of the traditions of one's people 

... and feel welcome in a spirit of reconciliation, 

justice, and peace. 
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5:8. Ten things were created at dusk on 

the eve of [the first] Shabbat, and these 

are they: 

the mouth of the earth [that swallowed up 

Koral). and his band], 

the mouth of the well [of Miriam], 
the mouth of the she-ass [belonging to 

Balaam], 

the rainbow [that Noah saw after the 

flood], 

the manna, the staff [of Moses], 

the shamirworm [that hewed the stones 

for the Temple], 

the script, the writing, and the tablets. 

Some add: the demons, the burial place of 

Moses, and the ram of our father Abraham 

[that he sacrificed in place of Isaac]. 

And still others add: the pair of tongs that 

held the [first] pair of tongs [when they 

were being forged]. 

242 PIR KEI AVOT 5:8 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:8. Ten things were created at dusk on the 
eve of [the first] Shabbat. The items on this 
list have no apparent common denomina
tor, and nothing that suggests that they are 
complementary in any way. Nor are all the 
entries, strictly speaking, things. For example, 
the first three items listed all begin with the 
word pi ("mouth of"), and they all appear, or 
are alluded to, in relatively close proximity 
to each other in the Book of Numbers. But 
strictly speaking they are openings, and not 
the objects themselves. The last three items 
listed are all associated with the tablets that 
were given to Moses, but what exactly two 
of them refer to-the ones referenced as 
k'tav and mikhtav (the "script" and the "writ
ing")-is far from clear. Moreover, one of 
the ten items listed, the shamir, is not even 
hinted at in Scripture; it appears in the mid
rashic tradition as the mythical creature that 
served as Solomon's marvelous tool for hew
ing stones for the Temple, thus enabling him 
to avoid using any tools made from metal.2 
Some of the items listed make one-time or 
temporary appearances (for example, the 
mouth of the earth that swallowed up Koral)., 
or the power of speech displayed by Balaam's 
ass) and others manifested themselves mul
tiple times (such as the manna and the rain
bow). The best one can say is that these all 
figure as unusual and miraculous events. And 
the depiction here of a "last-minute" call into 
existence just as time was about to expire on 
the week of creation is itself somewhat par
adoxical, and quite anthropomorphic. The 
image is of a God who has enough foresight 

2. For more about the shamir, see the talmudic discus
sion at B. Sotah 48b and Gittin 68a-b. 



fb.:.plan for those wondrous things that will 
· · ·. needed in the course of human history, 

not quite enough foresight to have inte
them into the rhythms of the creation 
leaving them to be "last-minute addi-

to the tool kit:' This is not unlike the 
:\'-V.llllllUll human tendency to think feverishly 

eleventh hour of what we might have 
t.-..-.... .-.t-1~., ... to pack (or, to stick with the con

of "late Friday afternoon;' the common 
behavior pattern of busily thinking of 

still needs to be done before candles are 
Friday evening). 

last point begs the related question 
·-nt, -o:•h,u other things that were also wondrous 

example, the power of the Sea of Reeds 
the Jordan River to suddenly part their 

) were not also created at the last min-
before the first Shabbat. Maimonides, 

?Prc~ai<:taiJl , tOok· up this question, because 
·from regularity in nature were 

problematic for his philosophical ap
His answer, found in his commentary 
mishnah, was that every ·apparently 

occurrence was actually pro
gramnlea into creation from the very begin-

(In today's language, we might say that 
equations that describe the sun's motion 

be considerably more complicated than 
in that they include the singular-

that allowed for the lengthening of the 
when Joshua was doing battle against the 

l\)!l,Orit,es [Joshua 10:12-14], and this appar
exceptional event was in fact ordained 

~t the time of creating the sun, on the 
day of creation.) These ten are listed 

· only because their creation was-albeit 
reasons Maimonides does not attempt 

:r .. "'"'"+"'"'ll·-postponed until the very end of 
· first week of the world. 

5:8. Thepairoftongsthatheld the [first] pair 
of tongs. It is interesting that the list in this 
mishnah is the only one in the entire chapter 
that is supplemented by several addenda to 
the list of ten. This fact alone may testify to 
the list's being something of a potpourri of 
"outliers" in the natural course of events. 
But this last addendum is surely the most 
interesting of all, since it is about the most 
mundane of objects: a pair of metal tongs. 
T~e Tosefta (at I:;Iagigah 1:11) notes that a 
voluminous quantity of Shabbat laws are like 
"mountains hanging by a thread," since they 
are derived from a mere pittance of scriptural 
verses about Shabbat, without a clear sense 
of how the sages fashioned the latter into 
the former.3 It then quotes Rabbi Yehoshua's 
observation that because the production of 
every pair of tongs requires a pair of tongs (to 
hold the hot metal while it is being shaped), 
the story of how the first pair of tongs could 
possibly have been made is left hanging as a 
mystery. Rabbi Yehoshua then goes on to say 
that, indeed, that first pair must have been 
created at the beginning of time. Appar
ently, this was a folksy way of saying that all 
of the things we create, and whose causality 
is observable, must be traceable to a starting 
point. Our text here in Avot is simply a very 
shortened version of that observation. It is, 
in effect, an informal way of expressing the 
essence of what is often called the "First Cause 
Argument:' (This notion was not original to 
the rabbis and it in fact appears as early as the 
fourth century BCE in the works of Aristo
tle.) So while it is possible that this particular 
addendum to our list is telling us that God, at 

3· In some editions of the Tosefta, this passage appears 
as1:9. 
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the last ~oment, realized that future human 
tec~ology would need to start off with at 

least a pair of tongs, it is more likely that it is a 

broader contemplation of the dependency of 
everything on the starting points of creation, 

and ultimately on the Creator. 

~ 

TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM 

5:8. Hidden in history, secreted away, there are 

unique tools available for our use, tools to be 

used to pave our path-as we make our way in 

the world. And this mishnah teaches that ten 

things were created at dusk on the eve of [the 

first] Shabbat: ten tools, created along with 

God's creation of history itself, on the very day 

that God made humankind ... and each of 

them was something new, something outside 
of nature. 

The mouth of the earth was explained by 

Nabmanides (in his comment to Numbers 

16:30) as follows: "The splitting of the earth 

was not a new creation [in and of itself], but 

the earth opening its mouth to swallow [Korab 

and his followers] was something new that had 

never before existed:' And the mouth of the 

well and the mouth of the she-ass, too, reflect 

the miraculous world that can be revealed as 

it bursts through nature, as described by the 

Maharal (Rabbi Judah Loew ben Betzalel of 

Prague) in his Derekh Hayim commentary to 

this mishnah, where he explains the uniqueness 

of this entire list by pointing out the special 

time at which these items were created: 

The eve of Shabbat at dusk is above [i.e., 

more elevated, more holy than] the six 

days of nature [i.e., the workweek] just as 

Shabbat, in terms of its sanctity, is above 

the six days of creation; It therefore 
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follows that the dusk before [that fi·r~;f) 
Shabbat could not be without (its ' 

cre.ation, for Shabbat, which 

total cessation [from creative labor]; .. 
had not yet begun; yet it was [also] : ·.:;. · ·.· 
impossible for [wholly] natural thi~gs. : ... 

to be created [at that time), since it w~f 
more elevated [i.e., more holy] than 

the [preceding] six days of creation. · · 

is why [at that time] these things (r" 

in our mishnah] were created-th~y · 
not entirely natural but they are c;:lo~e 
nature, they are all physical objects and 

as such are part of nature, but insofar · 

as they are unlike other physical obje~ts··' 

they also stand outside of nature. And ·.-,., 

[this is what the text is trying to conve{ -' · 
when] it says that they were created af .· .. . 

dusk on the eve of Shabbat. 

The entire list is unique in that it does not 
dermine the natural order of things t;ha.t ' · 

within history, but instead constitutes a . · 

stratum of the miraculous, set at its appo · 

time within history specifically to prevent.! 
versible catastrophe. At every level of ·' . 

there exists some miraculous apparatus · 

protects the world from the destructive o·ower" ':-::~>:~k'";r>,;,· 

of humanity, and that is activated only one c:• ntT,,, .,._,.,,.,,,,, 

time-as a sign of warning- and never . 

after. These miracles do not appear at hu • 

kind's finest, most exalted moments but 

at its most horrific ones, when base human 

tivity makes the very foundations of existen 
tremble, and they scream out at humanity .that · . 
history is in danger of being upended into c~fri:. .... ···= ,......,, .. ,.., ... c·., 

plete oblivion. At these miraculous mo ....... , ....... ~ · .. '·"·''"'"' 

existence itself is caught up in God's exal 

plan for the world and, as being itself is 

by a frenzied fear of nothingness and ag11tatmn 



. before the designs of human beings, eternal 

God-the God of the world-whispers to the 

· universe that it shall nonetheless endure. That 
... -_ . . 
is the meaning of the verse that speaks of God 

"~uspending the earth over emptiness" (Job 

. . · 2.6.:7), and this is how God acts in history: God's 
. voice, and the stratum of the miraculous that is 

. .hidc!en within it, speaks to intervene in history, 

while the hands of humankind will determine 

~~ether the voice will be heard, and whether 

~n_d how it will ·be answered. 
~.· .History itself,' symbolized by the "complete" 

·.''number ten, concludes with the stratum of the 

o~e~~ime miracle hidden in reality from the very 
· · .&egf~ning, so that it might come to the defense 

, , ·t:he story of humankind and the world at 

. P!~cfsely the correct moment. By invoking the 

···.·''""' '· .. ····"·''·"''····· nyn)ber ten and its meaning, the sages inform 
· uii',that Jews must be concerned with the to-

.t~iicy of human events, investing their energy in 

.· th~se broad 'concerns in order to preserve and 

develop them. It is not jewish history alone, but 

· .a.il:(}f human history that should be of concern 
.. :·. · --... 
~o·~e~ch individual jew. Israel's status as an an-

~!E# people means that they have lived through 
, · · tire periods when jews were witnesses to the 

~tqries of peoples and lands different from their 

.·. o~n. Jews have witnessed history as a miracle. 

They have witnessed history as a test. Their role, 

~h.en-as witnesses-should lead them to learn, 

from the past, about the future ... and to make 

real, in the present, all that has been learned. 

The jewish people's unique dwelling place in 

history was never intended to be a sealed-off 

bastion, but rather a broad window through 

which to gaze upon the vastness of the world, 

a sanctuary that can benefit all humankind by 

encouraging all to examine their own story and 

to find in the welter of their languages life-paths 

for all. The great historian Simon Dubnow, 
writing at the dawn· of the twentieth century, 

addressed precisely these concerns: 

The privilege of belonging to a people 
to whom the honorable title of the "vet

eran of hjstory" has been conceded puts 

serious responsibilities on your shoul

ders. You must demonstrate that you are 

worthy of your heroic past. The descen

d~nts of teachers of religion and martyrs 
I 

of the faith dare not to be insignificant, 

not to say wicked .. . . In all places and at 

all times, in joy and in sorrow, you must 

aim to live for the higher; the spiritual 

interests. But never may you deem your

selves perfect. If you become faithless 

to these sacred principles, you sever 

the bonds that unite you with the most 

vital elements of your past, with the first 

cause of your national existe!1ce.6 

6. Simon M. Dubnow, jewish History: An Essay in the Phi
losophy of History (London: Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1903), 

pp. 158-159· 
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5:9. Seven qualities characterize the dolt 

and seven, the sage: 
The sage does not speak in the presence of 

one greater in wisdom, 
does not interrupt a colleague, 
is not over-anxious to respond [to a 

question], 
asks pertinent questions and responds 

on-topic, 
addresses first things first and last things 

last, 
says "I have not heard" when that is so, 

and [freely] admits the truth. 
The dolt behaves just to the contrary. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:9. This is the first of two lists of seven, and 
it contains some very direct assertions as to 
what constitutes smart, cultured behavior, 
on the one hand, and boorish behavior, on 
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the other hand. The word golem · 
pears in the translation as "dolt'!) : · 
and appropriately, translated as · 
denotes something that has been, 
compressed into a poorly defined 
is a clod, or lump, of earth). It . · 
describe things of which the raw: · 
are all there, but the artisanship ' . 
make them into useful vessels is Uw..LL ~·"-" 

Among such things are lumps of · -."'-1"''"·"'+'"-~ 
have not yet been imprinted with . 
image will make them into coins~ 
building on an image found 
Mishnah, in which God is said to 
beings as humans mint coins (see u~~;cu,q.LJ.lll 
4=S),golem also comes to mean an.,.._· , .. ~.,.,~~" 
human being-that is, a lump of . · 
does not exhibit the refiuement •u"~-'·"!o<!~"': 
thing carrying the image of God -~~- ,..,~. , .. 
hibit. (The much later legend of . . 
of Prague extends the usage of this . . · 
apply to what is literally a uUJwa,uvtu· 

thing with the outer form of a 
but specifically lacking the .... ,Ju~u 
Divine.) 

The last two characteristics of the · 
admitting ignorance and error, 
are both lacking in the clod-are 
hardest to cultivate in ourselves. 
evidence of the humility to 
which we do not know, as well as the 
to face the truth and to concede 
have been wrong. 

cw 
TAMAR ELAO,APPELBAUM 

5:9. From the number ten, symbolizing 
Avot moves on to the number seven, lAth 
symbolizes the human being's unique ab)l 



history and elevate it toward the 

We begin our appreciation of that spe~ 

·· ~ific number, so crucial in terms of its signifi~ 
in Jewish life, by citing the words of the 

poet lea Goldberg (1911-1970) in one of 

h,er most famous poems, Mekhorah Sheli ("My 

.Homeland"): 

My native land, impoverished land 

of beauty-

The queen has no palace; the king, 

no crown. 

li: has seven days of spring each year 

A.!J4 all the rest, storms and rain. 

,_. But for seven days the roses bloom, 

.> Arid for seven days the dew shines forth, 

And for seven days windows are open, 

·. And all your beggars stand up in the street 

And carry their pallor into the good light, 

And all your beggars rejoice. 

My native land, impoverished land of -

beauty, 

The queen has no home; the king, 

no crown. 

·· It has only seven festival days each year 

.· ·· And all the rest, toil and hunger. 

But for seven days the candles are blessed, 

And f?r seven days tables are set, 

And for seven days hearts are open, 

And all your beggars stand in prayer, 

And your sons and your daughters are 

bridegrooms and brides, 

And all your beggars are brothers.' 

· 7. The Hebrew poem, also known as MiShirei Eretz Ahavati 
·. ("From the Songs of the Land I Love"), was first published 
·: in 1951 and may be found in Goldberg's Shirim (Tel Aviv: 
,. Hakibbutz Hameuchad-Hashomeir HaTza·ir, 1973), vol. 2, 

·. pp. 199-200. The translation of the first four stanzas of the 
poem was prepared by Martin S. Cohen for this volume. 

It is no accident that the Jewish tradition 

is filled with the number seven: the seventh 

day, the seven~year cydes of Sabbatical and 

jubilee years, the seven days of festivities after 

a wedding, and so many others-all of which 

symbolize personal or communal transitions 

toward new stages of meaning. Rabbi Samson 

Raphael Hirsch explains in his commentary to 

Exodus 12:16 that a cycle of seven days is always 

a period in which the process of attaining a new 

(or renewed) level is brought to its completion. 

In that sense, the number seven is the promise 

that God sets forth in Isaiah 65:17, "Behold I am 

creating a new heaven and a new earth"-that 

is, a new horizon hiding behind the thicket of 

reality. This horizon will be dependent both on 

human will and the power to actualize it, and 

thus symbolizes human responsibility: if only 

human beings will it and take it upon them~ 

selves, they surely have the ability and talent 

to uncover in all things the image of God-the 

idea of the Divil1e that inheres in all things, the 

holiness hidden in everything. Even in the most 

unfortunate reality, people can find majesty 

for themselves-and for the whole world-in 

something as ordinary as the marriage bond 

(that is to say, the encounter between two 

persons), or in Shabbat rest (that is, the en~ 

counter between a person and time), or in the 

observance of the Sabbatical year (that is, the 

encounter between a person and a place). The 

number seven is a second challenge to humans, 

after they have come to recognize the reality 

of existence (as conveyed through the number 

ten): to uncover that which is sacred. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that 

there are seven qualities that distinguish the 

sage from the dolt. The Hebrew word translated 

here as "dolt" is go/em, which suggests the raw 

material that makes up a person. The mishnah 



seems to be suggesting that a wise person is 

that material carefully shaped and refined, and 

elevated to the supernal idea hiding within it, 

while the dolt is that material left unrefined 

and unshaped. All seven qualities listed here 

speak to an individual's ability to direct him or 

herself away from instinct toward that which 

is more refined and unique, to grow from raw 

material to well-crafted form. They all speak 

to the ability to treat others with dignity and 

respect; they require moderation and patience, 
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clarity in thought and in speech, hon 

integrity, restraint and careful consi·C1Pr·,>-:.~:o 

And engaging in this kind of inner work 

personal refinement can lead from the · 

ness of daily life toward the realizatioh·, 

image of God imprinted on all people. 

unfolds in the interstices between the 

the sage, and it is there that it is 

whether all humankind shall attain new 

or be plunged into disaster. 
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·f1~ti ft'Q~iptl ,j}, 
Seven kinds of [divine J retribution 

on the world in response to 
categories of transgression: 

tithe [their produce] and some do 

, then the kind of famine brought 
drought ensues-leaving some 

and some sated. 
· [all] decide not to tithe, then the 
of famine brought about by civil 

and drought ensues . 
. ·. [if they all decide J not to take ~allah 

from dough [before baking it into bread], 
then the kind of faniine that leaves only 
death in its path ensues. 
Pestilence comes to the world when 
capital cases involving [the specific] 
methods of execution ordained by 
Scripture are not tried [properly] in court, 
and [when people are lax about the laws 
that pertain to] Sabbatical-year produce . 
The sword comes to the world because 

of delays in the administration of justice, 
because of the perversion of justice, and 

because of those who teach Torah in a way 
contrary to the halakhah. 
Vicious.animals come to the world 

because of vain oaths and the profanation 
of God's name . 
Exile comes to the world because of 
idolatry, sexual immorality, murder, and [a 

failure to observe the laws regarding] the 
land lying fallow [during the Sabbatical 

year] . 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:10. We have here a list of famines (of three 
different levels of severity), pestilence, 
warfare (literally "the sword"), destructive 
wild beasts, and exile. All of these are pun
ishments mentioned in the Torah, and here 
the mishnah attempts to rationalize them by 
associating each with various kinds of sin. 
Note that there is no attempt here to _cor
relate the sufferings of individuals with sins 
that they have committed; rather, there is a 
suggestion that collective sufferings (from 
famine, plague, war, etc.) are correlated to 
collective failures. This is possibly a practical 



. approach, in that asserting discernible cor
respondence between. sin and suffering on 
the level of the individual is easily refutable; 
it is considerably more plausible at least to 
make the general observation that corrupt 
and evil societi~s do not, in the end, survive. 
It is also worth noting that a good number of 
the retributions enumerated here follow the 
familiar biblical and post-biblical pattern of 
midah k'neged midah ("measure for measure"). 
Withholding tithes (which provide food for 
the Levites and the poor) results in famine; 
when justice is perverted, the result will 
be war in which there is no discrimination 
among victims; and neglecting to give the 
land its Sabbatical rest, and thus arrogantly 

. asse~g ownership over what is ultimately 
God's land, results in exile-that is, the com
plete loss of connection to the land. 
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puranut, has the same root 

the word p'riah, meaning a 

"distortion" in form or structu 

gesting that the seven kinds of [divine] r.• ,,.,.,~-.~--, 

tion mentioned here are more the 

and injustice, than actual criminal 

the seven categories of transgression 

ated with those disasters are to be 

similarly, as a list that by its nature :.u~~ges.rs 

the kinds of things that happen in the wo 

linked to, and depend on, the kinds 

that human beings do-whether acts 

tice and righteousness, or acts that are .. · 

Abandoning others, materialism, 

injustice, and other kinds of flawed hu 

havior are all part of a. broad social and 
ecosystem upon which rests the fate of .. _., ..... -· .. '""·""-'·-,~-

beings in nature. No individual may .. ov ........ " ' 

oneself from the responsibility of hu · 

to nature. We must recognize that the 1-··r::•-.,.t>':'. 
of ethics is the internal language of 
and without it, all of existence will d1c:in•t<i<rr::lt·o 

just as destructively as a river "'"'r"·"""''" 
banks. 
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. 5:1~. Pestilence rages in the world at four 

. , ~pecific points [in the Sabbatical cycle]:_ 
.. ',· m the fourth year, in the seventh year, at 

_ · the end of the seventh year, and at the end 

_.of the Festival [of Sukkot] each year. 
·. · I!) the fo~ year-because of Uaxity 

r_egarding] tithes to the poor in the third 
year. 

) n the seventh year-because of Uaxity 
· regarding] tithes to the poor in the sixth 

·_ year . 
. At the end of the seventh year- because 

' ·''"-~' I · .. V·e·- . of [laxity regarding] Sabbatical-year 

produce . 
. At the endofFestival [ofSukkot] each 

year-because of theft of gifts [that the 

Torah designates J for the poor. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:11. Although we have now moved from lists 
of seven to lists of four, this is really a continu
ation of the thought of the previous mishnah, 
even though the only agricultural infraction 
cor~elated with pestilence delineated above 
was misappropriation of the produce of the 
Sabbatical year, which was meant to be the 
common property of all. Modem readers may 
be surprised by the prominence given here 
to laws pertaining to agricultural taxes, but it 
should not be surprising given the paradig
matic mode of charity in a society that began 
as an agrarian one, and still was one in many 
ways (at the time of the Mishnah). When the 
Talmud (at B. Yevamot 4 7a) lays out the pro
cedure for responding to a person express
ing a sincere wish to embrace Judaism as a 
convert, the oilly commandments explicitly 
mentioned as part of that person's curricu
lum in Judaism are the rules concerning gifts 
to the poor from one's harvest. Caring for the 
poor was considered to be the mark of a holy 
and civilized society. If that were neglected, 
then the society had lost its claim on divine 
protection. More on this follows in the very 
next mishnah. 
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5:12. People fall into four categories, based 
on their dispositions: 
The one who says ''What's mine is mine 
and what's yours is yours"-this is the 

disposition of a middling individual; 
but some say it is the disposition of [the 

people of] Sodom. 
"What's mine is yours and what's yours is 

. '' . mme -an tgnoramus. 
"What's mine is yours and what's yours is 
[also] yours" - a pious individual. 
"What's yours is mine and what's mine is 
[also] mine" -a wicked individual. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:12. The one who says "What's mine is 
mine and what's yours is yours"-this is the 
disposition of a middling individual; but 
some say it is the disposition of [the people 
of) Sodom. "What's mine is mine and what's 
yours is yours" does indeed seem to be a 
moderate, average way of thinking. It neither 
schemes against others' goods nor takes on 
self-sacrificial altruism. Indeed, one might 
well think that it would be a pretty good 
world if only everyone thought this way! 
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·:1 
But then comes the perspective introduced -~~ 
with "but some say," and that paints a very /fl 
different picture of such a world-one based ·: ·:~ 
on the many rabbinic le&ends about the city.~{~; 
of Sodom (see, for example, the talmudic> :~ 
material at B. Sanhedrin 109a-b ). The Bible <:~ 
depicts Sodom as a place of violence and /:\: 
depravity, but the rabbinic traditions about :'j 
Sodom are much subtler and in many ways . ::i 
far more interesting. They posit that the peo- ! :;: 

ple of Sodom did not ignore the law entirely, · -~~: 
but rather followed it so strictly that their · 
behavior resulted in the over-privileging of ;)J 
those who were better off while those who ... 
were impoverished were completely shut out .. 
legally. This is a common rabbinic trope. In ·:. :.~ 
another talmudic passage, for example (R .• . · · 
Bava Metzia 30b ), we are told that Jerusalem .·. 
was destroyed because Jewish society at that ... 
time followed the law strictly and did not 
have a practice of acting lifnim mishurat hadin, . , 
of inviting others inside the line drawn by the 
law. (See the brief discussion of this idea.An . . , 
the commentary on 1:1 above.) ·: 

Middat Sodom, the disposition of Sodom, :, 
thus came to be synonymous for the rabbis · i 
with grudging behavior in a case of zeh ne- · · 
heneh v'zeh lo baser-that is, when one can . 1 
bestow a benefit on someone else without . '.{ 
suffering any loss, yet still declines to do it. (A ;! 
simple example would be my refusing to let 

., 

you have your guests park in my driveway on a _; 
i 

weekend when I am out of town; legally, I can =! 
' certainly refuse to do so, but it hardly seems _; 

justifiable from a moral standpoint.) Even -.., 
though "it is the disposition of [the people . .. 1 
of) Sodom" is reported here as a secondary 
view, this became such a dominant position · 
that the rabbis formulated the principle of 
kojin al middat Sodom, which in principle em- · . 



. powers the court to enforce the expectation 
. .rl,lat people will not say "what's mine is mine 
;. artd what's yours is yours" as a justification 

·· , fo~ not p.elping others at no expense to them
· . ~elves. Behaving in this way is considered to 
· qe mean-spirited, and a betrayal of the bonds 
.. of solidarity and trust that are the glue of any 
: enduring society. This codification of the 

.. :_.idea that a society can be punctilious about 
-~the law and still be corrupt was perfectly and 

· . ~emorably captured by the American jurist 
. . . . Grant Gilmore in these words: "In hell, there 

_,.-, ... . _,_,,., · -~: -~be nothing but law, and due process will 
~ ---··· . ;c.,,,,~ . .. . /: be"meticulously observed."4 

· 5il2. "What's mine is yours and what's yours 
', is mine" -an ignoramus. On the meaning 

-. ~·, .•. _.,_,..,· 1 ·>'-'J'.~ -·: . <. ofthe term am ha-aretz, see the commentary 
· ·. :: 9'rt 3:14 above. The position set forth here 
· ::)s completely. unstable and is based in igno
. · · ia~ce. If I must give you what I have, and you 

· p:tust in turn give me what you have (which, 
-9f course, would include what I just gave 
you), no equilibrium can ever be reached. 
·A pointless and absurd passing of goods 

) from one person to another ~ould result 
. .. from people actually trying to live by such 

~_ .. a. maxim-which, of course, they would not 
. ·.and could not be able to do. And that is the 
·; . essence of the ignorance 'that is on display. 

. 4· Gtant Gilmore, The Ages of American Law (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), p. 111. 
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5:12. 

Amidst four winds, there is a median pole 

A median pole for the soul of all that lives 

Every soul in the bond of life 

And the bond of life in the median pole.8 

From the number seven, which symbolizes the 

ability of human beings to uncover the holy 

and make it manifest in reality, we move on 

to the number four. Four symbolizes the third 

challenge to human beings: to forge a path in 

reality toward the cultivation of positive char, 

acter traits-or, in other words, to learn the 

language of ethics, of middot. The number four 

symbolizes all of the forces in space that exert 

a pull on the human being, and an individual's 

movement to seek out the midpoint among 

them. Rabbi Tzadok Hakohen Rabinowitz of 

Lublin (1823-1900) describes this process, in a 

remarkable passage in his Sibat Ma/akhei Ha
Shareit, as follows: 

Every space is bordered by four edges

which is the nature of the created 

[world], which is bordered by the 

four winds. Every created object must 

[therefore] have four edges ... and there 

are four elements and four categories of 

things-mineral, vegetable, animal, and 

the ability to speak-and four seasons .. . 

and this extends to become a basic 

fundamental characteristic of all created 

things, that they are characterized by 

fours and thus may be considered "me, 

dial:' This means that all existent things 

8. Excerpt from Dahlia Ravikovitch, "Amud HaTikhon" 
("The Central Pillar"); the complete Hebrew poem may be 
found in Dahlia Ravikovitch, Kol HaShirim Ad Koh {Tel Aviv: 
Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1995), pp. 17-18. 



contain two that are really four, because 

every extreme must have two different 

properties, and the median position has 

something of each edge .... This being 

the case, it must be composed of two 

that are four, since each [of the two) 

is itself composed of two, since at one 

edge the two [powers) are especially 

present. Thus, when the median con

tains that power the second power too 

is included, and so it is composed of all 

four opposite powers, two matching 

two. Understand this, for it is a profound 

insight in the study of creation.9 

In this four-sided space, then, the sages do not 

sketch a portrait of an ideal person but rather of 

the various types of persons and the particular 

ways in which personality traits are manifest. 

In this way, the sages convey to us the idea 

that, after attaining some knowledge of reality, 

people must next come to know themselves. 

The work of refining our character cannot be 

undertaken unless we know which aspects of 

our character are most deficient, and so we 

are thus able to set out to improve them. The 

language of ethics is a language of truth only to 

the extent that it can rely on one's total self

awareness and honesty. 

Taken together, then, these rnishnayot about 

ten, seven, and four sketch out a blueprint for 

the human soul-a sort of hall of mirrors for 

one's soul, as it were. Both the individual and 

the group are asked to look into that hall and to 

identify where their personalities are lacking ... 

and then to work to adjust and correct them, 
accordingly. And so this rnishnah observes that, 

9. Rabbi Tzadok Hakohen Rabinowitz of Lublin, Sibat 
Malakhei HaShareit (ed. Lublin, 5687 [1926/1927]; repr. B'nei 
B'rak: Yahadut, 5727 [ 1966/1967 J), pp. 57-58. 
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based on their natural dispositions, people~ 
into four categories. At the outset, a no··~~-··= 

character traits are evaluated in relation to 

ership: how a person decides to di'lide up 

material world with other human beings is 

starting point in the journey toward good 

acter. The first attitude toward property 

ed-"What's mine is mine and what's 

yours"-is the most illusory. Indeed, one m 
have taken this as a neutral o~tlook, in wh ·· 
everyone has their own property and ... v ••nu ... n • .-·., 

recognizes what belongs to someone else:-..~ ........ _ _,_. 

will surely find this to be ideal. But the ml•;nnni'I·•·-".J 

asks us to delve more deeply: such a worlct'i~ 
place of apathy and indifference, a world 

does not ask about what others have. Do . 

neighbors have what they need? Can they s 

vive? And what if they have nothing? M 

do I have more than what I need_:_and · .s8; "' . · 
then what? The first personality type desci"i~i.~-
in our mishnah thus bespeaks a world in whlf_h'?- · 

thin patina of order masks panic. Sodom in o[ir 

world is the place in which disasters, econ\)mk-

and otherwise, do not undermine the pr~~~fi{ 
. . :;·:.~·: . 

order: one has what one has, even if ~ .. •·~·····. 

face ruin. But to claim "What's mine is 

and what's yours is mine" -that is, to deny the 
concept of ownership altogether-that t~cf'is 

- . '. 

derided, as the approach of an ignoramus::~TI:i~ · 

sages' critique here is astute: we cannot allow. · 
..--:: -

ourselves to be na"ive about the question · 

ownership in the world. The simpleton dre~r_n~ -~- · 

of a world without private property at all~ ~b~(_ ·: · 
since such an outlook is generally at odds ~i'i:f{ 
human nature, this approach effectively sign,_a!f_' ' · 

the abandonment of humanity because, by ~C . · 
facing the line between one person'~ prope~tY,. ·. 

and another's, it suggests that people can ayqid 

responsibility for their own property entirelx: · 

But in fact, people must assume responsibili:ty :. ·· 
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for what they own. The attitude of a pious in-

dividual who says "What's mine is yours and 

. what's yours is [also] yours" sounds altruistic 

~nd kindhearted, a~ it means that such a person 

_is prepared to give up one's own possessions. 

yet the sages, by not bringing this approach 

.· to the fore, were probably signalling that they 

were not particularly enamored of this extreme, 

_even if does constitute an impressive spiritual 

achievement for someone to act that way. 
In the end, none· of these traits is recom

mended unequivocally because the sages 

did not see that as their task. Instead, they 

; posed questions and challenges, point ing in 

the proper direction for all-important worldly 

ethical discussions. They thus called upon their 

descendants to continue this conversation, 

compelling us to keep working to find ways 

to put proper moral traits into action. With 

today's two great concentrations of the jewish 

people, in Israel and in North America, having 

established themselves economically, the ques

tion of property and ownership in our own time 

must continue to occupy the jewish people 

amongst ourselves and our societies as a main 

responsibi lity for all and as a critical human task 

that waits for no miracle. 
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5:13. People fall into four categories, 
based on their temperament: 

Easy to anger and easy to appease
one's loss cancels out one's profit. 

Difficult to anger and difficult to 
appease-one's profit cancels out 

one's loss. 

Difficult to anger and easy to appease

a pious individual. 

Easy to anger and difficult to appease

a wicked individual. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:13. Like 5:12 and 5:14- 15, we are given here 
a neat two-by-two matrix constructed from 
two different terms that can be combined in 

four different ways. Here, the subject is the 
human disposition with respect to the wax
ing and waning of anger. The best of these is, 
of course, to be difficult to anger and easy to 
appease. Such a person is called a basid, a per
son of piety (in this case, a kind person whose 
kindness is a function not solely of natural 
niceness but, also, of that individual's piety). 
God is described in certain rabbinic texts 
in these terms (see, e.g., Midrash Tanl).uma, 
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Kedoshim §5), and God also is sometime~ ·· · 
to act out of basidut, out of forgiving -. 
(a prominent theme in the SeliJ;wt 
the Days of Awe). This mishnah's rP<>f'n-;.;.-..,,,,.,,~., 

is therefore yet another example of ........... "' 
Dei presented as a serious aspirational 

~ 

TAMAR HAD-APPELBAUM 

5:13. We turn now from property to 

ships, and here too humankintl is 
life's four extremes and the interstices oetwP,~>n-·:· ,., ... ,·_~·-_,._,, ,"'"""' 

them. Those who are easy to anger and 

appease will derive no advantage from rno"~···'''"·"'• 

ability to be appeased, and their relationsh 

the world will always be tainted by the fact 

they are given to sudden flaring up (and s""'"'"' ··· '''"''''"-'" 
quent subsiding) of anger. The next type on 

list, those who are difficult to anger and 

to appease, have a certain advantage 1 _ 

as they do not rush to respond 

The first two types described in this 

suggest a preference for the emotional 

over the dryly rational one, in which -_ 

always proceed with caution and are thus ·· 

to protect themselves and their envi 

On the other hand, those who are difficujt 

anger and easy to appease occupy the m 

ground between the extremes, where 

are not absolute and people display a 

attitude toward their fellows, and these ... ~~'"''~ ' " , 
are pious. It should be noted that such 

can be provoked, but anger doesn't come 

quickly and, when it does arrive, such peop!~,;c~-
know how to seek apology and forgivene~s)> · 
But truly lamentable are those who are 

to anger and difficult to appease, who chu~n,>- , 
from one bout of anger to the next and have ./. .. ·· 

difficulty setting their feet on the firm grou-rid ( ~:~t~:',~~ 
of human kindness toward all living things. 

t 
~ t 

i 

' ' t 
t 
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Moses punished for his one significant lapse 
from being a perfect exemplar and teacher 
of faith. The exception proves the rule, as it 
were. During the rest of his life, Moses pro
vided nothing but excellent role-modeling 
of the life of faith. The one time in which sin 
could possibly be accounted to him, it had 
grave consequences for him. 

5:20. But anyone who leads many others to 
sin will never be granted the wherewithal 
to repent adequately. On the surface, the 
idea that the wherewithal to repent would 
be withheld from anyone seems repugnant 
to the whole ethos of Pirkei Avot, if not that 
of Judaism itsel£ A similar problem famously 
arlses out of the biblical story of Pharaoh's 
heart being hardened by God, and Pharaoh 
then sufferiiig punishment for the acts of 
cruelty brought about by his hardened heart. 
In the case of Pharaoh, however, Maimonides 
felt it important to explain that God did not 
maliciously create a situation of duress to 
entrap a victiri:lized Pharaoh. Rather, he said, 
Pharaoh's own choice, initially, to remain 
cruelly indifferent to the sufferings of the 
mistreated slaves led to his downfall .. (This 
was suggested to Maimonides by the fact that 
for.the first five plagues, the Torah's language 
is either the soft, passive "his heart was hard
ened;' or, in one instance, a direct "Pharaoh 
hardened his heart;' whereas beginning with 
the sixth plague, we find the formulatioD: 
"Adonai hardened his heart!' See Mishneh 
Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 6:3.) Eventually, 
Pharaoh's "addiction to cruelty'' did what 
all addictions do-namely, it created the il
lusion that someone else (in this case, God) 
was now compelling a certain act;ion. That is 
always a powerful illusion, but it is an illusion 
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nonetheless, and one brought on entireiy · 
one's own initial choices. ·· 

In our own case here, what shall we 
passage in the Talmud (at B .. Yoma 87a) 
orfully posits that the reason for denyll:lg 

. "teacher of sinful behavior" the nn1"'1nrt ........ ~ 

to repent is "so that one not be in 
while one's students are in hell:' (The 
brew word used here for "hell" is ffeiJ?.im,r..n 

and we will see thls very kind of·-.. ,.., ............ 
the following mishnah.) Indeed, once 
person has induced another to sin and 
to end up in a place of punishment, it · 
not seem right for the one who brought . 
to grief to be able to rehabilitate onese:t£: __ 
to then look down from heaven on the suffef{ · .. · 
ings of the students who were taught to ~iri : ; . 
But this still does not comport with the foup-:' ·. · 
dational idea that each of us can choose · i:6 \ 
change our lives-a privilege of which bSili., . 
teachers and students can avail themselveS: 
without any statute of limitation. 

Perhaps another way to read 
to note the very-indefinite quality of the 
ject of the verb maspikin, which is -:1n1..,rnnri: 

ately rendered here in the passive voice: 
never be granted the wherewithal:' It 
does not have to be read as an active Wi_tp::. · · ·· 
holding of the power to repent from on hlgli;·_ · 
but can be taken to signify something mu~li . 
more understandable on a realistic level. Orie 
who has taught others to sin has created_:a ._ -·~-·~;:; 
community and a fellowship · far remo~ed . ,:: :;£{;:; 
from the virtuous and righteous life. It is not> :··.:.·:}-t 
that such a person will be prevented froni · ~:· 
repenting, should he or she be inclined to do ' : . 
so. Instead, we are here warned that such a ._. 
person will get no help or impetus from oth- .. · 
ers to do so, precisely because the circle that 
that person has personally created is OJ?-e that . 
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5:20. Anrone who leads many others 
to virtuous behavior will never 

[inadvertently] inspire sin, 
·. • · ··: · but anyone who leads many others to sin 

· · will never be granted the wherewithal to 

... '· · repent adequately. 
.. · Moses behaved virtuously and insp4'ed 

virtuous behavior in many others and 
[therefore] was their merit accounted to 
him, as it is said: 

. · "He inspired the righteousness of 
Adonai by bringing God's laws to Israel" 

(Deuteronomy 33:21 ). 

·But Jeroboam the son ofNebat sinned and 
led many others to sin and [therefore] was 
their sin accounted to him, 
as it is said: "For the sins that Jeroboam 
himself committed and for those that he · 

led Israel to commit" (1 Kings 15:30 ). 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:20. Anyone who leads many others to 
virtuous behavior will never [inadvertently] 
inspire sin. This teaching seeks to focus us 
on the actions that are the consequences of 
our own personal choices, and also on the ac
tions that others will take-either based on 
our advice or by adopting the model that we 
present by our own behavior. This statement 
may assume- intentionally or implicitly
previous teachings about the responsibility 
that leaders and teachers have, to ensure that 
their words and deeds do not lend them
selves to mischievous misinterpretation. (In 
this regard, see 1:11,4:5, and 4:16 above.) 

If one inspires meritorious acts by doing 
them and teaching them, without carelessly 
leaving unilltended and dangerous ambigu
ities, then any sinful act committed by others .. 
will not be accounted to such a teacher, since 
the model presented was appropriate. Moses 
is here presented as a paradigm of such a 
person. That he was seen as such a paradigm 
sheds additional light on Jacob Milgrom's 
understanding of Moses' sin at the waters 
of Merivah, · as described in Numbers 20. 

Milgram asserts that in Moses' (and Aaron's) 
rhetorical question to the Israelites-"Shall 
we bring you water out of the rock?" - it 
was use of the word "we" that was the fatal 
error, because it inadvertently suggested to 
the people that Moses and Aaron themselves 
had the power, independent of God, to pro
duce the water from the rock? Thus was 

7· Milgrom's understanding is based in part on the 
comments of the twelfth-century French commen
tator Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, and others; see The 
JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (Philadephia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1990 ), pp. 448ff. 



to its natural worth and its inherent 

interest .... Indeed, the prophet declared 
that "your children's peace shall be rav" 
(Isaiah 54:13) and specifically not "your 

children's peace shall be gadol." The 

latter reading [i.e., had the verse said 

gado/] would have suggested that 

the peace [of future generations] will 

come about in the context of universal 

agreement regarding the basic principles 

of the world ... and that peace itself 

can only exist when [the world uses] 

the same words to express [the same] 

universally accepted ideas. But truthfully, 

that [kind of universal agreement] would 

in fact diminish wisdom and intellectual 

growth in the world, because the light 

of the intellect can only truly shine forth 

[when it is permitted to do so] in all di

rections and in its fully variegated reality. 

And this is what the verse cited above 

implies [by its specific use of rav, rather 

than gadol, to describe shalom]. 

Moreover, the traditional midrashic 

understanding of the verse-reading the 

word for "your children" (banayikh) as 

though it said "your builders" (bona
yikh)-points in this interpretive direc

tion as well: it suggests the image of a 

building constructed of many parts, thus 
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symbolizing how ultimate truth ... n:i. · 
be constructed from diverse viewpoints : . 
and'-epinions, all· of which are acceptec(_ ·. 
as the words of the living God, all · 

reflecting different styles of analysis, of · 

pedagogy, and of study-each of which··::.:_- ... ·· 

is accorded a place in the larger syste~,\~i\;:'::.. 
and is evaluated in that context. For thi,s/'_~ -. 

reason is it wrong to [refuse to consider~ -~ 

any talented individual's would-be ·. ·,·.-: · 

contribution to the intellectual growth ? . •. · 
of the nation] and only proper to allow ·, .'.: 

·' ', 

them to develop and to find their 
[natural] places in the larger e1;1terprise." . ::~ '-'. · 

' .. ::· 

If a specific notron is found to contradict .. '\ 
other ideas, this can only lead to "wis- .. '' 

dom building her home," as the various 

n~tions put forward are analyzed with · · · . ·. 

r~spect to their inner logic. And this pro: 

cess of discussing opposing ideas in light' . 

of ea,ch other-and the resultant pro

liferation of ever-evolving and changing 

opinions-will lead to rich intellectual 

growth and expansion ... 

demonstrating that it is simply not pos- . 
sible to bring about peace [in the world] ·.,, 

other than through the reconciliation of . :;~ . 

ideas and influences that [at first] appear '.> ' 

to be mutually incompatible.12 

·.~i 
12. Avraham Yitzbak Hakohen Kook, Seder Tejillah im ~,_ . ; _)~·; 
Peirush 0/at HaRaayah. (1963; repr. Jerusalem: Moss~d ; :;~}¥ 
Harav Kook, 2015), vol. 1, p. 430. The passage quoted ~y' · · ··.-.'~ 
Rabbi Elazar in the name of Rabbi f:lanina appears in the _· ... 
Talmud at B. Berakhot 64a and elsewhere. Regarding the · . ·:: . 

notion of wisdom constructing its own home, see Proverbs 

9:1. 



be debated whether this was the intent . ~ . 

. . the author of this mishnah, it is certainly 
that, though we tell the story of Koralls 

L'-'"''".LL'".u each year, the real purpose of the 
(ironic, since it is our duty to repeat 

is to justifY why Koral). has been "written 
of the script" of the Jewish narrative. By 

each time we encounter Hillel and 
;'v1ld.ll.lllld.l in rabbinic literature, the purpose 

in no way to read Shammai out of the his
of JeWish law but rather to preserve the 
quality of the controversy. As the Mish

puts it in another place (at Eduyot 1:5), 
preserve such controversies because there 

come a time when the minority view will 
t itself as having greater validity. 

~ 

TAMAR IELAD; APPELBAUM 

But. what is it that we are being asked to 

There are some wlio think that all;encom

love can be found in the elimination of 

and the unification of all outlooks, 

such P.eople bring humankind to a spiritual 

bed, desiccating its vitality. The 

intent.ionally placed this mishnah about 

ute immediately following the one about 

to teach that a world of love hides in the 

plicity of opinions in human conversation, 

ich are all like the dew that brings life to ere

every drop of which is directed toward a 

cular blade of grass, which eagerly awaits 
arrival. 

There can be no unity without diversity. That 

.. why the sages have brought the readers of 

chapter through tens and sevens and fours, 

they now bring us to the One, to the All. 

is nc;> love without the particular individ

ity of each of two lovers; there is no unity in 

human community without the particular 

individuality of each nation and culture. For the 

sages, the beit midrash is a workshop for the 

nation that practices this universal conversation, 

generation after generation-until someday the 

conversation's locus will finally broaden and na

tions will encounter each other, as Isaiah envi

sioned: "Enlarge the s!ze of your tent; extend the 

size of your dwelling. Do not stint! Length.en the 

ropes, and drive th~ pegs firm .. . And so shall all 

your children be disciples of Adonai, and great 

(rav) shall be the peace of your children" (Isaiah 

54:2, 13). In writing about this verse, Rav Kook 

developed the idea of ribbui ha-shalom. Both 

the word rav and the word ribbui come from 

the same Hebrew root, which conveys the idea 

of magnitude. However, since a more common 

way of expressing the idea of magnitude would 

be with the adjective gado/, Rav Kook infers 

that the use of rav in the verse must suggest · 

something else-namely, that the peace itself 

is somehow multivalent (rather than simply 

"large" or "great"), and thus given to increasing 

and proliferating. He writes as follows: 

There are those who erroneously believe 

that world peace will only come about 

·as a result of accepting universally 

agreed-upon beliefs and opinions, and 

so they believe that Torah scholars 

only distance the world from peace by 

bringing about divisiveness when they 

see their inquiries regarding various 

points of wisdom or learning leading 

to a diversity of opinion and thought. 

That is an incorrect conclusion, however, 

because true peace will only come to the 

world with ribbui ha-shalom. And this 

will come about when every angle of an 

issue and every conceivable approach 

to that issue are exposed to thoughtful 

scrutiny, and each is evaluated according 
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5:19. Every dispute [undertaken] for the 
sake of Heaven will endure in the end, 

but one that is not [undertaken] for the 

sake of Heaven will not endure in the end. 

What is [an example of] a dispute 

[undertaken] for the sake of Heaven? 

A dispute of [the kind undertaken by] 

Hillel and Shammai. 
And what is [an example of] a dispute not 

[undertaken] for the sake of Heaven? 

A dispute of [the kind undertaken by] 

KoraQ. and his entire group [of follow~rs]. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:19. The structure of this mishnah is very 
similar to that of the previous one, except 
that here we are not talking about the proper 
form of love but rather the appropriate way 
to engage in disagreement. Here, the para
digmatic case of controversy "for the sake of 
Heaven" is that of the manifold differences 
between Hillel and Shammai on matters of 
Jewish law. And the paradigmatic case of 
controversy for a non-heavenly purpose-
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that is, for the sole sake of human d'-'\J'T<Jn. _ · ·. 

dizement-is the mutiny of Koral;t an,d ._ 
cohorts against Moses. · 

In describing controversies like those ··· 
Hillel and Shammai, the mishnah uses . 
words sofah l'hitkayem, without saying 
the intended meaning of that phrase k]t . · 
is often assumed to mean something Jll<~ 
"will have enduring value" or "will have c~ij_;;:: 

structive consequences." These are certainly ~ .. 
possible meanings here, since the ve~b~l 
root kof-yod-mem has a general meaning of. 
"enduring" or "putting in place." Such ie~J~· .. 
ings, of course, are perfectly consistent ~th: ... · · · 
the idea that "good" controversies eventu~y
get resolved in favor of one side or the other. ·. · 
(as the Hillel-Shammai controversies w~~~-: · 
almost all decided in favor of Hillel), :and: 
that the value of such controversies is thtis· · 
that the consideration of cons<;:i'ootiodsly· · 
held diverse views led (and will always lead) .·· 
to the correct resolution of the controyefey.\-:: 
But the most straightforward meaning df-- . . 
l'hitkayem is not "will have enduring v~l.~¢':\. '. ·. · _ 
but more simply "will endure." Respecqng > · · 
this, David Hartman has given a differeiit ~~ci ';_. 
highly suggestive meaning to this mishnah· iA. ~ · 
his book Conflicting Visions: "We must leat_ii',. :_ :;~:5 
that disagreement among Jews is he~l¢y;·~:,::~~B] 
creative, and impossible to· avoid. We mu§! · .:~-;:y;~?.i. 
recapture the spirit of the old rabbinic phfase·.: · : .. -:~; 
'an argument for the sake of heaven mqst : ·-_ ·:·:. 
survive."'6 With this stroke, Hartman ru.i-ns· . :-:·:~~ 
our attention from the ·value of the outcocie ·:_· _;:~ 
of the controversy to the value of the conti-6~ ~- _: :<" 

versy itsel£ As he puts it, no one should enjoy . 
a monopoly on authenticity. And although H:· · · .. , 

6. David Hartman, Conflicting Visions: Spiritual Possibili
ties of Modem Israel (New York: Schocken Books, 1990 ), 
p.ll. 

.. · ·~ 

;. : 
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5:18. 

On that day, you shall lift up your eyes and 

look around, 0 mortal, an~ you shall lift 

your eyes high and see the·'world and all 

that exists within it. And you shall see the 

heavens and the celestial hosts, along with 

all the uncountable and immeasurable 

worlds within them. And all of them are 

very close to your soul, and every one of 

them shall offer it blessing. On that day you 

will love all that exists, and you will love 

·humankind as well. And you will love your~ 

self, for your heart will be.filled with love.10 

·. First is love, which is the ultimate language of 

unity. Yet not all loves are equal and not all of 

~hem can create unity from diverse entities. love 

~hat is dependent on a [specific] condition, or 

on achieving a specific goal, will stop existing 

When that goal is achieve,d. Such a love is con~ 
trolling, seeking to rule and own-thus putting 

it at odds with the ability to love the world more 

generally. Some people mistakenly think that an 

. individual's love for a nation that seals itself off 

. completely from the world is the most exalted 

· and praiseworthy of spiritual and religious at~ 

tainments, but that is not the case. The aspira~ 

tion of each Jew must be to arouse in one's own 

heart-and in the hearts of all people-an all~ 
encompassing love, for ~the entire world, that 

by its hature echoes the Infinite's love for all 

creatures. And love that is not dependent on 

a [specific] condition will never stop existing, 

1o. A.D. Gordon, "Logic for the Future:• The Hebrew 
original may be found in Kitvei Aharon David Gordon, Sejer 
Sheni: HaAdam V'haTeva (Tel Aviv: HaPo·eil HaTza·ir, 1951), 
p. 51; the English translation of the passage was prepared by 
Martin S. Cohen for publication in this volume. 

because love cannot but be permanent when 

people continue, day after day, broadening 

the love in their hearts and directing it to~ 

ward all creatures. Such love will never vanish, 

for that is precisely the ongoing labor that 

Israel is commanded to cultivate constantly: 

the effort to walk in the footsteps of God, to 

love all "with all your heart, with all your soul, 

and with all your might" (Deuteronomy 6:s). 

In line with this, Rabbi Avraham Yitzbak Ha~ 

. kohen Kook wrote, in his book Musar Avikha: 

Love for all creatures requires much at~ 

tentive care in order to broaden it appro~ 

priat~ly . .. The higher level of love for all 

creatures must encompass the love of hu~ 

mankind, which must also be extended to 

all of humankind, despite the differences 

of opinion among religions and faiths ... 

it will always be necessary to attain the 

[most] profound levels of the thought of 

nations and other collectives, as much as 

possible, to learn their character and their 

features, in order to know how to base the 

love of all God's creatures on a foundation 

that comes close to the practical. For only 

beginning with a soul rich in love for God's 

creatures and for humanity can the love of 

one's nation and its spiritual and practical 

greatness stand noble and tall. Jealousy 

that makes a person see everything out~ 
side the boundaries of that individual's 

own nation ... as ugliness and impurity is 

one of the more awful forms of benight~ 

edness that causes general destruction to 

all meaningful spiritual growth, for whose 

light every refined soul pines.11 

11. Avraham Yitzbak Hakohen Kook, Musar Avikha 
U-middot HaRaayah (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook; 574S 
[1984/198$]), p. $8. 
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5:18. All love that is dependent on a 
[specific] condition-when that condition 

stops existing, the love [too] will stop 
existing. 

But love that is not dependent on a 
[specific] condition will never stop 

existing. 
What is an example oflove that depends 

on a [specific] condition? Amnon's love 
for Tamar. 

And [what is an example oflove] that 

does not depend on a [specific] condition? 

David's love for Jonathan. 

eo> 
~ 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:18. This mishnah somewhat abruptly shifts 
us from the numerical lists to a consideration 
of two kinds oflove. Conditional love will last 
only as long as the condition obtains, while 
unconditional love will by definition outlast 
all conditions. The paradigmatic case of cori
ditionallove given ·here comes from the sor
did story of David's son Amnon, half-brother 
to David's daughter Tamar (2 Samuel13). We 
are told that Amnon loved Tamar, but in fact 

264 PIRKEI AVOT 5:18 

it was sexual lust that motivated him; this . 
proven by the fact that as soon as his Ius~ 
satisfied (through rape), the so-called 
turned to hatred and disgust. The rrmnnlrh 

identifies the love of David (King . 
young but charismatic soldier and <>rr~ • ..,,.. ,,_ 

and Jonathan (Saul's eldest son) as 
on the other end of the spectrum. 
David's love for Jonathan was entirely 
ulterior motives is hard to say, but it is. 
clear that Jonathan's love for Dayid wa~ 
conditional. Jonathan, as the crown .... ,-,.LU •. c _-,. 

had everything to lose and nothing to 
suppo~g and promoting David within 
royal circles. Nothing to gain, that is, 
for the true feelings of love themselves. 

Rabbi Abraham Twerski conveys the 
lowing story of Rabbi Menal)em MendeJ 
Kotzk that graphically illustrates this . 
nah's lesson, namely, that we often . 
tively cloak our crass self-indulgences in 
respectable language of love.5 The ~""'uut;,: 
once met a young man who was clearly enjqy;, . 
ing a fish delicacy. "Why are you eating fish~~:.:':: • 
the Rebbe asked. The young man appeai-~4Y- ·. • 
puzzled. ''Why? Because I love fish:' ''o~t:·· .. · 
you do, do you?" the Rebbe said. "And is.it :;_ . . 
because you love the fish so much that y6ri ~·, 
took it out of the water where it was thrivig&~ · · . 
killed it, and cooked it? You do not love the.·-": -·: __ · · 
fish, young man. It is yourself that youlov¢.~:: ·- .~~~h' . 

. · . . . .. , ... .. . ! 

and because the fish tastes pleasant to yoli, < :. ~t\! 
you killed it and ate it." And so it is whenever:·. '.:;·<J 
what we call "love" is actually a means o( .-.:·_.;,:) 

self-aggrandizement. · ·:.)I; 

S· I heard this story orally from Abraham Twerski, but 
it can also be foun~ in his book The First Year of Mar- · 
riage: Enhancing the Success of Your Marriage Right frqm· 
the Start- and Even Before it Begins (New York: Mesorah . 
Publications, 2004), p. 43· 

:, ~ ::_-;;_ ~ 
. .. 



There is no extreme before whic;h 

.·. the gate is locked. Even scoundrels are given 

· · ~U.~ attention and not ignored. On the other 
. -~ 

· ::· hand, howeve~ matters are not blurred: there 
. ·~;;: i~'good and there is bad. In all ethical discourse 

· · ,there mus~ be a value-driven stance that fear

.· • :;. i~ssly speaks its truth and promotes the virtue 
· ~ pf seeking the good. The language of ethics is 

· .. :··.~ languag~ that fluctuates between opposite 

.·. and thus demands that each individual 

liv~ up to one's human capacity to distinguish 

.. ;_ b.etwegn light and darkness. Above all, ethical 

; discourse needs all students-the sponge and 

) 

t he funnel, the strainer and the sifter-in order 

to exist and be sustained. 

• • • 

Ten and seven and four; history and sanctity 

and ethics, From here, the chapter moves on to 

the inclusive concept to which all the numbers 

lead-to the All, to the one infinite unity. Only. 

one who passes through multiplicity and sees 

the various manifestations of life in the world 

and in humankind can gain a profound under

standing of the power of One. 
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5:17. Those who sit before sages fall into 
four categories: 

the sponge and the funnel, the strainer 
and the sifter. 
The sponge-such a one absorbs 

everything. 
The funnel-such a one's lessons go in 
[one ear] and out [the other] . 
The strainer-such a one lets the wine 

pass through and retains [solely] the dregs. 
The sifter-such a one separates out the 
coarse flour and retains [solely] the fine . 
flour. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:17. This is the last of the mishnayot in this 
chapter based on enumerated lists, and it 
breaks from the previous pattern of describ
ing the four ways in which two traits can 
combine. Here, we are simply given four 
different ways in which people learn. The 
mishnah explains all four types of learners: 
the sponge, funnel, strainer, and sifter. The 
background notion, left unexpressed here 
but clearly assumed, is that even the best les-
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sons are tinged with some of the partiCl!] 
ideas (and even prejudices) of the tea,~4~;,~;¥_t, 
not to mention side-anecdotes that are oft~ti~i~~ 
added in order to make the learning rhot~:jf~ 
pleasurable. The "sponge" takes everyth%~~~~ 
in, which would seem laudable-but stich a';;;~ 

student does so indiscriminately, making ~t';~fi 
distinctions between what iS essentialatidJi:[ 
what is not, between what is objective . arid f.f:~ 
what is subjective. (This suggests the ini;g~:-~;1 
of an overly diligent student taking dovV:~{ l0} 
the teacher's jokes as assiduously as the .fun.- 'f{~ 
damentals of the subject being taught.) Bri( -'fii 
discrimination itself must be done correctiy;~~~{: 
It is possible to be like a strainer, which holds :s~ 
onto the undesirable parts while letting the\~ 
desirable parts flow away. The best kfud :bf '.:-~:;; 
student is like a sifter, which separates oui:"":?i 
the coarser material and retains the fuler _,:~~ 
material. 

.. ' : ·. ~ ;. 

~ 

TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUNI 
· -·-· .. ;·· 

5:17. The series of fours concludes in tHi~ ;_ .:~:,~ 

mishnah and the previous one by focusing our . 

attention on the beit midrash, the study bali · 
(literally "the house of study"), where the sag~~ . , . 

sought to encourage the conversation amo_ng-):~: 
people that would continue-_in every gen~r~- >':: 
tion. There is a place in the beit midrash for a_ll : ;' 

individuals-whatever their unique person~li~. · ,: 

ties, whatever their particular attitudes toward -- ': 

property and other humari beings, whatever · 

their personal learning styles, and whatever _ .. ; 

their manner of giving (if they give anything at . 

all). In categorizing the four realms of charact~r · 

traits, the sages make an effort to truly know 

and understand the ways ofhuman beings, just 

as they do with respect to the ways of the world. 

There is no personality that is outside of the 
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~:16. Those who frequent of the house of 

. study fall into four categories: 
The one who goes [to class] but is not 
personally observant-such a one [at least] 

.· gets the reward for attending [class]. 
The one who is personally observant but 
does not attend [class] -such a one [at 

· ·. least] gets the reward for observance. 
·· The one who [both] goes [to class] and is 

·personally observant-a pious individual. 
The one who neither goes [to class] 
nor is personally observant-a wicked 

individual. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:16. The two elements that create the ma
trix here are attending to study and putting 
the study into practice. Again, one who 
does both is a basid, while one who willfully 
neglects . both is a rasha. But somewhat sur
prisingly, given what we have been taught 
above in 3:12 and 3:22 (both of which seem 
to give more weight to good deeds than to 
wisdom), this mishnah is more or less neutral 
with respect to the other two combinations . 
We are simply told that the one who· goes to 
study but does not put the study into practice 
is rewarded for the study and, conversely, 
that one whose life practices are good but 
who makes no effort to acquire the learning 
that supports that way of living is rewarded 
for the practice. Which reward, if any, might 
be greater, we are not told. What is clear, of 
course, is that the most desirable thing is to 
combine both study and practice, and that is 
perfectly consistent with 3:12 and 3:22. 



must be undertaken in human partnership, 

together with others, and not solely as a per
sonal effort-and this is part of the mission of 

the world. An individual can obviously extend 

help to another privately, but giving tzedakah
and in so doing, working toward making the 

world a better place-rests on the participation 

of the collective and not just on individuals. An 

individual who wishes to be the sole benefactor 

of the needy is likely just campaigning for the 

admiration of the world, and is not acting self

lessly on behalf of the needy-and this is so de

spite the fact that some specific recipient will, 

in fact, benefit from the gift being made. 

And then there is the inverse of that first 

type: [one who wishes J for others to give, but 

not personally to give. Such a person effectively 

exempts oneself from participating in the work 

of human generosity and walls oneself off in 

one's own life. The third type is the kind indi

vidual, [one who wishes) to give and for others 

to give-such a person recognizes the power 

of shared generosity and expects it of oneself 

as well as of others. And finally we have the 

260 PIRKEI AVOT 5:15 

mean-spirited miser, [one who wishes] . 

give and for others [also) not to ~•ve--su; 

of human kindness toward others. 

It is significant that the description . 
types of students (5:14) is not immed 

lowed by the description of the types of . 
(that is, those who frequent the house of · 

5:16); instead, this mishnah about giving c 

appears between the two mishnayot 

students and about sc,holars. ·This is ""'"-C1u:>e 

students should first come to see th.,'"'""'""~ 
as active participants not only in the 

study but also in the world of action, 

people give and take, and where life 

where there are workers and poor 

questions of justice-and only then will 

ready to enter the gates of the house of · 

Both of these two aspects are necessary ·in 

to participate in the conversation of the 

and of humanity, about what 

are truly to be valued and how to realize· 

in life. 



;·,,· 

J• 

:i1j?1~ 'j~J:li.:l~ J1i11.;l l1~1~ 

-!:l'j!fJ~ ~::Jf;l~ x'1 lf:.l~W il~iiv 
.bl'ji nx 'iZJ:;:, il:Ji tl'j:J 

• • • - : •: ; T T •• 

-11::1~ X' X~i11 tl''!lJ~ ~::Jf;l~ 
.1~iZJ::l iij1i i::J'j;J 

•.o ; T T oo 

: _.:~ ·.· :i'jQlj-ld'!IJ~ i::Jf;l~1 lf:.l~ 

.l'iP")-ld'1!lJt$ i::Jf;l~ x'1 lf:.l~ x' . ' ·• 
{. .. ·5:15. Givers of charity fall into four 

~~~: -~ategories: 
:, .. The one who wants to give, but who does 

:f: not want others to give-such a one is 
<·{;,·miserly with other people's [money]. 
r .. [The one who wishes] for others to give, 

r-\: but not personally to give-such a one 
ii:,:.;.-is miserly with one's own [money]. 

~:'\I [The one who wishes] to give and for 
:·~-- othefs to give-a pious individual. 
· :, [The one who wishes] not to give and 

:; :·, for others [also] not to give-a wicked 
5: : 'Individual. 
f{~: .· ~ 
i·'" 

' ~ ....... 

.·. GORDON TUCKER 

t, _: 5:15~ We have seen that an ayin raah (literally 
/' ·. "an evil eye") denotes grudging generosity or 
!·. ' even its total lack (see c~mmentary to 2:16 

-. 

_·above); it is this Hebrew idiom that under
. ·lies the phrase translated here as "miserly 
' with." Here it see~s to mean that if one gives 

charity but does not want others to give as 
~--. well, one is begrudging the needy the addi

', .. tional charity that could come from others. 
This observation reminds us that although 
it is important to give charity, one's giving 

, . . should be part of a more global commit-

,~~ .. 
>· ' 
::.'. 
• .. 

ment to the needy. That would demonstrate 
most clearly that the giving is motivated by 
concern for the welfare of the poor, and not 
simply a concern about ful1illing a personal 
obligation (or perhaps even garnering the 
honor that might-come from recognition 
for one's philanthropy). Those who do the 
reverse, however-who encourage others to 
give but do not give anything themselves
are begrudging the needy the charity that 
they themselves could and should give. It is 
hard to rank these two on the same scale: the 
first person shows personal generosity but 
may be responsible for less overall charity 
going to the needy, while the second is be
grudging (and likely personally greedy) but 
may actually be responsible for more charity 
being given to the needy, in the ·end. Neither, 
clearly, is ideal. 

And the remaining two matrix boxes quite 
rightly belong to the basid (pious person) 
and the rasha (wicked person). Since we have 
returned in this mishnah to characteristics 
over which we do have control, the one who 
gives personally and also encourages others 
to do so is a basid, a pious person, while the 
one who neither gives charity nor encourages 
others to give is rightly called a rasha, an evil 
person. 

~ 

TAMAR ELAD·APPELBAUM 

5:15. This mishnah turns from the types of stu· 
dents, who receive (knowledge) from others, 

and addresses the question not of taking from 
others but rather of giving-specifically, givers 

of charity. The first type-the one who wants 
to give, but who does not want others to give
is someone unaware that the work of giving 



no matter how small, of the exalted voices of 

wise teachers from across the generations will 

remain with each and every student. The next 

type of student discussed is one who is slow to 

learn and slow to forget. The very process of 

struggling will leave a person with something, 

so one who learns with difficulty will in the end 

successfully retain whatever actually is learned 

from someone else-even if it is just a single 

small matter. There is always some sort of en

tryway along the path toward encountering 
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another person, and the reward for the 

passing through that entryway is real. 

category are those who are quick to 
slow to forget. For such students, 

become distilled into one's own 

remain there. And finally there are 
are slow to learn and quick to forget . •• · .... _ ·occ··.,· 

may be learned; such students have ~~ -·"" "' "' 

tors to recognize the wisdom of another 

so their own wisdom is continually dim 

.. ~· 
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4. Students fall into four categories: 

to lc:arn and quick to forget
loss' cancels out one's profit. 
to learn and slow to forget
profit cancels out one's loss. 

to learn and slow to forget-
Wise individual. 

to learn and quick to forget
is a bad lot. 

w 
GORDON TUCKER 

· • 5:14. With a structure very similar to that of 
· · 0:: , the previous mishnah, we now"turn from the 

· to anger to the question of how 
easily people l~arn and ho':' effectively they 

.. retain what they have learned. Tempera
·. ') !tental dispositions may largely be traceable 

. ·. ;-~o innate traits that vary from individual to 
.• individual, but we do have a certain measure 

~;)f control over how easily we will get angry 
• • :; ~r appeased. In this case, however, we are 

· /·~~talking about people's abilities to learn and 
. : to retain information, over which there is far 

.. · ; less control. The mishnah implicitly recog
': nizes this, in how it refers to what is in the 

least desirable box in the two-by-two ma
trix-that is, the category of those who are 
slow to learn and quick to lose what they have 
learned. Such a person is not called a rasha (a 
wicked person), a label that is applied to peo
ple in the previous two mishnayot.lnstead, no 
moral label is assigned at all and such a per
son is simply said to have a belek ra, a sorry lot 
in life. 

cw 
TAMAR ELAO~APPELBAUM 

5:14. One's inner tempo determines much of 

the course of one's life, so it is for good reason 

that the mishnah observes that students also 

fall int o four categories. The sages ask questions 

about attentiveness and concentration, letting 

us know that every generation in the past has 

dealt with them and every generation is called 

upon to decide how to respond and how to im

prove the rhythms and tempos it passes on to 

its students. And it is especially fitting that we, 

who Jive in a generation whose pace is steadily 

accelerating toward disaster, should pay atten

tion to the sages' having paused to consider 

these questions. 

We begin with the type of student who is 

q uick to learn and quick to forget, and whose 

loss cancels out [the] profit. A person needs 

time in order to put one's particular skills into 

practice: time to listen, recognize, internalize, 

think, respond, and produce. Rapid transmis

sion does not provide ample time to "Jive with" 

everything that is transmitted, to converse 

with new ideas, and· so they are forgotten as 

though they had never been transmitted at 

all. From this perspective, the Jewish exeget

ical enterprise is a rlong process of steeping 

students in a transmitted tradition, and for an 

extended period of time-so that something, 



~::: .promotes mischief and evil, not virtue. There· 
/··-will be little or no prompting or modeling 
r~: . from others. Repentance for such people 
~ - ·.. will perforce entail a monumental effort to 
;. · extricate themselves from a web of their own 
t::. 
·-· ···. creation ... but it will not be impossible. 
!·· .. 
.;~· . -
~ .. :· ~ 
~,·.· 

~- TAMAR ELAD, APPELBAUM 

t 5:20. Those who lead many others to virtuous 
/:: ·.~ behavior are those ready to dedicate their lives 

f ' to the wider community and to seek with them 

?: ·. . the kind of profound conversations that lead to 
;;,_. the One. At the core of the notion of leading 

w/: others to virtue rests the search for justice and 

}. ·' ; righteousness, since only these can establish 

~:··. patterns of life that leave room for multiple 

~--~ voices and their intertwining. Indeed, any spiri~ 

i•: · tual system that does not take on its shoulders 
[: ·· . the burden of arranging for law, justice, a fan~ 
(. ·· guage of ethics, and a means for their imple~ 
';-' 

:'/ mentation will never be able to lead anyone to 

~-' · virtue, will never be able to atone for the injus~ 
tice and divisi9n to which it almost inevitably 

abandons · its believers. Spirituality without r:·· 
;·' social and ethical demands is not sustainable 
~ .. . 
i 
~~~ 
~:. -
i ·. ·•. 

~-: ·' 

~~--.. 
:., . 

and it will lead human history into destruction. 

Moses therefore stands as a model at the center 

of this mishnah, because this great prophet and 

lawgiver of Israel chose not to close himself off 

in a pe~sonal spiritual experience of ecstatic 

communion with God, but instead to devote 

himself to a life in the public sphere, such that 

people would learn from his behavior how to 

invite the Holy One to dwell in their midst. 

And this tractate, which began with the 

words Moses received [the] Torah from Sinai 

and transmitted it to Joshua, now returns to 

the portrait of each generation transmitting 

the tradition to the next, and relates what is 

common to all those who received it and passed 

it on, from the time of Moses unti l our own day: 

all of them devoted their spiritual journey to 

the collective, but without blurring their own 

individual identities and without blurring the 

unique indiv.iduality of each person in their 

communities. This is the secret of the Jewish 

concept of a minyan of ten people standing side 

by side, each making his or her own voice heard 

from a different place, yet allowing those voices 

to intertwine and form what the prophet de~ 

scribed as "the fullness of the whole earth" and 

as "God's glory" (Isaiah 6:3). Or, in the words of 

the twentieth~century poet and author Abba 

Kovner: 

It is a Jewish thing, one ~f the most 

unique aspects of Judaism, to be one 

person in a minyan. To know that the 

nine need a tenth, and the one needs 

the nilie. It may be that this is the most 

meaningful thing in judaism, and there 

is nothing more uniquely characteristic 

and Jewish in this "movement" in which 

I was educated. My prayer is always to 

be one of the many, that my good words 

combine with the words uttered by 

the congregation. Even the individual 

standing closest to the ark is just the one 

leading the service and nothing more. 

There is n<;> meaning to life if it is lived 

solely for one's own sake. Only in rela~ 

tion to shared experience, to the words 

that came to you and come from afar 

toward you, does standing [before God 

in prayer] have mean ing. One ... but one 

in a community.13 

13. Abba Kovner, "ODe Among a Minyan" (Hebrew), in A/ 
HaGesher HaTzar: Masot B'al Peh, ed. Shalom Luria (Tel 
Aviv: Sifriyat HaPoalim, 1981), p. 121. 
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5:21. All who possess these tlu;ee things' -· -·-· · · 
are [rightly to be considered] among th~~ · .-.· 
students of our father Abraham, . · 

but [those who possess] three other _. __ _ 
are [rightly to be considered] among the . · 
students of the wicked Balaam: 
[having] a generous eye, a humble 
spirit, and a modest soul-[ such people 
are] among the students of our father 
Abraham; 
[having] a harsh eye, a self-important __ -.. _ _ 
spirit, and an arrogant soul-[ such people .... , 
are] among the students of the wicked : ':: .:~j~ 
Balaam. . · · : .. dt 
What is the [practical] difference between : ;'.~~ 

. ·. . ·.·· ·~ 

[those who merit consideration as] . !-:{i 
students of our father Abraham and -·· · L~ 
[those who merit consideration as] . :}'f~~ 
students of the wicked Balaam? .· · · ~ .. 

The students of our father Abraham enjoy(:~, 
[their wealth] in this world a11d inherit -- .· ~> ·: 
[still more] in the world-to-come, as it is .. 
said: 
"Those who love Me shall inherit plenty, .
but I shall also fill their storehouses [ noyvr 
(Proverbs 8:21). 

But the students of the wicked Balaam · 
will inherit [eternity in] hell a_nd [shall] 
descend (in death] tQ the pit of oblivion, 
as it is said: ''And You, 0 God, bring them ·_ · 

down to the pit of oblivion, those people · 
of bloodshed and treachery; they will not -
reach even half their allotted days, but I 
put my trust in You" (Psalm 55:24). 



:; .. 

~ , · GORDON TUCKER 

~~;'_: 5;21. Following immediately upon 5:20, it 
1·;: S.eems clear that we are here being given 
ff. additional exemplars o~ individuals who 
r)''' drew others to virtue- or, conversely, to vice. 
ft· ·Admire Abraham and his' characteristics, the 
f'".·>c.'·. 

.-~ . · mishnah promises, and you will be drawn to 
' . ·. puild your character in his image. But if you 

admire wicked Balaam's character traits (be
.. _'¢ause, as we shall see, there are also things 

· 
7about Balaam that can be attractive), you will 
fall into a life of disgrace. 

The expression ayin tovah (literally "a good 
eye") simply denotes generosity; it is the pri

trait that was recommended to us by the 
::first ofRabban Yo]Janan ben Zakkai's princi-

. : · .. ··pal disciples, Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanos (at 
· · ·, _2;:13 above). Abraham exemplified this trait in 

. ·: · ·. Jlis magnanimous offer to his nephew Lot of 

•-. ·• · ~ $e first choice of territory, when they agreed 
. divide ·up· the land they were inhabiting in 

· ·canaan. Abraham again exhibited generosity 
~ his lavishly hospitable treatment of three 

guests who passed by his tent, and 
again inimediately thereafter when he 

.·· interceded on behalf of the inhabitants of 
· Sodom; all of whom (except for one family) 

were complete strangers to him. Abraham's 
· humble spirit was captured in his description 
of himself as afar va-eifer, "dust and ashes:' 
when addressing God. His· modest soul 

. ·. ; . comes across as well in his refusal of an offer 
·? of the spoils of war from the King of Sodom. 

·.~·.And i~ is even more evident when he told 
·:_ God, at the very moment that he was being 

· · ~ c;.' promised a son with his wife Sarah, that he 

would be more than content with the health 
and well-being of Ishmael, his already grow
ing son, whom Sarah had previously adopted 
asher own. 

By contrast, Balaam had the very oppo
site of these traits. Superficially, there were 
things about this prophet of Midian that one 
could be drawn to admire and emulate. He 
had renown as a sought-after seer and liv
ing bridge to the supernatural, and he was 
reputed to have magical powers. Moreover, 
he had the ability to produce eloquent and 
lyrical verse. But he did not have a generous 
eye. Unlike Abraham, who gratuitously inter
ceded on behalf of the people of Sodom, who 
were strangers to him, Balaam was willing to 
curse and destroy complete strangers (in this 
case, the Israelites) for pecuniary reward. 
He lacked humility, as is testified to by his 
self-descriptions . . Far from calling himself 
"dust and ashes:' he said that he had eyes 
open to all the secrets of the world, and he 
was puffed up with pride becaus'e he could 
"hear the words of God and ken the thoughts 
of the Most High" (Numbers 24:16). And 
his appetite for material gain was made clear 
when his "conscience was caught" in a sug
gestion to Balak's servants that the Moabite 
king might want to offer him his entire trea
sury of silver and gold-hardly a modest soul! 

Follow Abraham, we are told, even though 
it means sacrifices of various kinds-and the 
truly essential things that this world and fu
ture worlds have to offer will unfold before 
you. But be seduced by the superficial fame 
and slickness of Balaam, and ruin will surely 
await. 



~ 

TAMAR ELAD,APPELBAUM 

5:21. Approaching its end, the tractate turns 

from Moses to the father of the nation, Abraham 

the Hebrew, who was called by that sobriquet 

(ha-ivri) because, according to the midrash 

(Genesis Rabbah 42:8), "all the world was on 

one side (eiver) and he was on the other:' (Note 

that the words ivri, "Hebrew," and eiver, "side," 
both come from the same Hebrew root, ayin

bet-resh.) Abraham bequeathed to his family 

and his descendants the long and demanding 

journey toward unity. It is a journey in which 

people are invited to respond to God's call by 

building both family life and national life, -and 

then by calling upon partners in the world not 

to despair of building a world that welcomes all. 

The mishnah enumerates the qualities of 

Abraham's true students. A generous eye is the 

quality of faith, affirming the goodness of God, 

heard as a whisper from heaven renewed each 

day for those who listen for it. A humble spirit 

is the quality of being prepared to grant faith's 

demand to be admitted into reality and there 

to flourish, thus allowing even the most exalted 

dream to become reality. A modest soul is the 

quality of humility that seeks connection with 

all creatures and accepts their need to travel 

along their own paths. A person who possesses 

all three of these qualities-the connection to 

the supernal, the connection to self, and the 

connection to one's fellow human beings

may truly taste in this lifetime something of 
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this world and also leaves to one's descendan't~ · 
and students a taste of the world that is conii~~-. ·. 

toward them. This is the meaning of the ver-'i~ · · • · 

"That I may give an inheritance (nal)alah) ·o( 

abundance (yesh) to those who love Me" (ProV~ 
erbs 8:21): all of yesh (literally "there is" or "what· .. 

is"), all of existence, becomes an inheritance 't~ .. 
:-~~-;; 

such people. The verse could also be under-·· . · · 

stood as referencing all that could or shoulc;t'b~ .· 

humanity's inheritance. My friend ?hay Zarchi;'a ' 

resident of the largely agricultural Jezreel Valley, ' 

reminds me that the word for "inheritance/'' 
nal)a/ah, which originally referred to a famify . · · 

landholding, is linked etymologically to na/:la1,. . 
a river or stream. In light of that observatio~.} l:; • 
now understand the verse to be speaking abo~r . 
those who follow the ways of Abraham the. He:. >··:~::\.· 
brew-and not just his children, but all of ·h.ii .. ;· .. -,; ·:~ 
students. Such people will experience thei~ i~;;_ :: < ... ~ · 
heritance (na/:lalah) as a stream (na/:la/) of living•;.{~."'. · 

waters that will cleanse their lives and the liv~s · · .\~f
of their descendants, and all their storehouses · .. 

will be filled with the waters of joy and sal~~~~ .... ::.· 
tion-until the day comes when liberty wiU be. ·. \<· 

proclaimed for every human being, when the ·. 

whole world will be suffused with living vJ~~- ·'
ters, as the prophet envisioned: "On that· daw·:. 

fresh water shall flow from Jerusalem: part,·o( · 

it to the Eastern Sea and part to the Western. .. .-.. ; 

Sea, throughout the summer and winter. An9 . :" ··.·:· . · 

Adonai shall be sovereign over all the earth; on· ' . ~ . 
that day Adonai shall be one and God's na.rri_e · 

shall be one" (Zechariah 14:8-9 ). 

l 
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5:22. Yehudah ben Tema liked to say: 
Ee as bold as a leopard, 

. as swift as an eagle, 
. as nimble as a deer, 

:. ·and as brave as a lion to do the will of your 
< ._.heavenly Parent. 

.· .. ·He [also] used to say: 
·, ·, ·The arrogant go to hell, 

.. •''.Vhile the modest go to paradise. 

·May it be Your will, Adonai our God, 
to rebuild Your city speedily in our day, 

· and giant that our portion be in Your Torah. 

GORDON TUCKER 

· ·.5:22. Yehudah ben Tema. He is the first of the 
only three named sages in this fifth chapter 
of Avot. But alas, we know little to nothing 
about any of them. 

5:22. Bold ... swift . . . nimble ... brave .. . 
Strikingly, we are given here a catalogue of 
strengths that we can cultivate, which we 

share (though generally in smaller measure) 
with the paradigmatic possessors of those 
strengths in the animal kingdom. We can 
observe and admire boldness, swiftness, nim
bleness, and bravery in nature, and these are 
all facilities that can be pursued and achieved 
by human beings as well. But to what end? 
Yehudah ben Tema exhorts us here to make 
sure that when we do so, we go beyond the 
"natural" (and often amoral) use of such 
strengths to the "cultural" (and moral) uses of 
those same strengths. The culture, of course, 
is that Qf Torah. This teaching is identical in 
intent to a terse line in a talmudic narrative 
in which the third-century Rabbi Yol)anan 
bar Napal).a exhorts the exceedingly strong 
Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish as follows: beileikh 
l'oraita, "your strength should be directed to 
Torah" (B. Bava Metzia 84a ). 

These words of Yehudah ben Tema con
stitute the very first line of the influential 
legal code of Jacob ben Asher, known as the 
Arbaah Turim. The late Professor Fritz Roth
schild once pointed out to me the interesting 
contrast between these introductory words 
and those with which Maimonides opened 
his code (laiown as the Mishneh Torah) 
about a century and a half earlier. The first 
verb in the Mishneh Torah is "to know;' sug
gesting at the very outset that we are to be 
exhorted, as a first principle, to develop the 
awareness and knowledge of God's presence. 
By contrast, the first verb of the Tur is Yehu
dah ben Tema's verb "to do" (i.e., God's will). 
Is Judaism primarily about knowing (or be
lieving, or apprehending)- or about doing? 
Everyone has their own preferred answer to 
this question; but in truth, as the opening 
words of these two codes subtly suggest to 
the careful reader, Judaism is about both. 
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TAMAR ELAD,APPELBAUM 

5:22. From the One, Avot now moves to the 

individual, addressing those who have studied 

all of its teachings to this point, and concluding 

by saying: "You! Yes, I mean you. Now that you 

have read all that has been transmitted to you, 

now you, return to yourself, to your being:' 

Be-spend some time with yourself. Listen. 

Feel all the forces of nature-be bold, swift, 

nimble, and brave-treasures that have been 

granted to you, for you to use on your own 

path. Get to know your own finer qualities. 

They have been given to you for some unique 

destiny, some small touch that only you can 

impress upon the world. Treat your gifts gently; 

live with them modestly. (Note that the Hebrew 

word for "gentle," adin, is related to the word for 

"paradise," gan eden, used in this mishnah.) The 

strength that emerges from your uniqueness 

holds the the invisible path to the movement of 

an entire world ... if only you choose to be so. 

And so thus writes A. D. Gordon, who 

penned the following words in an open letter 

to Yosef l;layim Brenner published in HaPo·eil 
HaTza·ir in Kislev 5673 (1912): 

You say that ideas are only for an indi~ 

vidual. . .. But do you know the power of 

individuals ... ? All t he great movements 

among humankind, including t he social~ 

ist movement, were created at first by 

individuals. Our entire national trouble is 

... that we have no individuals. And let 

me add: that we do not have people who 

have despaired. The individual, especially 

the despairing individual, does not expect 

redemption, . .. and his eyes are not lifted 

up toward the power of the many. He 

himself [thus becomes] the redeemer. 

That is to say: it is he himself who plunges 
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•' 

into the sea, he himself who places upon .·:. · ... 
himself the great burden that [may eve.n].' -"· · 

wreck him. He does not do a careful ac~ . : · 

·counting [before acting]. He does not loci.JC ·· . 

to either side, toward the considerations ·. 

that others are taking into account. Wh().t~., 

ever will happen will happen! Precisely 

because he despairs, because he faces 
only two paths: either to "redeem" himself.. <;~;f::-~. · ·~. _ 
from life or to redeem life-that is, to take -.- : L) · --. }?;' 

: .. ' ··"· •, •.; 1) .;. ·,:. 

on [personally] the task of redeeming life: , . ':-;';:·~/'} )':\?. 
There is no other path before him .... Give. _,>/< ·_, r·~:: . 

us individuals! Give us those who despair! ' . :}'~:::·r::. 

f~;~:~f~;fpf~~t~~~iE~~:nd . : :;t',,~· ·j~.: 
:~.~ ~~:~:~~:~;:i~~~ :~i::u:~id b~ j '.:~; .l'. , 
are capable of creating in Eretz Yisrael. . . . . .. :··-',': :, k' 

~=-~::~~::~~:.:~;.: ::;i:i~~ :::· . ,:~;;:.:::w 
In many manuscripts, the text of Avot ends . '" > :-_·j ~<· 

here, with this mishnah.15 1n his commentary to : _.·~-·- · 
the beginning of the sixth chapter.of Avot, Rabbi -,-\~::l: h: .'
Yitzbak ben Shlomo of Toledo notes that "ther~ ~·· ·,· ·-~.-;-.-,;~-h- >:-, 

··.' .. · f· •. I ,, 

are only five chapters in this tractate»' and he ex~-<\..:>--, f \· 
plains that the sixth chapter was added to pro~ :.-~:;.,t:.F~ .: . 
vide some material for peqple to study on the ' . ::.:·.~~ 1:,~ · 
final Shabbat between Pesab and Shavuot.16 The · · · .• i '.:. 
Meiri takes the same approach in his own com- : :~ .~ ;·: [.:· ·. 

mentary to Avot. And the tractate likely ended . · ~ :\.,.h.:: 

14. The letter has been reprinted in Kitvei A. D. Gordon, eds. 
Shmuel Hugo Bergman and Eliezer Shochat (Jerusalem: Ha
Histadrut HaTziyonit, 1952), vel. 1, pp. 158- 166; the quoted 
passage appears on p. 159. 

1s. See Shimon Sharvit's discussion of medieval comments 
regarding the end of Tractate Avot, in his Masekhet Avot 
L'doroteha (Jerusalem: Massad Bialik, 2004), pp. 219-222. 



with these words, which send the individual ~o 
,· his or her unique inner self and also constitute 

_ a prayer for all to be gathered in one place. 

There is one place, one city, that longs for 

. all to come as they are, awakened, themselves, 

- :- gathering with others to become one. A city 

· , called Jerusalem. And so, these are the words 

-_· .· with which our tractate ends, words of prayer 

·. and hope for a city of vision and dr.eam: May 

: it be Your will, Adonai our God, to rebuild 
· ., Your city speedily in our day, and grant that 

, .. our portion be in Your Torah. A prayer for all 

walkers of the route, a provision for the journey 

•. :_ at the very end of the tractate, reminding all 

-paths of their one horizon: jerusalem. A city 

· ·~ (ir) that will be completely awakening (or'rut), . r 
. ·a city entirely in the process of building and 

:rebuilding itself, a city that can awaken the 

- ·• ~~_.:'.hearts of all individuals who make their way 

, ' ·_toward it, in every generation, believing in its 

. ' power fo become a spiritual harbor for all. 

This prayer also expresses the belief that all 

: such seekers merit a portion in the open tent of 

· Avraham called Torah. It is, in fact, in the context 

: of these last few words that each person will find 

. his or her portion in life and delight in it. And 

~ thus may all dimensions of existence become 

the distinct parts of a unified whole in the study 

of God's word, and may all the many voices and 

diverse opinions that now divide God's creatures 

grow naturally toward their innate Oneness. 

I am ending the writing of this Eretz-Yisraeli 

_ .-.. commentary here, in our city of dream, jeru-

salem. Outside, the night is cold; inside, I wrestle 

with how to conclude. But then a distant prayer 

· breaks through: "When Adonai restored the 

16. Peirushei Rabbeinu Yitzhak ben Shlomo al Masekhet 
. Avot, eds. Moshe Shlomo Kasher and Yaakov Yehoshua 

Balchrovitz (Jerusalem: Mekhon Torah Sheleimah, S725 

[1964/1965]), p. 200. 

fortunes of Zion, we were as dreamers" (Psalms 

126:1). Dream is now intertwined with revival. 

It is to this point that the entire journey of 

the tractate was directed, and we have re

turned to that very point. At this point the 

tractate was born, and to it, it has journeyed. 

At this point we stand ... and now, what? 

Now we go out again, go in again, here and 

wherever we are, to dream. The morning arrives, 

the city awakens. May it be populated by individ

uals. May this city, known in Scripture as Shalem 

{"whole") live up to its names and its dreams by 

attaining wholeness through its diversity. May 

all pieces and parts of Torah borne by jewish 

human beings and all people of faith encounter 

one another, until they come together, as One. 

May we all be partners. 

May it happen through us. 

Through us God becomes One . 

One who is in every place 

One scattered and dispersed, 

Behold, coming before us ... and afraid 

Behold here 

In our midst 

God became One. 

.11j~ ij?~iJ l;liil U:;;!T! 
Dip>;! ?:;J~'s'J ,N1i1 

11br.n 11£Jr::li1 Nm 
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- 11j~~l \!i~l~ UlJN1i?'? il~D 
1N~ il~D 

u?~N .. : ... 
. 1nN? il,il 
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17. From "EI)ad" ("One"), by the contemporary Israeli poet 
Rivka Miriam. Rrst published in 1988, the poem was in

cluded in the collection Kol Shirei Rivka Miriam (Jerusalem: 
Carmel, 2010), vol. 1, p. 261; the English translation of the 
passage was prepared by Martin S. Cohen for publication 
in this volume. 
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5:23. He (also] used to say: 
A five-year-old [is at the right age] for 
[study of] Scripture. 
A ten-year-old (is at the right age] for 

[study of] mishnah. 
A thirteen-year-old is (at the right the age 

to fulfill] the commandments. 
A fifteen-year-old (is at the right age] for 
(study of] talmud. 
An eighteen-year-old [is at the right age to 
stand beneath] the wedding canopy. 

A twenty-year-old (is at the right age] to 
pursue [gainful employment]. 
A thirty-year-old [is at the fullest flower 
of] strength. 
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.}.~~!{ ' 
. · :-- .::--:::.~· 

A forty-year-old [is at the peak of] · -~~,;·-~~tiJi.1 
intellectual capability. . ;::: ·- ,):--{~0~ 
A fifty-year-old [is old enough to offer]. _·:~~:';;), t··,.~:Ji 
counsel [to others]. . -:~:~?.:\~:;~-~1 
A sixty-year-old [has attained] old age> -,~-:-;~J,;ii~?i 
A seventy-year-old [has attained] the ' • -:,:·~~;~t;;£,;'/ 
hoary head. --··-'~--- \)-; 

An eighty-year-old [has attained truly] ·(_: ~{;:~f -~ 
heroic bearing. - _: ·· ~-~<:::::: 
A ninety-year-old (has earned] a stoope4:'~_-~)?~g 
posture. .· _ ~:~ _;,:.~·;-~: 
A hundred-year-old might as well be . ::':::i·<:· 
considered dead and gone and absent __ : .~_._r;·_·: 

from the world. _; ·.;:_};6.:~~; 

-"·: ---~<.::.::. 
~ ,.-.- ,,·· " ~ . ·. ·.,. ... ~ 

GORDON TUCKER _: {t_::;;--*\ 
5:23. This list-which correlates the stages o{:---····_,f:~~ 
life to prescriptions of learning, to religf6_uS' :,_ ,-' :.~ 
and social obligations, to levels-of. mattir~. ·:.~}~: 
wisdom, and ultimately to physical deterl()i ;~~ ·: :~)' 
ration-does not appear in every manusciip( · ··: \;: 
version of the Mishnah. A few of these (~or ·.· ,. >· 
example, intellectual capability at forty - ~ti.g ::· : · ,. ~ 

? ·.·.;;.•'··. ·'•' 
strength at eighty) have some scripttir~I.>~ ... ,: ;_J.-

"hook" on which they hang;8 others are. ,~!{.: >:>.: ,;, 

parently just observations about life. T~e ·-~ .. :·: · 
terms mishnah and talmud that appear (f~f :<< 
ages ten and fifteen, respectively) are ghre11 : <~ <. 
in lower case h~re, because they manifestly : .· -'>• · 
do not refer to the published works that~e:·\_' · ·.> 
refer to by those names today. Rather, mish~ : · ·. ' · 
nah refers to the oral teachings that were -< .: .. ,: .. . 
passed down in the very chain of tradition · ·. ' /' 

8. That intellectual capability is achieved at age forty i,s 
taken to be loosely hinted at in Deuteronomy 29:3-'-4." · · 
and that age eighty is associated with strength is inti-. • · ; · 
mated in Psalm 90:10. · 



that Avot traces out for us in its opening 
lines and chapters, and talmU;d refers to the 
processes of unpacking and analyzing those 
oral traditions, and harmonizing them with 
others that may on the surface seem to con

·. . flict with them (that is, exactly those things 
· that were eventually canonized in the actual 

literary work we call the Talmud-or, rather, 

the two works that bear that name). Clearly, 
both medical progress and social change 
would have something to say about the exact 
correlations in the list-though the ages of 
physical decline at the back-end of life seem 
remarkably closer to today's expectations 
than to anything that could have been antici
pated at the time of the Mishnah! 
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5:24. Ben Bag Bag liked to say [regarding 

the Torah]: 
Turn it and turn it again, for all is in it; 

look deeply' into it and grow old and tired 

[in its contemplation], 

but do not desist from [the study of] it

for there is no greater virtue than 

[to study] it. 

GORDON TUCKER 

5:24. Ben Bag Bag. The identity of this sage 
(like that of Ben Hei Hei in the next mish
nah) cannot be clearly determined. Although 
a Yol)anan ben Bag Bag is quoted in several 
places in rabbinic literature, some of the 
medieval commentators thought that Ben 
Bag Bag (and likewise Ben Hei Hei) is either 
a folk niclmame or perhaps a coded way of 
referring to someone else. Noteworthy is the 
fact that this mishnah (like the next) is in Ar
amaic, and the only other examples of the use 
of. Aramaic in Avot are in mishnayotattributed 
in chapters 1 and 2 to Hillel. Indeed, in Avot 
D'Rabbi Natan (Version A, chapter 12, and 
Version B, chapter 27), this very dictum 
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'._;£~! 
appears with an attribution to Hillel hiO:iself. :.:-ff::~ 

' . · . . •· ._ • ~"£.·~ "= 

Speculation has thus ranged · from conhe.2~\p;f:J, 
tions to-or even identity with-Hillei the::~;;;;~ 
Elder, to this name (or names) belonging"i6·_·}:;~ 
an independent (though obscure) sage iii tb.~ ;'\~~ 
generation after Yol)anan ben Zakkai. · . ·:'_; }'<;~~Z, 

. :::. :/.¥f 
5:24. For all is in it. There are·two ways :1:6·~:·{( 
understand the Aramaic phrase d'khola· .vah __ :. :f~ 
and they reflect two different and compe$f}~:~f 
views of the plenitude of wisdom inher~iit:~~·::~; 
in Torah. One interpretation supposes th~t·,;': _;;{ 
all truth is indeed present in the Torah j~t 'f. -\i~ 
waiting to be discovered, and that such dJs~ )\l 
covery depends on receiving and utilizi~g ~>~/: 
traditions of exegesis that extract potential).y \l;t 
infinite levels of wisdom inherent in the text.'· ·:.\ .. . . -~.', 

In this reading, Torah is self-sufficient an.a·) :i'; 
. ":~_- ........ ":.' 

all other sources of wisdom and truth derive ·.'';·;,: 
from it. A second understanding of "all .is.}(~~' 
in it" is that Torah's teXt:, plus human retlib_n :;.'_·';: 
and experience, yield an ever-growing body ·of · .·; ~; 
wisdom. In this conception, To~~h is a seed:;: )i~ 
that can and must be cultivated. When it is'· :·:'r,,p 

. . . : . ,"':" ·;~ 

studied and analyzed in the light of huma~.<: '·" 
experience, new truths emerge7 truths thi.t ". ? 
specifically had not been placed there from·:';:··:; 
the beginning by the Creator. Instead, these·_:~:~;:; 
truths are inductively to be derived by humin ,_; '' i 
beings devoted to the text and its power to ·. :· 
point us to fuller and fuller truths. .. ·' 

From the very beginnings of Rabbinic · ·,:,·:~' 
Judaism, these two views have competed with · :~:--:~::, 
one another, and echoes of that competition ·_ ;:1 

are evident in the spectrum of beliefs th~t : .. _:: 
characterize different Jewish communities , :-- ~! 

even today. 
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5:25. Ben Hei Hei liked to say: 
• :· · According to the pain is the gain. 

GORDON TUCKER 

··.: 5:25. Once again, we have a pithy aphorism 
· . " in Aramaic. And a version of this saying has 

· surfaced in our day almost verbatim in the fa
plliiar English expression "no pain, no gain!' 

. It does not seem far-fetched to imagiile that 
.. _ Ben Hei Hei is using a folk-phrase that meant 

· · . :~ approximately what the contemporary En
-.' glish phrase means. 
. ' ) 

·• :.. But-wl,lat did he mean by quoting it? And 
· since the original Tractate Avot ends with 

these woras, what message did the final ed
itor mean to give us by presenting this as the 

. . . . · closing remark of the entire tractate? Mai
.. : monides struggled with thls question in the 
· ·; sixth chapter of his own introduction to his 

commentary on Avot. On the o~e hand, Ben 
.· ·.- Hei Hei seems to be suggesting that there is 

· virtue ~erent in struggle, which many peo
. : pie take to meal?- that being able at all times 

to fight off tendencies and temptations to sin 
. . :-': is the sign of a:· truly righteous person. But 

· • ... · Maimonides, a devoted Aristotelian, could 
: . hardly accept this understanding of virtue. 

For him, as for Aristotle before him, virtue 
is achieved when the good is done reflex
ively and happily, and without struggle. As 

.·· .· . previously noted, virtue is, in this view, not 
. . the sum total of ethical choices, but rather 

the cultivation once and for all of the kind of 
moral character that can lead an individual 

naturally to follow an ethical path. 
Maimonides' answer to this apparent co

nundrum was to suggest that when it comes 
to imperatives that are rationally accessible, 
the ideal is for us to build and sustain char
acter, and there should be no trouble, no 
pain, in pursuing the virtuous life. Ben Hei 
Hei, and others who suggest otherwise, are 
to be understood as referring only to partic
ularistic imperatives for which there is no 
rational basis (for example, laws of forbidden 
sexual relationships such· as consorting with 
a divorced wife's sister; or laws prohibiting 
mixing milk and meat, or wool and linen; 
and other laws like these). In these cases, it is 
normal and expected human behavior either 
to desire to do some of what is prohibited, 
or at least to think that it is of little moment 
whether we do or not. And our religious duty 
is then to submit to the law, even if it causes us 
trouble and frustration. In those cases alone, 
in which non-rational submission rather than 
etllical character is ip. question, we can agree 
that the "pain" of resisting temptation is wor
thy of reward. But a person whose character 
leads him or her to want to steal, or to kill, is 
not to be thought of highly-even if he or she 
has managed to find a way to squelch those 
base instincts. 

This aphorism standing at the end of 
Avot-not the six-chapter work widely 
known as Pirkei Avot, but the five-chapter 
mishnaic tractate-leaves us with this tan
talizing question: Is the religious ideal one 
of joy ·in living by a cultivated constitution 
of righteousness, or is it one of gratitude 
.for having the strength, day in and day out, 
to resist the pull of human weakness? These 
are truly two quite distinct views of what the 
religious life is meant to be. 
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