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Introduction

Welcome to the third week of the Alyth Chavruta Project course on Pirkei Avot.
This week, we approach the second chapter of Pirkei Avot, which you can find (in
abbreviated form) on pages 706-710 of our siddur. In this booklet, we have
selected three extracts on which to focus, with questions for you to consider, and
supplementary materials that cast light on the words of the Mishnah or extend
their meanings.

The text itself can be found here in both Hebrew only and Hebrew with translation.
For those with some knowledge of Hebrew, we encourage you to attempt your
own translation, but there is absolutely no expectation that you engage with the
Hebrew. As usual, there is also no requirement to get to the end of the pack - we
have provided more than you can get through in an hour of study, and we
encourage you to focus on understanding a small amount rather than becoming
confused by a greater amount.

Further resources and advice on how to get the most out of chavruta can be found
in our revised FAQs. We look forward to seeing you on Thursday to share our
learning with each other.

As we will be studying during the Omer, we will include the blessing for counting
the Omer at the beginning of each text pack, as well as the blessing for study as
usual.

Blessing for Study
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Blessed are You, our Living God, Sovereign of the universe, whose
commandments make us holy, and who commands us to devote ourselves to the
study of Torah.

Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheynu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b’mitzvotayv,
v'tzivanu la-asok b'divrey Torah.



https://www.alyth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Chavruta-FAQs-UPDATED.pdf

COUNTING THE OMER

The 49-day period from the second night of Pesach up to Shavuot is known as
the Omer. Because of a longstanding dispute about when the Omer is supposed
to begin, it became necessary to count the days out loud every night with a
blessing. We have included the Hebrew and English formulae here so that you can
count the Omer together with your partner when you meet. According to the
Shulchan Aruch, it is possible to count the Omer at any time of day, though the
blessing is only said between sunset and sunrise - if you count the Omer after
this point then it is customary to do so without saying the blessing.
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Baruch attah Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, asher kidd’shanu b’mitsvotav V'tsivanu al s'firat ha-

omer.

For Friday Evening/Shabbat

Today is day 13, making one week and YIaW onw o3 Wy TKW5W )iyt

six days of the Omer. ANYY 0O W AR
For Saturday Evening/Sunday

Today is day 14, making two weeks of the W onw oY WY nYaIx oivg

Omer. MYy NivIaY
For Sunday Evening/Monday

Today is day 15, making two weeks and W oY of Wy nwnn oo

one day of the Omer. '1?31717 7R D7 NivIaY




For Monday Evening/Tuesday

Today is day 16, making two weeks and
two days of the Omer.

For Tuesday Evening/Wednesday

Today is day 17, making two weeks and
three days of the Omer.

For Wednesday Evening/Thursday

Today is day 18, making two weeks and
four days of the Omer.

For Thursday Evening/Friday

Today is day 19, making two weeks and
five days of the Omer.
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Selections from Pirkei Avot, Chapter 2, the Hebrew text
(translation begins on page 5)
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Note: the numbering of the paragraphs of Pirkei Avot differs immensely across the various
editions of the text. Here, to avoid too much confusion, we follow the numbering applied
in our siddur.




2:3

PRRR PRY DD PYAT NG (RIX XOWIT AT 221 7Y 12 2X00p3 120)
QX7 12 PIRIY PRY DRI YW PATIRD PR IRRY TIRY KPR OIXY 17

P NYW3

[Rabban Gamliel' the son of Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi’ says,] ‘Be careful with the
ruling authority, for they only bring a person close for their own needs. Appearing
as friends in their hour of benefit, they do not stand by a person in their hour of
distress.

Questions

- What is meant by ‘the ruling authority’ here?

- How does Rabban Gamliel's statement about the ruling authority fit with
the command we find elsewhere in Jewish tradition that dina malchuta
dina (‘the law of the land is the law’)?

- A different statement about government can be found in the following
chapter of Pirkei Avot itself (see Pirkei Avot 3:2 in our supplementary texts
on page 8). How do you think these two statements relate to each other?
Are they contradictory, and if not, how can they be reconciled?

' Rabban Gamliel (Il) was the son of Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi (see below), and is not to be
confused with his more famous great-grandfather, Rabban Gamliel Il (of Yavneh). Rabban
Gamliel Ill was appointed leader of the Jewish community in the Land of Israel following
the death of his father in the early third century CE.

? Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi (also known simply as ‘Rabbi) was the leader of the Jewish
community in the Land of Israel (the ‘patriarch’) at the end of the second and beginning of
the third century CE. According to tradition, it was Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi who wrote down
the Mishnah at the beginning of the third century.
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Rabbi Eliezer’ says, ‘May the honour of your fellow be as dear to you as your own;
do not be quick to anger; repent a day before your death. May you be warmed
before the fire of the wise, but be careful of their burning coals, that you are not
scorched. For their bite is the bite of a fox, and their sting is the sting of a scorpion,
and their hiss the hiss of a venomous serpent, and their words are like burning
coals.

Questions

- How are we to understand the imperative not to be quick to anger?
Consider the commentary of the Rambam (page 9) as well as the relation
to Hillel and Shammai in Avot deRabbi Natan (pages 9-11).

- What does Rabbi Eliezer mean by saying that the words of the rabbis are
like burning coals?

* Rabbi Eliezer (ben Hyrcanos) was one of the preeminent rabbis of the late first and early
second centuries CE. He is often found in the Mishnah in dispute with Rabbi Yehoshua ben
Chananyah and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Eliezer is often courted by controversy, has a number
of mystical traditions associated with him, and was once excommunicated by his fellow
rabbis, only being reconciled with them on his deathbed.




2:20-21

N33 DY, 0778y 0°9YIDM 12 AIRYRI1 ¥R 0T, MRIX 11570 921 3
:p1iT N0ad Yy

DX .773m% Y02Y 1790 12 IRR KPY,79037 7OKRPRT 927V X2, IR 7107 K37 KD
T2 DPWIW ANDR2R YY3 XA TRRN 3T DY T2 0009 ,0273 7R 0TRY
:XI27 TNY? DR W TRV 182,97 07D 120

20 Rabbi Tarfon® says, ‘The day is short, the work is great, and the workers are
lazy, and the master of the house is insistent.

21 He would say, ‘It is not upon you to complete the work, but you are not free to
abandon it. If you have learned much Torah, you will be given much reward, and
faithful is your employer to pay you the wages of your labour. But know that the
wages of the righteous are in the future to come.’

Questions

- What is Rabbi Tarfon trying to tell us in 2:207?

- These paragraphs are included together as a meditation in the Reform
Judaism funeral book (p. 3) - why do you think they are included? In what
way are they relevant to the funeral service?

- How do you think the reference to the world to come relates back to the
opening reading from Sanhedrin 10:1 that we studied in the first week?

- What does learning Torah have to do with rewards in the world to come?

“ Rabbi Tarfon was a rabbi in the Land of Israel in the first half of the first century CE. He
is traditionally considered to be of priestly stock, and often ruled in favour of the priests.
® Commentators tend to clarify this to mean ‘the world to come’.




SUPPLEMENTARY TEXTS

On the ruling authorities: Pirkei Avot 3:2
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Rabbi Chaninah® the deputy high priest, says, ‘Pray for the peace of the
government, for without fear of it, people would swallow their neighbours alive’

On the ruling authorities: Bartenura, commentary to Pirkei Avot 2:3
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‘Be careful with the ruling authority’ - you, who are concerned with the needs of
the community; even though you need to be familiar with the ruling authorities in
order to care for the concerns of many, ‘be careful etc.’

® Little is known of Rabbi Chaninah the deputy high priest (also called Chananyah
depending on which version you are reading), except that he was active in the Land of
Israel in the time of the Second Temple, as well as after its destruction in 70 CE.




On not being quick to anger: Rambam, commentary to Pirkei Avot 2:15
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‘Do not be quick to anger’ - Do not prepare yourself to anger or irritability. They
have made sure to censure anger and irritability. And the strongest of their words
are: ‘Anyone who gets angry, it is as though they worship idols’ (Babylonian
Talmud, Shabbat 105b). And they adjoin it to Scripture’s saying: ‘You shall have no
foreign god, and you shall not bow down to a alien god’ (Psalm 81:10) - meaning
to say that the two things are one.

On not being quick to anger: Avot deRabbi Natan A, 15:2
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‘Do not be quick to anger’ - how so?

It teaches that a person should be meek, like Hillel the Elder,” and not impatient,
like Shammai.?

What was the meekness of Hillel the Elder? They related an incident of two men
who stood and wagered® with each other four hundred zuz, saying, ‘Anyone who
goes and makes Hillel angry will take the four hundred zuz’

" Hillel the Elder came to the Land of Israel from Babylonian in the first century CE.
According to certain later traditions he was descended from the house of David. He is often
cited in opposition to Shammai.

® Shammai (the Elder) lived in the Land of Israel at the same time as Hillel (see above) and
is usually only cited in opposition to Hillel (whose ideas and arguments tended to prevail).
° The verbal root of this word also refers to ‘apostacy’ and changing one’s religion.
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One of them went that same day, Erev Shabbat, towards dust, and Hillel was
washing his hair. He came, knocked on the door, [and] said, ‘Where is Hillel? Where
is Hillel?’ Hillel wrapped himself [in his robe] and went out to greet him. He said to
him, ‘My child, what do you need?’ He said to him, ‘| have this question | need to
ask. He said to him, ‘Speak. He said to him, ‘Why are the eyes of Tarmudim so
narrow?’ He replied, ‘Because they live in sandy deserts, and the wind blows the
sand over their eyes, therefore their eyes are narrow.
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He went and waited for a while, and returned and knocked on the door. He said,
‘Where is Hillel? Where is Hillel?’ Hillel wrapped himself [in his robe] and went out.
He said to him, ‘My child, what do you need?’ He said to him, [There is a] halachah
| need to ask about’ He said to him, ‘Speak.’ He said to him, ‘Why are feet of
Africans flat?’' He replied, ‘Because they dwell in marshes and every day they walk
in the water, therefore their feet are flat.
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He went and waited a while, and returned and knocked on the door. He said,
‘Where is Hillel? Where is Hillel?’ Hillel wrapped himself [in his robe] and went out.
He said to him, ‘What do you need to ask?’ He said to him, [There is a] halachah |
need to ask about.’ He said to him, ‘Speak. He wrapped himself [in his robe] and
sat before him. He said to him, ‘What do you need?’ He replied, ‘This is how the
princes respond? May there not be many like you in Israel!’ He said to him, ‘Heaven
forfend! Be careful of your temper! What do you need?’ He said to him, ‘Why do
are the heads of the Babylonians long? He replied, ‘My child, you have asked an
important question. It is because they do not have skilled midwives there. When it
is born, a baby is placed in the arms of male and female slaves, therefore their
heads are long. Whereas, here, where there are skilled midwives, when a baby is
born, it is placed in a cot, and they massage its head, therefore their heads are
round.

He said to him, ‘Because of you, | have lost four hundred zuz! He said to him, ‘Hillel
is worthy that you should lose four hundred zuz (and another four hundred zuz),
and Hillel should not lose his temper.

Note: There are a number of other stories about the patience of Hillel and the impatience
of Shammai that follow this one in Avot deRabbi Natan, and can be read by clicking here.
There are also parallels to this story in Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 30b-31a, which you
can read by clicking here (you may need to scroll down a bit to get to the relevant bit).
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On repenting one day before death: Avot deRabbi Natan A, 15:4
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‘Repent a day before your death’

Rabbi Eliezer's students asked him, ‘But does a person know on what day they
will die, so they can make teshuvah?’

He said to them, ‘All the more so, they should make teshuvah today, lest they die
tomorrow, tomorrow lest they die the day after, and they will find that they make
teshuvah all their days.’

On not being required to complete the work: Rabbi Tony Bayfield

A dictum appears in a number of places in the Talmud: tafasta m'ruba lo tafasta:
if you try to grasp too much you won't get hold of anything. It continues: tafasta
mu’at tafasta - if you grasp a little, you will be able to hold on to it. The trust of
tradition is not so much to articulate a distant aspiration but to counsel against
trying to bite off too much at one go; we should never lose sight of the ideal but
move towards it in sensible, manageable steps. | suspect this is why a particular
observation of the Viennese-born philosopher of science Karl Popper - another
of those Jewish refugees from the Nazis who finally settled in Britain - so appeals
to me. Popper, defender of the open society and democracy, urges us not to be
obsessed with building the perfect school or hospital but to get on with building
better schools and better hospitals.




A GUIDE TO THE TEXTS

The Mishnah is a Jewish legal code from approximately 200 CE, containing
legal rulings and disputes of the sages which are written down there for the
first time. It is the first part of what is called the ‘Oral Law’, which for
traditional Jews is just as authoritative as the Written Law (the Tanach). The
Mishnah is divided into six ‘orders’, and each order is divided into tractates.
Pirkei Avot is included in Seder Nezikin, which deals with the laws of
damages (tort law).

Avot deRabbi Natan is considered to be one of the ‘minor tractates’ of the
Talmud, the first commentary and expansion of the Mishnah. It was likely
completed at around the same time as the Babylonian Talmud, though it is
difficult to date precisely. It is based on Pirkei Avot, and in some places
offers a line-by-line commentary, though it is clear that the version of Pirkei
Avot found in Avot deRabbi Natan is different in some places from the one
we find in the Mishnah. The text can be found in two different recensions,
which are labelled A and B (both of which are cited in this text pack).

Moshe ben Maimon (also known as Moses Maimonides or the Rambam)
was a Jewish scholar and philosopher, was born in Cordoba, Spain in 1138
and died in Cairo, Egypt in 1204. As a young man he wrote an influential
commentary on the Mishnah. In this text pack, the Rambam also refers to
a work called Eight Chapters, an ethical introduction to Pirkei Avot.

One of the foremost commentaries on the Mishnah was written by the
Bartenura (Ovadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro) in the fifteenth century in
Italy. Since the Mishnah was first printed in the mid-sixteenth century, rarely
has it appeared without his commentary.

Rabbi Tony Bayfield is Professor of Jewish Theology and Thought at Leo
Baeck College, and was previously head of the Movement for Reform
Judaism. His book Being Jewish Today was published in 2019.
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