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Introduction

Welcome to the fourth week of the Alyth Chavruta Project course on Pirkei Avot.
This week, we approach the fourth chapter of Pirkei Avot, which you can find (in
abbreviated form) on pages 715-719 of the RJ prayer book. When studying the
text to decide what would go into this week’s booklet, we realised that the content
of Pirkei Avot 4:1 could fill an entire Omer’s worth of study in itself. Therefore, we
have decided to focus just on that Mishnah, and to delve more deeply than usual
into the parallel texts, related texts and commentaries. The questions on this
Mishnah have been divided into sections - one at the beginning that deals with
the text as a whole, and then sections on each of the sections.

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
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For Monday Evening/Tuesday
Today is day 30, making four weeks and
two days of the Omer.

For Tuesday Evening/Wednesday
Today is day 31, making four weeks and
three days of the Omer.

For Wednesday Evening/Thursday
Today is day 32, making four weeks and
four days of the Omer.

For Thursday Evening/Friday

Today is day 33, making four weeks and
five days of the Omer.
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Selections from Pirkei Avot, Chapter 4, the Hebrew text
(translation begins on page 5)
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4:1
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Ben Zoma' says, ‘Who is wise? The one who learns from every person, as it is
written, “| have gained understanding from all my teachers” (Psalm 119:99).
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[Ben Zoma continues,) ‘Who is mighty? The one who subdues their inclination, as
it is written, “It is better to be slow to anger than mighty, and to rule one’s spirit
than to conquer a city” (Proverbs 16:32).
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[Ben Zoma continues,] ‘Who is rich? The one who is happy with their portion, as it
is written, “When you eat the labour of your hands, you shall be happy and it will
be good for you” (Psalm 128:2). “You shall be happy” - in this world; “it will be good
for you” - in the world to come.”
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[Ben Zoma concludes,] ‘Who is honoured? The one who honours humanity, as it

is written, “For those who honour Me | will honour, but those who despise Me
shall be esteemed lightly” (1 Samuel 2:30).

' Little is known of (Shimon) ben Zoma, except that he was a rabbi in the Land of Israel at
the beginning of the second century CE. He was also one of the rabbis who entered Pardes
with Rabbi Akiva.

? This last sentence is not present in all versions of Pirkei Avot.




Questions

- What is this text trying to teach us, and how does it do so?
- Have a look at the parallel versions (on pages 7-8) - what is different
between the versions, and how does that affect our understanding?

On who is wise

- Looking at the text from Pirkei Avot, Babylonian Talmud Tamid and Sifrei
Devarim, what are the three different understandings of wisdom? Which
resonates most for you? (You can read a sermon on this topic by Rabbi
Josh by clicking here.)

On who is mighty

- What does the text mean by ‘the one who subdues their inclination™?
- Look at the text on the Yetzer HaRa (on page 10). How does this text
understand human nature?

On who is rich

- Does Ben Zoma really think that we should not want to improve our
condition? If not, what can this idea of richness mean?

- Look at the text from Bamidbar Rabbah (on page 11). How does this
tradition use the text from Pirkei Avot? How does it affect our reading?

On who is honourable

- Look at the supplementary texts from Pirkei Avot 4:8 and the parallel
version of that text in Avot deRabbi Natan 27:1 (on page 12). How do these
two texts relate to 4:1? What do they add to the concept of honour?



https://www.alyth.org.uk/sermons-writings/publication/sermon-eizehu-chacham-on-wisdom-and-leadership/

SUPPLEMENTARY TEXTS

A Parallel Text: Avot deRabbi Natan A, 23:1
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Ben Zoma says, ‘Who is wise? The one who learns from every person, as it is
written, ‘I have gained understanding from all my teachers” (Psalm 119:99).

‘Who is the humblest of them all? The one who is as humble as Moshe Rabeinu,
as it is written, “The man Moshe was very humble” (Numbers 12:33).

‘Who is the richest of them all? The one who is happy with their portion, as it is
written, “When you eat the labour of your hands, you shall be happy and it will be
good for you” (Psalm 128:2).

‘Who is mightiest of them all? The one who subdues their inclination, as it is
written, “It is better to be slow to anger than mighty, and to rule one’s spirit than to
conquer a city” (Proverbs 16:32)!

‘And anyone who subdues their inclination it is as though they defeated a city full
of warriors, as it is written, “A wise man ascends to a city of warriors” (Provebs
21:22).




‘The only mighty ones are warriors of Torah, as it is written, “Warriors of strength
do as God says” (Psalm 103:20). And there are those who say [these are the]
ministering angels, as it is written, “Bless the Eternal, God’s messengers” (Psalm
103:20). And there are those who say, the one who turns their enemy into their
friend.

A Parallel Text: Babylonian Talmud, Tamid 32a
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[Alexander]’ said to them, ‘Who is to be called wise?’
They said to him, ‘Who is wise? The one who sees the consequences.”
He said to them, ‘Who is to be called mighty?’
They said to him, ‘Who is mighty? The one who subdues their inclination.”
He said to them, ‘Who is to be called rich?’

They said to him, ‘Who is rich? The one who is happy with their portion.

® This section is part of a long debate between Alexander and ‘The Elders of the South’.
We do not know who the latter are, but we know that the Alexander referred to is
supposedly Alexander the Great, king of the ancient Greek kingdom of Macedon (356-
323 BCE).

* The Hebrew nolad translates literally as ‘that which is born’.




Another answer on who is wise: Sifre Devarim, 13
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‘Wise and understanding’ (Deuteronomy 1:13)°

As Arios® asked Rabbi Yosei, ‘Who is wise? He said to him, ‘The one who
establishes their learning.’

[He responded,] ‘You say learning, or is it only understanding?’
He said to him, ‘Behold, it already says “understanding”’

What is the difference between understanding people and wise people? Wise
people are to be compared with a rich money changer. When they bring [coins] he
examines them; when they do not bring [coins] he sits and is idle. An
understanding person is to be compared with a travelling money changer. When
they do not bring [coins] to him to examine, he examines his own.

° The full verse reads: ‘Pick from each of your tribes people wise and understanding and
experienced, and | will appoint them as your heads.

® We do not know anything about Arios, except that he is a non-Jew asking the same
question as Alexander in Babylonian Talmud Tamid (above). There is a possibility that
these are two versions of a particular oral tradition, despite the fact that they give different
answers to the question.




On learning from every person: Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 4:1
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‘The one who learns from every person.’ Even if they are lesser than them. As they
are not concerned with their honour, and learn from those who are lesser than
them, it shows that their knowledge is for the sake of heaven, and not for them to
boast about and revel in.

On the evil inclination (Yetzer (Ha)Ra): Bereshit Rabbah 9:7

TR 270 73T MK 7903 72 HRIDW 27 W2 173 92 DRIHW 92 [0 020
,¥7 987 77T IRM 270 737 20 IR0 7Y

X597 02 OIR 7732 XD Y977 7982 9I19RW ROR L RIANOK,TIRM 20 Y77 982 797
NRIP X277 73 (TN27P) INIX 719%W 197,7033 RWI RDY T2 X271, AWK RW)

YN WOR
Rabbi Nachman bar Shmuel bar Nachman’ said in the name of Rabbi Shmuel bar

Nachman,” “Behold, it was good” (Genesis 1:25) refers to the Yetzer Tov; “And
behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31) refers to the Yetzer Ra!

Can then the Yetzer HaRa really be “very good”? That would be extraordinary!

But for the Yetzer HaRa, no one would build a house, take a wife, or have children
or do business; and thus said Solomon, ‘| noted that all labour and excelling in work
come from men's envy of each other’ (Ecclesiastes 4:4).

"It is not clear who Rabbi Nachman bar Shmuel bar Nachman was, and we do not find
him in other sources. Given the repetition of his patronymic (Shmuel bar Nachman, as
below), this name may be attributable to a scribal error.

® Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman lived in Tiberias in the Land of Israel in the late third century
CE.




On who is rich: Bamidbar Rabbah 22:9
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Another explanation:” ‘A wise one’s understanding is at their right hand’ - this is
Moses; ‘A fool’s understanding is at their left’ these are the children of Reuben and
the children of Gad, who made the essential thing of secondary importance, and
the thing of secondary importance essential, for they cherished their property
more than human life, saying to Moses, ‘Here we will build sheepfolds for our
flocks, and towns for our children’ (Numbers 32:16).

Moses said to them, ‘That is not right! Do the essential thing first. Build cities
for your children and afterwards sheepfolds for your flocks.

The Holy Blessed One said to them, ‘You have cherished your cattle more than
human life. By your life, there shall be no blessing for you in it.” Of them Scripture
says, ‘An estate gained hastily from the beginning, its end will not be blessed’
(Proverbs 20:21). And likewise it says, ‘Do not strain to become rich, cease from
your understanding’ (Proverbs 23:4). And who is rich? The one who is happy with
their portion, as it is written, ‘When you eat the labour of your hands, you shall be
happy and it will be good for you’ (Psalm 128:2).

° ‘Another explanation (Devar Acher) is a standard midrashic way of introducing an
alternative interpretation of a given biblical verse. In this case, the verse is Ecclesiastes
10:2. The verse with which the midrash is primarily concerned, however, is Numbers 32:1,
in which it is stated that the children of Reuven and the children of Gad have a great
number of cattle. These two tribes therefore decide to remain to the East of the River
Jordan rather than joining the rest of the Israelites in the Promised Land.




On honour: Pirkei Avot 4:8
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Rabbi Yosei" says, ‘Anyone who honours the Torah, they are themselves honoured

by humanity. And anyone who dishonours the Torah, they themselves are
dishonoured by humanity.

On honour: Avot deRabbi Natan A, 27:1
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Rabbi Yosei says, ‘Anyone who honours the Torah, they are themselves honoured
by humanity, as it is written, “For those who honour Me | will honour, but those
who despise Me shall be esteemed lightly” (1 Samuel 2:30)!’

" Rabbi Yosei (ben Chalafta) is quoted extensively in the Mishnah. One of the later students
of Rabbi Akiva, he lived in the Land of Israel and taught in the city of Sepphoris in the first
half of the second century CE.




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).

The Babylonian Talmud (also known simply as The Talmud or Bavli) is a
commentary on the Mishnah from Babylonia, containing the discussions of
rabbis from the period just after the Mishnah was finished (around 200
CE), until it was finally redacted in approximately 700 CE. The tractate
extracted in this pack is ‘Tamid’, which deals with the daily offerings in the
Temple in Jerusalem.

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).

A number of midrashim have been included in this booklet. Sifrei Devarim
is @ midrash on the book of Deuteronomy, covering legal, narrative and
homiletic material, and is thought to have been completed in the late third
century CE. Bamidbar Rabbah is a homiletic midrash on the book of
Numbers. It is difficult to date precisely, but it is likely to have been finished
around the same time as the Babylonian Talmud. Bereshit Rabbah is a
midrash on the book of Genesis, completed around the first half of the fifth
century CE (roughly the same time as the Jerusalem Talmud).
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