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Avot 6:2 The Torah View of Freedom
Rabbi Judah Kerbel ~ Queens Jewish Center ~ 30 Av 5780

1. Definition of freedom

1: the quality or state of being free: such as

a: the absence of necessity, coercion, or constraint in choice or action

b: liberation from slavery or restraint or from the power of another : INDEPENDENCE
c: the quality or state of being exempt or released usually from something
onerousfreedom from care

d: unrestricted usegave him the freedom of their home

e: EASE, FACILITYspoke the language with freedom

f: the quality of being frank, open, or outspokenanswered with freedom
g: improper familiarity

h: boldness of conception or execution

2a: a political right

2. Declaration of Independence

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed... In every stage of these
Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated
Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.

3. Steven Cohen & Arnold Eisen, the Jew Within: Self, Family, and Community in America, 1
The principal authority for contemporary Jews, in the absence of compelling religious norms
and communal loyalties, has become the soverign self. Each person now performs the labor of
fashioning his or her own self, pulling together elements from the various Jewish and non-
Jewish repertoires available, rather than stepping into an ‘inescapable framework’ of identity
(familial, communal, traditional) given at birth. Decisions about ritual observance and
involvement in Jewish institutions are made and made again, considered and reconsidered,
yer by year, even week by week. American Jews speak of their lives, and of their Jewish
beliefs and commitments, as a journey of ongoing questioning and development. They avoid
the language of arrival. There are no final answers, no irrevocable commitments.

4. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, One People? Tradition, Morality, and Jewish Unity, 158

From the perspective of the autonomous self, then, halakhic existence is inauthentic because
it flees from making personal choice the centre of its universe. From the perspective of
tradition, much of contemporary ethics is inauthentic because it makes personal choice the
measure of all things.
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5. Exodus 29:46
And they shall know that I the LORD am their God, who brought them out from the land of
Egypt that I might abide among them, I the LORD their God.
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6. Rashi Exodus 29:46
Means under the condition that I may dwell in the midst of them.



https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/freedom
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/liberation
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/independence
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/exempt#h1
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ease
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/facility
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7.Rashbam Exodus 29:46
In order to take up residence among them.
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8Numbers 15:41
I the LORD am your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God: I, the LORD
your God.
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9. Seforno 15:41
This I did so that you shall merit that I be your God, and thus your ongoing existence will flow
from Me, without the need for any intermediary.
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10. Rashi 15:41
On this condition I delivered you — that you should take upon yourselves My decrees (i.e. that I
should be your God) (Sifrei Bamidbar 115:1).
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11. Mishnah Avot 6:2

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: every day a bat kol (a heavenly voice) goes forth from Mount Horeb
and makes proclamation and says: “Woe unto humankind for their contempt towards the
Torah”, for whoever does not occupy himself with the study of Torah is called, nazuf (the
rebuked. As it is said, “Like a gold ring in the snout of a pig is a beautiful woman bereft of sense”
(Proverbs 11:22). And it says, “And the tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the
writing of God, graven upon the tablets” (Exodus 32:16). Read not haruth [‘graven’] but heruth [
‘freedom’]. For there is no free man but one that occupies himself with the study of the Torah.
And whoever regularly occupies himself with the study of the Torah he is surely exalted, as it is
said, “And from Mattanah to Nahaliel; and Nahaliel to Bamoth” (Numbers 21:19).
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12. Rashi Avot 6;2
excommunicated; as "and his father rebuked him" (Genesis 37:10), we translate [into Aramaic
as] ounezaf beh avohi.
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13.Machzor Vitri Siman 429
As it is written “cursed is the one who will not fulfill...” and if one does not learn, how will one
fulfill the Torah? As a fool cannot be Gd fearing, and an ignoramus cannot be pious.



/Sifrei_Bamidbar.115.1
/Proverbs.11.22
/Exodus.32.16
/Numbers.21.19
/Genesis.37.10
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14. Mirkevet Ha-Mishnah

Woe... that they do not pay attention to Torah and do not fulfill the dictum “and you shall recite
it day and night.” And one who does not want Torah and to learn it is testifying on behalf of
himself that he is as if he was not at Har Sinai, but in reality all souls were at Har Sinai.
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15. Tiferet Yisrael

35) In my humble opinion, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi is hinting that the voices heard are meant
to hint to a person, to remind him of Matan Torah. And now the [bat kol] is furious at the
current generation for not respecting Torah appropriately and keeping its mitzvot appropriately.
And this small voice repeats the bigger voice that was heard then at the time of Matan Torah.
36) Every “oy” that happens to one who learns Torah is because of its disgrace, that they did not
toil in it appropriately.

38) He is castigated by his Father in Heaven, and that rebuke is the “oy...” and it does not mean
that the person is rebuked but every “oy” that happens in the world is a call of rebuke to wake up
the person from his slumber and dreaming.
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16.Rashi
As people honor and serve [him]. And they distance themselves from one who is not involved in
it - hence he is like one excommunicated.
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17. Tiferet Yisrael
He is not subjugated to physicality, and this is freedom, that his soul is not subjugated to the
bodily desires, this only is true freedom and not when his desires are free and his soul is
subjugated to desire.
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18. Midrash Shmuel

One who engages in Torah is called a free person because their soul is not subjugated to the
body at all because they are not engaged with physical matters, but one is just engaging with
Torah, which is spiritual and one’s soul yearns for them. And if one is engaged in Torah he
subjugates the material to his soul, that subjugation is his freedom because it cleanses him and
brings him closer to the soul... But every person is subjugated to the physical sustenance of their
body, as food is essential for the body and one would die without it, and since he is subjugated to
them he is not called a “ben chorin” — but not so someone who is subjugated to Torah because
he is not subjugated to food because wisdom sustains him, as we see with Moshe Rabbeinu who
went up to Heaven and did not eat or drink.
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19. Yein Levanon
You might say that one who is separated from Torah and learns other fields of study is better
positioned than one who is neck is under the yoke of Torah because the one who is separated
from it is free to think and do whatever one wants, and they don’t have to worry about Torah
and mitzvot. And one who is submits to Torah is constantly worried and afraid of God and in all
of his actions his is fearful of sin and calamity. But this is not so, rather that which you think the
other person is free is actually servitude. And that which you think is servitude and suffering is
actually freedom and control...
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20. Nachalat Avot
Subjugation to religion is not servitude but freedom. Because religion and its practices bring one
to moral perfection, and his mind is free and not subservient to his desires....
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21. Derech Chayim

You might think a king is free, he is not actually free the way someone who learns Torah is
because the king, even though he is the king, he is constantly afraid that someone will rebel, so
he is not really free, so someone who is free is only someone who has no possibility of servitude,
and this is only found in one who engages in Torah, and that is someone who is completely free.
And not only is this person free, but this person rises up from this lowly world and this is why it
says that one who learns Torah rises up as it says “and from Nachliel to Bamot.”
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22. Pirkei Moshe

One who engages in Torah is a free person from awful events and current events, as he is
watched by Hashem according to the level of his attachment... why is he free from awful events?
The reason is because one who engages in Torah rises up and is attached to Hashem, rising
above the battle.
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23. Midrash Shmuel

One who engages in Torah rises above, as it says “And from Mattanah to Nahaliel; and Nahaliel
to Bamoth,” meaning a person who engages in Torah, which is a present from hashem, when he
engages with it, then he inherits from God and he cleaves to it, and then when he inherits God
he rises above all...
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24. Tiferet Yisrael
If he uses his wisdom that is a gift from God for Torah and good deeds, then he will inherit from
God and God will bequeath to him divine strength, more so then he could hope for on his own
naturally.
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25. Rashi Avot 6:2

Above this verse is written "and from the wilderness, Mattanah" [and then our verse continues]
"and from Mattanah, Nachaliel"; [which comes to teach] that since the Torah was given to them
as a gift, they inherited God (nachalu EI) - meaning to say, He brought them into His portion -
and since they inherited God, they rose to greatness, as it is stated, "and from Nachaliel, Bamot."
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26. Yein Levanon
One might think, how can I reach this level to be a “ben chorin” and a great prince? Rather, you
might say that only if someone attains all of the [48] things mentioned in the last [Baraita], tis
person is one who God’s writing is engraved in his soul... but only unique individuals attain
this... but this is not so. Rather, one who engages in Torah, whether someone small or giant,
even someone with little knowledge and understanding of Torah, even if they do not easily attain
the higher virtues, this person is constantly being raised upwards.
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27. Talmud Sanhedrin 9gb

Rabbi Elazar says: Every man was created for labor, as it is stated: “Man is born for toil” (Job
5:7). Based on this verse, I do not know whether he was created for toil of the mouth, speech, or
whether he was created for the toil of labor. When the verse states: “For his mouth presses upon
him” (Proverbs 16:26), you must say that he was created for toil of the mouth. And still I do not
know with regard to the toil of the mouth whether it is for the toil of Torah or for the toil of
conversation. When the verse states: “This Torah scroll shall not depart from your mouth”
(Joshua 1:8), you must say that he was created for the toil of Torah. And that is the meaning of
what Rava said: All bodies are like receptacles to store items until use. Happy is one who is
privileged, who is a receptacle for Torah.
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28. Lubavitcher Rebbe

Why the roundabout, "negative" wording of the mishnah? Why not simply say "True freedom is
attained through Torah"?

Man is a finite being, and everything he possesses and is capable of achieving is likewise finite in
scope and extent. It would, therefore, follow that there is no such thing as a free human being.
Not only do the proud, the envious, the ignorant and the greedy live in their own prison, but
even the most emotionally stable and content individual, blessed with the most plentiful
resources and leading the most uninhibited of lives, is still subservient to his own inherent
limitations.

Thus, our mishnah opens with the statement, "There is no free individual." But one who
occupies himself with Torah, subordinating his mind and self to the wisdom and will of the
Almighty, transcends this most basic nature of every created thing.

Torah defies the unbridgeable gap between the finite and the infinite. It is the wisdom and will
of G-d, articulated in terms that the human being can comprehend, relate to and implement in
his life. One who submits to the servitude of a life devoted to Torah experiences the freedom that
eludes the most "independent" of men.

29. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

“True freedom — cherut — is the ability to control oneself without having to be controlled by
others, accepting voluntarily the moral restraints without which liberty becomes licence and
society itself a battle-ground of warring instincts and desires.”
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