L,

0\-.4 1438 2,

Rasy 1O

Pirkei Avot: Introduction
Alex Hecht ahecht@torontotorah.com

The placement
1. Talmud, Bava Kamma 30a
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Rav Yehudah says: One who wants to be pious should observe the matters of [the order of] Nezikin (damages).
Rava said [he should observe] the matters of tractate Avot.

2. Rabbeinu Yonah, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1

JPRT1 9702 MW 07277 A9RN NAR INWY2 MT0NT NPYA IR PWnH QTRY *191)
And since a person ascends the steps of piousness by doing one of these matters, they placed [Avot] in the order
of Nezikin (damages).

The name
3. Mishlei 1:8
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Hearken, my son, to the discipline of your father, and do not forsake the instruction of your mother.

4. Mishnah Shabbat 7:2
...NOR 90 D°Y2X NIORDH Nia
The “father” labors [prohibited on Shabbat] are forty minus one...

5. Mishnah Tahorot 1:5
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Food that contracted tumah from a "father of tumah™ and one that contracted tumah from an “offspring of tumah”
may be combined together to convey tumah according to the lighter grade of the two.

6. Mishnah Bava Kamma 1:1
.. TPT1 NiaR nyax
There are four “fathers” of damages...

The custom

7. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 292:2
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We say Tnp72. And if (Shabbat) falls at a time where, if it were a weekday, we would not say Tachanun at Minchah

time, we do not say Tnp7s. RAMA: And our custom is not to establish a study session between the Afternoon

Service and the Evening Service (Tur; Zohar Terumah 279), but we say Pirkei Avot in the summer, and nY?vii 2w

in the winter, each place according to its own custom.

8. Mishnah Berurah 292:6
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Yosef, Moshe, and David died on Shabbat afternoon. Therefore, we are accustomed to not schedule [Torah study],
for when a sage dies, the houses of study cease [their regular study] (Moed Katan 22b).

9. Irving Bunim, Ethics from Sinai, pp. xvi-xvii

It is no accident or coincidence that originally the time before Perek seems to have been from Passover to
Shavuoth. On Passover we celebrate going free from Egypt and its physical enslavement, to a destiny of G-d-
liness and Torah. Our people, however, were not ready to receive the Torah at once, and it was only weeks later,
when they stood at Mount Sinai, that our people received the Torah - at Shavuoth time.



In the symbolic language of the Sages, on Passover we became “betrothed” to the Torah; on Shavuoth the spiritual
“wedding” took place, as we made an eternal, irrevocable pact, a covenant, with the Almighty and His Torah.
Now, in a time of betrothal, bride and groom get to know one another, in preparation for a lifetime together.
Between Passover and Shavuoth, as we “count the days” by observing s firah, waiting to receive the Torah anew
from Sinali, it is good to prepare by studying Avoth, to gain some idea of the greatness, wonder and profundity of
Torah, this unique spiritual “bride” that we are going to receive. Even a non-Jewish scholar has observed: “For a
knowledge of the ideals of Rabbinical ethics and piety, no other easily accessible source is equal to Avoth.”
(George Foot Moore, Judaism, Cambridge, 1927-30, I, p. 157.)

The introductory mishnah
10. Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1
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All [of the people of] Israel have a share in the World-to-Come, as it is stated: “And your people also shall be all
righteous, they shall inherit the land forever; the branch of My planting, the work of My hands to be glorified”
(Isaiah 60:21)...

11. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1
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Even those who were convicted for death by the Jewish court because of their wickedness, they have a share in

the World to Come. And the World to Come spoken of here is the World to Come after the Resurrection of the

Dead, who would be destined to live and to stand with their bodies and souls living eternally...

12. Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1
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And these are the people who have no share in the World-to-Come: One who says: There is no resurrection of the
dead derived from the Torah, and one who says: The Torah did not originate from Heaven, and an apikoros.

13. Isaiah 60:21
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And your people also shall be all righteous, they shall inherit the land forever; the branch of My planting, the
work of My hands to be glorified.

14. Irving Bunim, Ethics from Sinai, p. 7

The word used here for “My planting,” matta’ai, is quite interesting. It is derived from the root word nata, which
denotes the planting of trees. When vegetables are planted, however, the verb used is zara; the noun, z ri’ah.
These different words reflect a fundamental difference in the respective ways that trees and vegetables grow.
When you plant potatoes, for example, the mother potato must rot before the new crop comes up. Or, when you
plant wheat, the mother wheat must decay before you can have the fresh wheat. Dissolution of the old must
precede the advent of the new. But what happens in the case of the fruit tree? Fresh fruit is possible only when
the tree is alive and healthy. When you cut away the roots, you destroy the possibility of offspring.

15. Mishnah Uktzin 3:8
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If a branch of a fig tree was broken off, but it was still attached by its bark: Rabbi Yehudah says: [the fruit] is still

not susceptible to tumah (impurity). But the Sages say: [it all depends] whether they could still live. Grain that

had been uprooted, but is still attached to the soil even by the smallest of roots, is tahor (pure).



The concluding mishnah

16. Mishnah Makkot 3:16

907 vEO ' (30 TYW?) N L NiEm 770 07 7377 72°97 .28 X NiaT7 R 103 wiTRD 737, MR Rwpy 13 R0
TR IR 90T iR

Rabbi Chananya ben Akashya says: The Holy One, Blessed be He, sought to confer merit upon the Jewish people;

therefore, He increased for them Torah and mitzvot, as it is stated: “The Lord desires [this] for His righteousness'

sake; He magnifies the Torah and strengthens it.” (Isaiah 42:21).

17. Rashi, Makkot 23b
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e G-d ordained many things as mitzvot that we would naturally wish to do in any case, such as prohibitions
against eating insects or carrion. We would, in all likelihood, abstain from eating these anyway, but as there
are not mitzvot to forbid us, we receive reward for abstaining. (Ethics from Sinai, p. 11)

18. Irving Bunim, Ethics from Sinai, p. 14
How appropriate and meaningful is the Hebrew word [ zakkoth (to make pure, meritorious), for it also means to
cleanse.

19. Talmud, Avodah Zarah 5b
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Happy are you Israel; when they engage in Torah study and in acts of kindness, their evil inclination is given over
to them, and they are not given over to their evil inclination.

20. Talmud, Kiddushin 30b
220 77012 DRI YOI %0 ONRN2
| created an evil inclination, and | created Torah as its antidote.

21. Pirkei Avot 1:1
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Moses received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets,

and the prophets to the Men of the Great Assembly. They said three things: Be deliberate in [the administration

of] justice, raise up many students, and make a fence round the Torah.

22. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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“Moshe received the Torah from Sinai”: I say: Since this tractate is not founded on the exegesis of commandments
from among the Torah’s commandments, like the rest of the tractates which are in the Mishna, but is rather wholly
morals and principles, and whereas the sages of the (other) nations of the world have also composed books
according to the fabrication of their hearts, concerning moral paths, how a person should behave with his fellow;
therefore, in this tractate the tanna began "Moshe received Torah from Sinai," to tell you that the principles and
morals which are in this tractate were not fabricated by the hearts of the Mishna’s sages; rather, they too were
stated at Sinai.

23. Rabbi J. David Bleich, “Is There an Ethic Beyond Halakhah?”
1. Does Judaism recognize a subjective morality? Is there room in Judaism for accommodation of the moral
demands advanced by individual conscience? To that question the answer must be an emphatic no.



Indeed, the question is unequivocally answered in the negative by R. Ovadia Bartenura in the opening section of
his commentary on Ethics of the Fathers...

2. However, precisely the same question can be reformulated in a second manner: Is there a natural morality
which is discoverable by reason? The content of such a moral system might well be coextensive with the content
of dogmatic ethics but might yet be endowed with independent validity. That such a concept exists is manifest in
biblical verses such as “Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice?” (Genesis 18:25). Nevertheless, an
affirmative answer to this question does not dispose of the issue. The concept of natural morality must be
distinguished from the concept of natural law.

24. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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“to the men of the Great Assembly”: There were 120 elders, (including) Zerubavel, Seraiah, Re’elaiah,
Mordekhai, Bilshan, who in the days of Ezra were the ones who emigrated from the diaspora in (the period of)
the second Temple. Included among them were Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi and Nechemiah ben Chachliah
and their associates. They were called the Great Assembly since they restored the crown to its original splendor
(Yoma 69b), for Moses said “The great, mighty and awesome G-d (Deut. 10:17).” Jeremiah and Daniel came but
did not say, “Mighty and awesome (Jer. 32:18) (Dan. 9:4),” but they restored it as in the beginning, since they
indeed stated both his might and his awesomeness. For were it not so, how could a nation such as this be able to
endure in the presence of so many nations.

25. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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“they stated three things”: They stated many things; rather, they said these three things because they contain
within them the preservation of the Torah.

26. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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"Be deliberate in judgment™: Where if a case comes before you one, two or three (times), do not say "This case

already came before me, and (I ruled) a second and a third time." Rather, "Be discerning," which is to say

deliberate before you decide the case.

27. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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"raise up many students": (This is meant) to exclude (the words of) Rabban Gamliel, who said "Any student

whose exterior is not like his interior shall not enter the Beit Midrash (Berakhot 28a)."” We derive from this that

we teach Torah to every person; there is no need to inquire after him.

28. Rabbi Ovadiah miBartenura, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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"and make a fence for the Torah": A hedge, in order that he not come into contact with a Torah prohibition, such

as second degree sexual relationships or rabbinic fences to protect the Shabbat as is written (Lev. 18:30), “You

shall keep my guard;” [meaning,| ‘Make a safeguard for my safeguard.’



29. Rabbeinu Yonah, Commentary to Pirkei Avot 1:1
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And a fence is a great thing, and it is praiseworthy to make a fence for the commandments so that the one who
fears the word of G-d not stumble in them. Hence one who observes the words of the sages, may their memory
be blessed - which are the fences for the commandments of the Torah - has shown more love for [this] fear than
one who does the commandment itself. As the doing of the commandments does not prove fear like the one who
observes the fences, since he is careful from the start not to come to error. However, the one who does the
commandment but does not observe the fence shows us that if it is good in his eyes to do the commandment, [yet]
it is not bad in his eyes if he errs in it; and that he is not concerned about the fear that he will make a breach in it,
and 'one who makes a breach will be bitten by a snake.'



