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The placement 

1. Talmud, Bava Kamma 30a 

 אמר רב יהודה: האי מאן דבעי למהוי חסידא, לקיים מילי דנזיקין. רבא אמר: מילי דאבות. 

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  

 מאלה הדברים שמוה בסדר נזיקין. ומפני שאדם משיג אל מעלת החסידות בעשותו אחת 

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 

ךָ ֶּֽ ת אִמ  ש תוֹרַַ֥ טּ֗ אַל־תִִּ֜ יךָ, וְׁ ר אָבִִ֑ ְׁנִי, מוּסַַ֣ ע, ב  מַַ֣  .שְׁ

Hearken, my son, to the discipline of your father, and do not forsake the instruction of your mother. 

 

4. Mishnah Shabbat 7:2 

חָת... בָעִים חָסֵר א  לָאכוֹת אַרְׁ  אֲבוֹת מְׁ

The “father” labors [prohibited on Shabbat] are forty minus one...  

 

5. Mishnah Tahorot 1:5 

נֵיה  הָ  בִשְׁ טַמֵא כַקַל ש  פִין ז ה עִם ז ה לְׁ טָרְׁ אָה, מִצְׁ מְׁ לַד הַטֻּ מָא בִוְׁ נִטְׁ ש  אָה וְׁ מְׁ אַב הַטֻּ מָא בְׁ נִטְׁ ל ש   ן. אֹכ 

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 

זִיקִין...אַ  בָעָה אֲבוֹת נְׁ  רְׁ

There are four “fathers” of damages… 

 

The custom 

7. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 292:2 

ונהגו שלא לקבוע מדרש   הגהרים צדקתך ואם חל בו יום שאלו היה חול לא היו אומרים בו במנחה נפילת אפים אין אומרים צדקתך:  אומ

 בין מנחה למעריב )טור זוהר תרומה ע' רע"ט( אבל אומרים פרקי אבות בקיץ ושיר המעלות בחורף וכל מקום לפי מנהגו. 

We say צדקתך. 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 צדקתך. 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 שיר המעלות 

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

 

8. Mishnah Berurah 292:6 

 דמתו בו יוסף משה ודוד ולכן נהגו שלא לקבוע אז מדרש כי חכם שמת כל המדרשות בטלים. 

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 Sinai, 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, II, p. 157.) 

 

The introductory mishnah 

10. Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1 

שוּ אָר   עוֹלָם יִירְׁ עַמֵךְ כֻּלָם צַדִיקִים, לְׁ נ אֱמַר )ישעיה ס( וְׁ ק לָעוֹלָם הַבָא, ש  ם חֵל  רָאֵל יֵש לָה  פָאֵר.כָל יִשְׁ הִתְׁ ר מַטָעַי, מַעֲשֵה יָדַי לְׁ  ץ; נֵצ 

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  

אפילו אלו שנתחייבו מיתה בב״ד מפני רשעתן, יש להם חלק לעולם הבא. ועולם הבא האמור כאן הוא העולם הבא אחר תחיית המתים,  

 שעתידים לחיות ולעמוד בגופם ובנפשם חיים נצחיים... 

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 

אֵין תוֹרָה מִן הַשָמָ  חִיַת הַמֵתִים מִן הַתוֹרָה, וְׁ ק לָעוֹלָם הַבָא, הָאוֹמֵר אֵין תְׁ ם חֵל  אֵין לָה  אֵלוּ ש  ס. ...וְׁ פִיקוֹר  א   יִם, וְׁ

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 

עַמֵךְ כֻּלָם צַדִיקִ  פָאֵר.וְׁ הִתְׁ ר מַטָעַי, מַעֲשֵה יָדַי לְׁ ץ; נֵצ  שוּ אָר  עוֹלָם יִירְׁ  ים, לְׁ

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 

יוֹת. רִים: אִם יָכוֹל לִחְׁ טַהֵר. וַחֲכָמִים אוֹמְׁ הוּדָה מְׁ לִפָה: רַבִי יְׁ ה בַקְׁ עֹר  שַח, וּמְׁ נִפְׁ אֵנָה ש  ל תְׁ ש קָטָן,   יִחוּר ש  שֹר  עֹרָה אֲפִלוּ בְׁ רָה וּמְׁ קְׁ נ ע  בוּאָה ש  תְׁ

הוֹרָה.  טְׁ

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 

ם ת  בָה לָה  פִיכָךְ הִרְׁ רָאֵל, לְׁ ת יִשְׁ זַכוֹת א  יָא אוֹמֵר, רָצָה הַקָדוֹש בָרוּךְ הוּא לְׁ ן עֲקַשְׁ יָא ב  נ אֱמַר  רַבִי חֲנַנְׁ וֹת, ש  מַעַן  וֹרָה וּמִצְׁ )ישעיה מב( ה' חָפֵץ לְׁ

דִיר.  יַאְׁ דִיל תוֹרָה וְׁ קוֹ; יַגְׁ  צִדְׁ

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 

כדי שיהו מקבלין שכר במה שמונעין עצמן מן העבירות לפיכך הרבה להן שלא היה צריך לצוות כמה מצות וכמה    -לזכות את ישראל  

 אזהרות על שקצים ונבלות שאין לך אדם שאינו קץ בהן אלא כדי שיקבלו שכר על שפורשין מהן.

● 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 l’zakkoth (to make pure, meritorious), for it also means to 

cleanse. 

 

19. Talmud, Avodah Zarah 5b 

 אשריהם ישראל בזמן שעוסקין בתורה ובגמילות חסדים יצרם מסור בידם ואין הם מסורים ביד יצרם. 

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 

 בראתי יצר הרע ובראתי לו תורה תבלין. 

I created an evil inclination, and I created Torah as its antidote. 

 

21. Pirkei Avot 1:1 

ה קִבֵל ת נ  מש  שֵי כְׁ אַנְׁ סָרוּהָ לְׁ בִיאִים מְׁ בִיאִים, וּנְׁ קֵנִים לִנְׁ קֵנִים, וּזְׁ עַ לִזְׁ עַ, וִיהוֹשֻּ סָרָהּ לִיהוֹשֻּ בָרִים,  וֹרָה מִסִינַי, וּמְׁ לשָה דְׁ רוּ שְׁ דוֹלָה. הֵם אָמְׁ ת הַגְׁ ס 

יָג לַתוֹ  בֵה, וַעֲשוּ סְׁ מִידִים הַרְׁ הַעֲמִידוּ תַלְׁ תוּנִים בַדִין, וְׁ  רָה.הֱווּ מְׁ

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 

וֹת הַ  וָה מִמִצְׁ ת עַל פֵרוּש מִצְׁ ד  יֻּס  ת זוֹ אֵינָהּ מְׁ כ  מַס  פִי ש  ה קִבֵל תוֹרָה מִסִינַי." אוֹמֵר אֲנִי, לְׁ אָר מַס  "מֹש  לָא כֻּלָהּ מוּסָרִים  תוֹרָה כִשְׁ נָה, א  בַמִשְׁ תוֹת ש  כְׁ

כֵי הַמוּסָר כֵיצַד יִתְׁ  דַרְׁ בָדוּ מִלִבָם בְׁ מוֹ ש  פָרִים כְׁ רוּ סְׁ מוֹת הָעוֹלָם גַם כֵן חִבְׁ מֵי אֻּ חַכְׁ ת זוֹ  וּמִדוֹת, וְׁ כ  מַס  חִיל הַתַנָא בְׁ פִיכָךְ הִתְׁ נַהֵג הָאָדָם עִם חֲבֵרוֹ, לְׁ

ה  מֵי הַמִשְׁ מֹש  תָא לאֹ בָדוּ אוֹתָם חַכְׁ כְׁ זוֹ הַמַס  בְׁ הַמוּסָרִים ש  הַמִדוֹת וְׁ ךָ ש  סִינַי. קִבֵל תוֹרָה מִסִינַי, לוֹמַר לְׁ רוּ בְׁ מְׁ לָא אַף אֵלוּ נ א   נָה מִלִבָם, א 

“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 

רָיָה   ל שְׁ בָב  רֻּ קֵנִים הָיוּ. זְׁ רִים זְׁ שְׁ ע  דוֹלָה." מֵאָה וְׁ ת הַגְׁ נ ס  שֵי כְׁ אַנְׁ לָלָם, "לְׁ בַיִת שֵנִי. וּמִכְׁ עָלוּ מִן הַגוֹלָה בְׁ ש  רָא כְׁ זְׁ הָיוּ בִימֵי ע  שָן, ש  כַי בִלְׁ דְׁ עֵלָיָה מָרְׁ רְׁ

חֱזִירוּ הָ  ה  פִי ש  דוֹלָה לְׁ ת הַגְׁ נ ס  אוּ כְׁ רְׁ נִקְׁ ם. וְׁ רֵיה  חַבְׁ יָה וְׁ ן חֲכַלְׁ יָה ב  מְׁ ח  אָכִי וּנְׁ יָה וּמַלְׁ כַרְׁ נָהּחַגַי זְׁ יָשְׁ ה אָמַר )דברים י( הָאֵ עֲטָרָה לְׁ מֹש  -  )יומא סט:( ש 

חִ  בַתְׁ חֱזִירוּם כְׁ הֵם ה  נוֹרָא, וְׁ וְׁ רוּ גִבוֹר  לאֹ אָמְׁ דָנִיֵאל וְׁ וְׁ יָה  מְׁ יִרְׁ הַנוֹרָא, בָאוּ  וְׁ אוֹתָיו, ל הַגָדוֹל הַגִבוֹר  נוֹרְׁ בוּרוֹתָיו הֵן הֵן  רוּ הֵן הֵן גְׁ אָמְׁ פִי ש  לָה, לְׁ

מָלֵא כֵן הֵ  אִלְׁ מוֹת: ש  נֵי כַמָה אֻּ קַיֵם בִפְׁ הִתְׁ כוֹלָה לְׁ מָה כָזוֹ יְׁ  יאַךְ אֻּ

“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 

בָרִים הַלָלוּ לֹשָה דְׁ לָא שְׁ רוּ, א  בָרִים אָמְׁ בֵה דְׁ בָרִים." הַרְׁ לֹשָה דְׁ רוּ שְׁ ם קִיוּם הַתוֹרָה "הֵם אָמְׁ יֵש בָה  רוּ ]הֵן[ ש    אָמְׁ

“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 

פָנַ  בָר בָא לְׁ שָלֹש, לאֹ תאֹמַר דִין ז ה כְׁ תַיִם וְׁ פָנ יךָ פַעַם וּשְׁ אִם בָא דִין לְׁ תוּנִים בַדִין." ש  לוֹמַר  "הֱווּ מְׁ תוּנִים, כְׁ לָא הֱווּ מְׁ תִי בוֹ, א  שִלַשְׁ שָנִיתִי וְׁ י וְׁ

קוּ הַדִין. סְׁ תִפְׁ ם ש  תִינִים קֹד   מַמְׁ

"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 

בָ  אֵין תוֹכוֹ כְׁ מִיד ש  אָמַר )ברכות כח.( כָל תַלְׁ לִיאֵל דְׁ בֵה." לַאֲפוֹקֵי מֵרַבָן גַמְׁ מִידִים הַרְׁ הַעֲמִידוּ תַלְׁ מַע לָן  "וְׁ רָש, קָא מַשְׁ בֵית הַמִדְׁ רוֹ אַל יִכָנֵס לְׁ

כָל  דִין תוֹרָה לְׁ לַמְׁ מְׁ דֹק אַחֲרָיו. ש  אֵין צָרִיךְ לִבְׁ  אָדָם וְׁ

"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 

נִיוֹת לָעֲרָיוֹת,   גוֹן שְׁ אִסוּר תוֹרָה, כְׁ לאֹ יָבאֹ לִגַע בְׁ יָג לַתוֹרָה." גָדֵר ש  תִי, עֲשוּ  "וַעֲשוּ סְׁ מַרְׁ ת מִשְׁ ם א  ת  מַרְׁ תִיב )ויקרא יח( וּשְׁ שַבָת. דִכְׁ בוּת לְׁ וּשְׁ

תִי  מַרְׁ מִשְׁ ת לְׁ ר  מ   מִשְׁ

"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 

להכשל בהם הירא את דבר ה'. לכן המקיים את דברי חז"ל שהם סייגים  והסייג הוא דבר גדול ומשובח לעשות סייג וגדר למצות לבל יוכל  

למצות של תורה חיבב היראה ממי שעושה המצוה עצמה כי אין עשיית המצות הוכחה ליראה כמו השומר לסייגים שהוא נזהר מתחלה שלא  

שות מצוה אל ירע בעיניו אם יפשע בה ולפרוץ  יביא לידי פשיעה. אך העושה המצוה ואינו מקיים הסייג מראה לנו כי אם ייטיב בעיניו לע

 פרץ לא חש מפני היראה ופורץ גדר ישכנו נחש.

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.' 

 

 

 

 

 

 


