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Shammai’s Three Things ~ Pirkei Avot 1:15
Rabbi Judah Kerbel ~ Queens Jewish Center ~ 24 Tamuz 5780
In Memory of Gladys Teitelbaum a”h on the occasion of her Shloshim
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1. Avot 1:15
Shammai used to say: make your [study of the] Torah a fixed practice; speak little, but do much;

and receive all men with a pleasant countenance.
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2. Rashi
One should not merely establish time for Torah; rather, the whole day should be fixed for
learning. Alternatively, you should fix for yourself to learn four or five chapters a day...
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3. Talmud Berachot 35b

The Sages taught: What is the meaning of that which the verse states: “And you shall gather your
grain”? Because it is stated: “This Torah shall not depart from your mouths, and you shall
contemplate in it day and night” (Joshua 1:8), I might have thought that these matters are as
they are written; Therefore, the verse states: “And you shall gather your grain, your
wine and your oil,” assume in their regard, the way of the world; set aside time not
only for Torah, but also for work. This is the statement of Rabbi Yishmael. Rabbi
Shimon ben Yohai says: Is it possible that a person plows in the plowing season and sows in
the sowing season and harvests in the harvest season and threshes in the threshing season and
winnows in the windy season; what will become of Torah? Abaye said: many have acted
in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Yishmael, and they were successful in
their Torah study. Many have acted in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi
Shimon ben Yohai and were not successful in their Torah study. Similarly, Rava said
to the Sages who would attend his study hall: I implore you; during the months of Nisan and
Tishrei, the crucial agricultural periods, do not appear before me. Engage in your agricultural
work then so that you will not be preoccupied with your sustenance all year.
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4. Talmud Shabbat 31a

Rava said: After departing from this world, when a person is brought to judgment, they say to
him: Did you conduct business faithfully? Did you designate times for Torah study? Did
you engage in procreation? Did you await salvation? Did you engage in the dialectics of wisdom
or understand one matter from another?
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5. Magen Avot (R’ Shimon ben Tzemach Duran)
Rashi explained that “one should not [merely] establish time for Torah; rather, the whole day
should be fixed for learning.” And this is an impossible interpretation because they said in the
Gemara that one has to have an occupation, and one who does so, their Torah learning is
successful. Rather, those hours that you establish for Torah should be fixed, and other
labor reinforce those hours.
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6. Rambam Hilkhot Talmud Torah 1:8

Every man in Israel is obliged to study the Torah, whether he be poor or rich, whether he be
physically healthy or ailing, whether he be in full vigor of youth or of great age and weakened
vitality; even if he be dependent upon alms for his livelihood, or going around from door to door
begging his daily bread, yea, even he who has a wife and children to support is obliged to have
an appointed time for the study of the Torah, both during the day and at night, for it is
said: "But thou shalt meditate therein day and night" (Joshua, 1.8.).
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7. Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 155:1
After one leaves shul, they should go to the beit midrash; one should fix a time to learn, and
that time should be fixed and never skipped even if one stands to make a great
profit. (Rama: and even one who does not know how to learn should go to the beit midrash and
gets the reward for going, or should fix a place and learn a little of what one knows and
contemplate that and bring in Fear of Heaven into their heart.
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8. Talmud Kiddushin 30a
A person should always divide his years into three parts, as follows: A third for Bible, a third for
Mishna, and a third for Talmud. Who knows the length of his life, so that he can calculate how
long a third will be? No, it is necessary for one’s days.
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9. Avot 2:4
Say not: ‘when I shall have leisure I shall study;’ perhaps you will not have leisure.
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10. Mirkevet Ha-Mishna (R. Yosef Alashker, 16t century Spain/North Africa)
Shammai is coming to explain the words of Shmaya his teacher and Hillel his colleague. Shmaya
said “love labor” but did not mention Torah study at all, even though it is implied that one must
devote part of their time to Torah. Therefore, Shammai came to clarify that whatever
time one gives to Torah should be fixed, when one will turn away from their business and
won’t forsake that time, even if one has things to attend to. And he also comes to explain
Hillel’s words, who said “one who does not learn is liable for death.” Shammai is
saying that one does not have to learn all day, but rather that Torah should be
fixed.
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11. Avot d’Rabbi Natan Chapter 13
“Make your study of Torah fixed” — how does one do this? This teaches that if one heard
something from a sage in the Beit Midrash, he should not make it “temporary,” rather he should
make it “established.”
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12. Magen Avot

“Make your Torah fixed” — that you should not be lenient for yourself and stringent for others,
and you should not be stringent upon yourself and lenient for others. Rather, your Torah should
be “fixed” for yourselves and others.
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13. Tiferet Yisrael (Boaz) (R’ Yisrael Lipschutz)
a) That you shouldn’t learn Torah in a casual manner — meaning in a casual and lazy manner,
lying down...
b) “Keva” has the connotation of “rest,” meaning peace of mind, that a person should not learn a
place with the tumult of lots of talking or throbbing sounds other loud noises, as all of these




impede understanding, grasping concepts, and memory. Rather, a person should learn in an
isolated, quiet place, as this helps with understanding and memory with God’s help. It is good to
learn a spacious and nice room with many windows, with a visually pleasing book and beautiful
printing, as these give peace of mind and joy to the soul and expand a person’s knowledge, and
then the learning will take root.

¢) “Keva” also has the connotation of “continuity,” that one should not learn in a choppy way —
to learn a little and stop, to learn a little and stop, as these breaks facilitate forgetting.
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14. Midrash Shmuel (R’ Shmuel de Uceda, 16t century Tzefat)

There are two types of Torah: one is the secrets of Torah, that which was revealed to R’
Shimon ben Yochai and his friends, and this part is called Torat Hashem, and this part
isn’t within a person’s reach to understand it and one cannot do more than this other
than to long for it with great passion, and that’s why the verse says “cheftzo,” as that is all he can
do in this part. And there’s another part of Torah which is the basic meanings of
Scripture and the interpersonal laws, that which is permitted/forbidden, and this
part is within a person’s reach to comprehend if he puts his heart, spirit, and soul
into it, and this is why the verse said “his Torah” — as he needs to know the
forbidden/permitted to serve his creator, and it is within his reach, and this part one must
engage in day and night in order to learn and be successful in order to observe it. And on tis
second part Shammai is talking about, and that is why it says make your Torah
fixed because this part is yours and your Torah.
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15. Rabbeinu Yonah Gerondi (13 Century Catalan/Spain)

When you promise your friend to do something for him, tell him a little and do much for him,
and that is in the way of ethics and piety. And we have learned [it] from our father Avraham,
peace be upon him, as it is written (Genesis 18:5), "And let me fetch a morsel of bread"; and
afterwards (Genesis 18:8), "And he took curds and milk and the calf, etc."
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16. Midrash Shmuel
“Say little” — meaning, make very few vows, only when necessary; most times when you give

tzedakah, do so without a vow.



/Genesis.18.5
/Genesis.18.8

0 DIVN I P9 MIAN NIV MWN .17
NN PR PYYNN 1210 INNINY 991 NNOPNN INNIN INKINN P PYYNRY Y3 IDIN 7P NI
DDMPNN

17. Mishna Avot 3:9
He [also] used to say: anyone whose deeds exceed his wisdom, his wisdom is enduring, but
anyone whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, his wisdom is not enduring.
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18. Mirkevet Ha-Mishna
This is also explaining Hillel’s words, as he said “love peace and pursue peace.” And if one wants
to diminish controversy, “say little and do much.”
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19. Shemot 14:15-16

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why do you cry out to Me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. And
you lift up your rod and hold out your arm over the sea and split it, so that the Israelites may
march into the sea on dry ground.
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20. Rabbeinu Yonah
That he show them a happy face, so that 'the spirit of creations find pleasure from him.'
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21. R. Menachem Ha-Meiri (Provence, 13th century)
Even if you are not happy to do this, comport yourself as if you are happy to see this person, so
that he will think that your face is yellow from your joy of his coming, as it is explained in Avot
D’Rabbi Natan that if a person gives all of the gifts in the world but his face is buried in the
ground, it is as if he didn’t give him anything. But one who receives a person cheerfully, even if
he didn’t give him anything is as if he gave him everything he asked for.
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22. Magen Avot

Why did Shammai not reproach himself through this? He was known to be impatient... and the
correct explanation is that this corresponds with what is above — that if one welcomes in guests,
he should say little and do much, and receive them cheerfully so that they won’t be embarrassed.
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23. Talmud Shabbat 31a

The gentile said to himself: I will go and convert so that they will install me as High Priest. He
came before Shammai and said to him: Convert me on condition that you install me as High
Priest. Shammai pushed him with the builder’s cubit in his hand. He came before Hillel; he
converted him... Eventually, the three converts gathered together in one place, and they said:
Shammai’s impatience sought to drive us from the world; Hillel’s patience brought us beneath
the wings of the Divine Presence.
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24. Mirkevet Ha-Mishna
Even though you will hear that Shammai was impatient, he only got angry about things that are
worthwhile... and this is what it means “receive every person cheerfully,” meaning one who is
on the level of being a “person” and asks intelligent questions. But one who asks repugnant
questions, one doesn’t pay attention to him, as it says in Proverbs “do not answer the fool
according to his foolishness.”

O NMVN N PI9 NMIAX NION VY 1IN .25
TANY NN D9 NON DTN 939 32500 DN (771D 779) NNPTI MNP XD 04X Y5 .OTRN DD NN DAPN MM
DN 72 1Y M D9 120N M KW IDNINNY MONT INSPR XD, M’ D9 1202 DTN 99 Yaph
INPNENA DTN ININ Y92 LWANN Y NVIYY D9 120N M KON ,NINDY NAWN 10 11NT INSPNRI
: DMV 129 PO TPIPY TINY YaAP TRNIN WYY NMT NN, INPND91
25. Hon Ashir (R. Raphael Emanuel b. Avraham Riki; 18t century Italy)
It doesn’t say receive “every person” but rather “the whole person” one has to receive cheerfully,
meaning not part of the person to flatter them and that you are only receiving part of the person
cheerfully...
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26. Jeremiah 9:22-23

Thus said the LORD: Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom; Let not the strong man glory in
his strength; Let not the rich man glory in his riches.

But only in this should one glory: In his earnest devotion to Me. For I the LORD act with
kindness, Justice, and equity in the world; For in these I delight —declares the LORD.
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27. Mirkevet Ha-Mishna
These three virtues correspond with that which Yirmiyahu mentioned, which are wisdom,
strength, and wealth. Corresponding the virtue of wisdom is “make your study of Torah fixed,”
and then you can praise yourself, and if you do this you will have the ability to understand and
teach. But if you only learn after you've dealt with your business, it won’t endure, and it won’t
benefit your fellow. And this is what it means “let not the wise man glory in his wisdom,” that it
does not benefit his fellow. And corresponding with wealth he said “say little and do much,” and
this corresponds with “let not the rich man glory in his riches,” which is if he does not want to
benefit his fellow. And corresponding with strength he said “receive everyone cheerfully,” and if
you find them in distress, save them from their troubles if you can, and this will be the reason
why people will appreciate your strength.




