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Mishna 1 
 
                 Text 

Moses received the Torah from Sinai, ,ל ּתֹוָרה ִמִסיַני ה ִקבֵּ  משֶׁ

and entrusted it to Joshua, ,ַע  ּוְמָסָרּה ִליהֹושֻׁ

and Joshua to the Elders,  ,ִנים ַע ִלְזקֵּ  ִויהֹושֻׁ

and the Elders to the Prophets,  ,ִנים ִלְנִביִאים  ּוְזקֵּ

and the Prophets entrusted it   ּוְנִביִאים ְמָסרּוָה 

to the Members of the Great Assembly.  .ת ַהְגדֹוָלה י ְכנֶׁסֶׁ  ְלַאְנשֵּ

They said three things:  :ם ָאְמרּו ְשלָשה ְדָבִרים  הֵּ

Be deliberate in judgment,  ,ֱהוּו ְמתּוִנים ַבִדין 

and establish many students, ,ה  ְוַהֲעִמידּו ַּתְלִמיִדים ַהְרבֵּ

and make a protective fence for the Torah.   .ַוֲעׂשּו ְסָיג ַלּתֹוָרה 
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☞ Commentary 
 
Introduction: 

Pirkei Avot opens in a dramatic way. It takes us back to where it all started, back to Sinai and the 

birth of the Jewish People, when we received our Divine blueprint for life. It introduces us to a 

series of leaders who faced remarkably different challenges and opportunities to place this 

blueprint at the center of Jewish society. 

   Moses received the Torah from Sinai, ,ל ּתֹוָרה ִמִסיַני ה ִקבֵּ  משֶׁ

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
The ideas at the heart of Pirkei Avot address our most essential values, ethics, 
relationships, the building blocks of character and the lessons that lead to 
wisdom. The roots of these teachings are in the Divine revelation at Sinai, when 
God first gave the Torah to the Jewish People. This is why Pirkei Avot begins by 
tracing the line of transmission  back to the moment when God spoke to more 
than three million people at the foot of Mount Sinai.  
 
This mishna, and those that follow, chronicle the transmission of the Torah 
through generations of Jews who lived in vastly different circumstances. Jewish 
history, in all of its commotion and turbulence, has traversed continents, eras, 
empires and cultures amid changing geographic, economic and political forces. 
No nation on earth has seen more change.  
 
What has held our people together all this time? The answer is the Torah, which 
is vital and compelling for all times and places, for every Jew in all 
circumstances, because the Creator of the world is also its Author, who made it 
the blueprint for Jewish life, which continues to hold and inspire us today.  
 
The leaders mentioned in this mishna all embraced the noble mission to 
preserve and protect this Divine legacy, to entrust it to the next generation of 
leaders, and to place it at the center of Jewish life.  We learn from them that 
each of us has the calling to be a leader in our own lives and  do the same by 
ensuring that God’s eternal blueprint is a vibrant guiding force for us and our 
families and communities. 
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    and entrusted it to Joshua, ,ַע  ּוְמָסָרּה ִליהֹושֻׁ

 
 
 
 
 
 

A deep bond of loyalty, trust and appreciation existed between Moses and 
Joshua, his leading disciple. Their closeness enabled Moses to hand over every 
aspect of the Torah to his devoted student. Strong relationships based on trust, 
respect and love are what allow for the lessons of the Torah to pass from parent 
to child, teacher to student, and to reach us today. The very name of this 
tractate – Chapters of the Fathers – refers to the spiritual parents who connect 
us to the timeless values of previous generations.  
 
Joshua led the Jewish People in circumstances that were very different from 
Moses’s time in the desert. It was Joshua’s role  to guide the young nation into 
the land of Israel, oversee the operations and strategy of the Jewish army, and 
manage the complex process of dividing the land between the tribes. Having 
established the first Jewish state, he placed the Divine lessons and values of the 
Torah at its center, and ensured they were passed on to the next generation.  

    and Joshua to the Elders,  ִֻׁנים, ִויהֹוש  ַע ִלְזקֵּ

 After Joshua, the Elders led the Jewish people for a few hundred years. Also 
called the Judges, their power was both political and religious, and they managed 
a nation fragmented by the competing identities of its twelve tribes. This was an 
era of great instability and disunity, of struggles with the allure of the paganism 
of the region, marked by constant skirmishes with the surrounding nations. It 
required tremendous strength of leadership to ensure that the Torah and its 
living legacy remained at the heart of Jewish life. 

    and the Elders to the Prophets,  ,ִנים ִלְנִביִאים  ּוְזקֵּ

 The Prophets were the guardians of tradition. Their era spanned centuries, 
monarchs, the construction and then destruction of the Temple and the 
rebuilding of the second one, and the exile of the two Jewish kingdoms. The 
Prophets were the voice of Divine morality, values and principles to both kings 
and society at large. They, too, ensured that the Divine lessons of the Torah 
remained central to Jewish life and were passed down to the next great leaders 
of the Jewish People.  

 
    and the Prophets entrusted it to the 
    Members of the Great Assembly. 

ת       ְכנֶׁסֶׁ י  ְלַאְנשֵּ ְמָסרּוָה  ּוְנִביִאים 
 ַהְגדֹוָלה. 
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The Great Assembly, a gathering of 120 sages, took the reins of leadership upon 
the nation’s return to Israel after the Babylonian Exile. They lived in particularly 
turbulent times as Jewish political leadership was only recently restored to 
Israel after the destruction of the First Temple. With the monarchy destroyed, 
prophecy nearing its end, and apathy and assimilation on the rise, the nation 
faced an existential threat. The sages of the Great Assembly came together to 
ensure that our Divine mission and legacy survived and thrived.  
 

    They said three things:  :ם ָאְמרּו ְשלָשה ְדָבִרים  הֵּ

 In this time of weakening Jewish identity and learning, the members of the Great 
Assembly responded with an ambitious plan to bring the Torah’s blueprint back 
to the center of Jewish life. They understood that the Jewish People were 
suffering from an erosion of Torah wisdom. To reverse this deterioration, the 
sages prescribed three clear guidelines for reviving an embrace of the Torah’s 
values. Their guidance remains compelling for us today. 

    Be deliberate in judgment,  ,ֱהוּו ְמתּוִנים ַבִדין 

 
 
 
 

The first guideline concerns the administration of justice. A judge may be 
tempted to assess the facts and rush to judgement, but must always remember 
that the truth is rarely as it first seems, and that those who come before the 
court are at the mercy of the judge’s decisions. Maintaining a court system that 
functions with justice, both procedurally and substantively, is a key Torah value, 
as it says, “Justice, justice you shall pursue”. 
 
Being “deliberate in judgement” also applies to our personal decisions, big and 
small. We make judgements about people and situations all the time, and these 
decisions can have serious consequences for ourselves and those around us. To 
“be deliberate” means to think something through patiently and deeply. This 
tranquil state of mind allows for clarity of thought and rational analysis, which 
are crucial to good decision-making. Panic and pressure can lead to emotional, 
reactive and short-term choices, with potentially damaging results. 
 

   and establish many students, ,ה  ְוַהֲעִמידּו ַּתְלִמיִדים ַהְרבֵּ
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The second guideline the sages of the Great Assembly offers to revive the spirit 
of the Jewish People concerned education. In order to reverse the trends of 
apathy and assimilation, they argued that it is essential to empower as many 
Jews as possible with the opportunity to learn Torah. This allows for each of us 
to forge our own deep connection to its values.  
 
The ‘crown’ of Torah learning is our God-given heritage, a treasure that is 
available to us all. There are no gatekeepers - everyone must have a chance to 
learn and  thrive.  
 
This inclusive vision inspired a formal national education system - perhaps the 
first of its kind in history - in Israel more than 2,500 years ago. Since then, every 
Jewish community has a duty, in terms of Jewish law, to establish a school for 
children to learn Torah.  
 
Torah learning is ideally a collaborative experience in which we recognize that 
everyone - teachers, students, parents, children and peers - has something to 
offer. Out of dialogue and debate something new emerges: a rich collective 
wisdom. By establishing “many students”, we enhance our knowledge 
individually and as a group. 
 
The mission to ‘establish many students’ also applies to those who are not official 
teachers or leaders. We are all called on to share our Torah insights and lessons 
with others. In this way, we are all leaders who actively influence and guide those 
around us to grow and improve as people. This kind of open and inclusive 
leadership model, in which we all share responsibility for inspiring others, has 
the power to make the world a better place, one relationship at a time. 

   and make a protective fence for the      
  Torah.  

 ַוֲעׂשּו ְסָיג ַלּתֹוָרה. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This third guideline encourages strengthening of mitzvot as a central part of 
Jewish life. It is a call to protect and nurture people’s ability to live by the Torah’s 
commandments in a way which is sustainable.  
 
One element, referred to here, are the protective laws of the rabbis. There is a 
Divine mandate for the rabbis of the Sanhedrin (the highest court of an 
established Torah legal system) is to add rabbinic laws to nurture, protect and 
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strengthen the keeping of the Torah’s mitzvot. For example, to help reinforce 
the Torah’s prohibition on eating milk and meat cooked together, the sages also 
forbid eating milk and meat at the same time even if they were cooked 
separately. 

 
Just as the rabbis established a wide set of general rules for strengthening our 
embrace of Torah, so too should we work on an individual level to build our own 
“protective fence” around those Divine ideals we know are hard to maintain. 
We need to become leaders in our own lives taking the initiative to think of 
ways to make keeping the mitzvot a natural and essential part of daily life. This 
means proactively setting up behaviors and systems which nurture this 
objective. Being prone to temptation is part of the human condition. Wisdom is 
understanding and recognizing our weaknesses, and correcting for them. We 
do this by creating environments that reinforce the behavior we hope to see in 
ourselves and in the world.  

 
 
∎∎ Conclusion 

Just as the Jewish leaders mentioned in this mishna understood that keeping the Torah at the 

center of Jewish life ensures the vitality and robustness of the Jewish People, so too should we 

look, as a new generation of Jews, to place this Divine blueprint at the center of our lives. The 

Torah’s timeless wisdom and direction for life has the ability to speak to every generation and 

every Jew. It gives us clarity, direction and a sense of rootedness in a constantly changing world, 

and shows us how to realize our full potential as individuals and as a people.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mishna 2 
 
                 Text 
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 Shimon the Righteous ִשְמעֹון ַהַצִדיק 

ת ַהְגדֹוָלה.  י ְכנֶׁסֶׁ  was one of the last remaining [members] of ָהָיה ִמְשָירֵּ
the Great Assembly. 

ר:    :He used to say הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ

ד:   :The world stands on three things ַעל ְשלֹוָשה ְדָבִרים ָהעֹוָלם עֹומֵּ

  ,on Torah learning ַעל ַהּתֹוָרה,

 ,and on the service of God ְוַעל ָהֲעבֹוָדה, 

 .and on acts of kindness ְוַעל ְגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים. 

 
 
☞ Commentary 
 

Introduction: 
 
Our lives consist of three essential relationships: with God, with others and with ourselves. Each 
of these relationships is precious and vital, and, in combination, they provide a holistic framework 
for every aspect of our lives. If these three relationships are healthy and vibrant, then we are on 
the path to fulfilling our potential, individually and collectively. This mishna explores how we can 
develop and enhance each of these relationships, the foundational pillars that hold up our lives.  
 

 
 

 Shimon the Righteous was one of 
the last remaining [members] of 
the Great Assembly. 

 ִשְמעֹון ַהַצִדיק   
ת ַהְגדֹוָלה.  י ְכנֶׁסֶׁ  ָהָיה ִמְשָירֵּ

 
 

 
 Shimon the Righteous, one of the last remaining members of the Great 

Assembly, was known for exuding a profound sense of holiness. When 
Alexander the Great, the powerful King of Macedonia and Persia, arrived at 
the outskirts of Judea at sunrise, and encountered the head of the Temple, 
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for the first time, he was so awed by Shimon’s spiritual energy and presence 
that he instinctively bowed to him. 

 He used to say, the world stands 
on three things:  

ר,    אֹומֵּ ָהָיה  ָהעֹוָלם הּוא  ְדָבִרים  ְשלֹוָשה  ַעל 
ד:   עֹומֵּ

* 
 
 

The ‘world’ here refers to both our own personal world and the collective 
world of the Jewish people. Our sages teach us that to save even one life is 
like saving an entire world, because each one of us is essentially a world in 
ourselves, containing a precious universe of hopes and dreams, actions and 
plans, relationships and connections. The Divine purpose of creation is to 
enable the growth, development and refinement of each one of us.  When 
we, as individuals and as a collective, strive to achieve this lofty purpose, the 
world (“the world stands”) becomes worthy of existence. 

The Torah presents a blueprint for our growth by guiding our thinking and 
conduct in our most essential relationships: with others, with God and with 
ourselves.  The “three things”, or pillars, the world stands on, as outlined 
below, are meant to enrich and reinforce these fundamental relationships. 
In combination, they serve as catalysts for improving ourselves and 
enhancing the collective world of the Jewish People, making us worthy of 
God’s presence in our lives. 

 On Torah learning,  ,ַעל ַהּתֹוָרה 

* 
 
 

The first of the three pillars that hold up our world is learning Torah. When 
we study Torah, we transform and enhance all of our relationships, but the 
most profound change comes to how we view ourselves. Learning Torah 
empowers us to transcend our base selves in a way that brings us closer to 
Him and His values.  

When we learn Torah we illuminate our lives with God’s thinking, values and 
vision*, and we get a stronger grasp of who we are and where we stand.  In 
a world that can be murky and confusing, the Torah grants us Divine clarity 
and direction, and uplifts and embraces us with Divine love. When we learn 
Torah, God becomes our loving parent who gently explains what He wants 
for us, shares His vision, and inspires us to lead a better life. 

At critical moments in Jewish history, when we faced daunting odds, it was 
our tenacious devotion to Torah learning that guaranteed our future. In one 
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famous example, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai, a great sage of the Talmud, 
leader of his generation, understood  in his negotiations with the Roman 
Caesar that he had to save the great Torah teachers to preserve Jewish 
learning, even without being able to save the Second Temple from 
destruction, if the Jewish People were to endure for generations to come. 
When Jews drift from their roots, it is the light of Torah learning that has the 
power to inspire us to return to our faith and our values, as our sages say: 
“the light within it will bring them back to the [path of] goodness.”  

 and on the service of G-d.    ,ְוַעל ָהֲעבֹוָדה 

 
 
 
 
 

The second pillar is serving God through prayer. This describes a moving 
spiritual experience in which we aren’t just mouthing words or going 
through the motions, but are having a powerful and personal encounter with 
the Creator of the universe.* 

Prayer nurtures a deep emotional and spiritual connection to God; we feel 
His love for us and we express our love for Him. The Talmud, which describes 
this mitzvah as a service of the heart, holds up Hannah – the mother of 
Samuel the Prophet – as our role model for prayer. When Hannah, who was 
childless for many years, prayed for the gift of a son, she whispered, 
supplicated and wept, opening her heart to God. Like Hannah, we pray in an 
intimate whisper, reflecting our private connection with God.  

“Service of the heart” is a deep emotional and spiritual experience, which 
brings us close to our Creator. We further enhance our bond with God, more 
broadly, when we keep his mitzvot, which is another interpretation of the 
phrase “service of God”.  

 

 and on acts of kindness.     .ְוַעל ְגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים 

* 
 
 
 
 
 

The third pillar holding up our world - individually and as a people - is acts of 
kindness. When we practice kindness, we help to bring about a better, more 
generous world, which makes us God’s partners in creation. Our sages teach 
us that we learn the mitzvah of kindness from God’s example of helping and 
supporting people with compassion. Acts of kindness may seem soft and 
gentle, but their impact is powerful and awesome, and they have the 
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capacity to uplift and even transform the lives of recipients, each of whom 
is an entire world as well.   

On a collective level, acts of kindness, make us worthy of the Divine 
presence, build society by supporting and holding everyone together, and 
ensuring that we create an environment of grace and compassion. 

Acts of kindness not only help others, but transform and purify the giver and 
can be a powerful catalyst to rise above ourselves. Just like Moses, who only 
became great when he saw the suffering of others and was moved to help, 
so too do we become better people when we feel empathy for others and 
are moved to act with compassion. 

 

∎∎ Conclusion 

How do we change our world? How can we improve ourselves? When we are looking for 
opportunities for change, we should seek a catalyst , an action that ripples through our lives. The 
three mitzvot mentioned in this mishna all have this catalyzing effect. Learning Torah changes 
how we look at the world by enabling us to see everything through the eyes of God. Prayer can 
be a catalyst, too. When we pray, we are enhancing and transforming our spiritual and emotional 
bond with God. Acts of kindness can be a powerful catalyst for helping us to rise above ourselves.  
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Mishna 3 
 
                 Text 
 

  ,Antigonos, head of Socho ַאְנִטיְגנֹוס, ִאיש סֹוכֹו,

ְמעֹון ַהַצִדיק. ל ִמשֶׁ  received [the Torah] from Shimon the ִקבֵּ
Righteous. 

ר:   :He used to say הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ

ת ָהַרב  Do not be like servants who serve the master ַאל ִּתְהיּו ַכֲעָבִדים ַהְמַשְמִשין אֶׁ

ל ְפָרס,  ,in order to receive reward ַעל ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ

ָלא, ֱהוּו ַכעֲ  ת ָהַרבאֶׁ  rather, be like servants who serve the master ָבִדים ַהְמַשְמִשין אֶׁ

ל ְפָרס, לֹּא ַעל ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ  ,not in order to receive reward שֶׁ

ם.  יכֶׁ  .and let the awe of Heaven be upon you ִויִהי מֹוָרא ָשַמִים ֲעלֵּ
 
☞ Commentary 

Introduction: 

Self-interest can be a powerful driver of human behaviour. Yet this mishna calls on us to strive 
for something nobler in our motivation: it asks us to behave righteously and perform good deeds 
without expecting reward, and spurs us on to become better versions of ourselves. In our actions 
and ambitions, we can tap into a more profound dimension of human behaviour, one driven by 
an authentic love for God and an appreciation of the deeper meaning inherent in what we do. 
 

 Antigonos, head of Socho, 
received [the Torah] from Shimon 
the righteous. He used to say: 

ַהַצִדיק.   ִמִשְמעֹון  ל  ִקבֵּ סֹוכֹו,  ִאיש  ַאְנִטיְגנֹוס, 
ר:   הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ

 
 Antigonos, a disciple of Shimon the Righteous, often said the following . 
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 Do not be like servants who serve 
the master in order to receive 
reward,  

ַעל   ָהַרב  ת  אֶׁ ַהְמַשְמִשין  ַכֲעָבדים  ִּתְהיּו  ַאל 
ל ְפָרס,  ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ

 
 In conveying that we should not behave in a mercenary way for personal 

gain, this mishna is calling us to transcend a transactional relationship with 
God. Instead, we should serve Him out of love, without expecting a reward.  
Any personal relationship - with God, with our spouse, our family or our 
friends - can descend into a kind of calculated exchange of benefits in which 
we are all silently but insidiously keeping track of what we give and receive. 
But this scorekeeping robs our relationships of their very essence, the love 
that should inspire us to give in the first place. When we give for the purpose 
of taking, we are no longer truly giving, which means we are no longer guided 
by love.  

When we recognize the role love should play in our behavior towards others, 
we begin to see our relationship with God and His Torah differently. When 
we practice the mitzvot we show that we love God, and we know that He 
loves us, too. The commandments are not merely a list of instructions, but a 
blueprint for how to nurture all of our essential relationships: with God, with 
others and with ourselves. This is why one of our great rabbis described 
Judaism as a “world of loving friendship”.  

As with all of our relationships, we can nurture this Divine mutual love with 
gratitude. When we are  mindful of all of the gifts of our lives, from our first 
breath in the morning to our drowsy sleep at night, we can’t help but feel 
grateful to Him. Because we do enough to deserve these many kindnesses, 
our appreciation to God should make us humble and liberate us from any 
preoccupation with rewards.  

 
Love also comes from the intimacy of truly knowing someone. We get closer 
to God when we study His Torah and appreciate its profound truths. We also 
come to know and love Him when we behold the magnificence of the 
universe, which He created. Whether we are gazing at a twinkling night sky 
or watching the crashing waves of a seemingly infinite ocean, we can’t help 
but feel an overwhelming sense of  closeness of the Creator. 
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These insights apply to all relationships. Connections based on gratitude and 
understanding have a natural reciprocal energy, free from more craven 
demands for tangible benefits. Of course, it is not always easy to transcend 
one’s self and to give with unconditional love, but a life filled with loving 
relationships is rich in strength, comfort and inspiration. 

 

 Rather, be like servants who 
serve their master not in order to 
receive reward, 

לֹּא   ת ָהַרב שֶׁ ָלא ֱהוּו ַכֲעָבִדים ַהְמַשְמִשין אֶׁ אֶׁ
ל ְפָרס  ,ַעל ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ

 
 
 

Two students of Antigonus, Tzadok and Baytos, tragically misinterpreted this 
guidance to mean that there was no reward at all for keeping the mitzvot.* 
They argued that this violates the basic tenets of justice, which prescribe 
different consequences for right or wrong decisions.  

This was a misinterpretation. A basic principle of Jewish faith is Divine reward 
and punishment. Ultimately, God remunerates us for everything we do. The 
Talmud says that the main arena for this Divine justice is not this world but 
the world to come, the afterlife. This is because our lives in this world are too 
fleeting to allow for any true reward or punishment. In this world, we have 
the freedom to choose between good and bad; in the next world, we receive 
the reward or are held accountable for our decisions. 

Antigonos did not mean to deny such a basic Jewish tenet of faith. Rather, 
he was calling for us to strive for a higher plane of motivation, beyond the 
realm of reward and punishment. While it is not wrong to act in the hopes of 
receiving a Divine reward, this mishna asks for idealism in moral behavior. It 
would be better, Antigonos is saying, to do good works merely for the sake 
of it. Yet his two students, looking to form a new movement, splintered off 
to create their own version of Judaism. Their efforts are now a mere footnote 
of Jewish history. The wisdom represented by Antigonus, however, which 
was loyal to the Sinai tradition, continues to this day.  
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 and let the awe of Heaven be 
upon you. 

ם.   יכֶׁ  ִויִהי מֹוָרא ָשַמִים ֲעלֵּ
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The mishna concludes with a call to respect and feel awed by God. This 
complements the mishna’s earlier call to love God. Good relationships rely 
on both love and respect.* Love without respect lacks dignity, and respect 
without love lacks warmth.  

Love is about drawing closer to God, while our awe is about acknowledging 
the gap between our own fallible mortality and vulnerability and His  
awesome greatness. The Torah captures these dual feelings in the two types 
of mitzvot we are meant to keep: “positive” commandments (ie, what we 
should do) represent our love, while “negative” commandments (ie, what we 
should not do) represent our respect. But because relationships are stronger 
when they are built on love rather than fear or awe, we should prioritize our 
love for God. This is why when we pray we say “Our Father our King”: We 
must first embrace God as a loving parent before we defer to Him as a mighty 
monarch. 

 

Our sense of awe can also inspire us. The very fact that God, the all-knowing, 
all powerful King of all kings, has granted us the privilege of making his Divine 
vision our personal mission is a remarkable gift. His profound recognition of 
our importance gives our lives meaning and a sense of purpose. We can’t 
help but feel deep appreciation for our place in the world. Every mitzvah we 
keep serves to remind us that we are all essential players in a Divine plan.  

 
∎∎ Conclusion 
 

One of the most powerful forces in the world is love. We have a profound capacity to love one 
another in a way that is both selfless and enriching. This mishna guides us to nurture our love for 
God as our main motivation for serving Him. It also teaches us to see the privileges inherent in a 
life of doing good. When we liberate our behavior from a desire for tangible benefits, we improve 
our relationships, spur our personal growth and feel guided by a noble sense of mission and 
purpose.  
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MIishna 4 
 
                 Text 
 

ָדה,  ר, ִאיש ְצרֵּ זֶׁ ן יֹועֶׁ י בֶׁ  ,Yosei the son of Yoezer, head of Tzereidah יֹוסֵּ

ן יֹוָחָנן, ִאיש ְירּוָשַלִים,   י בֶׁ  and Yosei the son of Yochanan, head of ְויֹוסֵּ
Jerusalem, 

ם.  הֶׁ  .received [the Torah] from them ִקְבלּו מֵּ

ר:  ָדה, אֹומֵּ ר, ִאיש ְצרֵּ זֶׁ ן יֹועֶׁ י בֶׁ  ,Yosei the son of Yoezer, head of Tzereidah יֹוסֵּ
says: 

ית ַוַעד ַלֲחָכִמים, יְתָך בֵּ  Let your home be a meeting place for the  ְיִהי בֵּ
sages, 

ם, יהֶׁ ק ַבֲעַפר ַרְגלֵּ  ,and grapple at the dust at of their feet וֱֶׁהוֵּי ִמְתַאבֵּ

ם.  יהֶׁ ת ִדְברֵּ ה ַבָצָמא אֶׁ  .and drink their words with thirst וֱֶׁהוֵּי שֹותֶׁ
 
 

 
☞ Commentary 
 
Introduction: 

When we learn Torah, we discover the power of living wisdom. Its lessons work not only our 
brains, but also inspire our hearts, and spur us to behave differently in the world. Rabbi Yosei ben 
Yo’ezer, who lived during the time of the Greek Empire, defied the prevailing bans on the practice 
of Judaism. He understood the importance of incorporating Divine ideals into the ordinary habits 
and spaces of daily life. He recognized that the most important house of learning we can create 
is in our very own homes, where we raise our children to embrace our values, which we hope 
they will take with them into their own future homes. It had seemed at the time that Rabbi Yosei 
was on the losing side of history, yet the mighty Greek Empire is no more. Meanwhile we, the 
descendants of Rabbi Yosei, are here more than 2,000 years later, learning and living the Torah 
the way he did. Although Rabbi Yosei died for his beliefs, they still guide us to this day. 
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 Yosei the son of Yoezer, head of 
Tzereida, and Yosei the son of 
Yochanan, head of Jerusalem, 
received the Torah from them. 

ן יֹוָחָנן, ִאיש    י בֶׁ ָדה, ְויֹוסֵּ ר, ִאיש ְצרֵּ זֶׁ ן יֹועֶׁ י בֶׁ יֹוסֵּ
ם.  הֶׁ  ְירּוָשַלִים, ִקְבלּו מֵּ

 Yosei the son of Yoezer and Yosei the son of Yochanan received the Torah 
from Antigonos, who received it from Shimon the righteous, the sages 
mentioned in the previous mishnas. This chapter of Pirkei Avot continues to 
trace the line of transmission that we began in the first mishna.  

 
 

Yosei the son of Yoezer, head of 
Tzereidah, says: 

ר:  ָדה אֹומֵּ ר ִאיש ְצרֵּ זֶׁ ן יֹועֶׁ י בֶׁ  יֹוסֵּ

 Rabbi Yosei ben Yoezer lived during the Syrian-Greek occupation of Israel, 
circa 159 BCE. The ancient Greeks issued many laws prohibiting the practice 
of Judaism. Rabbi Yosei ben Yoezer defied them all. Because he lived and 
taught Torah, he was sentenced to death. At the tragic moment when he was 
led out to be publicly killed, his own nephew – who, like many other Jews, 
had adopted the Hellenistic values of his occupiers – mocked him for his 
loyalty, faith and devotion to the Torah and its teachings.  

The Talmud records their dramatic and painful exchange, which culminates 
in the nephew’s heart-wrenching repentance. This scene represents an epic 
ideological battle between Judaism and Hellenism--and, more generally, 
between Judaism and assimilation. Both systems valued knowledge and 
learning, yet they were fundamentally different. The ancient Greek 
worldview prized intellectual pursuits purely as an academic exercise, 
unrelated to spiritual meaning or moral behavior. For the Jews, however, 
learning was about integrating God’s wisdom into the practicalities of daily 
life, about elevating our behavior with ethical, moral and spiritual ideals - all 
through the network of His commandments. Rabbi Yosei the son of Yoezer 
lived for this pursuit of Divine wisdom. In the end, he died for it, too. 

 Let your home be a meeting place 
for the sages, 

ית ַוַעד ַלֲחָכִמים,   יְתָך בֵּ  ְיִהי בֵּ

 Most literally, this mishna is calling for Jews to open their homes to informal 
community meetings led by sages. When we grant democratic access to 
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Jewish leaders, every member of the community benefits. This is because 
our sages are meant to embody the values they learn and teach.   
 
Sharing space with sages gives us all the chance to witness and absorb their 
ideals, ethics and character. We can observe the respectful and 
compassionate way in which they handle others, and we may study how they 
manage conflicts and address challenges. To live with Torah wisdom is to act 
with integrity. Given the high standards of living nobly and according to 
Jewish law, this mishna highlights the value of making space and time for 
potential role models.  
 
This mishna is also a call for turning one’s home into a house of learning, a 
beit midrash bustling with energy and inspiration. The Jewish home is at the 
heart of Jewish life because it is where the next generation gets its Torah 
values. The ideals that children grow up with at home are the priorities they 
take with them into their future. When we create a multi-generational 
meeting place for families to learn Torah together, we give ourselves the 
chance to connect with each other through our shared Divine heritage. 
 
Torah learning also fills our homes with God’s holy presence. Our sages 
compare God’s relationship to His Torah with that of a king to his beloved 
only daughter. Just as a king will follow his daughter wherever she goes, so, 
too, does God appear wherever people are learning Torah, and His presence 
is felt there with greater intensity.  
 
This call to make our homes places of Torah learning, a “meeting place for 
the sages”, not only refers to the physical presence of the sages, but also to 
their written words and ideas expressed across the generations. When we 
learn Torah, we are essentially entering a vast and dynamic conversation that 
spans continents and historical eras, which God initiated at Sinai. When we 
engage with these ideas, we become part of this extraordinary global, cross-
generational exchange. 
 
The “home” of this mishna may also be an analogy for the human mind. In 
the same way that we furnish a physical home to live in, so too do we  create 
and inhabit a mindset. “Let your home be a meeting place for the sages” is a 
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call to build a worldview from the ideas, principles and values of the Torah 
as taught by our sages across the ages. 
 

 And grapple at the dust of their 
feet.  

ם,  יהֶׁ ק ַבֲעַפר ַרְגלֵּ  וֱֶׁהוֵּי ִמְתַאבֵּ
 
 

 A “meeting place” is usually a site of robust discussions and debate, of lively 
conversations between people. When we learn Torah, we are not passively 
receiving a one-way monologue, but are instead active participants in a 
dynamic exchange. We are meant to “grapple” and struggle with the 
teachings of our sages, to ask questions, raise challenges and generally make 
our voices heard. But we are to do so with humility, “at the dust of their 
feet”. We recognize that we are part of a tradition, that we did not begin the 
conversation, and we defer to the sages who have come before us, to those 
who were closer to Sinai.   
 

 And drink their words with thirst.   .ם יהֶׁ ת ִדְברֵּ ה ַבָצָמא אֶׁ  וֱֶׁהוֵּי שֹותֶׁ

 This is a call to transform the act of learning into a powerful and even 
pleasurable experience driven by a natural thirst for Divine wisdom. Learning 
Torah should not be a cold, detached experience, but an engaged and 
enjoyable one, which brings real connection to its ideas. When we recognize 
that learning Torah is like drinking water on a hot day, we become thirsty for 
its spiritual insight and intellectual brilliance.  
 
The blessing we recite every morning before learning Torah asks God to 
“make the words of Your Torah sweet in our mouths”. This reflects our  
desire to ensure that learning Torah is a sweet and even joyful experience.  
When we learn with joy, we connect more deeply with the Torah’s ideas, and 
we feel more inspiration in our days. 
 
This is why we are forbidden to learn Torah when we are in mourning, either 
privately during the week of shiva or on Tisha B’av, when we are all expected 
to mourn the many disasters that have befallen the Jews, such as the 
destruction of both Temples. In these times, it would be inappropriate for 
the joy of Torah learning to interfere with the spirit of mourning.  
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∎∎ Conclusion 
 
This mishna considers all the ways in which the Torah is a dynamic document, 
a living wisdom. The lessons of the Torah cannot be confined to books and 
libraries, but are also in conversations with family and debates with friends. 
Learning Torah should not be a passive experience, but a lively, dynamic and 
often joyful cross-generational exchange of ideas. Learning its teachings can 
be transformational in a way that permeates our values and our homes, and 
which inspires and guides us to  become better people.   

 
 

 
MIishna 5 
 
                 Text 

ר:  ן יֹוָחָנן, ִאיש ְירּוָשַלִים אֹומֵּ י בֶׁ  Yosei the son of Yochanan, head of יֹוסֵּ
Jerusalem, says: 

יְתָך ָפתּוַח ִלְרָוָחה,  ,Let your home be wide open ְיִהי בֵּ

ָך,  יתֶׁ י בֵּ  and let the poor be members of your ְוִיְהיּו ֲעִנִיים ְבנֵּ
household, 

ה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָשה.   and do not engage excessively in empty ְוַאל ַּתְרבֶׁ
chatter with your wife. 

  ,They said this about his wife ְבִאְשּתֹו ָאְמרּו,  

רֹו.  ת ֲחבֵּ שֶׁ ר ְבאֵּ מֶׁ  ַקל ָוחֹּ
 

how much more so when it comes to his 
friend’s wife. 

 :From here our sages said ִמָכאן ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים:

ה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָשה,  Whoever engages excessively in empty ָכל ַהַמְרבֶׁ
chatter with his wife, 

ם ָרָעה ְלַעְצמֹו,  ,causes harm to himself גֹורֵּ

י תֹוָרה, ל ִמִדְברֵּ   ,and he neglects Torah learning ּובֹוטֵּ

ש  יִהָנם. ְוסֹופֹו יֹורֵּ  and is on a path that ultimately leads to גֵּ
inheriting Gehinnom. 
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☞ Commentary 
 
Introduction 
Our homes are a vital part of our identity, as individuals and as Jews, and they play an essential 
role in how we shape our collective future. As with the previous mishna, this one considers the 
attributes of a strong Jewish home. Our homes are important because this is where we raise 
the next generation of Jews, who will bring with them the values they were taught to prioritize 
growing up. The previous mishna called us to make our homes places of Torah learning. This 
one considers the importance of making our home a refuge of kindness, generosity and 
compassion, and a beacon of faithfulness within the sanctity of marriage. 
 

 Yosei, the son of Yochanan, head 
of Jerusalem, says. 

ר:   ן יֹוָחָנן, ִאיש ְירּוָשַלִים אֹומֵּ י בֶׁ  יֹוסֵּ

 
 Rabbi Yosei ben Yochanan, who received the Torah from Antigonos, was the 

leader of Jerusalem, the most famous city in Jewish history. As directed by 
God, King David made Jerusalem the capital of Israel more than 3,000 years 
ago. It was the site of the original Garden of Eden, where Adam and Eve were 
first created; it was where Abraham brought Isaac to be sacrificed to God; 
and it was the place of Jacob’s dream. Both Temples were built in Jerusalem, 
and we mention the city in our prayers multiple times a day. At every 
wedding and funeral service, we refer to Jerusalem as a symbol of our 
longing for redemption, as reflected in the words of the Book of Psalms, “if I 
forget you Jerusalem …” 

 Let your home be wide open.  ,יְתָך ָפתּוַח ִלְרָוָחה  ְיִהי בֵּ

 
This is a call to create a home filled with kindness, generosity and hospitality. 
Abraham and Sarah, the founders of the Jewish people, serve as our role 
models for how to live in the world. Their kindness and hospitality were 
essential to their style of leadership. They always kept their tent open on all 
sides so that anyone could gain access with ease. They were known for being 
compassionate and open-hearted, and for regularly reaching out to those in 
need.  
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As truly kind people, Abraham and Sarah did not wait for problems to arise 
in order to help others. Instead, they were always looking for opportunities 
to give. This was true even when Abraham was recovering in the hot desert 
sun from an extremely painful late-life circumcision. He still famously sat at 
the opening of his tent and waited for guests. No one disturbed him that day 
because God had arranged for it to be hotter than usual. But when it became 
clear that Abraham was distressed to not have a chance to behave 
generously, God sent him three angels masquerading as weary travellers. 
With Sarah’s help, Abraham then proceeded to lavish these guests with 
choice delicacies.  

Just as Abraham and Sarah provided shelter and shade from a scorching sun, 
so too should we turn our own homes into places of relief for those who are 
in distress. Whether people need physical help, financial assistance or 
emotional support, we should aim to offer every manner of relief that we 
can manage. The ideal Jewish home is a haven of kindness and comfort, a 
place so welcoming that those who enter feel immediately unburdened of 
the weight of their troubles.  

This mishna may also be translated to mean “let your home be open for 
gain.” This hints at the belief that when we help others or give to charity, we 
will be rewarded materially by God in this world and the next. In this way, 
giving money away is, paradoxically, the best way to continue to eternally 
benefit from it, even after we have left this world. In death, we must 
relinquish all of our assets and investments, but the blessings we receive for 
our charity stay with us always, even as we journey on to the next world.  

 

 Let the poor be members of your 
household.  

ָך,   יתֶׁ י בֵּ  ְוִיְהיּו ֲעִנִיים ְבנֵּ

 
Here, we are being told to treat the poor like family. We should give with 
such an open heart that recipients experience it as an act of love.  

Because poverty is an assault on human dignity, we must give in a way that 
aims to restore the self-respect of those in need. Although it is vital to donate 
material things like money, clothing and food, this is not enough. We must 
also treat the poor with dignity and respect, and give them words of 
encouragement. It is important that we express a fundamental human 
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solidarity with those who are less fortunate than us, and that we reaffirm the 
essential equality of all people.  

For example, we begin the Pesach seder by inviting those who do not have a 
place to be, and then we then say, “this year we are slaves and next year we 
will be free”. Regardless of our circumstances, we are expressing our 
solidarity and equality with all slaves--of poverty, of circumstance--and we 
are praying that we will all be redeemed together next year. 

Offering emotional support and empathy is a crucial part of the mitzvah of 
giving charity. The Talmud promises abundant Divine blessings not only for 
giving money, but also for giving words of comfort and encouragement to 
the poor. When we nurture within ourselves real empathy and compassion 
for the plight of others, we develop the humility to recognize that merely 
being able to give is a blessing. Giving to the poor also brings us closer to 
God, who is always near those who suffer from a broken spirit.  

 

 And do not engage excessively in 
empty chatter with a woman. 
They said this about his wife. 

ה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָשה.    ְוַאל ַּתְרבֶׁ

 This mishna addresses an unfortunate tendency among some men to belittle 
their wives, and women in general, by talking to them about only frivolous 
things (“empty chatter”), rather than matters of substance. The Talmud 
teaches us that a proper marriage should include love and respect, honor 
and friendship. Husbands show their regard for their wives by engaging them 
in real conversations about real issues, to ensure that their relationship does 
not descend into a realm of superficial chit-chat. Of course, there should 
always be room for fun and light-hearted conversations; this mishna cautions 
only against “excessive empty chatter”. It is teaching us that a good marriage 
comes from ongoing meaningful conversations about real issues, shared 
values and a common sense of mission. 
 
 

 And how much more so when it 
comes to his friend’s wife. From 
here our sages said whoever 
engages excessively in empty 

רֹו. ִמָכאן ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים:    ת ֲחבֵּ שֶׁ ר ְבאֵּ מֶׁ ַקל ָוחֹּ
ָהִאשָ  ִעם  ִׂשיָחה  ה  ַהַמְרבֶׁ ָרָעה  ָכל  ם  גֹורֵּ ה, 

 ְלַעְצמֹו,
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chatter with a woman causes 
harm to himself, 

 
The mishna now shifts to talking outside of one’s marriage. It teaches us that 
when we talk to those of the opposite sex, who are not our spouse, we 
should recognize the importance of maintaining proper social boundaries to 
protect the sanctity of our marriage. Fun and free-flowing conversation 
(“empty chatter”) has the power to draw people together, yet this can create 
a problematic intimacy that can easily undermine our emotional faithfulness 
to our spouse. If we hope to sustain a strong marriage, we should take care 
with how we talk to those who may tempt us to forget our modesty.  

This cautionary note of the mishna should be seen in light of its earlier call to 
open up our homes and treat everyone with  kindness. We are being 
reminded here that too much effusiveness between an unrelated man and 
woman can be inappropriate. Preserving the sanctity of marriage is a core 
Torah value, so we should not threaten these sacred unions with immodestly 
warm conversations with members of the opposite sex.  

A complicating factor here is that there is often a power imbalance between 
those who give charity and those who receive it. In cases where a woman is 
at the mercy of a man because she relies on his generosity, we must 
recognize the unique vulnerability of her position. Given the man’s relative 
power, he may be tempted to behave in a way that takes advantage of the 
woman’s reliance on him. But, of course, this behavior is wrong, as this 
mishna obliquely warns.  

For an example of admirable behaviour in just such circumstances, we have 
Boaz, a great Rabbinic leader and the great grandfather of King David, whose  
interactions with Ruth are recounted in the Book of Ruth. When Ruth first 
arrived in Israel, she was a poverty-stricken widow and convert with a 
disgraced mother-in-law for a companion. She was a woman with nothing of 
value and no one to protect her. Boaz on the other hand, was rich and 
important. Yet Boaz still treated Ruth with respect and never exploited  her 
vulnerability. In the end, it was Ruth who took the initiative (on her mother-
in-law’s advice), and they eventually got married. But Boaz’s modesty and 
restraint, despite his disproportionate power, make him a valuable role 
model for the lessons in this mishna. 
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 And he neglects Torah learning.  ,י תֹוָרה ל ִמִדְברֵּ  ּובֹוטֵּ

 
According to this mishna, excessive empty chatter not only threatens our 
marriages, but also costs us time we should spend on more noble pursuits, 
such as learning Torah. Our years may seem long, but our time here is in fact 
finite and precious. We should use every moment we have productively and 
well, and aim to fill our days with wisdom and inspiration.  

 And he is on a path that 
ultimately leads to inheriting 
gehinom. 

יִהָנם.   ש גֵּ  ְוסֹופֹו יֹורֵּ

 
The word “gehinom” is commonly translated as “hell”, but also refers to a 
kind of self-imposed suffering. When we betray a spouse, our pursuit of 
fleeting pleasure inevitably brings more pain into the world--a “hell on 
earth”--and also courts Divine retribution in the world to come. But when we 
actively create a home of sanctity, charity, faithfulness and connection, we 
create a “heaven on earth”.  

 
 
 
 
 
∎∎ Conclusion 

If mishna three was about our obligations as  individuals (ie, to nurture our 
relationships by giving with love and humility), then this mishna and the 
previous one are about our duties to our family and our community, 
particularly as it pertains to how we establish our homes. Whereas the 
previous mishna asserts the importance of making our homes places of 
dynamic Torah learning, this mishna encourages us to make our homes sites 
of honor, kindness and generosity. We are meant to turn our homes into 
sanctuaries where people find relief from their distress and suffering, and 
where husbands and wives talk respectfully to each other, and the 
boundaries of modesty are respected. The choices we make in our homes  
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inform the future ideals of our children, the next generation of the Jewish 
People, and help us to model and spread the values we hope to instill in the 
world. 

 

Mishna 6 
 
                 Text 
 

ִלי  ן ְפַרְחָיה ְוִנַּתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ ַע בֶׁ  Yehoshua the son of Perachya and Nittai of ְיהֹושֻׁ
Arbel 

ם.  הֶׁ  .received [the Torah] from them ִקְבלּו מֵּ

ר:  ן ְפַרְחָיה אֹומֵּ ַע בֶׁ  :Yehoshua the son of Perachya says ְיהֹושֻׁ

ה ְלָך ַרב,   ,Designate a rabbi for yourself ֲעׂשֵּ

ר,  ,and acquire a friend for yourself ּוְקנֵּה ְלָך ָחבֵּ

ת ָכל ָהָאָדם ְלַכף ְזכּות.   .and judge every human being favourably וֱֶׁהוֵּי ָדן אֶׁ

 
 
 
 
 
☞ Commentary 

Introduction: 

It can be both liberating and illuminating to recognize the limits of our perspective, to move 
beyond our own narrow view of the world. We achieve this by connecting with other people - 
teachers, friends - who help us to see things through their eyes. But to truly broaden our point 
of view, we must have the humility to open ourselves up to such connections, and to listen with 
a generous spirit. This mishna guides on this journey. 

 

 Yehoshua, the son of Perachia 
and Nittai of Arbel received [the 

ִלי   ן ְפַרְחָיה ְוִנַּתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ ַע בֶׁ  ְיהֹושֻׁ
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Torah] from them. Yehoshua, the 
son of Perachia says, “Designate 
a Rabbi for yourself”. 

ר ן ְפַרְחָיה אֹומֵּ ַע בֶׁ ם. ְיהֹושֻׁ הֶׁ ה ְלָך  ִקְבלּו מֵּ : ֲעׂשֵּ
 ַרב,

 
 

 
 The word rabbi means teacher. If we hope to learn Torah with depth and 

wisdom, we need a teacher who is skilled and knowledgeable, and also loyal 
to the line of Torah transmission directly from Sinai. Moses, the very first 
rabbi of Jewish history, taught the Torah he received directly from God. As 
inheritors of Moses’s legacy, our rabbis embrace the calling to continue 
teaching Torah with clarity, empathy and integrity, and connecting us to the 
Divine revelation at Sinai.  

Seeking out a rabbi is about accepting, with humility, the value of learning 
from others. For example, Moses and Aaron were close brothers, but also 
humble disciples of one another. Despite their own individual strengths, they 
both looked to  each other as a teacher and a mentor. Moses may have been 
the greatest rabbi in history, but he also had the humility to seek guidance 
and insight from his brother. Humility is the capacity to listen and accept that 
no one person has all wisdom and knowledge. 

When we seek out a teacher, we are admitting that we are all lifelong 
students. One never graduates from learning Torah. The journey always 
continues because God’s wisdom is infinite, and there are always new 
exciting insights to discover, new ways of looking at the world. This is why we 
honor Torah scholars by calling them talmid chacham. Not just a chacham, a 
wise person, but a talmid chacham, literally a “student of the wise”, someone 
who embodies both the humility and the thirst for lifelong learning. No one 
grows out of a need for a teacher, not even Moses or Aaron.  

 

 Acquire for yourself a friend.  ,ר  ּוְקנֵּה ְלָך ָחבֵּ

 Human beings need each other. No one truly flourishes in isolation. While 
some relationships are simply practical, a real friend is not merely helpful, 
but also is profoundly understanding, and offers essential warmth and 
emotional support. We must choose our friends carefully, because they play 
an important role in helping us achieve our full potential in life. Our friends 
should share our vision for how to live in the world, join us in doing good 
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deeds, and inspire us to be better people, in terms of our life mission to give 
expression to our Divine values. 
 
Ideally, our closest friend should be our spouse. Our sages say that a 
husband and wife should strive to be friends who love, respect and support 
each other, and who together nurture a home of goodness, which helps 
make the world a better place. 
 
Only a rare and true friend will be honest with us about our flaws. It is 
natural to rationalise and justify one’s behaviour; therefore, it is vital to 
have someone we trust who can lovingly guide us to see things differently 
or to change our ways.  

A real friend is also someone we can turn to for counsel. Our personal biases 
often obscure our vision and compromise our clarity. But we make ourselves 
vulnerable when we share our private concerns. This is why we should seek 
help only from those we can trust to deal with us with loyalty and integrity. 
When we ask for advice, we are admitting that the world is far too complex 
for one person to understand, and we are acknowledging that our 
perspective is enhanced when we consider the wise views of others.  

A friend is also a valuable partner for learning Torah. When we learn on our 
own, our insights are limited by our own subjective view of the world. But 
when we learn in the company of someone we respect, we are more open to 
listening to and valuing the opinions and perspectives of others, with humility 
and curiosity. This is why the “chavruta” model of studying in pairs has been 
the cornerstone of Jewish learning for generations. The Torah as Divine 
wisdom is far too nuanced and complex to be fully appreciated without 
discussion and debate. When students, teachers and colleagues collaborate, 
they gain access to more ideas and more avenues for  understanding. 

When we learn with a partner, we each become both teacher and student. 
By working together, we not only benefit from other opinions, but also feel 
compelled to hone our own explanations of our point of view. Merely by 
expressing our thoughts out loud, we are forced to sharpen and clarify what 
may otherwise remain hazy and unsaid.  

Torah learning is not meant to be a passive experience, but an active and 
engaged one. By learning with others, we make the lessons feel more human 
and real, instead of abstract and cerebral. When we are more engaged with 
the material, we are more likely to truly connect with the ideas.  
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This mishna notes that a friend must be “acquired”. Because a good friend 
can have such a powerful effect on our lives, we must take care to properly 
invest (“acquire for yourself a friend”) in the people we bring in close. A 
friendship cannot last unless we are prepared to apologise, acknowledge 
faults, magnanimously cede ground in disputes, and sacrifice our own needs 
to help someone else. When we acquire a friend, we understand we are 
entering a relationship that demands our patience, sympathy, generosity, 
tolerance and restraint, and we trust that this other person understands all 
of this, too.  

 And judge every person 

favourably. 

ת ָכל ָהָאָדם ְלַכף ְזכּות.    וֱֶׁהוֵּי ָדן אֶׁ
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Interpreting another person’s behaviour is a matter of judgement. This 
mishna impresses upon us the value of giving others the benefit of the doubt. 
We should exercise humility in all of our judgement, but we should be 
especially hesitant when we are asked to assess the actions of the righteous.  

When we judge someone favorably, we see them compassionately. We must 
always keep in mind that the lives of others are inevitably more complicated 
than they seem on the surface. We should recognize that we cannot possibly 
know all of the circumstances behind someone’s behavior, and we should see 
their faults in the broader context of the good they do. Indeed, an alternative 
translation of this mishna is “And judge the entire person favourably.”  

When we judge others humanely, we are using the very same empathy and 
humility we need to find a good teacher or friend. It is because we know we 
are all fallible, prone to temptation and vulnerable to bad choices, that we 
understand the importance of seeking guidance and exercising humility in 
how we judge others. Often it is only when we judge others favorably that 
we are able to find people who are worthy in our eyes of being our teachers 
or our friends. 

When we choose to judge people generously, we create a better world for 
ourselves. Seeing the good in others means we feel surrounded by mostly 
good people, which creates a virtuous circle. When we see the goodness in 
others, we feel inspired to become better people ourselves. When we treat 
others with kindness, we often find they treat us kindly in return. When we 
believe in the goodness of others and honor them with high expectations, we 
often find they are happy to prove our assumptions are correct.  

By judging others favorably, we provide God with a reason to judge us 
favorably in return. Our sages teach us that if we give other people the 
benefit of the doubt, God will give us the benefit of the doubt, too. But if we 
judge others harshly and unforgivingly, then God views our own actions in 
much the same way. 
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∎∎ Conclusion 
 
This mishna is all about the importance of navigating the world with humility. It is only when we 
recognize the limits of our own biases and prejudices that we open ourselves up to the lessons 
of wise teachers and the advice of good friends. Similarly, it is only when we recognize our own 
fragility as people that we understand the importance of judging others generously. Because 
we cannot know all the reasons why others behave the way they do, it is best to treat everyone 
with compassion. When we act with kindness and humility, when we believe in the goodness of 
others and we are alert to the flaws in ourselves, we often  find that our behavior encourages 
others to treat us the same way. In this small way, we are able to make the world a better 
place.  
 

 
 
Mishna 7 
 
                 Text 
 

ר:  ִלי אֹומֵּ  :Nittai of Arbel says ִנַּתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ

ן ָרע,  ק ִמָשכֵּ   ,Keep away from a bad neighbour ַהְרחֵּ

ר ָלָרָשע,   ,and do not connect with a bad person ְוַאל ִּתְתַחבֵּ

ְרָענּות.  ש ִמן ַהפֻׁ  and do not give up hope in the face of ְוַאל ִּתְתָיאֵּ
adversity. 

 

 
☞ Commentary 

Introduction 

We should be proactive in how we view our lives and experiences, not allowing ourselves to be 

passively moulded by events. This means we should avoid becoming arrogant in good times or 
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despondent when things are bad. Instead, we must strive to always behave with the kind of 

hopefulness and humanity that inspires others and reassures ourselves.  

 

ר:  ִלי אֹומֵּ  :Nittai of Arbel says ִנַּתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ

ן ָרע,  ק ִמָשכֵּ   ,Keep away from a bad neighbour ַהְרחֵּ

 

This mishna recognizes just how easy it is for those who are close at hand to make an impression 

on us through what they say and do, and therefore how important it is to distance ourselves from 

those who may be a bad influence. We are often swayed by people we see every day, regardless 

of whether we feel emotionally close to them, so we must take care to create some space 

between ourselves and those who fail to behave with integrity. This means we should not only 

avoid people who bring us down spiritually, morally or emotionally, but also proactively seek out 

positive people who reinforce our connection with our Divine values. Beyond the issue of 

influence, this mishna’s advice is about protecting ourselves from potential harm by getting 

distance from negative people who are angry, jealous, destructive or unethical. 

  

 

ר ָלָרָשע,   ,and do not connect with a bad person ְוַאל ִּתְתַחבֵּ

 

Beyond worrying about our physical proximity to dubious individuals, this mishna warns us to 

avoid getting emotionally attached to people of questionable morals and values. When we 

distance ourselves from those who will pull us down, we create the best possible environment 

for ourselves and our families. Given how powerful our social environments are over how we 

think and behave, we cannot afford to be passive about the company we keep. Rather, we must 
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proactively surround ourselves with good people who will enable and inspire us to grow and 

achieve great things. 

When we attach ourselves to questionable people, we are endorsing their actions by default. 

Simply by associating with this person, we are in effect giving our tacit social approval of his or 

her behavior. Every word we say and every action we perform ultimately conveys a message 

about our values. When we speak or act--or fail to speak or act--in a way that condones sinful 

behavior, we commit the offense of “flattery”, according to Jewish law. Flattery, in this context, 

describes any words or actions that praise or endorse immoral behavior. This applies not only to 

our personal interactions, but also to behavior that affects us collectively. In the face of large-

scale political or social misdeeds, our silence irresponsibly implies acquiescence.  

Of course, remaining passive is easy. It takes far more courage to defend our principles. For 

example, if we find ourselves among a group of people who are speaking negatively about 

another person, in violation of the Torah’s ban on “lashon hara” (literally “bad speech”), we have 

a real choice to make: will we join in, remain silent or speak up for our values and defend the 

dignity of the person being maligned? If we chime in, we are just as guilty as the others. Even if 

we merely remain silent, we are still guilty of the sin of ‘flattery’. Despite our desire for social 

acceptance, we must instead bravely express the moral problem of such comments and try to 

move the conversation in another direction. 

Essentially, it is not enough to create a positive moral environment for ourselves and our loved 

ones. It is also our responsibility to be a positive influence on others, and to help create public 

spaces that support the kind of behavior we hope to see in the world. We are called to be active 

shapers of our world, not merely passive recipients of the feelings and ideas of others. Our role 

model in this is Aaron, Moses’s brother and a leader of the Jewish people at the time of the 

Exodus and then in the desert. In a later mishna in Pirkei Avot, he is described as someone who 

spread the Torah’s values by embodying its lessons of wisdom and compassion. Instead of 

retreating into splendid isolation to protect himself from the questionable behavior of others, he 

reached out and spread goodness in society, often by example, which inspired many to become 

better people. 
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ְרָענּות.  ש ִמן ַהפֻׁ  and do not give up hope in the face of ְוַאל ִּתְתָיאֵּ
adversity. 

 

 

We should live our days humbly aware of our fundamental vulnerability. Regardless of our 

circumstances, we must never delude ourselves into thinking that we are in complete control of 

our lives. Because we are ultimately in God’s hands,  it is arrogant and misguided to presume we 

have earned our opportunities solely by virtue  of our efforts, or that we are masters of our own 

success.    

When we have faith, our fragility makes us grateful when times are good, and hopeful when they 

are bad. This mishna is acknowledging the role our faith in God can play in protecting us against 

despair. We are comforted by the open possibilities that our situation can improve at any 

moment because, as our sages say, “The salvation of God comes in the blink of an eye”. Hope, 

which emerges from faith in God, is a powerful human emotion, which can sustain a person 

through a dark time.  Yet faith in God does not mean we simply believe all of our problems will 

be solved. Rather, it means we understand that uncertainty in life is not random, but all part of 

God’s plan. When we recognize that He is in control, we can express our wariness about the 

future with humility and grace, rather than fear and anxiety. When we believe that God makes 

anything possible, we work harder to be worthy of His help, through both prayer and deed. 

Without faith, life’s fluctuations can be terrifying. Faith transforms our keen awareness of the 

vicissitudes of life into a catalyst for good. 

In situations of suffering we should not despair of God’s love. The Talmud teaches us that we 

should always say about any event, “This too is for the good”. Just as we cannot assume our 

suffering is a sign of God’s disapproval, we should not presume that prosperity is a sign of His 

approval because we can never truly understand His loving plans for us. We may be tempted to 

“attach” ourselves to someone who is immoral yet successful, but we should know that God 
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ultimately brings justice to all, in this world or the next. As the Talmud states, “The reward is not 

in this world.” In our own transient world, we are meant to practice mitzvot and do good deeds 

regardless of whether we are prosperous or suffering. It is only in the next world that we 

experience the ultimate Divine justice for everything that is done in this world.  

∎∎ Conclusion 

This mishna is essentially about finding inner strength in difficult times.  

When we sense we are near people who bring us down with their negativity, we need to act.s. 

Given how much easier it would be to simply do nothing, it takes a great deal of courage and 

wisdom to challenge or pull back from damaging situations.  

This mishna also calls for us to face our problems with resolve, and to find comfort in our faith. 

Because we are created in “God’s image”, we are all endowed with some of His power, strength 

and wisdom. This means we have a tremendous and often surprising capacity to handle every 

aspect of life, whether it is sweet or bitter; a success or failure; an opportunity or a challenge. 
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